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THE IMPACT OF SEMIOTICS ON PHILOSOPHY

In the conventional wisdom, as Descartes was the father of modern philosophy in the early 17"
century, so Ferdinand de Saussure was the father of semiology in the early 20" century, and Charles
Peirce the father of semioticsin that same time-frame. The pictureis fair enough.

But if we ask what has been the impact of semiotics upon philosophy over the course of the 20™
century, to answer anything beyond "marginal” would be an exaggeration. Thissituation, as| readiit, is
about to change dramatically. In the less than a century of dominance enjoyed by so-called "analytic
philosophy" in English-speaking and Hispanic academic worlds of the late modern twilight, it was the
custom regularly to issue "promissory notes' on philosophical programs, usually epistemological in
character, never realizedindetail . Asmodernity and postmodernity reach the stage of passing one another
in the night, the first receding in its twilight as the other moves toward a brilliant dawn, | would liketo
give apassing example of areverse procedure. Instead of going from abrief programmatic statement to
agrand project never to be fulfilled, | want to present instead an abstract of an already completed larger
project, asetting of contemporary semioticsfully withinthe horizon and context of philosophical history
asawhole, from itsoriginin ancient Greek loniato its latest manifestation as semiotic, the doctrine of
signs.!

Of course, | could be wrong in my belief that the philosophy establishment will not be able much
longer to avoid refurnishing its house along semiotic lines— but | have gotten so used to being wrong,

tWalker Percy was once cédled "athief of Peirce'. Well, were it not for athief of Dedy, we muld have gathered here
todayto dscussthe situationin detail rather thanin general, for the book uponwhich my remarks are based and, indiredly,
those of mycommentators, would na have been a matter of word of mouth bu of accomplished fad. For, as many of you
know, my index for the work was to have been completed before my arrival in Finland, and thework itself wasto have been
publishedwhile | wasin Finland; but, 97% of my way throughthe index and thirteen days before my departure for Finland,
thenatebookcomputer containingtheindex was golen from my officein Houston, andthelion's hare of my timein Finland
hasbeen spent reconstituting that index from my 40% badk-up bese, athanklesstask now thankfully dore — but not in time
to put the book in our hands before the century has turned on any accounting. Not only is there the dispute over whether the
year 2000 ends the 20" century or begins the 219, there is the further fact that the calendar as originally understood to have
been based on the year of birth of Jesus Christ was off by at |least four years, possibly by as many as seven. Whether we are
in the 21% century or not as this symposium convenes, we assuredly will be when the Four Ages of Understanding isfinally
published by the University of Toronto Press a few months hence!
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especiallyin prophedes, that the prosped hardly daunts me. Andthistime, wrong o nat, | cantell you
for sure from personakperiencethat, even thoughthe situation has begunto change over the last two
decades particularly, semiotibas been and still i s at the margins of philosophy. Analytic philosophy
in particular, after all the dominant paradigm in acalemic departments of philosophy throughou the
Englishand Hispanic speaing worlds, has not been receptive to semiotics, though superficially you
would have expected a proclaimiedguistic perspedive in phlosophyto be receptive of the semiotic
point of view, particularly when you consider thia¢ dominant paradigm for the study o signsin the
20" century, to wit, semiology, has emphasized the linguistic paradigm for studying even signs in
generalBut this superficial impressonwould be belied bythefad that the mnception d languageitself
within analytic phil osophy has been that of a self-contained whale, even as a system of signs; whereas
semioticshasinsisted from thefirst that lingustic semiosis, the ation d signswithin human language,
is far from asdlf-contained unverse of discourse. On the mntrary, acordingto semiatics, the ation d
signsexceaddls the boundries st by the human use of signs, and the human use of signs would na be
evenpasshle except in constant coll aborationwith and onthe basis of an adion d signsat many levels
surroundindinguistic usage andrenderingit succes§ul whenever andto whatever extent it does sicceel
(which of course is far from always).

Indeed,within semiotics, the open questionis nat whether the ation d signs is broader than any
construal of language, but rathew far the paradigm for the a¢ion o signs extends. Thereis general
agreemenby naw that the adion d signs, "semiosis', extends at least as far as awarenessor cogrition
occurs, which includes the entire domain of animal sign usage, or "zodsemibssirealy defeds
theproposal Sausaure enboded in the semiologicd modd of signwhich would have made of the study
a variant of modern idealism, the philosophidadtrine (distinctive of modernity) acmrding to which
themind knows only what the mind itsalf constitutes or makes. In the model of sign operative within
semiotics, every sign consists in a relation connedhirggeterms, one of which performs the function
of other-representation (and which Peirce cdls acordingly the "representamen”?), a second d which
performsthe function o self-representation a objedification (which Peirce cdl sthe"objed signified",
asomewhat redundant expresson, aswewill sed, andthethird term of which performs the function o
relatingwithin the significationitself — even when the representamen or sign-vehicleisanatural event,
suchavolcano kelching smoke, as we will see— the representameéa the significae, thus completing
thetriad onthe basis of which Peirce following his Latin predecessors (so difficult for hislate modern
followersto acknowledge) from whom he leaned the fad, identified the sign strictly so cdled with a

2 A term habituall y mispronourced, as my students know, by the Anglophil e Peirceans asa mnsequenceof their general
ignorance of Latin. In 1992 | launched, by of afootnote, my quixotic crusade to corred the pronurciation o contem-
poraryPeirceans of theterm "representamen”, which | may aswell continue here. Sinceit isaquestion d pronurciation, an
audialform, and heremy solemedium is riptal, my foray remainsno doul douly guixotic. Nonetheless heregoes (again).
The term "representamen” is derived from the Latin for "to represent”, or "a representation’. In acwrdance with this
etymology theterm shoud na be pronourced, asby the Angophl e Peirceans, "represént-a-men", but rather as" represen-té&-
men
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triadic relation. Thus Peirce, exactly did the Latins before him, Poinsot in perticular,? distinguished
betweersigns |oosely so-called, which are strictly representamens, aighs strictly so-called, which
are the triadic relations themselves and as auch, in contrast to ead and every ore of the threeterms
united within the sign and in contrast to the objects related within the web of sign relations.

The"open question” within semiotics today, thus, isnot whether semiology is co-ordinate with o
subalterrto semiotics, but only whether semioticsis broader even than zoosemiotics,” and onthis ques-
tion two pdasitions have emerged. Thereisthe comparatively conservative paositionwhich would extend
semioticsto the whale of living things, plants as well as animals. This extension was first formally
proposea@ndarguedin 1981 byMartin Krampen under thelabel "phytosemiotics’, thestudy d anadion
of signsintheredm of vegetablelife, apowerful casequickly ridiculed, but onewhich , initialy among
the skeptics of the proposal, wound upealy defending.” The mnservative fadion in the matter of
whetherthe adion d signs, and hencethe paradigm of semiotics, can be extended beyondthe sphere of
cognitive life has rallied around the labelbbdésemiotics.

Themoreradicd fadion (chief anongwhich must be murted Peircehimself) does not quarrel with
theinclusion d phytosemiotics under the umbrella of semiotics, but argues that even this extension
leaves something out, nametiie physicd universe & large which surrounds biologicd life and upon
whichall li fedepends. Heretofore the devel opment of the physicd universe a ableto spawn and suppat
life hasbeen studied under therubric of evolution. Theradicd fadionin semioticstoday arguesthat what
is distinctive of the adion d signsis the shaping d the past onthe basis of future events, and onthis
accountinghe adion d signs (or "semiosis") can be discerned even in the rocks and amongthe stars—
a veritable physiosemiosis, theoreticd justification and pradicd exploration d which marks the fina
frontier of semiotic inquiry, "final" only irthe sense that there is nowhere left in the universe of finite
beingfor semiosisto belooked for, it having nav been foundto occur (if the nation o physiosemiosis
befinaly vindicated) wherever finitebeingsinterad, andsotojustify Peirce spropcsal that the universe
as a whole, even if it does not consist exclusively of signs, is yet everywhere perfused with signs.

In thisdebate between the conservative biosemioticiansandtheradicd proporentsof the rredness
of Peirces fundamental intuition of the permeaion d finite being by semiosis the "phil osophers of
language" have been left in the duwstjt were, of the intelledual racewhich turns out to have caried
philosophyitself beyondmodernity and the paradigm of knowledgethat modernity emboded asitsvery
identity as a distinct philosophical epoch.

% infirst establi shing the unity of the subjedt matter a doctrine of signs undertakes to investigate just ayea before the
Galileo debacle quite eclipsed thetin epistemology that had been developing alongsemiatic lines over the last two and
one half Latin centuries. See Airctatus de Signisf 1632 (Poinsot 1632a, in the References.)

4 S0, for example, Professors Winfried Néth and Santadl a-Braga have caled for an international collogquium on"The
Semiotic Threshold from Nature to Culture" as the pressing question for semiotics as the new millennium opens.

® Krampen 1991; Deely 19828ee the reprintings in Deely, Williams, and Kruse 1986183.
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Let us consider that, for without aclear ideaof modernity in philosophy it isbootlessto quarrel over
the meaning or lack of meaning in the label postmodernity.

Demar cating M oder nity within Philosophy

Fortunately, though it seems not to have occurred to many among our historians of philosophy, to
identify modernity asadistinct epoch or age within the general history of philosophy isactually not that
difficult, at least not when we look back with, so to speak, a semioticized eye. We need only to consider
the defining assumption by which modernity can be sharply and accurately distinguished: on the side of
its far boundary, from both Latinity and the mainstream schools of ancient Greek philosophy (setting
aside only Skepticism, which is not as much a philosophical school as a determined attitude of mind
which can befound in every epoch without exceptions); on the side of its near boundary, from semiotics
itself as a quintessentially postmodern phenomenon of intellectual culture.

The far boundary first. The Greeks and the Latins were agreed that there is found within human
experience adimension within objects of experience that does not reduce to our experience of them, and
that thisdimension, labeled ov by the Greeks and ensreale by the Latins, givesa"hardcore" senseto the
term "reality". To be sure, there were major disagreements among the Greeks and between the Greeks
and L atins over the exact demarcation of this dimension, mainly (as between Plato and Aristotle) over
whether the dimension of experience directly and essentially revealed by sense perception ought to be
directly included intheinventory of "thereal". But that thereisareality which the human mind does not
make and which iswhat it is regardless of the opinions, beliefs, and feelings of humankind was a point
of common agreement.

The decisive point uniting the mainstream Greek and L atin schools went one better than this. They
further agreed that thisdimension of reality initsproper constitution could be reached in human thought,
that is to say, known, not perfectly, to be sure, but gradualy, and more in more, an optimism they
embodied in amaxim taken over by the Latins and everywhere agreed upon among themselves: anima
est quodammodo omnia, "the human mind is able to become al things'. Nor was there asingle formula
for this conviction, but many, such as the celebrated late medieval doctrine of the transcendental
properties of being, that is to say, the properties consegquent upon the fact that being and intelligibility
are coextensive ("ens et verum convertuntur”, etc.).

Now just thisiswhat the early moderns began by denying. What is remarkable is that their initial
denial of the coextensiveness of being and intelligibility was inconscient, a matter not explicitly
visualized as such but merely embodied in a common assumption which they never came to examine,
an assumption that came through its consequences to define modernity in its epistemological
development as philosophy in contrast with that other distinctively modern development we now
recognize as science in its own right. The fatal assumption blindly made concerned the identity or lack
thereof of fundamental meansat work in the shaping of sensation, on the one hand, and sense perception,
on the other.
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Debatedamong the Latins had been a basic distinction between sensation("sentire") and sense
perception"phantasiari"). The debate mncerned the formationandrole of mental images (conceptusr
specieexpressae) in consciousness are they part and parcd of the avarenessfrom its very beginnings
in sense, or do they arise only as snsations are incorporated within and transformed into oljeds
experienceas this or that (something to be sought, avoided, or safely ignared). Positi ons taken onthis
questiorseparated the Thomists and Scoti stsfrom the OckhamitesandNominali stsgenerall y astheL atin
Age entered its final three centuries. AccordinghtoThomists and Scotists, we ought to take note of
thefad that only sometimes are objeds given in experience which are not present at al in the physicd
surroundings, and even greater notéheffad that even oljeds present in the immediate physicd sur-
roundingsare nat "given" in just the way that they are experienced asbeing. It isnat "in itself" that the
cry of a wolf isattradive or repulsive, but only acording as | am asheeg o afellow wolf heaing that
howl. So perception realsto be distinguished from sensation as astimulus which daes, as distinct from
onewhich dces nat, involve an element of subjedive interpretation to manifest it for "what it is". In
sensatia, subjedivity, the bodly type of the organism, selectswhat can be deteded. But perception
interpretswhat has been seleded by adding to itobjective relationsf the mind' s own devising. This
elementof subjedive interpretationis predsely what the Latins cdled a "concept”, the moderns a
"mentalimage”, or wetoday cdl a"psychoogicd state”. It ispart and parcd of subjedivity, understood
as what serves to separate any one cognitive organism from the rest of the universe.

Now however much Descartes and Locke disagreed over the role of sensation in the origins of
distinctively human knowledge, one ideathat never seems to have occurred to either of them was the
possibility of tradng a level within human awarenesswhich dd na of itself depend uponsubjedive
interpretiveresponses expressed in the form of "mental images' or ideas. Both began by embradng the
assumption that representations formed in and by maditaity are the birth of awarenesstout court
Thefurther consequencethat, if thisbetrue, then thereisnoway ou of objedsin their mind-dependent
aspectsno path that leals from objeds into structures of ensreale as part thereof, noway to justify an
apprehensivgrasp o ov initscharader as prejacent to andindependent of human belief, never fully and
clearly dawned on either t¢ifiem. To the extent that the mnsequence did dawn, both men devoted the
whole of their considerable speculative genius to evading it, but in vain.

Sofar did the late medieval debate over the prescissve diff erence between sensation and sense
perceptionslip from the modern consciousnessthat, by the time we readh Hume, nat a traceof the
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memoryremains.® "No man, whorefleds," Hume asauresus,”"

ever doulied, that the existences, which
we consider, when way, thishouse andthat tree, are nathing bu perceptionsin the mind." Indeed,
asealy as 171Q abare seventy-eight yeas after Poinsot’s demonstration o the semiotic charader of
sensatior(in contrast to perception) as a naturally determined web o sign-relations linking physicd
environmentvith cogritive organism on the basis of the nature of the organism sensing, Berkeley had

already been able to deenf it:

...an ognion strangely prevailing amongst men, that houses, mourtains, rivers, andin aword sensible
objectshave an existence natural or red, distinct from their being perceved bythe understanding. But
with how grea an asaurance and acquiescence soever this principle may be entertained in the world; yet
whoevershal findin his heat to cdl it in question, may, if | mistake nat, perceive it to invave a
manifestcontradiction. For what are the forementioned oljedsbut the things we perceive by sense, and
whatdowe perceive besides our own ideas or sensations; andisit not plainly repugrant that any ore of
these or any combination of them should exist unperceived?

And so the stagewas <t for the pek development of modernity, the mighty Critiques of Immanuel
Kant, who, awakened by Hume from a dogmatic slumber, fawuastandal to phl osophyand affront
to reasonthat the existenceof aworld external to human representations had yet to be salvaged from the
seaof doult with which Descartes had managed to flood the modern landscape. But it did na occur to
Kant to remnsider the llapse of the red distinction medievals had essayed between sensation
prescissivelyconsidered as such and sense perception in its distinctive charader as interpretive of the
sensationsdedively presented bythe organs of exteroception but semiosicdly organized bythe nature
of the physical factors, environmental no less than organismic, at work in the intetaction.

Instead,with the modesty charaderistic of modernity, Kant presented us rather with "the only
possibleproof” of an external world, by introducing nd so much adistinction as a veritable diremption
betweerthe "thing-in-itself", red but unknawable, and the "phenomenon’ constituted onthe basis of
representationmade by the organismunder theinfluenceof theseunknowvable"things' andsubsequently
"formed" (in the human case, for zodsemioticswasno part of the Kantian purview) by the understanding

® For asummary of the Latin debates and a clear statement of the reasons for rejecting the very view deemed by Hume
as never doubted by anyone, see the Tractatus de Sgnis, Book 111, Question 2, "Whether a Concept |s a Formal Sign", esp.
pp. 309/47-312/6 with crossreferencesto the bookscommenting onthe De Anima, namely, Poinsot’ s PhilosophiaeNaturalis
QuartaParsof 1635 Q. 6, Art. 1, "Whether It IsNecessaril y the Case That an Exterior Objed Be Present Physicdly In Order
ToBeSensed", 170838-177a47gesp. 172b13173a30and Art. 4, "Whether the External Senses Form an Icon a Expressed
SpecifyingForm In Order To Cogrize', 192a18-198a16 esp. 195a5-46.Lengthy citationsfrom these aossreferenced texts
are incorporated in the critical apparatus of the 1985 Deely edition, g.v.

"Hume 1748: 152 par. 9.

8 Berkeley 1710The Principles of Human Knowledge, Part 1, Sect. 4.

° The detail ed semiotic analysis of sensation compared with the ealy modern approach undertaken in New Beginnings
(Deely 1994: 7488), is much expanded in Chaps. 10, 12, and Baf Ages of Understanding.



First Annual Hommage a Oscar Parland, University of Helsinki, December 1, 2000 7

itself soas to restore from the side of reason what Hume' s analysis had shown to be lost forever onthe
sideof "things', namely, those cnceptsunderlyingthenecessty uponwhich scientificknowledge daims
an obijectivity that cannot be reduced to custom.

Of course, one had to be careful. Concepts themselves could géthant, might, in ungwarded
analyticalmoments, go on hdiday. In that case, "noumena’ would arise, empty concepts not propar-
tionedto and based uponthe"intuiti ve" representations of sense. To block thisother doar to theunknow-
able,Kant arrived at hisfamous maxim: "Gedanken ohre Inhalt sindlee, Anschauungen ohre Begriffe
sindblind" — conceptswithout percepts are enpty; perceptswithout concepts are blind.** In thismanner
theenterprise charaderized in later Greek and in Latin tradition as "metpahysics', to wit, aknowledge
of ensrealethat could in principle not be brough under the intuition o sense, was shut down — again,
with characteristic modern modestyin Kant's Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics

Kant himselfwas 9 enamored o his"only possble proof" of aworld beyond ou representations
of objedsthat hethough hisleavingit intrinsicdly unknovablewasameredetail . Against idedism, he
thought,he had vindicated redi sm as atranscendentaledi sm. For redism, hethough, the dfirmation
of an unknowable world independent of our representations was eraogler mindts knowability
(or, rather, ladk thereof). Andjust this"redism" isadvanced today from within analytic phil osophy, by
Putnamand ahers, as atriumph d "scientific redism" over modern idedism, as if modernity before
Kant were any dfferent in principle from modernity after him. But where is the triumph? Triumph
requiresa distinction with a difference Here we have only a distinction withou a difference, for the
quintessencef modern idedi sm wasto make the passage from mindto neture a"no pessage’, and Kant
does not change that situation at all. Semiotics dolegt let me not get ahead of the story.

Let us ded, summarily if briefly, with the daim that any variant of an epistemologicd position
consistenwvith Kantian phl osophy d mindcan legitimately lay claim to thetitle of "redism" inany bu
ahdlow sense. Of course, modern phl osophyfrom the start has embraced and emboded naminali sm,
as Peirce so trenchantly putitUndernominalism, all general terms are aflatus vocis, a"vocd fart".

0 Kant 1787 75: "If the receptivityof our mind, its power of receving representations in so far as it isin any wise
affected,is to be entitled sensibility, then the mind's power of producing representations from itself, the spontaneityof
knowledgeshoud be cdl ed the understanding. Our natureis  constituted that our intuition can never be other than sensible;
thatis, it containsonly themodeinwhichwe ae dfeded by oljeds. Thefaaulty, onthe other hand, which enablesusto think
the obed of sensible intuition is the understanding. To neither of these powers may a preference be given over the other.
Without sensibility no oljea would be given to us, withou understanding no olped would be though. Thoughs withou
contentare enpty, intuitionswithou conceptsare blind. It is, therefore, just as necessary to make our concepts ensible, that
is, to add the object to them in intuition,tasnake our intuitionsintelli gible, that is, to bring them under concepts. These
two powersor cgpadti escanna exchangetheir functions. The understanding can intuit nothing, the senses can think nahing.
Only through their union can knowledge arise."

Whencat isironic that Jakob vonUexkiill, the grea pionee of zodsemiosis, took Hsoriginal inspirationfor the animal
Umwelt, predsely aworld without concepts, from the Kantian theory of mind, for surely inawhaly logicd world the study
of the purely perceptual intelligence of animals would have been rathesphationfor the jettisoning d Kantianism in
thephilosophy d mind. History, aswe have seen, hasitsironies. Consult "Jakob vonUexkull" in Dedy 1990 119-124;and
compare the discussion of the relation of understanding to sense intuition in Poinsot 1632a: Book II, Questions 1 and 2.

1 peirce, "Lessons from the History of Philosophy", 1903a: CP 1.19.
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Sowhy na "redism"? Why na, indeed. What's in a name? If what passes for "redism" in the late
modernanalytic phil osophyisredism, "bark" isthe noisetrees make when thewind dowsthroughtheir
branches, or is the protective coat on dogs to shield them from the elements.

Considercarefully the beginning d modern philosophy, the break with the Latin Age & far as
mainstreandevelopment would be disaue. AsGalil eo and Descartesexperienced their situation, thenew
learning,"modern” phil osophy, was to be aturning away from authority based onthe interpretation o
linguistic texts ("commentaries" on secular agtgious authoriti es ali ke) to establi sh a new authority
based orexperimenta results expressed in mathematicd reasoning. At the beginning the two tried, as
it were, to walk arm in arm, to stand shouder to shoulder in a war to delegitimize the mentality and
methodshizarrely canonized centuries after the fiasco o the 1616condemnation o Copernicus in the
person of "saint" Robert Cardinal Bellarmine, Rome’s own Torquemada of early modern times.

But soonenough in spite of themselves, the foll owers of these two foundthemsel ves parting ways.
The lineof Galil eans, in moving physics to a new, idioscopic base,*? was to lead to Newton, Einstein,
andMisson Control in Houston dadng men onthe moonand ships boundfor the far stars; the line of
Cartesiansthe line defined bythe assumption shared between Locke and Descartes in the matter of the
origins of knowledge in mental representation, was to lead rather to Hume and Kant and a reluctant
convictionthat the universe of redity prgaceit to and independent of the human mind is a universe
foreverunknawvable"initsdf", initsown being, initsphysicd subjedivity. Modern phl osophy, inshort,
cameto play Mr. Hydeto the Dr. Jekyll of modern science, which remained convinced inits praditioners
thatredity was just what was being reveded and krought more and more under the ats of human
practicalknowledge, exadly asthemedieval Aquinashad expressed it: that thespeaulativeunderstanding
of the being d nature beaomes by extension pradicd when human beings find the means to turn that
understanding of nature to use.

Locke,of course, had tried to intervenein the Cartesian and modern development to gve aedit and
credencdo therole our senses play in feading the growth of human understanding, but hisintervention
was withou avail for defleding the main trgedory of the mainstream modern development in
philosophy as a kind d semiotic lapse. For, by acceting Descates reduction d objeds to
representationmade by themind, hefored osed the only avenue by which theunderstandingmovesbadk
and forth in its grasp of objects between the realms of nature and ccitusielering the last, as Vico

2 Here | advert to Peircemloption (e.g., ¢.1902 CP 1.242, 1.278) of astrange but useful terminology from Jeremy
Bentham(1748-1832,in awork of 1816, acarding to which Peirce divides cienceinto idioscopic — what areordinarily
calledthe experimental sciencesasrequiringspedal experienceto determinethesense of their propasitions— and cenoscopic
(also"coenoscopic"), what are dependent on olservation only in that sense which is avail able to a mature human arganism
atanytime. ThusAristotelian physicsisa menascopic science, and so was medieval metaphysicsa aenaoscopic science But
physicsafter Galil eo, modern physics, is rather adefinitely idioscopic science The idioscopic sciences are scientific in the
modernsense, but the cenascopic or phil osophicd onesarerather doctrinal in the Latin sense which separatesitself equally
fromtheologicd dogma andscientific hypahesisto constitutetheinterpretivehorizon o objedivity withinwhichtherelative
autonomy of all three types dfscourse can be verified and vindicaed, both in general and as eatd admitting o avariety
of further subdivisions.
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said®® as our own construction, even as the former comes ©mehow from the hand o God, as the
moderns mainly assumed.

To be sure, the Latins had only themselves to blame for being consigned in turn to the flames of
modernity.A decent interva had to passbefore the outrages of the Latin authorities in their abuse of
philosophy and theolog$/could fade into the oblivion of consciousness of the living generations, and
it was probably inevitable that, alongwith the heding d the wounds of that memory, the speaulative
achievementsf the Latinsin ill uminating the nature of the workings of properly human understanding
andthe semiotic structure of the experienceuponwhich it depends and feeds (aswenow redizelooking
back) should also for a tinseffer oblivion. But it is time to separate the chaff from the whed, andto
gobadk over thefields of Latin philosophyandcivili zaionto seewhat might beretained or rehabilit ated
in the aeaof the philosophy d being, still, after all, the most ample of the interpretive horizons ever
achieved withinphilosophy, and arguably the one most proper to the nature of understanding itself as
the lingustic dimension d the human modeling system*® whereby aone arelative freedom from or
transcendencever the perceptual horizon d sensationis adhieved within ou experienceof objeds not
all of which reduce to our experience of them.

In thistask, thework of Kant and h's siccessors, mighty thoughit beinthe modernline, isno Fep,
butrather addsto the dhaff in nead of being separated. Like the foll owers of Saussurewhotried to have
it bath ways — to revive the cncept of sign and yet leare gistemologicd matters to stand where Kant
left them— so the would-be "realists" of contemporaiyl osophyare missngwhat is at issue. Alike,
thesethinkers are late modern, even utramodern, but definitively nat postmodern. For pastmodernity
is what comesfter'® idealism. A postmoderphil osophyis neither redism in the sense that preceded
modernity— "scholastic redism", as Peirce cdl ed it — nar the idedi sm that confines knowledge to the
products of representation whally fashioned by mind. Postmodernism in phlosophyis predsely the
adoptionof astandpdnt that, li ke pragmaticism in contrast to pragmatism,*’ essentially incorporates but

13 Vico 1744: par. 331.

1 Think na only of theinfamous condemnations of Copernicusin 1616 renewed and extended in the dndemnation o
Galileoin 1633 but of the burning alivein 1600 ¢ Giordano Bruno, and d the more gruesomeif, after afashion, lesscruel
burning dead o the Archbishop Marco Antonio de Dominis on 21 Decanber 1624 (Having ded and keen buied in
Septembeof that yea, his bodywas exhumed for display duringthetrial of his irit for "relapse into heresy". Convicted
in absentia, hisbodywastied to astake and set aflame. Still , he must have suff ered |essthan Bruno onthe simil ar occasion).

15 The distinction tetween language @ modeling system (Innenwelt) adaptively and spedes-spedficdly human and
languagesslingustic ommunicaion("language" inthevul gar sense), also spedes-spedficaly human bu exaptively so and
constitutive of anthroposemiosis in diferencefrom all pure forms of zodsemiosis, isfoundiional to the Four Agesand
developedhroughou it. But theinsight itself | got from Sebeok, who develops tsit forthin several places, such as Sebeok
1987 among others. The distinction between exaptation and adaptation comes originally from Gould and Vrba 1982.

% not what went before, even if something of what went before is retrieved in the process.

" Herel refer to pp 13-24 of thered booKet, "The Beginning o Postmodern Times or: Charles Sanders Peirce and the
Recovery ofSignur, prepared foiThe Metaphysicd Club d Helsinki in November, and avail able throughmy University
of Helsinki coll eague, Erkki Kilpinen. | refer in particular to what Peirce cdl ed (1905 CP 5.428) the" completerupturewith
nominalsm" required by the semiotic roots and ambience which distingushes pragmaticism from its urrogates in
pragmatism.
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doesna reduceto vindicaion d a cgadty of thehuman mindto dscriminatewithin oljedsaspedsthat
pertainto physicd aswell asto oljedive being andto dstingu sh these aspeds— falli bly, to be sure—
throughcriti cd control of objedificationfrom yet other aspedsthat pertain to oljedivebeingaone and
have no reality apart from objectivity, and aspects that, while pertainbmjht@rders, yet as rediti es
belongmoreto oljedivity than to physicdity — like the redor of auniversity, or the pastor of a church,
etc. That standpant is the standpdnt of semiatics, the standpant of the being proper to signsas ableto
passhad and forth between nature and culture in establi shing experience and feading und¥standing
wherein and whereby symbols grow.

Like the land surveyor who caqite well, thank you, distinguish in the pulic redm and nd just
in the privacy of hisown mind between the diffs of Dover andthelegal boundary of Britain as between
what is physicd as well as objedive and what is only objedive, and withou having to deny that
geologistshave some genuine grasp of the intrinsic structure, the very subjedivity objedified, of the
compositionof Dover’scliffs, so the semiotician isableto distinguish between thase signrelations one
of whose ams extendsto roatsthat antecale human experience(the case of so-cdled ratural signs, such
as smoke bringing awareness of fire) and sign relations whoseabreceonly the human world of
conventions and culture (tloase of so-cdled conventiond signs, such as flags bringing awareness of
nationalstates). Neither ens reale nor ens rationis, mind-independent nor mind-dependent being, are
excludedfrom the purview of semiotics asit comesto terms with oljedivity, the falible condtion o
the human knower.

Whatdistinguishes smiotics from the phil osophiesthat precaled modernity isto include ensreale
without being exclusively ordered to or preoccupied with that order of being. It is nat a mere revival,
recoveryof, or return to realism. Y et neither, in embradng ens rationis under itsrubric of the adion d
signsestabli shingan oljediveworld of experiencedoesit excludeensrealeas"unknavable". Thing-in-
itself and unknavable ae incompassble nations in the adion o signs, exadly as Hegel — that
semioti¢éan manqué of the modern evening — said in exposing for al to seethe severed nerve of
scientific inquiry left by the scdpel of the Kantian Critiques.'® Hegel was an abortive atempt at
establishinga pastmodern perspedive, yet remains a harbinger of what was to come, an owl of wisdom
whoflew toward evening. Yet it could na be, that prospedive postmodern future of philosophy, in the
Kantianline; for the Kantian line drew predsely and rather the boundary of modernity itsdlf in matters
epistemologicalthat is to say, in al that concerned philosophyin becoming aware of its difference
(originally not recognized) from the enterprise of modern science.

18 Kantian commentators such as Schrader (1967 188) are quite right in thinking that Kantian epistemology "cuts the
nerveof philosophicd inquiry”; but they are auriously reluctant to accept thefull consequenceof that redi zation, which ough
to betherelegation d the "critica phil osophy' in which modernity culminated to the museum for the history of discredited
notions,aongwith the proofs that flying machines areimpossble or that the human bodywould fly apart if subjeded to
speeds above sixty miles per hour.
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“Like the captives of Philippi", Stevenson saidleifyll’ s transformation into Hyde,* "that which
stoodwithin ran forth." We may agree ompletely with Arthur Colli ns?® that "Kant’ sthinking reeds no
modernizatiorand hesimmediate gopli cationto our own philosophicd problems’. But thereasonfor this
situationis just the oppasite of what Colli ns would have us think. Colli ns thinks?* that since"Kant's
radicalsubjedivism isnot a mmitment to themental status of objeds of apprehension”, thisisenough
to move his work beyond idedism tout court, to make of his work a veritable "basic anti-idedistic
philosophy".

Let Colli ns gand representative for that valiant band d contemporary thinkerswhowould vindicae
Kantasa'redist", a"scientificredist", an "anayticredist", asisrecetly wont to be said, asif the a-
jective"scientific" (such arethe powers of nominali sm) somehow magicdly vindicated an epistemology
irredentistlymodern in eredinga"no pessage" barricade between phenomena based onrepresentations
of mind and things antecalent to and independent of those representations. Watch the tragic if heroic
chargeof philosophy slight brigadein redi sm’ slongstrugde against psychologicd variantsonmodern
idealism.

Hereisthe agument. Both Descartes and Lockeidentified the objeds of immediate experiencewith
ideasas sibjedive mental states. Kant, to the mntrary, separates the objeds of immediate experience
from the mental states of subjedivity and gvesthem arelational, necessary structure astruly objedive
and"puhic", intherestricted sense of being opp®ed to the subjedive mental statesonthebasisof which
theyexist suprasubjedively asobjeds. This warrants concluding that Kant’s thinking can be "liberated
from idealistic interpretation".

Here is why thergument fails. The cntrast Colli ns draws between the subjedivism of Descates
andLocke, onthe one side, andthe objedivism of Kant, onthe other side, is acarately drawn asfar as
Collins draws it. But the contrast in this particular is nat enoughto effacethe deeper idedi st bond For
the‘esenceof idedism’ isnat that "thethingsweimmediately apprehendin experience aerediti esthat
existin ou own minds' as mental statesthereof, paceCalli ns (p. xiv); but that whatever we gprehend
in all that we apprehend d it is a product, whether diredly (as "ideas" in the mind) or indiredly (as
"objects"terminating ideabased relations), of our mind' sownworking. That thethingsweimmediately
apprehendn all that we gprehend d them the mind itself makes (be they regarded a la Kant as
objectivelyoppased to the subjed, or be they regarded ala Descartes as subjedive modifications of the
oneknowing), in contrast with whatever it be that exists or may exist independently of those workings:
that is the true essence of modern idealism.

19 Stevenson 1885/6: 65.
20 Collins 1999: 14.
2 |bid. p. Xiv.
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Poinsot neatly skewered this central point éaitywhat wereto prove the formative yeas of the
classicalmainstream development, only to be ignared onthe point by his Cartesian contemporaries.?®
With idedism’s central tenet so understood, no liberation o Kantian though is possble — as a matter
of principle. Kant’s phil osophy reeds no modernization becaiseit is quintessentially modern, root and
branchIf theimplications of Kant’sthougtt are unacceptable in the framework of pastmodernity, that
is predsely because of their thorougHy modern charader. Poinsot was an evening star in the night of
Latin philosophy. But his dand onthese matters make him aswell a morning star for postmodernity as
Peirce brought its dawn. Even Frege might have approved, had he been so lucky as to have his logical
universe invaded by that semiotic light of the postmodern dawn.

Why the Doctrine of SignslsNot Modern

With Peirce, in recovering from the Latitie general notion d sign, andin advancing that nation
bothby raming dstinctively itsthird term and byshiftingthe focus from the beingto the adion d signs
(sothat it iswell understoodthat inthat spiral of semiosiswe cdl experiencerepresentamen, significae,
andinterpretant are anstantly changing daces as abductions give way to deductions and deductionsto
retroductionsprovenating yet further abductions in a semiosis that would be infinite did na deah
interveneto curtail the processin theindividua case), what we were handed was predsely anew set of
categoriesThis"new list", like the categories of Aristotle purported to contain modes of lzsidg e
to exist independently of mindandableto beknown predsely inthat dimension d their being, but unlike
Aristotle’swere not restricted to that order of prospedive eistence Like Kant's categories the new list
purportedo reved the inpu of mindinto oljedivity, but unlike Kant’ swere not restricted to the mind-
dependentimension o what isconsequently known. In short, by revedi ng hav mind-independent and
mind-dependertteinginterweave in the constitution o experience aasemiotic web of relationswhose
nodes, reticles, or intersticpgedsely present to us an oljedive world bah netural and cultural in its
provenancend knavability, the new list of caegories caries us forward beyond modernity and nd
simplybad to someolder viewpoint ("redi sm") adequately presagedin bah ancient Greek andmedieval
Latin thought.

In short, semiotics provesfor phil osophy reither aquestion o premodern (thoughit draws onancient
discussiorof relation asmuch asonmedieva discusson d sign) nor modern, but predsely postmodern
in itspositive esence For semiotics enables usto see dealy what, for phil osophy, modernity consisted
in, and why modernity proves wanting when it comes to the analysis of science language, and

2 poinsot,Tractatus de Signis, 1632a: 312/36.

% Thus the theme of my book New Beginnings. Early Modern Philosophy and Postmodern Thought, was preciselyo
surveythe speaulative horizon d Latin thought in the lifetime of Descartesin order to seewhat, if anything, of enduring
interestmight have been overlooked in the inventory made by the dasscd ealy moderns, i.e., the thinkers of the time who
successfully fed into the mainstream of what would become modern philosophy down to the present day.
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knowledge— to matters epistemologicad generaly. For al though isin signs, and signs are sustained
by their distinctive action, whicis exhibited in bu canna be @nfined to languege, as £miology and
late modern analytic thought (after the "linguistic turn") beguiled their followers into believing.

Semiotics|sMorethan Peirce

| pointed out that, in separating itself from Latin tradition, mog#itosophyat first made an ill -
fatedattempt to all y itself with theprojed of modern science which | have personified asDr. Jekyll, only
tolean, belatedly andreluctantly, andin spite of itsalf, that it harbored and belonged to ancther persona
entirely, the pathologicd persona of Mr. Hyde. The sophisticates of modern philosophy at first were
contentto snicker at the naivete of those whothough science ®uld reved something o theway things
areinthemselves. Later in modernity, asthe prestige of sciencewaxed andthat of the prestidigitators of
"the problem of the externa world" waned, the philosophers ugh nominalisticdly and vainly to
recovemanimportance asit were, by barowingthe aljedive"scientific" to clothe the nakednessof their
attempt to steal the term "realism" without relinquishing their irredentistly idealist tenets.

| have said that Peirce was the first to embodythe truly new spirit of what alone culd constitute
"postmodernismin phlosophy as anything more than a hollow term of fashion bandied abou with
soundand fury signifying ndhing. But Peirce was nat aone in rending the phenomenal vell of late
modernity. Hewasaonein being d full consciousnessasemiotician, atraveler ontheway of signsfully
in contrast to theway of ideas. But hewas not alone in being atraveler onthe new way of signs. There
werecthersalongthat path, pioneeswhosaw, to besure, neither as deeply into the underbrush asPeirce
noras clealy the requirements of the new way, but whotrodit blindly yet surely, advancingin their own
mannershe postmodern enterprisefor thosewhowould come dter themand could benefit by their work.
Sebeolhas cdl ed such workers cryptosemioticiang* and has evenidentified anongthem aprimusinter
pares the German biologist of Estonian birth and upbringing, Jakob von Uexkiill{1864)?

It was my privilege, while teading here & Helsinki University, to gve some leduresin Estonia &
TartuUniversity, but beforethat to visit, thanksto Kalevi Kull, the very house onthe Balti ¢ shore where
von Uexkdll wrote his cdebrated Bedeutungslehre, wherein he introduced for postmodernity to savor
whatwould prove to be one of its central concepts: the Umwelt, the objedive world in contrast to the
subjective universe of psychological states, on the one hankhifgmsvelt), and the physicd universe
of things-in-themselves, on the other hand.

Fromthe Baltic shore which lay beneah the window of the house in which vonUexkdll wrote, |
carryin my coat pocket astonel fished from beneah the shorewaters. This done, thus, carriesatwofold
story.Thereisthe natural one ageologist might verify. Yes, thisisindeed astone from the Balti c region.

% Sebeok 1976: x.

% SeeSebeok 1977 thediscussonin Dedy 1990 119 ., andthe seriesof sesgons on”Negleded Figuresinthe History
of Semiotic Inquiry" in the Semiotic Society of America Annual Proceedings Volumes, esp. after 1983. In this regard, the
pioneering work of A. Russell (19829) on Collingwood bears particular mention.
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And a second story which forever eludes the geologist, the story that this@twsdrom within the
Umwelt wherein von Uexkll brough to light the structure of experience shared by al the animals,
which diff erentiates them as guch from the plants, and which is true of human animals as well. Both
storiesaretrue (or false). It isthe best starting pant to explain the human use of signsinits uniqueness
bettereven than the New List of Categories handed us by Peirce evenif it eventually lealsto them and,
asit were, semioticdly presuppasesthem. Thetwo stories associated with my stone astheir vehicle well
symbolizethe dual structure of the Umwelt as an interweaving o relations which reduceon oresideto
mind-dependent being, and on ancther side to mind-independent being, but which ony together
constitute this stone as an item of the Lebenswelt of semiotics today, and of @sipasteci pantsin
its development within a nascently postmodern intellectual culture.

For | know of no better way to demonstrate how dedsively semiotics today revives the old Latin
epistemologicaldebates concerning prescissve differences between sensation and perception and
betweenperception and undrstanding (or language) that went into the formation d the original
coalescencef semiatic consciousnessthan to tell the story of the establi shment of the term Umwelt as
atedhnicd term of contemporary semiotics at the outset of the 21° centuryap, the first full century of
the postmodern era in philosophy.

Umwelt, an apparently German terhas become in fad atedchnicd term within semiotics, andis
alsodestined (such is my guess to become aterm of general use in philosophyand intell ecual culture.
If this guessis corred, then theterm istooimportant to beleft to schalars, etymologicdly inclined ores
in particular. Still les$s it enoughto rely on existing German-English dictionaries to render the term,
for thenotion d Umwelt asit has cometo be establi shed in the usage proper to semiotics asthedoctrine
(in contrast to "science' or "theory") of signs admits of no full predecessor, least of al one dependent
onthethorougHy modern, even "ultramodern”, epistemologicd paradigm developed in work of Kant,
so much admired by Jakob vonUexkill. For semiotics has its own epistemologicd paradigm, albeit
underdevelopedyamely, that proper to the sign; and for the sign, as Poinsot ealy intimated,*® the
perspectiveoroper to redism in phlosophyisonly alittl elessinadequate than the perspedive proper to
idealismin the modern sense. For the sign parformsitstask at the aossoads of nature and culture. And
thoughit marks paths variously dee into bah redms, the signitsdlf in its proper being is native to
neitherredm, aways "mixed" inits ontogeny — at least as it comesto be areflexive instrument within
anthroposemiosis, where alone we first and initially grasp it as such.

Thesemiotic usage of the term Umwelt, then (I eschew pladngit in qudation marks, for, as| have
triedtoinsist, it isnot a"foreign” word, but aterm indigenousto thedevel oping dactrine of signs), began
with Thomas A. Sebeok’s reading o the work of Jakob vonUexkiill.?” Von Uexkill himself (1864-

% poinsot,Tractatus de Signis 1632a: 118/69.

%7 See J. von Uexkill 1899-1940, esp. 1920 1934 and 1940 also T. von Uexkilll 1981, 1982 | have nat here
documented the historical sources upon which Jakob von Uexkill drew, buhosgwvorks within which the concept of
Umweltas Sebeok took it up for semiotics were introduced. Beyondthis, | have restricted my references to those very few
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1944),asweremarked above, wasa" cryptosemictician” rather than asemiotician proper. Hedid nd see
himselffrom within the perspedive of semictics. He though of himsdlf rather in terms of reseach in
biological science, ealy ethology, some might put it. It took a semiotician, Sebeok in particular, asit
happenedp seethat von Uexkll’ swork, inits central applicaion d the expresson"Umwelt" (herelet
it befor amoment a" German" term, and hence"foreign"), concerned "biologicd foundationsthat lie &
thevery epicenter of thestudy o bath communicaionandsignificaioninthe human anima”, andevery
other animal, for that matter.

For the Umwelt belongs first of al to zodsemiotics, and to anthropasemiotics only from there. In
otherwords, the Umwelt isfirst of al, even within semictics, avehiclefor expressngespedally therole
of biologicd heritage in the use and function d signs, rather than for expresing what is gedes-
specifically human in the use and function d signs. Now the phil osopher who best understood the
limiting functions of psycho-biological constitution upknowledge was Immanuel Kant. So it is not
wholly surprisingthat vonUexkiill saw himself indebted philosophicdly to Kant above dl i n hiscredive
research within biology.

WhatvonUexkdll uniquely redized wasthat the physicd environment, in whatever senseit may be
saidto bethe"same" for all organisms (we ae spe&king, of course, of the environment oneath, though
muchof what we say could be gplied, mutatismutands, to biospheres on aher planets $roud such
eventuallybe found, is not theworld in which any given spedes as sich adually livesout itslife. No.
Eachbiologicd life-form, by reason d itsdistinctivebodly constitution(its"biologicd heritage", aswe
may say), is slited only to cetain parts and aspeds of the vast physicd universe. And when this
"suitednes$o" takes the bodly form of cogritive organs, such as are our own senses, or the often quite
differentsensory modaliti es discovered in ather lifeforms, then those aspeds and orly those aspeds of
thephysicd environment which are propartioned to thase modaliti esbecome " objedified”, that isto say,
made present not merely physically but cognitively as well.

What needs to be stressed, then, isthe limited and partial asped of the environment of which the
organismbeacomes aware in sensation. When | look out over arich meadow onabeautiful day, | seewhat
might be loosely described as "an infinite variety of colors'. That will do for the poet or even the
practicalman, but the caeful thinker will redize that such expressons are but shorthand for our
limitations:we seenct al colorspossble, but only thosethat, under given condtions of light and shade,

worksdiredly quaed o cited in the @murse of my remarks; for my aim hereisnot etymology a schdarly ill ustrationin the
full sense, but simply and dredly to explicae and influence the usageitself of the term Umwelt within semiotics as a
contributionto the establi shment, littl e by littl e, of an epistemologicd paradigm "home grown" from refledion dredly on
the being and adion proper to signs as the fundamental and uriversal vehicles by which experience grows and onwhich
knowledge withinexperience depends. For this is the line of intelledua development most promising for the foreseedle
future of semiotics, at least if semiotics provides, ecke obscurely prophesied, a"new sort of Logick and Critick" — to
wit, adefinitive breging ou of and moving beyondthe confinement of modern phl osophythat resulted from its adoption
(upto andincluding Kant and hs progeny) of an epistemologica paradigm which predudesthat very intersedion o nature
with culture which semiotics takes as its distinctive "point de départ".
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fall within therange of our type of eye. Nor is"our type of eye' theonly type of eye. That ssme meadow
will appear variegated quite differently to the eyabke abedle, or adragorfly, however much we
maysuppase an underlyingcommonphysicd" beingwhichis"thesame" nomatter who a what spedes
of individual happens to be behalding the meadow. A rose by any ather name may till be arose. But
what a rose is will not be the same to a bee and to a human suitor.

Butthat isonly thestarting pant inthe cnstruction d an Umwelt. For an Umwelt isnat merely the
aspects of the environment accessed in sensatiomdrais it the manner in which those aspeds are
networkedogether asandto constitute" objedsof experience'. No doult there aerelationsamongitems
of the physicd environment that have no dependency uponthe avarenessof beingsin that environment.
No doul too that, given the type and condtion d my eye, what colors will appea to me when | look
in a catain dredionwill nat depend uponmy evauation d anything that is there. If we presciss(in
Peirce’susage) sensation as sich within ou perceptions of the world, it is quite evident that our bodly
constitutionfilters and restricts, but does not by itself determine, what we will become avare of in
sensation. If my eyes are normal and a traditioregjlypped clasgoom is lighted, | canna fail to see
thebladk redangle against the lighter badkgroundthat | will i nterpret as abladkboard affixed to awall.
But what my eyeshedify and what my mind makes of that vision remain as distinct as ensation as
suchin contrast to perception. Perceptionit isthat transforms sensationsinto oljeds experienced, like
dark rectangles against lighter surfaces "seen" to be blackboards on walls.

The beeunfortunate enoughto fly into the dasgoom will not see abladkboard. The bedle will
likewisefail to apprehendwhat is © obviousto me, such asthe purpose of the bladboard, or the student
desks. What objects wilhe beeor the bedle, or the dragorfly, for that matter, encourter in this same
classroom?

Thatisthe question (or type of question) which guded the Umwelt-Forschung pioneaed by Jakob
von Uexkll. Von Uexkll uniguely saw that the diff erencebetween oljeds of experience and dements
of sensation is determined primarily nat by anything in the physicd environment as sich bu by the
relation or, rather, network and set of relations, that obtai ns between whatever may be "in fad" present
physicallyinthe surroundngs andthe agnitive onstitution d thebiologicad organism interadingwith
thosesurroundngs here and nav. Nor are those relations primarily of the type that antecede and hdd
independentlpf any such interadion. To the wmntrary. Therelationsin guestionarenat mainly between
the organism and what is ®nsed (those limited and partia aspeds of the physicd surroundngs which
arepropartioned to andadivative of thelimit ed range of thisor that sensory channel in combinationwith
howevemany ather cogntive thannelsthe organism in guestionisbiologicdly endowed with). No. The
relationsin question concern above dl how the limited and partial sensory aspeds of the physicd
environmentare onneded among themselves © as to constitute objects of experience, and this
constitutiondepends above dl on the @nstitution d the organism doing the sensing. For it is the
interestsof that organism, not the "independent” nature of the source of the sensory stimuli, that is at



First Annual Hommage a Oscar Parland, University of Helsinki, December 1, 2000 17

issuein the perception as such that the organism finally ads uponand wsesto arientate itself within the
environment for the purposes of its life and well-being.

In other words, the organism does nat simply respondto or ad in terms of what it senses as ensed,
butrather in terms of what it makesof that sensation, what it percevesto be sensed, rightly or wrongdy.
Thefemalewolf respondsto the male showl diff erently than dcesthe sheep, regardlessof gender. Thus,
whereasensation prescissed andtaken as such adively filters but passvely recaevesincoming stimuli,
perceptionby contrast adively structures snsation into things to be sought, things to be avoided, and
thingsthat dorit matter one way or the other. Y et what constitutes a pattern of stimuli as desirable and
to be sough or menadng and to be avoided depends less on the stimuli than uponthe biologicd
constitutionof theorganismrecavingthestimuli. Thus, thepattern of stimuli, in perceptionas contrasted
to sensation as such,agively woven, nat passvely receved. Betweaen and among sensory € ements
of stimulation, the organism itself weaves a network of subsequent relations which oltain orly in the
perceiving,nat prior to and independent of it. It is the pattern of this network of relations within
perception, not any prior pattern within sensatimme, that determines and constitutes the objeds of
experienceso far asthey are distributed into the cdegories of desirable (+), undesirable (-), and reutral,
or safely ignored (@). Perception does no more.

In thisway, eat spedes constructsandliveswithinits own li feworld. Thewhol e processisexeauted
by means of signs, but the perceiving aganism does nat think of the matter in that way. It simply uses
signs,as Maritain best put it,® without redizing for amoment that there ae signs. For whenever one
element of experience makes present somethsides itself, be that other "red" or not (for example,
the danger perceived ony throughan erroneous amplification o the stimuli of sense), the dement in
question is functioning as a vehicle of signification. This is B#Hyeok so aptly speeks of experience
as"asemiotic web", that isto say, aweb woven o signrdations, at whose nodes alone standthe objeds
of experience aexperiencad, whatever betheir further statusas"physicd" or "red" independently of the
experience within which they are given.

So it is clear that experience, for any organism, does not simply conaisthifg that is "there"
prior to and independently tifie experience, but only of "what is there" within and dependently upon
the experience So that however many o few rdations within the experience may also ohtain
independentlyof the experience these relationships have meanng only insofar as and as they are
incorporatedvith that larger network of relations constituting perceptionin contrast to (whileinclusive
of) sensation, uponwhose pattern the gopeaance of objeds as sich depends. And this larger network
involvesrelationswhich would na obtain but for the biologicd constitution o the percaving aganism
actingas interpretant even of what is given in sensation alongwith, indead, within, the perception of
objects as objects.

28 Maritain 1976.
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Now thereis agrea diff erence between an oljed and athing, however confusedly the two naions
aremade to play in popuar culture. For while the nation o thing is the nation o what iswhat it is
regardlessf whether it be known or nat, the nation o objed is hardly that. An oljed, to be a1 oljeq,
requiresa relation to a knower, in and through which relation the objed as apprehended exists as
terminus. A signwarning d "bridge out" may be alie, but the thingin guestion, evenin such a cae, is
no less objective than in the case where the sign warns of a "true situation”.

Soweseeplainly that whil encthing predudes an oljed from al so beingathing, nathing recesstates
thatagiven ohjed also be athing. And athingthat is one kind o objed for one kind d organism (a
wolf, say) may be quite adifferent kind d objed for anather kind o organism (such as asheep), andfor
athird kind o organism may be not an oljed at all; > even without gettinginto the question o mistakes
organisms make about what kind of object a thing is or i&’moistakes which magost life or limb,
or which may in the end "make no practical difference".

To say that an ojed may or may nat be athingandto say that athing may or may nat be an ojea
soundlike simply inverse sayings, but they are not. For to say that athing may or may nat be an oljed
is merdly to say that any given element in the order of what exists independently of finite knowledge
("things")may or may nat be known, whereastheinverse sayingthat an oljed may or may nat be athing
is to say that what is not known is not an object, or, equivaently, to say that whatever is known is an
object. Andsincewhatever existsasan oljed does 9 ony withinthat network of relations (what Sebeok
characterized as "a semiotic web" and \dmxkill cdled an "Umwelt") indifferently from nature and
from mind (yet accordingp a mixture or pattern wherein those relations within and bycogrition itself
tendto predominate in the presenting o an oljed asthis or that), we see @ oncethat "what an Umwelt
is" amourts to a species-specific objective world, with elements of the physicd environment made part
of a larger, "meaningful" whole or "lifeworld" wherethe individual members of agiven spedeslive
and move and have their beiagmembers ofhat species rather than some other.

We seethen haw different and richer is the concept of Umwelt than the subalternate mncept of
"environmentahiche". The amncept of environmentd nichesimply identifiesthat part of the environment
as physical upon whichgiven hiologicd form mainly depends in deriving the physicd aspeds of its
sustenancd.he concept of Umwelt, by contrast, shows us how agiven"environmental niche" ismerely
the physicd part of a larger, obedive, not purely physicd, whae which is, as it were, fully
comprehensibleonly from the perspedive of the particular lifeform whose world it is, whose
"environment'is meaningful in the spedfic waysthat it isthanks only to an irreducible combination o

Pnanealier version d these Umwelt remarks circulated in Tartu, Vahir Puik, "ahumble student of geography' at the
universitythere "whoisinterested in semiotics', pointed ou to methat | had urwittingly, in effed, reversed my own usage
of "objed" and"thing" inwriting: "Andan oljed that isonekind d thingfor onekind o organism (awolf, say) may bequite
a different kind of thing for another kind of organism (such g®a)." The wording tere refleds Mr. Puik’s perceptive
reading.

%0 0r, inthedistinctive caseof anthropasemiosis, what kind o thingan oljed isor isnaot! Againwith thanksto Mr. Puik.



First Annual Hommage a Oscar Parland, University of Helsinki, December 1, 2000 19

relationsmany o which have no keingapart from thelifeworld andall of which contributeto the mntrast
betweerthe physicd environment as neutral or commonrespedingall organisms, onthe one hand, and
partsof that same physicd environment interpreted and incorporated within a meaningful sphere of
existenceshared byall the members of aspedes, onthe other hand. Only things which are objeas make
up part of these spedes-spedfic worlds, but within these worlds are many oljeds which aso are not
things apart from the worlds.

Von Uexkill compared ead Umwelt to an invisible bubde within which ead spedes lives. The
bubbk isinvisible predsdy becaise it consists of relations, since dl relations as sich, in contrast to
things which are related, are invisiblédhe objedive meaning d ead world and ead part within ead
world dependslesson physicd beingthanit doeson haw theredlations constitutingthe Umwelt intersed.
The difference between olhjeds and things makes mistakes passhble, but it is aso what makes for the
possibility of meaning in life, and different meanings in different lives.

There isyet another way of putting this matter, one which brings more immediately to the fore the
dominanceof semiotics asthe perspedive proper to the problematic traditi onally cdl ed " epistemol ogi-
cal". Relations among things always direaly presuppase physicd existence but for relations among
objectsas such, physicd existenceispresuppaosed ony indiredly. To hit atreewithmy car | haveto have
aca andthere hasto be atree But to dscourse bou my car hitting atreel need neither a ca nor ared
tree.Thereasonfor this anomaly traces badk to alittl e naticed yet fundamental point for epistemology:
the status of objects as objects presupposes directly the action of signs, Wiesstaass of things as
thingsdoes nat (athoughl would argue that even the status of things presuppases the adion o signs
indirectly, as a"physiosemiosis'®)). In Peirce s terms, of course, thisisbut to say that things belongto
the caegory of secondress while objeds invalve dways thirdness But we need nd deviate into a
technicaldiscusson d these semiotic cdegoriesin order to make the point that relations amongthings
always suppostwo existents, whereas relations among obleds suppae only ore &istent necessarily,
namely, the interpreting aganism. For even when the sign wehicle is a physicd mark, sound @
movement external to the organism, that which it signiféed na be physicd, when the organism is
mistaken, for example, or thinking oftate of affairsthat is possble ("this hotel robbed") but not yet
actual.As when a beaver sets out to buld its dam. So we redizethat what we have heretofore cdl ed
objects,and what are yet commonly confused with things, in fad are, as a matter or principle axd in
everycese, significaes. To say "objed" andto say "objed signified" isto say exadly the same thing.
Thetwo-word expresson merely makes explicit what the one-word expresson implies and — all too
often— serves to quite effectively conceal from the one using the expression.

To predudethis concedment, and all the phil osophicd errors attendant uponthe fail ure systematic-
ally to dstinguish ojeds from things, we need orly to redizethat signs are what every objed as sich
immediately presuppaes. Without signs there ae no oljeds. For signs are those very irreducible

%1 See Deely 1997, 1998.
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relationships that comprise the semictic web, and the semiotic web is predsaly that network of
suprasubjectived ationships which constitute objeds as auch as publicdly accessble dements of the
Umwelt shared by every member of each biological species.

In Poinsot’s time (the late £&nd early 17 centuries), the distinction betweeheds and things
andthe status of objedsas sgnifiedswasexplained intermsof the diff erencebetween physicd relations,
whichin principlelinktwo subjeds(or are"intersubjedive’, connedingtwo or more dementsphysicaly
existing), and sign relations, which in principle link minimally three éements of which ore a least
(namely the objed signified), nead na exist physicdly at all, or not in the way that it is represented as
existingphysicdly. Later on, inthe ealy 20" century, Peircewould succeel in expressngthis stuation
by aterse formula, or maxim: sign relations are irreducibly triadic, whereas physicd relations as auch
are only dyadic.

Weseethen how truly Sebeok charaderized the sped es-spedficobjediveworldswhich vonUexkdill
labeledUmwelten as concerning " biologicd foundationsthat lie a thevery epicenter of thestudy o bath
communicatiorandsignificationinthehumananimal", and, as| said, every other animal, for that matter.
| thinkit isnot too much to say that, insofar asthereisany oresingle mncept that is central to the study
of zoGsemiotics, that would bethe ancept of Umwelt, theinvisible bublde or spedes-spedfic objedive
world within which every biological organism that is an animal dwells.

But the aoncept has one shortcoming, is, we might say, as abiologicd concept, inadequate in ore
particularto explaining the human use of signs. For when it comesto the human being, it istrue but not
enoughto say that welivein abubdewhaly determined by ou biologica constitution. True, our body,
no less than thbody d a snail, ali gator, bee or armadill o, determines the range and type of physicd
environmentabspeds that we can diredly ohjedify; and ou perception, so far as it depends upon
sensation, is quite bound by those limits, just dlseperception d adog dolphin, or gorill a. But the
humanmodeling system, the Innenwelt underlying and correlate with our Umwelt, is, strangely, not
wholly tied to our biology. The firstffedively to ndicethis anomaly in the mntext of semioctics was
againSebeok.* When we ae born, or, indead, when ou genotype is fixed at fertili zationin the zygote
from which we develop, what we can seeor sensein any dred modality is establi shed and determined,
justasisthe caewith any animal lifeform. But what language we will spegk or what wewill say in that
languages far from so fixed and determined. Sebeok wasthefirst effedively to pant out that fail ureto
graspthe implications of thisfad result largdly if nat entirely from the widespread and long-standing
confusion,n leaned circlesnolessthan in popuar culture, between language, which is a matter of an
Innenweltor modeling system that is not whally tied to hiologicd constitution, and communication,
which is a universal phenomenon that in and of itself has nothing whatever to do with language.

Thuszotsemiotics gudiesthe ommunicaionsystemsof animals, bath thosethat are spedes-spedfic
to eat anima form and thase that overlap two or more forms, including communicaive modaliti es

%2 E.g., Sebeok 1984, 1986.
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shared between human animalsand other animal species. But languageisnot first of all acommunication
system. Language is first of al away of modeling the world according to possihilities envisioned as
aternativeto what is given in sensation or experienced in perception. When such amodeling systemis
exapted for the purpose of communicating to another something model ed, the attempt succeeds, if at all,
only when the other to whom one attempts to communicate such a praeter-biological content is a
conspecific (that is, only when the prospective receiver likewise has an Innenwelt which is not wholly
tied omniex parte to biologica constitution); and the result of the communication (when and to the
extent it succeeds) isthe establishment precisely of alinguistic code, which will correlate with butin no
way reduce to ements accessible through one or another sensory modality of the organism. The
intersubjective establishment of such acode, then, isthe establishment of anew, species-specific channel
of communication, towit, linguisticcomrunication, commonly miscalled and thoroughly confused with
language itsdlf. That is why, for acommunication to be linguistic, it matters not a whit whether it be
spoken, written, or gestured: al that matters is the type of Innenwelt underlying the communication
which makes immediate, non-reductive interpretation of the linguistic code possible in the first place.
That iswhy the"meaningful world" in which the human anima livesinvolves postlinguistic structures®
accessiblein what isproper to them only by alinguistic animal, whereasall the other animals, even when
they employ symbolic means of communication (asisin fact fairly common), arerestricted to the order
of prelinguistic, sense-perceptibleobj ect domains (including postlinguistic structuresonly intheir sense-
perceptible aspects of embodiment).

So the concept of Umwelt applies fully to the human animal insofar as humans are animals, but the
invisible bubble within which the individual human being lives as a member of abiological speciesis
permeable to thingsin away that the Umwelt of no animal without languageis: for the human Umwelt
is not restricted to a semiotic web based only on biology. In ancient and medieval philosophy this
species-specifically distinctive openness or "permeability” of the human lifeworld was expressed in a
maxim: animaest guodannodo annia, "the human mind in acertain way isall things', namely, in the
extent of its possibleknowledge. Infact, that isthereason for the very possibility of semiotics (asdistinct
from semiosis) in thefirst place. For if, as we saw, signs consist essentialy in triadic relations which,
asrelations, are always suprasubjective and only sometimes intersubjective aswell (insofar as semiotic
relationsincorporate physical relations within objectivity, as always happens), but are never themselves
directly sensible even when all three of thetermsthey happen to unite in asignification may be sensible,
thenonly an animal whose awarenessis not wholly tied to biological constitution will be ableto realize
that there are signs, in contrast to merely using them, as Maritain pointed out as the case with
nonlinguistic animals.

So we arrive at a new definition of the human being, no longer the "rational animal", asin ancient
Greek and medieval Latin philosophy, nor even the "thinking thing" of modern philosophy, but rather

% Deely 1980.
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the "semioctic enimal”, the animal that nat only uses sgns but knows that there ae signs, becaise &
linguisticthehuman animal i scgpableof modeli ngthat fundamental redity of all experiencewhich never
appearso the gyesandeasor any ather biologicd channel of sense: relations as such in contrast to the
objectsor things that are related; relations as guch as the fundamental redity which makes passble the
experienceof objeds in the first place relations as sich which make possble the diff erence between
objectsand things; relations as such which, in their peadliar being and irreducibly triadic form, are that
whichevery ohjed presuppases; relations, thoseirreducibl e strands of the semiotic web which constitute
theUmwelt or objediveworld inits contrast with and dff erencefrom the physicd environment as sich
prior and in some measure common to every life form.

In other words, the human Umwelt is ©© modified from within bythe exaptation d languageto com-
municate that, without ceasimg be an Umwelt, it becomes yet so dfferent from an Umwelt based on
an Innenwelt withou language that some further term to charaderize it becomes imperative. | have
proposedhat theterm Lebenswelt shoud be adopted to expressan Umwelt whichis pedes-spedficdly
human etaining Umwelt to expressthe genericideaof an oljediveworldwhichisin every case spedes-
specificconsequent upon bologicd constitution. Whether this suggestionwill cach onremains to be
seen,and | have rested my case mainly on the three hunded and eleven paragraphs constituting my
accounttitl ed The Human Use of Sgns. But whil e the question d whether my argument onthis crucial
point will prevail by becoming an accepted usage remains open, the question d whether Sebeok’s
argumentis sundin asserting that the cncept of Umwelt is central to semictics may be onsidered
decisivelyclosed in the dfirmative. The successof Sebeok’s argument by itself justifies hisranking o
Jakobvon Uexkill as "one of the gredest cryptosemioticians of this period" in which we have been
privilegedto seesemiotics passfrom the status of abstrad propacsal to successul intelledual movement,
perhapghe most international and important intell edual movement sincethe taking roat of sciencein
the moderrsensein the 17" century, an antidote to the overspedalizaion o modern knowledge, and a
postmodermevival of thetradition o leaningin"liberal arts" which equip the mindto move &ove and
betweendisciplines in the transcendence proper to the human spirit where it seeks to become
"guodammodo omnia".

How Semiotics Restores Tradition to Philosophy

Well, we have seen the dedsive brea semiotics makes with modernity in repladng the espistemo-
logical paradigm of theway of ideas with an epistemologicd paradigm proper toitself, onewhich marks
out and constitutes a pastmodern trail, a new beginning as radicd in its own way as was the bregk of
modernphil osophywith the Latin Agein the 17" century and, beforethat, of the Latin Agewith ancient
Greekthougtt throughthefifth century AD introduction d the mncept of signasageneral mode of being
respecting which natural and conventional signs alike are species, specific types or varieties.

But to appredate the full import of this for our understanding o phil osophy we nedl to take into
accounthesinglemost astonishingfad that semioticreseach of the 20" century hasuncovered, namely,
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thefact unearthed by Umberto Eco and histeam of intellectual archeologistsat the University of Bologna
that, before the work of Augustine at the very end of the 4™ century AD, we find no trace of a genera
notion of signin Greek philosophy. Thefact ishard to believe. | remember the incredulity | felt on first
hearing this report,® and the yearsiit took realize the impact such an anomaly must have on our reading
of philosophy inits historical development. What Eco and his colleagues claimed to demonstrate was
that, despite our fondness in philosophy for tracing Greek origins of main concepts, in the case of the
sign, the key concept of ageneral mode of being superior to the division between nature and culture was
owing to the Greeks not at all but to oneignorant of Greek, Augustine of Hippo. After Augustine, there
will be both natural and cultural signs; but before Augustine, the Greeks had thought of the sign mainly,
amost exclusively, in natural terms. The onpetov of the Greekswasnot at all what wewould today cdl
"signin genera" but rather "natural signin particular". The notion d signin genera was, predsdly,
signum, Augustine's Latin term proposed just as the 4" century closed to expressthe ideathat the
universeof human experienceis perfused with signs, not only through ow contaa with the natural being
of our physicd surroundngsin the signs of hedth and weaher, but also through ou contad with ouw
conspecificsn discourse andtrade, evenin ou contad with the divine throughsaaament and scripture.

There was no turninbadk. The Latin Age was born in the perspedive of the sign as the pervasive
instrument of understanding. It woukke dmost twelve centuries for the ansequences of that fad to
be worked through to thespeaulative groundin the Treatise of Sgns of John Poinsot, contemporary
of Galileo and Descartes, to be sure, but a man as decisivbl/L atin past as Galil eo and Descartes
wereJekyll and Hyde to the modern future. For human beings are animalsfirst of all, and animalsfirst
of al experiencethe universe of nature not as things but as objedsto be sough and avoided or ignared.
Animals make use of signs without knowing that there are digrépne withou redizing that signs
areinthe objediveworld of experience an instrument as universal asismotionin theworld o physicd
being?®

In their absorption in the world of objeds, the sign appeaed to the Latins, even to Augustine in
making his general propaosal, not in its pure and proper being as atriadic relation (indifferent, like dl
relations,to the surroundng circumstances which make it physicdly red as well as objedively so, or
only objedive; andinvisible, like dl relations, to the gye throughwhich perception sees only related
things),but rather inits snsible manifestationasa mwnnedion between oljeds experienced whereby the
one, on keing percaved, manifests aso another besides itself, perhaps even ore @sent from the
immediateperceptua surroundngs. That objeds in order to be experienced at al presuppase signs
alreadyat work in the adivity of understanding rever occurred to the Latins, thoughthat was a dea

% In researching the Four Ages, | noted that even Markus (1972:66), who establishes the fact in question quite
independently of Eco and his group, found it hard to believe that none before Augustine thought of language as a system of
signs.

* The most interesting formulation of this point by far among contemporary writers is to be found in Jacques Maritain
1937-1938: 1; 1938: 299; 1956: 59; 1957: 86. Comprehensive discussion in Deely 1986a.
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consequencéclea, that is, after the manner of al consequences, which is to say, onceit is further

realized) of the redi zaionthat the being proper to signsisnat at al that of something sensible & uch

butthat of relationasirreducibleto whatever aspeds of subjedivity therelation happensto depend upon
for its existence in these or those concrete circumstances.

The privilege of the Latins was first to propose and then to vindicate the general notion o signs.
After that came modernity, anew way of approaching the understanding o objeds as auch still prior to
thefurther redi zationthat objeds presuppae signs, andindead, developed in amanner contrary to what
sucha redization would require.* Finally came the dawn of postmodernity, the recoverggmumin
thework of thefirst American phil osopher worthy to be named inthe cmmpany of Aristotle axd Aquinas,
CharlesSanders "Santiago" Peirce. He was among the last of the moderns, to be sure; but, more
importantly,hewasthefirst of the postmoderns, becaise hewasthefirst after Descartes (with the partial
exception of Hegel) to show and to themathsinclusion within the world of objeds something also
of the physicd being d nature in its own right, just as it is in its prgjacency to and insouciant
independence of systems of human belief and speculation.

The Latins had uncovered and identified the being proper to signs as the base of our exgerience
objects But adionfollowsupon keing. The next step perforcewould beto thematizethe ation o signs
preciselyin order to understandin detail what the being proper to sign entails. Andthisis predsdy the
step Peirce took after first learning most, though not ailhat the Latins had discovered of the sign
in its proper being. He even gave to this adion a name, semiosis, as the subjed matter whose study
resultsin a distinctive form of philosophicd and even scientific knowledge, semiotics, just as biology
is a body of knowledge that develops out of the studiviofg things, and geology out of the study o
theeath. The Latinstoo had demonstrated the necessty of threetermsinvolved in every sign, but their
living traditionended before any had though to namethat third term. Thistoofell to Peirce whocdled
it the interpretant, and who further saw (withou quite ever succealingto explain®’) that the interpretant
need not involve finite consciousness.

The bare proposal for semiotics that Locke had contradicted his own Essay by making,®® of course,
camenea the beginning o modernthough; but it had noinfluenceonthe modern development. Nor did
it embody any awarenessof the Latin past in this matter, save perhaps in the bare etio in the English
expresgon "doctrine of signs', which Locke used to trandate his nouveau Greek term (malformed)
onwTik™, of the Latin doctrina signorum actually used by Poinsot in explaining the content and plan
of his Treatise on Sgns. Had the proposal been influential in its time, we would not now be speaking

% See the details of the case as presented in Deely 1994a, along with the comments of Santaella-Braga 1994.
% See "The Grand Vision" (Deely 1989). It is the problemdigeussed in ou opening pages, the "open question” of
how far semiosis reaches into the being of things.
% Here | can orly allude to Locke' s coinage of what has proved to be, asit were, the "logicaly proper name" for the
doctrineof signsinitspostmodern incarnation. But | have discussed it many timesand from many anges(Dedy 1985 1986
1993, 19954a, 2001a), as well as in Hoer Ages, Chap. 14.
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of postmodernityfor the mainstream modern development of phil osophy (as distinct from science™)
would have been aborted thereby, or itself transformed into what we now see energing as smiotics. But
thepropasal was nat influential; and Mr. Hyde had many yeasto live axdto grow into the monstrosity
of idedi sm, the doctrine that whatever the mind knovsin whatever the mind knows of it the mind itself
createsadoctrinewhich thelatemodern phil osopher Jaajues Maritain, in exasperation, at last proposed™
should be denied the very name of philosophy in favor of something like "ideosophy" fistead.

As ealy asLocke spropaosal for semiotics, the atievement of the Latin Agein first propcsing and
finally explainingthe being proper to signasagenera mode of being had already crossed the socidl line
separating contemporary concerns from the ailtural unconscious, that limbo for the ahievements of
previousgenerations of human animals which have slipped ouside the focus of the ansciousnessof a
yet living generation d human animals. So let me try to show how, in refocusing onthe sign,
postmoderrthough has as part of its destiny to recver the whole of the Latin Age unified in an
unexpectedvay by the theme of the sign, atheme which, we will seg reprises al the standard isaues
covered in théstandard presentation” of medieval phil osophyfrom Augustine to Ockham heretofore,
butreprisesthem as subardinate themesto that of the sign, which isthe onethemewhich unfiesthe aje
asan arganic whale, and so goes beyondthe "standard coverage' by requiring wsto take acourt of that
seriesof thinkers after Ockham which link the Treatiseon $gns of Poinsot that culminates the semiotic
line of Latin development aswell to that series of thinkers before Ockham that begins with Augustine.

The Language of Semiotics

TheL atin contributionto the heritagetoday of semioticsismassve— origina, founditional, pervas-
ive, yet at least temporarily, inconsciénthe greaer part of those intrigued with signs. The situation
is hardly static, but it remains true that as we enter the last months of the second millennium (or first
monthsof the third) of the mmmon era, the Latin contributionto semiotics exists mainly asa airrent or
layerwithin the aultural unconscious, yet one which littl e by littl e has begunto be brougtt into thelight
of conscious awarenessheginning espedaly, as| have said, with thework of Umberto Eco for theworld
atlarge; but also, within the Hispanic world, by the puli cations of Mauricio Beuchot. The contemporary
development of semiotics, we are beginning to see, éavesore to the Latin Age than it does either
to modern o even to ancient times, which isnat at al to deny the singuar importance of the ancient
Greek medical heritage $orcefully brougtt ot first by Sebeok.*? Nevertheless, the Latin Age has in
ourcultura heritage in the matter of the signahistoricd weight (here, | can nomore than suggest) that

9] have puldished preliminary statements on the distinction between phil osophy as doctrina and modern science &
scientiain Dedy 1977 1978 1982, 1986k but thefull justification d this distinction as athesis concerning the history of
philosophy as a whole over its development before, during, and after the modern period is to be fourmlinAbes

0 Maritain 1966.

“1 But, except for the astonishing writingathis paint of Peter Redpath (1997, 19973, 1998, Maritain’'s siggestion so
far has fallen on deaf ears, | think for the reason given ifrde Ages pp. 51%12n1, concluding paragraph.

42 See esp. Sebeok 1975, 1984, 1984c, and 1996.
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perhapsmanifests its inertia in the improbable reversal of fortunes of the two terms under which
contemporangtudy o signs has organized itself, namely, "semiology’ (first and everywhereinthefirst
six or seven decades of thé"2@ntury), then "semiotics" (here and thir¢he 60s, and nav becme
dominantover the waning band d those who, more and more wistfully, label themselves "semiolo-
gists"?). Thereisafter all aweight of language, aninconscient capadty of words subtly to shadethetint
of even the most present experiencewith the perspedive and undrstanding d generations past, asif the
ghostsf those generationswere whispering memoriesinto the mind sea aseadh new generationleans
to speak.

Nor are my dates of demarcation, the end o the 4" and the beginning o the 17" century, arbitrary.
Forif welookat the Latin history in phlosophyin thelight of sign as atheme, we discover something
astonishinginsteal of a chaotic age going df in many diredions, oneonly gradually achievinga center
of gravity in the so-cdled "high medieval" period and afterward dislving into naninalism and the
exuberanceof the Renaissance recvery of Greek classcs, we find a distinctive aje of philosophy
organicallyunified from beginningto endabove dl by itsfirst speaulativeinitiative madein philosophy
without precedent or anticipation in the world of ancient Greek philosdpiesign, it turns out, was
not only the origina Latin initiative in phlosophy, as Eco discovered, but, what seems never to have
occurredo Eco’scircle, the sign provides the theme that shows atrue unity of that agein movingfrom
thesimple pasiting d thefundamental nationto its complex justificaionas noflatusvocis but rather the
nexusof human experience a transcending reture in the diredion d mind and bad again from mind
in the direction of nature .

In speaking thus we take up atheme from a German phl osopher who dominated the 20" century
with his cryptic pronourcement that "Languege is the house of Being'.** For "language” here did na
signify at all what, say, the everyday American o Italian refersto by the vocable "language”. On the
contrary Heidegger meant something much more profound what our American paterfamilias® Thomas
Sebeolexplainsrather*® asthe product of our Innenwelt or "modeling system", that spedes-spedficaly
humancagpadty which results in an Umwelt, an oljedive world, as we saw above, an arrangement of
objectsclassfied as desirable, contemptible, or beneah ndice (+, -, 0) insofar asthat typicdly animal
arrangemenbf experience is further permeaed and transformed by the human awareness of an
interpretiveharizon for these objeds as edficdly consisting d more than their relation to the one
perceivingthem, and thus carrying a history which imports into the individual consciousness for the
mostpart unknavingly but nonethelessin fad, a structure of awarenessand experiencewhich linksthe

3 Seethe survey of usagein Sebeok 1971 then further "Redificandolos terminos ‘ semidtica y ‘ semiologia”, in Dedy
1996: 308317; and "Ferdinand de Saussure and Semiotics" in Tasca 1985. 75
* Heidegger 1947.

5 Yet hardly an everyday American, he, but rather, as | have explained elsewhere (in Tasca @l. 1995 17-26), and as
manyinthisroom independently andeasil y understand, a putative Martian and (what comesto the same), like VilmosVoigt,
who will be our Visiting Professor of Semiotics here in the Spring 2001 semester, a Hungarian.

6 Sebeok 1984b and elsewhere.
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individualwith the understanding d the world worked ou and adhered to byforebeaslong deal whose
codifications of understanding are embodied in the words we speaklitimnsstic vessls which, all
but entirely, precededur individual births and will continue & play in linguistic communicaion long
after we have died.

So the "being" which language houses is above dl a historicd redity, the preservation in human
communityof the dfedive and cognitivelinkswhich havetheir rootsintimeslong st but which define
throughtheir presencein the psychalogy o living individuals the mntours of what we cal a natura
languagecommunity, with all the vaguenessand inevitable overlappings that result in that nationas a
consequencef thefad that the human modeling system, alone anongthe animal modeling systemson
this planet, is nat restricted in its communicaive dements and terms to sign-vehicles objedively
accessible as such to sense perception.

It is from this point d'appu that | am here aldressng, with an eye to ou Latin past, the present
developmentand immediate future of semiotics, in its beaing on pliosophy in particular. For if
languages, to spea in the accets properly Heidegger’ sown, aseinsgeschichtlichaslesen, an essence
freightedwith being, then it is surely there, indeed, in the vocable itself "semiotics’ (something that
Heidegger himself never considered, eveheawas typicdly ignaant of amost every ore of the late
Latin thinkerswho were key to the semiotic denouement of their age in phlosophy), that our heritage
lies at once mnceded and manifestly present in its permedion d andinfluence over thinkers wherever
thesemiotic community hastakenroct in ou nascent contemporary "global culture'. Evenmoresoisthis
the case with the smple vocable "sign”. So let usrefled onthe Latin dmension d our heritage asitis
carried within two simple English words: first "sign", and thsamiotics'. What, even inconsciently,
dothesetwo simple expressonsimpart into ou present experienceof theworld from the predominantly
Latin phase of the European development?

From Latin Signum to English Sign

Theortologicd weight of Latin history at play in the shaping d our contemporary use of "sign” is
conveyedhrougha derivation dredly and immediatdly Latin: signum There is a wnjedure that this
Latin term carries over a Sanskrit sense oflitog to or adhere”, which is probable, but not probable
enough to pursue for present purposes. For, so far as it is a question of the condestitngral sign
that furnishes the foundhtions for what we have cme to cdl semiotics, namdly, the body d living
knowledgedeveloped ou of the thematic observation and analysis of the ad¢ion urique axd proper to
signs(bath as sich andin their variouskinds), we aededingwith a winagethat as amatter of fad does
notgo beyondarather late stage of the Latin language itself, it beingapaosit, as has been discovered, put
into play just threeyeasbeforethe end o thefourth century of the Christian or "common’ (if you prefer)
era.

Well, by coincidence, this was the very time when the move of the caital of Roman Empire from
Rometo theByzantineregion had just been consoli dated. Thiswasthetimewhen the peopleswhowould
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form Europe were aloptingtheorigina Latin tongue of theold empire, whil ethe rulersthemselves were
abandonind_atin in favor of the Greek languege. This was the time, in short, when we withessin
hindsightthe atonishing split of a single pdliticd entity, the Roman Empire, into two halves oonto
share virtually no common linguistic tie.

It is common wisdom that the term "semiotics' comes from the roat of the Greek word ompetov,
standardijtrandlated as "sign". Asisal too dten true of common wisdom, so in this case it forms a
dangerouslli ancewith ignarance by concedi ng more than it reveds withou any owert hint of what is
hidden.The dli anceisdangerousinthiscasebecaisewhat the mmmonwisdom concedsisof far greaer
importfor any degp understanding o a European heritage in the matter of the study d signs than what
it would lead the first-time comer to that study to believe. For the truth is, the astonishing truth, with
which semiotic refledion reeds most to begin, isthat thereisno general concept of signto befoundin
Greekphil osophy, and the term standardly mistranslated to conced that fad is onuetov, aword which
meansijn Greek, nat at al "sign" in any genera sense but only very spedfic forms of sign, particularly
onesasgciated with dvination, bath in theinvidious sense of prophetic andreligiousdivinationandin
themorepasiti ve scientific senseof prognasti cationsin matters of medicine andmeteorology.*’ Enpeie,
in other words, are from outside the human realm, are from nature, either in the manifestations of the
gods or in the manifestations of the physical surroundings. Within the human realm are found not signs
but symbols (o oAw) and, what isafter al but asubclassof symbadls, names (ovopte), the dements
in general of linguistic communication.

All this will change dter Augustine (354-430aD). Too busy in hisyouth for one set of reasons to
learnthe Greek languagein use dl around hm, too busy in later yeasfor another set of reasonsto lean
the Greek language visibly losing groundha Western regions of Roman empire but yet dominating
theredm of theologicd andreligiousdiscusson, and, inany event, disinclined bytemperament to study
Greekin any season,*® Augustine it was who, in anignarant bli ss began to spesk of signin genera, sign
in the sense of agenera notionto which cultural aswell as natural phenomena dike relate @ instances
or"spedes'. Not knowing Greek, hewasignarant of the originality of hisnation. That hewaspropasing
aspeaulative novelty never crossed hismind, and, hisprincipal readersbeingsimil arly ignarant, thefaad
is not known to have occurredany orein hislarge and gowing audience What was obvious to the
Latins was théntuitive darity of the nation and its organizing paver. Look around you What do you
seeNothing a amost nothing at al that does not further suggest something besides itself, something
that almost normally is not itself part of the physical surroundings immediately given when you "look
around'. There is a tombstone, my childhoodfriend s grave; there is a tree the one planted for the
occasiorof the burial; thereisapat of flowers now deal, placal here amonth agoto hona the memory
of this friend. And so on.

47 Manetti 1993.
8 Augustine 397: i, 14.
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Nothingat all isdl that it appeas. Everythingis surrounded by the mists of significaions which
carrythemindin many dredions, al acordingto knowledge, interest, andlevel of awarenessbrought
to bear at any given moment when we happen to "take aatoakd'. Of course dl these perceptions
involve signs, the gravestone nolessthan the doud Andthefad that the one cmmesfrom human artifice
andthe other from nature makes no dfference to the fad that both alike signify, that bath alike, in
Augustine’swords, "prader spedes quas ingerit sensibus aliquid aliud fagt in cogritionem venire"
("over and above the sense impressions, make something besides themselves come into awareness").

Solittl ewere Augustine andthe Latins after him aware of thenovelty of their general notion d sign,
indeed that the novelty would appea never to have come to light before researchers of our own time
turnedthe todls and light of scholarship to urcovering the historical origins of semiotics. To my
knowledge at least, dhave severa times indicated, it was the tean of reseachers who have worked
the fidds of ancient thoudht from a semictic point of view under the guidance and tutelage of the
celebrated Italiaischolar and Bologra professor, our friend Umberto Eco, who first brougtt to light*
and subsequently established more fully*® Augusting's incognizant originaity in this particular.>
Whateverbe or nat be the Sanskrit overtones, the English word "sign" comes diredly and immediately
fromtheroat of the Latin term signum and this term with thefamili ar general senseit hasfor semiotics,
of providing asubjed matter that meritsinvestigationinto netural and cultural phenomena dike, was a
novelty in the maturity of Augustine.

Sothereis the ealiest and second most definitive®® landmark in the Latin heritage of postmodern
semioticsthe very nation d signin the general sense was introduced at the dawn of the 5" century AD
to draw attention tand mark the faa that all our objects of sense perception are experienced within a
webof relationsthat much later thinkers — Thomas Sebeok in particular, developingasuggestionin the
work of Jakob vonUexkill — aptly designate asemiotioweb. Thevery word "sign” isitself asign self-
reflexively of the nat only of the Latin but indeed of the European heritagein thisarea the very concrete

49 See ep. Eco, Lambertini, Marmo, and Tabarron 1986 andthe the editorial note onthe provenanceof thistext, ibid.
p. XiX.

%0 Manetti 1993.

51 The discovery entered ou semiotic literature of today asan anomaly, a auriousfad that, like Albert the Grea’ sfossls
in the 126Gs, puzzled the mindwithou suggestingany grand hypdheses. Ironicdly, when an abductionwasfinally made and
formally presented full -scadein the work of Manetti just cited, the guessmissed and, for want of afamiliarity with the key
textsof later Latin times, aswewill haveoccasionto mention, proff ered thewil d hypdhesisthat it wasthe Latinsthemselves,
and not the late modern structuralists and deconstructionists heir to Saussure, who began the detretopineimated
in the semiologicd thesis that there ae only conventional signs. Seethe essays referred to in nde 3, p. 2, above; but
especiallyChapter 16inthe Four Agesof Understandng. Nonetheless the asymmetry of ancient Greek andmodern retional
languagephil osophy onthis point is worthy o note: as the ancients recognized orly natural signs, so the moderns camein
the end to recognize onbpnventionakigns. The Latins, by contra$ite Peircean pcstmoderns, are distingushed bythe
theoretical means of recognizing both.

52 The most definiti ve landmark, of course, would byrights be thetheoretical demonstrationthat the general nation d sign
wasawarrantednation. But "rights" inthesemattersare, from the standpant of popuar culture, mattersof some anusement,
whenthey are recognized at all; were it otherwise, Poinsot would have been from the start, and nd merely as a matter of
future tenancy, far better known among semioticians than Augustine.
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factthat "Europe"’ wasthe gradual creaion d the heirs and interlopers to the original Western lands of
the Roman Empire who took ower aso its origina language. This mélanges of peoples inherited and
transformedhe original language of that Empire throughan indigenous phil osophicd devel opment that
began roughlyn the 4™ century and continued theredter urtil the 17" century, the time of the dedsive
break ofmodernity from the Latin Age bath in the establi shment of sciencein the modern sense (as an
intellectualenterprise distinct nolessfrom phil osophythan from theology andreli gious though) andin
the establishment of the developing retional languages in place of Latin as the principal vehicle
henceforward for the sustenance of European intellectual culture.

Forsincesemioticsisthe body d knowledgethat devel ops throughthe study o the ation o signs,
ashiologyisthe systematic knowledgethat isdevel oped from the study o behavior of livingthings, etc.,
semioticsamay be said to have adualy arisen orly at that moment when the general notion d signasa
unified objectof passble investigation was introduced. The mere fad that, prior to such a mnception,
therewere signs at work throughou the living world (and, both beyondand before that, perhaps, in the
wide world of physicd nature itself, as Peircefirst propased™ and as has more recenbgen analyzed
underthe rubric of "physiosemiosis'®*), does not mean that there was smiotics in the universe prior to
the Latin Age — except, of course, as a passhility in the sense of having a place"marked ou in

advance"as Sausaure so well put it.*°

SemiosisPeirced s namefor the a¢ion o signstaken from — or,
rather,forged onthe basis of — remarks in the Epicurean papyrus written by Philodemus in the last
centuryprecalingthe ommon era,*® preceles smiotics, just aslivingthings precede biology androcks
precede geology. But biologs a science presuppases that the world of living things be conceived as
athematicdly unified subjed of passble systematic inquiry. Simil arly, adoctrine of signs presuppaes
thatthe ation d signs be mnceaved asathematicdly unified subjed matter of possbleinvestigations.
And the first to give us a notion of sign which accomplishes this presupposed feat was Augustine.
Of course there were investigations of various kinds based onthe ation d signs long kefore
Augustine Indeed, we now redi zethat every investigationisbased onthe adion d signs, every investi-
gationhas asemiotic comporent or dimensionthat can bebrought out and highlighted theoreticadly. But
thatis nat the point. Just as any predator stalking its prey relies on knavledge aquired from a study o
signs,yet not every predator is asemiotician; so every semiotician owes his or her professonto thefad
thatsomeone, in fad, Augustine of Hippo, first introduced into intellecual culturethenation o signin
generalunder which ndiontheparticular investigationswecdl semioticsarebrougt together objedive-
ly in the conception d a unified subject matter of possble investigation. There ae nat only signs as
tokensthereisasosignastype, thetypedefiningand dstingushingthoseinvestigationsproperly cal ed

"semiotic"in contrast to "chemicd", "astronamicd", "biologicd", and so forth, even thoughwe canaso

%3 His "grand vision", | would call it (Deely 1989).

4 A term coined in Deely 1990 and developed in a series of essays after that, most recently 1997 and 1998.
% Saussure 1916: 16.

% Philodemus i.54408c. See Fisch 1978: 4@1 for discussion of Peirce’s derivation and coinage.
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say, from the standpoint of semiotimnsciousness that every other subjed matter physicd or cultural
necessarily involves and develops by semiotic means.

Signitself, the genera nation a type (the "general mode of being", Peirceliked to say) of which all
particularsigns are instances or tokens, then, is the first and foundational element of the semictic
heritage For it is that presuppased naion which first makes the development of a doctrine of signs
possiblanthefirst place It marks, aswe may say, theinitia awakening d semiotic consciousness and
it ocaurs more or lessat the very beginning d the Latin Agein the history bath of the formations that
lead tomodern Europe and d that part of intellecual culture traditionally cdled phlosophy. Semiotic
consciousnesavesitsinitial awakening, if not itsname, totheintroduction o thegenera nation o sign
in the work of Augustiné’

But what after Augustine? Does the Latin Age contrimgding more to semiotic consciousness
thanits founditional and organizing ndion d sign? As a matter of fad, Augustine's original and
corstitutive contribution in this regard risked in advance the disaster of nominalism that infedion o
speculativehough which blinds the mind to the dependencein undrstanding o everything the senses
yield upon gneral modes of beinginsensible & sich, yet asindependent or moreindependent of human
whim as anything onthe order of rocksor stars. For it isnot enoughto proposethe general nation o sign
asamode of being. The propacsal neadsto betheoreticdly justified aswell. Howisit posdble for there
to be such a thing as a general mode of beingrdracends the division d objedive being into what
exists prior to and independently of cogntion and what exists posterior to and dependently upon
cognition or mind?

This question rever occursto Augustine. For him, as for the next seven centuries of Latin thinkers,
the general idea of sign seems so intuitively valid thatimgbit employed throughou the theologicd
andphilosophicd writings withou the gopeaance of a secondthough. Of course, the seven centuries
in guestionare nat exadly luminowswith speaulative developments within phl osophy. In faa, they are
preciselywhat first the renai ssance humanists and many modern historians after them refer to derisively
as"the dark ages', the centuries marked more by the llapse than by the rise of centers of serious
learning.Thiswasafunction d the condtion d civili zaionitself inthe ealy indigenousLatin centuries.
But by the time in the 11" and 12" centuries when we see the universities, that greaest of all the
contributionsto present civili zation surviving from the paliti es of the Latin Age, begin to form at Paris
and Bologna and then all aadosswhat will become Europe, sprealing even to China by 190Q the
"constantlyalive, burningandinevitable problem"*® Augustine has bequeathed to L atin posterity makes
its way to the foreSignum general mode of being or empty nominalifiatus voci®

Theburning guestion bustsinto flame d least as ealy asthe writings of Aquinas (1225-1274)and
Roger Bamn (¢.1214-1292). The first turn the antroversy takes toward a generally theoreticd

5" See Augustine i.397426 in particular.
% Beuchot 1986: 26.
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developmentf Augusting's posit hanging in thin air (for what isto prevent the vocable signum from
being a sound signifying nothinlgke "phlogiston” or "aeher" or "immutable aystalli ne spheres’ any
of the murtlessother words posited aaossthe centuries which turn out to be names for confusions in
thoughtthat, when clarified, disappea) fastens not on the general nation itself but on the question o
whether only a sensible object can function in the capeataggn, whether being a sensible materia
structurewas rightly included in the general definition. For Augustine's posit had two aspeds:. the
generahdion o signasverified in whatever makes present for awareness ®mething besidesitself, and
a proposed definition that ties this functioning to impressions made upon sense.

It was over the formulation d Augustine' s definition o signthat the problem first brokeinto open
flames Beginningwith Aquinas’® and Baon,*°then devel opingafter them inthewriti ngs of Duns Scotus
(c.1266-1308),Willi am of Ockham (c.1285-1349),Pierre d’ Aill y (13506-1420),Dominic Soto (1495-
1569),Pedro daFonseca(1528-1599) the Conimbricenses (1606 1607), Francisco Araljo (1580-1664),
and culminating in thevork of JohnPoinsot (1589-1644), this first aspect of the problem received an
all but unanimous resolution among the Latins: not only sensible objeds as snsible, but also those
interpretive structures of the mind (cdled today "ideas and images' but in those times "spedes
expressae"dnthe basisof which sensible objedsare presented in experience athisor that kind o thing,
fulfill the function essentia to being a sign. A common terminology even evolved, after d’ Ailly (or
perhapsefore, for thisterminologicad point hasnat quite been pinned dovn asyet historicdly), to mark
the paint linguistically. Sensible objeds as sich which make present in cogrition something besides
themselveshe Latins agreead to cdl "instrumental signs', whil e thase interpretive structures of though
as such, thosgsychological states of the knower, as we wouldsay, which serve to foundthe relations
which make sensible objeds present at their terminus as this or that kind o individua they cdled by
contrast "formal signs®.

Butthisagreement onterminology proved to bebut averbal agreament, which is perhaps why it has
provedto have little enduring paver beyondthe time of thase whoforged it. In fad, the mwmity among
thediffering Latin schodsonthisverbal point served to mask amuch degoer disagreament that becane
apparento the mgnacenti as on as the question of Augusting's defining formula was redized to

%9 Espedally with Aquinas, for even though te never focused thematicaly onsignas aquestion d systematic pursuit, his
workis 9 vast, and problems central to the eventual formation d such asystematicaly pursued theme reaur tangentialy to
issueshe does g/stematicdly pursue, that he leaves atrail of tantali zing suggestionsto be pursued over the entire corpus of
his writings: ¢.1254-1256: the Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard, Book IV, dist. 1, g. 1, quaestiunc. 2;
€.1256-1259:the Disputed Questions on Truth, g. 4. art. 1ad 7, g. 9. art. 4 ad 4and ad 5, ¢.1269-1272:the Questions at
Random, g. 4 art. 17; ¢.1268273/4:the Summa theologiaellll, g. 60, art. 4 ad 1 Indeed just this trail iswhat Poinsot will
follow in bringingto pubication 358 wasafter Aquinas’ deah the first systematic demonstration d abeingcommonto all
signsas auch, and hencethe first demonstration (in contrast to posit) of the existenceof aunified subjed matter for semiotic
inquiry. It will be exactly 353 morgeas before this eff ort of Poinsot will surfaceoutside of the Latin language — such is
the slow rhythm of semiotic development.

%0 See esp. Bacon ¢.1267.

#1Thefull est historica discusson d thisfirst phase of the later Latin development is presented in Meier-Oeser 1997 "Die

Unterscheidung vosignum formale - undsignuminstrumentale”, pp. 238251.
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involvethemore profound poblem of thevery being proper to signs, of thetype manifestedinthetokens
— of thebeing, that isto say, enablingsigns, any and every signas auch, to functionasasignin thefirst
place.

Augustine’sarigina propasal of ageneral definition may have beentoo rerrow, asall caneto agree
butat least it had the merit of applyingto particular things. Now Ockham and hisfoll owersincreasingly
distinguished themselves hysisting that only particular things are red. Ideas of the mind may nat be
sensiblecharaderistics of individuals, but they are subjedive charaderistics of individuals nolessthan
is the color of one’s skin or the shape of one’s nieseidea is as much a part of my subjectivity as is
my shape or size or color. Hence the nominalists could dstingush formal and instrumental signs as
respectivelynaccessble axdaccessbleto dired senseperceptionwithou admittingthat thereisany type
or general mode of being verified equally in the diff ering tokens or instances of sign.®? For beit asound
or mark, an idea or a feeling, the former as "instrumental” no less thkatt¢has "forma” remains a
particular, not ageneral, mode of being. The mindin knaving may make comparisons among obeds
of whichit isaware, andfrom these mmparisonsrelationsdoindeed result. But therelationsthemsel ves,
therelationsas sich, do nd precale the knowing: they are mnstituted byit. Prior to the knowing, prior
to the comparison and independent of it, there remain orly the particulars, the subjedivities: that isall.

The Scotists and the Thomists accepted the terminology for distinguishing between signs whaose
foundationwas and signs whose foundation was not diredly sense-perceptible (instrumental vs. formal
signs,respedively), but they also insisted, against the nominali sts, on amore fundamental point: when
aparticular objed or anideais sidto be a'sign’, what makesthe gpell ationtrueisnaot the particul arity
of the feaurein question bu the fad that it servesto grounda relation to something dher than itself.
Thisrelation, not the individual charaderistic uponwhich the relation is based, they insisted, is what
constituteghe being proper to the sign as auch. Thusthe Latin authors eschewing naminalism insisted

%2 This sacondand dedsive asped of the late Latin development of semiotic consciousnesshas o far not been discussed
in theliterature, andMeier-Oeser, in hiswork splendid asfar asit goes, appalli ngly misapprehendsthisasped of the problem.
| canrefer thereader only to Chapters8-10 of my forthcoming book Four Ages of Understand ng (seethe" promissory note”
in Dedy 1996), which tracesthe complete history of phil osophyfrom Thales to Eco in terms of the beaingthat history has
on the current and prospective development of semiotics as the positive essence of what can only bepbeteaipfiny
atleast, where "modernity" is defined by the epistemologicd paradigm acwrding to which the human mind is cgpable of
knowing only the products of its own operations) a postmoderrdevelopment. The opening tife new historicd epoch, in
fact,may be dated spedficdly to May 14, 1867, when Peirce presented his"New List of Categories'. For thelist in question
contrasts both with Aristotle’s original list 6f3608c, by including spedficdly the objedive products of mind as well as
theknowable dements of physicd nature, andalso with Kant’slist of 1781 by includingspedficdly obedive, i.e., diredly
andimmediately known, elements of physicd nature a well as phenomena owing their whae being to the mind' s own
operations.

Forthe aedion, inPeirce s"New List", of an"intersedion d nature andculture” (Sebeok 197%; cf. also Sebeok 1979,
setthe problematic of the signsquarely beyondthe modern quarrel shetweenidedi smandredi sm, inconformity exadly with
theterms originally set by JohnPoinsot for beginning a systematic devel opment of the doctrine of signs (1632a: 117/24ff .):
"the signin general ... includes equally the natural and the socia sign", that is to say, "even the signs which are mental
artifacts".Andif thereis anythingwhich phlosophycanna acourt for and remain within the constraints of the Descartes-
Lockeequation d ideaswith the objedsof dired experience, it istheposshility of aknowledge of structures of the physicd
environment according to a being proper to them.
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that not only was Augustine wrong to propose a definition tying signs to sense-perceptible objects as
such, but that the reason why he was wrong was not merely that ideas aswell as words and rocks serve
as vehicles of signification. The reason is much more profound, namely, that the relations actually and
properly constituting signsare always assuch and in every case without exception knowableas such only
to understanding in its distinction from the perception of sense— exactly what we assert today when we
recognizethat lingui stic communication ari ses from aspeci es-specifically distinct modeling system, and
that it is this modeling system as such,® not the linguistic communication exapted from its distinctive
function, that constitutes "language" in the species-specifically human root sense — a capacity more
obscurely designated (from a semiotic point of view) "intellect" among the Latins and "understanding"
among the later moderns.

Here, unnoticed by any currently established historian of philosophy, thetheoretical divide between
the nominalists and their Latin opponents widens to a chasm. For the nominalists, relations exist only
as mind-dependent elements of awareness through and through, as comparisons made in thought by the
mind itself. They exist wholly within and function as no more than a distinguishing part of subjectivity
itself actively cognizing — subjectivity: that total complex of characteristics and functions whereby one
individual in nature exists unto itself as distinct from the rest of the universe. For those opposing
nominalistsin the matter of resolving the"burning and inevitable problem" bequeathed from Augustine,
relations are as much a part of nature as areindividuals, and in fact are a part of nature apart from which
individuals could not so much as exist as distinct individuas. For while indeed in the Latin notion of
"substance” thereis embodied the affirmation of natural individuals, beings existing "in themselvesand
not in another as in a subject of existence', the nominalist interpretation of that notion (the only
interpretation, it would appear, familiar totheclassical authorsfromwhoseworks sprang thedistinctively
modern mainstream of philosophy) iscompletely at loggerheadswith the notion aswefind itin Aquinas
and Scotus or their followers among the Latins, or as we find the notion of substance beforethem in the
Greek texts of Aristotle.

For the opponents of nominalism among the Latins, substance itself is a relative notion; for the
individual, "absolute" insofar as its being is one, is yet only relatively distinct from the surrounding
universe. Theindividual maintainsitsactual existenceasrelatively distinct only through and onthebasis
of an unremitting series of interactions which provenate and sustain a network of actua relations,
rel ations mind-independent and physical and essential to the continuance of subj ectivity even though not
themselves subjective, which link the individual to what it itself is not but upon which it depends even
in being what it is. So we find distinguished subjectivity and intersubjectivity: substance, as arelative
notion of what existsin itself dependently upon other things besides itsalf (subjectivity), distinguished
frominter subjectivity or rather suprasubjectivity, purerdationsassuchwhich actually link theindividual
to whatever it is that the individual depends upon in its existence in whatever way without being that

&3 See esp. Sebeok 1987.
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otherthing. Intersubjedivity in this pure sense thus characterizeshe individual but does notreduceto
thesubjedivity of theindividual. Individual charaderistics arethusboth subjedive andintersubjedive,
andthe adual existenceof theindividual asrdatively distinct from andwithinitsphysicd surroundngs
depends upohothtypes of characteristics.

Thenominali sts denied that these intersubjedive daraderistics had any redity outside of though,
anyredity over and above subjedivity itself. For over and above subjedivity, the being d particulars
someof which happen to include cogrition as part of their particularity, there is nathing at all "in the
natureof things'. All relations, Ockham asserted, and al the nominali sts after him agreed (including
Hobbes | ocke, Berkeley, and Hume; Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz and Kant®®), are constituted only in
andby though itself whenever and orly insofar as the mind makes comparisons between oljeds and
aspects of objects.

Comparisonghe mind makes do indeed gve rise to relations within thought, courtered the later
followersof Scotusand Aquinas. But what makestheserelationsuniqueisnot thefad that though forms
themso much as the fad that they are suprasubjedive withou needing to be in fad intersubjedive.
Indeed,thougtt is able to form comparative relations only becaise the understanding hes arealy
recognizedn actu execito intersubjedivity as afeaure of theredity of the physicd world, the order of
thingsin the experience of the physicd aspeds of our surroundngs. On the basis of our experience of
suchfeadures the mind can go on to make wmparisons of its own. These further comparisons, like
relations in nature, will be "between" objeds as linking ore to the other, but with this difference
relationshetweenindividualsinthephysicd environment canna exist excepssintersubjedive, wheress
relationsfashioned by though, always interobjedive, yet may or may nat be intersubjedive in fad,
inasmuch as one or the other term of such a relation either may nat eltisor may nat exist in the
manner that thought presents it to exist. | may be mistab@u who my father is, even thoughthere
is no guestionthat infad | have afather. That isthe whole and only diff erencebetween mind-dependent
andmind-independent relations insofar as they are relations, but a differencethat reveds a distinctive
featureof purerelations as such that will prove aucial for understanding haw signsare possble:®** while
everypuereationexistsas sich over andabovewhatever subjedivity therelation dependsuponin order
to adualy exist here and naw, only some relations are in fad intersubjective Therefore the feaure
essentialto and congtitutive of the purely relative & such is not intersubjedivity in fad but
suprasubjectivity

8 Such aspedrum of authors agreéng onso basic apaint is worth dacumenting, and the first oneto dosoin abrief and
systematic compass, | believe, was Weinberg 19@é%though Peirce himselfis ealy as 1898(CP 4.1), to cite aspedfic
mention o a point that runs throughou his writings, had full taken nae that nat only is every modern philosopher from
Descarteso Hegel a nominalist, but further that "as sonas you have once mourted the vantage-ground d the logic of
relatives... youfindthat you command the whole dtadel of nominali sm, which must thereuponfall ailmost withou ancther
blow."

% Perhaps it is not to much to say that grasping the semiotic bearing péitiiiss what constitutes the uniqueness of
Poinsot’'sTractatusof 1632.
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If that is so, and eversign consists in arelation as such, then every sign as sich servesto link an
individualto something that is other than itself, whether or not this other signified actually existsin any
physical sense as a subjectivity in its own right. The implications ofhis point are nat only enormous,
they are dedsive for semiotics. The point enables us to see in the first place how signs can be used
indifferently to lie, to blunder, or to express @me truth: the situation depends uponfadors whally
externalto the sign rdlation as auch, just as my being a not being an urcle is quite independent of
anythingl do. But perhapsthe most interestingtheoreticd impli caion o thislast point developed among
theLatins, tentatively with the Conimbricenses and Aralljo, definiti vely with Poinsot and, after him and
independentlywith Peirce istheimplicaionthat thereationsin which signs consist acordingto their
properbeing as sgns differ from physicd relationsin nature in having o necessty (or "in principle")
threetermsunited rather than orly two. In ather words, it sufficesfor intersubjediveinstancesof relation
to be dyadic, whereas the suprasubjedive instantiations of relations as signs (which redize the
indifferencein the nature of relationto provenancefrom physicd beingas sich) must always betriadic.
A ca can hit atreeonly if thereis atreethere to be hit; but asign can warn abridge is out whether or
notthe bridgeisout, or, for that matter, whether or not thereis even abridge there & all wherethe sign
"leads us to believe" there is a defective one!

Semioticconsciousness thus, first arosein thetime of Augustine, but its principal development as
atheoreticd themedid na occur urtil much later, beginningwith Aquinas and Roger Bawnin the 13"
century and continuing theredter right down to the time of Galil eo and Descartes, where it foundits
theoreticalindicaionin thework JohnPoinsot. This main period d theoreticd development occurred
in two phases, bath of which have been identified orly in the most recent times and bah of which have
only begun to be explored in depth.

Thefirst stage occurs between Aquinas and Ockham, or perhapsrather d’ Aill y, whenit comesclealy
to berecgnized that thebeing proper to signsneal na bediredly perceptibleto sense, areamgritionthat
culminatesntheli nguistic marker of the"formal/i nstrumental sign" distinction. The seandstageocaurs
betweeroto and Poinsot, when it comes clealy to berecgrized that thebeing proper to signsnat only
neednat but cannot bediredly perceved bysense, for thereasonthat thisbeingis constituted na by any
subjectivecharaderistic as sich uponwhich arelation happensto dependexistentiall y (such asthe shape
of an oljea perceived or the cntour of asound tead) but by thevery relationitself which, as suprasub-
jective— asover andaboweits ense-perceptibleoccasion o existing (its"foundetion” inthe L atin sense)
— isnever sense-perceptible and need na even beintersubjedive. It foll owsfrom thisthat signrelations,
thatisto say, therdationsinwhich thebeing proper to signsas sich consists (or, simply, inwhich signs
mostformally and properly speaking consist), must also be triadic and rever merely dyadic; and this
remaingrue even when the sign heppensto relate adually existing physicd subjedivities, for acuality
in that sense depends upon factors wholly extrinsic to the sign-relation as such.

It further follows that signs are never mere individual things but exist only insofar as individual
beingsare involved with things other than themselves, and this with "others' both acually existingand
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only passbly existing a oncehaving existed (asin the cae of dead parents) or only though mistakenly
to exist or have isted. Thesign, it turns out, isnaot merely an ojed linking another objed in though
butthat uponwhich every ohjed dependsin order to bein though at all, whether truly or falsely. And
all of this depends on the doctrine of relation which the Latinsited from Aristotle’' s discusson o
categoriesf physicd being. But the L atins expanded uponAristotle stersetext enormously,*®espedally
underthe presaure of seekingto cometo termswith "the burning andinevitable problem™ (or rather nest
of problems) which Augustine, in hisignaanceof Greek, had so casually handed them with his naive,
innocent proposal of sign as a genus to which culture no less than nature contributes species.

In this way we find that, as it belongs to the aultural heritage of the spedes anthropacs, semictic
consciousness an ariginaly andindigenowsly Latin development, first made possble thematicdly at
theouset of the Latin Age by Augustine s naive posit, but first reduced systematicdly to its theoreticd
groundinthe being roper to relation byJohnPoinsot’ s Treatiseon $gns, awork brougtt to print asthe
Latin Ageisneaingitsend, andtheredter lost for morethan three caturiesin thelanguege that amost
became its tomb.

How recent isthisdiscovery of the aucial role of the Latin past and hav far we haveto goto achieve
something like a general appreciatiortted crucial role may be garnered oHiquely from the fad that
evenas the 20" century ends distinguished figures in the nascent field of semiotics who reme their
ancestryappea routinely ignarant of more than half of the Latin names brought up in this discusson,
including most glaringly that of John Poinsot, who stands easily withou pee in urcovering the
foundationsin being itsef of the semioctic consciousness which Augustine may have introduced
thematicallybut which proves onsufficient further investigationto bethe ansciousnessmost distinctive
of the human animal. It isnot as "rational" that the human being finds its distinctive flourishing realy
so much as it is as dgnifying. We may even go so far as to say that semictics as an esentialy
postmoderrdevelopment carries with it the implicaion d a new definition o the human being. Even
asDescartesintroduced modernity byrepladngthe ancient definition o human beingasanimalrationde
with the modern formulags cogitansso the adventf semiotics at oncetranscends modernity in the
direction of the past and surpasseas the diredion d afuture in which the "thinking thing' becomes
ratheronce ajain an animal, the animal semeioticum. | turn to my secndterminodogicd point, my
second "essence freighted with being".

Where Is the Latin in the English Word "Semiotics"?

% This can be seen most readily in treeibsumption d Aristotle’s categorial relation, the relatio praedicamentalis su
realis, together withthethough-constituted relation, relatiorationis, under themoregeneral rubric of relatio seaundumesse,
togethemwith their setting o this general mode of beingin contrast with the order of subjedivity toutcourt subsumed uncer
therubric of relatio transcendentali s su seaundumdici, which latter expressonconveyed the requirement both for discourse
and for physical existence that substances (subjectivities or "absolute" lmirtygdys in interadions and pue relations
with their surroundings either to be or to be understood. See esp. the "Second Preamble" of Paiotxtis
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Herel will not repea evenin substancethe several times®, inspired bytheseminal essay of Romeo,*®
thatl have explored in detail Locke' sintroduction d the vocable onpiwtikt), an oy apparently Greek
word, misspelled at that, as it turns out, into the ancluding English paragraphs (so brief is his final
chapte?®) of his Essayconcerning Humane Understandng of 1690 which propound in its body an
epistemologicatiheory that isanything bu hospitableto or compatiblewith thisaternative devel opment
he concludes by suggestifig- namely, the "way of signs", as | think it should be called.

Let us cut to the chase, and reach our main conclusions.

We have seen that if wetakethe Englishword"sign" andask whereit comesfrom, the answer isthat
it comes from Augustine of Hippo, thefirst thinker of record to forge ageneral nation d signasagenus
(we might even say "genius") to which natural and cultural phenomena alike are species.

But "semiotics' as an English word is more problematic. Surdly its derivationis Greek, as at least
learneccommonsense can dvinefrom itsvery a phabetic formation. But here mmonsense, asisusual
with even with leaned commonwisdom, reliesonaseaet covenant withignarance What investigation
of the matter showsisthat thelinguistic formationin questioncomesabou from akind o bastard Greek
coinageacdualy made by the Englishman John Locke when he propcses Znuiwtikt) as a one-word
equivalent of the Endlish expresson, “doctrine of signs’ — itsdf an expresson nd merdly reddent of but
exactly trandating, almost to a point of proving an exception to Hill’s dictum on the non-existence of
perfect synonyms, the older and well -established L atin formula central to thework of Poinsot and ahers:
doctrinasignarum. Locke s term may have comeindirectly, as Romeo persuasivey urges, from a Greek
medical dictionary. Bethat asit may, it remainsthat thetermasit appearsin Lockeis malformed. By the
appli cable requirements of Greek grammar, it should have had an epsil on separatingthe mu fromtheiota,
which it did na. Nor can this malformation be dismissed as a printer’s error; for, in every subsequent
edition of the Essay prepared by Locke prior to his being overtaken by the boundary of time and made a
definitively past author, the original malformation is meticulously maintained.”

Now it iscurious that “ semiotics’ isnat a straight tranditeration d Lockés Greekmalformation.
What isastraight trandliteration d the Greek malformation L ocke introduced, however, istheLatinterm
“semiotica”, which noLatin author ever used. So theterm, a Greek malformationin Locke s Essay, isin
eff ect aneologismin Latintrandliteration. But theterm meansin English“thedoctrine of signs’, according
totheonly definition Locke providedin hisoriginal introduction o and comment uponthewould-be Greek
term.

67 Deely 1977, 1978, 1982, 1985, 1986, 1990a, 1993, 1994a14891994b.
% Romeo 1977.

% The whole of Locke’s chapter from the original edition offésayis phaographicaly reproduced in Dedy 1994
112.

01 would refer the reader to the AlléDeely exchange ithe American Journal of Semiotit$.3/4.

| have atually verified this throughcombined hddings of the Library of Congressandthe li braries of the Smithsonian
Institution, both in Washington, DC.
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Thereasonthat thisdetour throughthenorexistent Latintrangdliteration d Locke sGreek malformation
isinterestingis because“semiotica’ as Latin neologismwould be a neuter plural namethat could orly be
translated into English as*“ semictics’. Professonal li nguists have been careful to point out that thereisin
Englishaclassof “-ics” wordswhich do na conform to the usual rulethat an Engdli sh naunis made plural
by adding an “s’ to its ending.”? By this reckoning, “semiotics’ is nat the plural form of “semiotic”.
Nonethdess “semiotics’ isthedirect English trandliteration d the Latin “ semiotica’, whichinturnisthe
direct trangliteration d the Greek malformation L ockeintroduced into theclosingchapter of hisEssay, and
would be atrue Engdish plural if taken from the Latin.

Soal atin, rather than a Greek, backgroundproves etymologically decisivefor signandsemicticsalike
as contemporary naions, despite Locke' s conscious chaoice of the Greek roat (sem+) for the nation o
“natural sign’ (semeion) in his one-word summation a name (semiotike) for the doctrine of sigrs.

Of course, the Greek phil osophical contributionto what would eventually take formin contemporary
culture as an explicit attempt to develop the doctrine of signs can hardly be underestimated, particularly
in Aristotle' s doctrine of categories — for example, with his sharp development of the contrast between
subjective beingin the doctrine of substance (what Poinsot clarified long-standing L atin usage by terming
transcendental relation,”® which is nat really relation at all but subjective beingitsaf viewed in terms of
its existential and ortological dependencies upon the surroundings), and suprasubjective being in the
doctrineof relation (which Poinsot foll owed Aquinasin termingontol ogical relation’). But it remainsthat
itisfirstinthelate 4™ century Latin of Augustinethat thegeneral nation o signappears, andthat it isfirst
inthe erly 17" century Latin of Poinsot that this general nationis decisively fully vindicated as morethan
anominalism. Contemporaneously, the Latin Ageitsdf recedes into the shadows of times past as modern
phil osophers with their nominalistic doctrine of ideas as the objects of direct experience take control of
European intdll ectual development in phil osophy.

Peirce’s Privileged Position

By the time Charles Peirce passed from the status of future, that is, not yet living, to the status of
presentontributor to phlosophicd discusson, the richnessof the Latin naion d signum its origin,
developmentand vindicaion overthe1200 @ so yeasof theLatin Age had passed into oHivion, forgaot-
tento al present contributorsto the discusdon d philosophy. Peirceinthismatter, fortunately for usall,
provedna to be atypicd modern. Hedid na contemn the past of philosophy, in particular itsLatin pest.

"2"At least a part of the confusion which learnexperiencein handingthe -ics words ... is caused by the fact that no
dictionarymakes clea that the final -s in these words, no matter what its origin, is not identicd with the familiar plural
morpheme of nouns which happens to be homonymous with it" (Hill 1948).

3 Actually relatio transcendentaliseu relatio seaundumdici, sincein fad we know of no case where Poinsot spoke or
wrote a word of English.

4 Again actuallyrelatio secundum esse
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He undertook instead to explore it.”” And, though lis exploration dd na read as far as the work of
Poinsot,they did bring him as far as Poinsot’s principal teaders and immediate predecessors in the
matter of the doctrine of signs, Thomas Aquinas, Duns Scotus, and the Conimbricenses.

As aresult, Peircewas ableto recver the Latin ndion d signum very nealy at the point where the
Latins had left it, that isto say, at the point where it had been redized and definitively explained that
signsstrictly spe&ingarenct their sensibleor psychologicd vehicles, but that thisvehicle, loosely cdl ed
a"sign' (espedaly inthe cae whereit isasensible objed), is but the subjedive foundition a ground
(thevehicle, we might say) for anirreducibly triadic relationwhich, inits proper being, isnot subjedive
but suprasubjective in linking its subjeetm to aterminus or objed signified as represented to some
observeror interpretant, prospective or adua in its subjedive being, and which, as a rdation, is
indifferentto passng bad andforth between psychologicd and material vehicles of conveyance Thus,
while bath the sign vehicle and the observer when adual are subjedive beings, the signitsdlf isalways
andirreducibly suprasubjedive. Andthe"objed signified" or significate of the signisitself dways and
irreduciblysustained asthedired terminusof atriadic relationregardlessof whether it hasany subjedive
being at all as an immediate part of its objective being, its "objectivity", or status as signified.

If themost important development for theimmedi atefutureof phil osophy(and perhapsfor intell edu-
al culture ssawhale€) isto be, as| believe, theredizaion d the cantrality of the doctrine of signsto the
understandingf being and experiencefor human animals, theredizaion d the presupposed charader
of signs and the ad¢ion d signs to the very objeds, structure, and texture of experience, then Peirces
recoveryof thenation d signumfrom the Latins may be said to have marked the beginning o anew age
in philosophy. By overcoming the forgottenness of signum, the veritable Zeichensvergessenheit of
modernity(asincludingHeidegger inthisparticular), Peirce dso destroyed the ommonfoundition upon
which the mainstrean modern phlosophers (from Descartes and Locke to Kant in the dasscd phase,
continuingwith analytic phil osophersand prenomenadl ogistsin our own day) had constantly built. There
aresome today, we have seen, who embracemodern phlosophy s culminating dactrine that only the
mind’s own constructions are properly said to be known, oneswho haveyet tried to coin and appropriate
the phrase"paostmodern” to advertise their stance But thevain appropriation canna conced the stipula-
tion which guarantees that these would-be postmoderns are nothing more than surviving remnants of a
dying age, thelast of the moderns, in fad, the "ultramoderns’. The future, in phlosophyandinintell e-
ctualculture more broadly concaved, belongs rather to semiotics, the deaest positive marker we have
of the frontier which makes modernity beto the future of phil osophywhat L atinity wasto philosophy s
futureinthetime of Galil eo and Descartes - thoughthistimewewill hardly be aleto repea Descates

S The matter has been dacumented in Beuchot and Dedy 1995 And | suggest that one of the most telli ng results of his
Latin forays were his singular "ethics of terminology": see Peirce 1903; Deely 1998a.
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mistakeof courting Hstory as nothing, as the joint work of Willi ams and Pencak’® has perhaps best
shown.

Classical Antiquity and Semiotics

What abouthe Greek world before the cioming o signum? Is Eco’s discovery redly credible? Of
coursewe can hardly explorein detail thewhale of the Greek world of antiquity and phl osophy sbirth
atthisjuncture under present circumstances. Sufficeto say herethat glancingly in Plato and thematicdly
in Aristotle’s discussion of relatioamongthe cadegories do we find the beginnings of the solution d
the mystery of how there can be a being as at home in fiction as in fact, in nature as in culture.

It remainsthat, when welook bad from the present to thosetwo ancient ages of understandingwhen
thedevelopment of phil osophywas caried first by the Greek language andthen bytheL atin, thegenera
notion of sign amourts to the first Latin initiative in philosophy. Before the aje of modernity began
aroundtheturn of the 17th century, the Latin Age & an organic whole ended in speaulatively justifying
thegenera nation d signwith the promulgation d which that age had begun, the general nation  sign
we today take for granted as the badge of postmodernity.

In the ancient world, asmight be ansidered indiredly indicated from asurvey of its more prominent
philosophicafedures, the nation d "sign" was neither a central nation na even the general nationthat
hasbemme central to establi shingthe mntrast of pastmodern with modern thought.”” Thenation d sign
whereby Peirce, borrowing from the Latins, is able to mark the initiatigat @ fourth age of human
understandingyne asdiscontinuowswith modernity in its epistemol ogicd thrust as modernity wasfrom
Latintimes, isnowhereto befoundin the original Greek florescenceof phil osophy. We have made this

6 See Williams and Pencak 1991; and Williams 1984, 1985, 1985a, 1985b, 1990, 1990a.

" The 1846first American ed. of Liddell & Scott’s Greek-Englisi_ex con enters threefields or ranges of usage under
theentry for Znpetov (p. 1341). First: amark by which somethingis known; asign from the gods, an omen; asigna to do
athing; astandard; adeviceor badge; asignal, watchword o warcry. Seand asign a proof. Third: apoint. The 9" English
ed. ofthe same lexicon (p. 1593 expands uponthese threeranges as foll ows. First: mark by which athingis known; sign
from the gods, omersign a signal made by flags to doathing; standard or flag; landmark, boundry, limit; device upon
ashield or figure-head uponships; signet onaring; watch-word, war-cry; abirthmark or distingu shingfeaure. Second sign,
token,indicaion d anything that is or isto be; in reasoningasign a prodf, an instance or example; a probable agument
in the logic of Aristotle, an olservable basis of inferenceto the unobserved in Stoic and Epicurean philosophy; in medicine
symptom; shorthand symbols; critical mark. Third: a mathematical point, instant, unit of time.

In this thregfold range, naticefirst the esence of any usage that pertains to a general theoreticd discusson d sign.
Notice further that the few examples of usage designating cultural phenomena as signs are examples of cultural items that
functionindexicdly, the way that medicd symptoms function. Noticefinaly that the examples adduced from theoretica
contexts of discussion are just those we have emphasized in Aristotelian, Stoic, and Epicurean logic.

In ancient Greek usage, thus, asignappeas at most as atype of phenomenonamongand contrasting with ather types,
never in the theoretical guiséageneral mode of being ranging acdossandinto which all other types of phenomena enter,
asAugustine will be the first to suggest and Poinsot the first finally to explain sign to be for the medieval Latin usage.
Postmodernimes begin ony when the Latin conceptionis not merely recovered but its consequences first developed and
explored theoretically in the pioneerigmidies of Peirce "From signasan oljed among dher objeds to that which every
objectpresuppases’ isafair summary of the semiotictrajecory alongwhich phil osophytraversesthe centuriesof speaulation
from ancient to postmodern times, the trajectory according to whighiavéhe "one longargument" which is the present
work.
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point using the ceebrated authority of the Liddel and Scott Greek-English Lexicom the last foatnote,
but the point igperhaps even better ill ustrated by consulti ng the work of Cicero, who, after al, creaed
themain arigina Latin version d the ancient Greek phil osophicd vocabulary four centuries before
Augustinewill take up his pen. Ciceo’s use of the term signumin his Latin writings and trandations
from Greek reflects the same practical, naturalistic, and divinatory particular nsiagesed so many
centuries later from ancient Greek writings in the Liddel and $esiton’®

Amongthe Greeks, we may closeby naingthat, when welookto usagein theoreticd texts, thesign
belongedil but exclusively to the natural world, andwasregarded asbelongngabove dl totheprovince
of medicine and the forecasting o weaher (or of sciencein the modern sense, we muld say, had the
Greekstlealy concaved of sciencein that sense), whence even thoughanation d sign dayed amajor
role in the epistemological positiodgbated between the Stoics and Epicureans, the sign as concaved
in and central to that debatewasnot "signin genera” asverified alikein cultural and retural phenomena,
butonly "signin particular" asinstantiated inthe dassof natural, sensible phenomena. Whencetooeven
thatspedfic nation d signcrucial tothe epistemologicd development of late Greek antiquity has played
no major part irthe traditional modern histories of ancient phil osophy, althoughwe have perforce had
to highlight and showcase that debate in this first postmodern attempt at such a history.

The Gree&k term normdly trandated as "sign’, onpetov ("ssmeion”), is therefore inevitably
misunderstood unless the readethaftrandationis clued to the fad that this ©-cdled "sign" ismore
like what we would cdl a symptom of disease, for example, or what the Latins would cdl a"natural
sign", signum naturale, such as the "red sky in the morning from which sail ors take warning"', or the
presence of milk in a woman’s breast signifying a recent childbirth.

To our much later consciousness it nsagm odd, but the Greek philosophers never concaved o
the phenomena of culture & guch (excepting orly very spedfic, indexicd instances or types of cultura
creations, suchsinsignia and standards), including the spedes-spedficdly human exaptation o lan-
guageto communicate (an exaptationitself commonly mislabeled as "language"), in terms of significa
tion or the adion d signs. The sign was viewed in the perspedive of Greek phil osophy and science
principally, al but exclusively, as it manifested itself on the "nature" side of the "nature-nurture”
dichotomy.

Inthisorigina perspediveof understanding, theonpetov or "sign" pertainsto human dscourseonly
insofaras that discourse dtainsto an understanding o nature or speaulative truth, in the lekton of Stoic
logic or in the proposition, the dicisign, of Aristotle. Thus, whether in the medicd tradition from
Hippocrates(c.460-3778C) to Galen (129-¢.199%D)” or in the logicd traditions that develop after
Aristotlefirst andlater also Chrysippus (the Stoic line) and athers,®° the signisthough of asencourtered

8 Compare the Liddel and Scott Znpeiov entry with the entry "Signum" in Merguet’ s Lexikonzu den Phil osophischen
Schriften Cicero’sVol. Ill, pp. 534-536.

9 0On this, see especially the work of Sebeok 1984c¢ and 1996.
8 0On this, see especially the work of Deledalle 1987.
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in the Umwelt only in sensible nature and, derivatively therefrom, at that singuar juncture of human
discoursawhere the understanding attains an oljed under the guise of being adjudicable a "true" or
“false" 8! That such an attainment was gedes-spedficaly humanwasafirm opinionamongthe ancients;
yet the ground d this attainment began to be thematicdly considered in its own right only in some of
the more neglected aspects of the writings of Aquinas, as we will have occasion to fter see.

In passngfrom "natural sign" or onpetov to"signin genera" or signum, we may say, wefirst cross
the frontier separating the Latin Age from the original Greek floresaafrigal osophy. Simil arly, we
havesee that in the later forgetfulnessof signumthe thinkers of what will becomethe dasscd modern
mainstreanwill establish aprincipa boundiry separating modern timesfrom thelater Latin Age. And,
later still, we find that in the Peircean recmvery of signum semiotics establi shes yet ancther line of
demarcaion, a new frontier separating authentic postmodern though from the various idedistic
pretensionso surpassmodernity, pretensions the hall ownessof which is betrayed bytheir preservation
of the goistemologicd and metaphysicd essence of modern phil osophyin conceaving of the signas a
vehicleexclusively arbitrary or lingustic in its construction. In this aimmary | have alumbrated the
substance behind the title of the boBkur Ages of Understanding.

No doubt there wilbe a"fifth age” (let us not make Hegel’ s mistake of presenting a Prussan state
as the end of history), and beyond that yet others as new themes sufficiently vast emerge in awareness
to define and govern new epochsin the development of human understanding over the next two thousand
years. But, if the past histoand gait of philosophicd development are reliable indicaors, that "Fifth
Age" will not even begin to take form before thé“22ntury at the very ealiest, more likely the 25™
By then, the nation d an "adion d signs' and the dependency of objedivity onthat adionandthe sys-
temsof signsit generates whil e interweavingthe natural andthe ailtural, the speaulative andthe pradi-
cal, will be sowell established and so prominent at the forefront of popuar consciousnessthat thetime
when"semiosis' was a strange new word will seam atime positively neanderthal. Such is the pattern
accordingo which the presuppdsitions that guide eat age in its development are first formed and then
taken for granteds the new generations of semiotic animals get on with the businessof their life: for
amongintelledua beings, understanding is what distinguishes their life,®® even as to percdve and ad
accordingly is the life distinctive of animals, or to take nourishment is the life distinctive of plants.

Concluding Summary

8 See, for example, in Aristotle, Ch. 27 closing his Prior Analytics, 70a3-b38, where onpefov asaterm reaursnoless
thaneighteen times. | am grateful to Professor Deledall e who marked for me and sent to me this text in the Greek in a
correspondence dated 15 October 1996.

82 See ChapteT in the forthcoming Four Ages, esp. the section on "The Problem of Being as First Known", p. 341ff.
| have dso taken this matter up in a separate monogaph, nat historicd but diredly speaulative, under the title What
Distinguishes Human Understanding? (Deely 2001).

8 "Intelligere in intelligentibus est esse", as Aquinas might have said.
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So whatshall we say isto be the impad of semiotics upon plil osophy? Weseethat it revises the
standarchistory dramaticdly. Instead of seangthe Latin Age @& adark period d superstition wherein
only gradually are ththreads of Greek speaulation taken upanew to culminate in the mighty Aquinas
andtheredter descend to the Nominali sm of Ockham which, taken upin the 17" century, becomes mod-
ern philosophy on o side and modern science on the other, but in between nahing, we seerather a
tropicallandscgpe of signswith an organic unity inthesignfrom itsfirst propcsal in Augustinetoitsvin-
dicationin Poinsot. Modern science far from beingitself anominalism, appeasrather asa @ntinuation
of the realism which animated ancient and medieval Latin thought alike, bultetome avare of its
requirementsss idioscopic, not cenascopic; while modern philosophy appeas rather as nominalism
indeed asat odds with the hedth of scientific understanding as Mr. Hyde was to Dr. Jekyll, an interval
whereinthe natural development of the doctrine of signswas auspended in favor of the moreimmediate
tasksof modern science and pditi cd li fe, abou whichthereismuch of the utmost importanceto besaid,
not only in the matter of religious reformation bu in the matter inqusition and Pierre Bayle's first
thematic attempto refute Augustine' s warranting o the use of police powers of the state to regiment
religious orthodoxy among individual thinkers.

Noristheinterest purely historicd, in the sense that phil osopherstoday liketo dismissas "history"
in contrast toredly "doing phlosophy'. A vain pretense, thisdistinction, whenit isused to avoid deding
with the fad that deductive logic gplied to idea clealy in mind is hardly the only instrument of
philosophy,that history is the very laboratory of philosophicd ideas, as Gilson panted ou. "If the
questiorwere simply what we domean byasign," as Peircesaid,® "it might soon ke resolved." But we
arerather inthe situation d the odlogist whowantsto knav what is $gnsuch that it can functionin the
waythat it impresses us as doing, reveding reture, stitchingtogether culture and reture, red and unred
relations,in weaving the fabric of experience, andleading us down hlind all eys and cul-de-sacs as well
as broad avenues of being in the forests of human belief.

By any standard, the displacement or thoroughremaking at least of what passes for epistemologica
theoryin phlosophyisdiredly at stake, the "midmost target" of semiotic development, as Sebeok pu
it.%° Asealy asthe 1% century BC, we know from Phil odemus,® the nation o natural sign, the onpetov,
was an epicentef dispute over the nature of inference between Stoics and Epicureans, and was even
beforethat seen asfocd to Aristotle snation o propasitional content.®” Augustine expanded thehorizon
considerably when he brought also language under the rulsignaim as transcending the divide be-
tweennature and culture. Aquinas, Scotus, and the later Latins expanded the horizon further still by
bringingpsychaologicd states under the samerubric, transcending naw the distinction between theinner

8 Peirce 1904: 8.332.
% Sebeok 1991: 2.

% Philodemus i.54/4¢c.
8 Aristotle ¢.348/Bc.
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and outer universe, so that aready the Conimbricenses could say,® as Peirce would repeat, that all
thought is through signs. But still, whether we speak of psychologica states ("ideas and feeling") or
sense perceptible phenomena (" natural and conventional occurrences') as"signs’, therealization that the
sign strictly speaking, inthe being proper to and constituting itself as such, consists not in any particular
thing — inner or outer — as vehicle but in the very relation itself triadic and imperceptible (in contrast
to the related things) uniting three particulars (two of which need not even exist outside of the in-
principle-public sphere of objectivity), as Poinsot demonstrated,® was adecisive moment for any theory
of knowledge; for it demonstrated at once the distinction in principle between sense perception, as
restricted to grasping related things ("using signs without knowing that there are signs”, as Maritain put
it), and understanding, the biologically underdetermined modeling system of "language” able to think
relations as such in their difference from related terms, and the fact that, at bottom, "signs" are not any
class of objects among other objects that can be seen and pointed to but strictly invisible networks of
relations which every object presupposesin order to be as an object, that isto say, as something experi-
enced and apprehended. Far from being reducibleto any subjectivity, whether physical or psychological,
signs belong rather to the suprasubjectivity whereby subjectivity itsalf is objectified and made publicin
communication (intersubjectivity achieved, wherever it occurs) and, in principleif not dwaysin fact, in
human understanding.

These are matters of importance and of the greatest interest philosophically, but one paper can do
only so much.

| hope the providing of anew overall outline of philosophy inits history, aredrawing of the map of
philosophy asit providesany guidanceat all into future devel opments of understanding (the understand-
ing of understanding in particular), has been enough for the present occasion. For, as Peirce best noted,
the meaning of what we say in this present symposium cannot befully determined here and now, but all
depends on discourse yet to come.

8 Conimbricenses 1607: . 2. Art. 3. p. 27.
% Poinsot 1632a: Book 1, esp. gg. 1 and 3.
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