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Nicolae-Sorin Dragan
Introduction

This volume focuses on the interdisciplinary aspect of semiotics and communi-
cation studies. It features thirteen articles on topics ranging from semioethics to
lying and focusing on case studies which range from Roma communities to
sports nicknames. The chapters included in this volume — expanded and refined
from papers and keynote lectures delivered atthe 2" International Conference Se-
miosis in Communication held at the National University of Political Studies and
Public Administration, Bucharest, Romania, in June 2018 — explore the various
forms of manifestation of differences and similarities in contemporary communi-
cation phenomena and examines how this dichotomy generates meanings in dif-
ferent communication situations, both from the theoretical and applied semiotics
perspectives.

The dichotomy differences — similarities is fundamental to understanding
meaning-making mechanisms in language (Saussure 1966; Derrida 1978; Dele-
uze 1995), as well as in other sign systems (Ponzio 1995; Sebeok & Danesi 2000;
Deely 2009; Petrilli 2014). While in science, “the oppositions, the differences
are relevant”, in history “social facts have two aspects: one of coexistence, which
is described by similarities, and another of succession, which is described by dif-
ferences” (Marcus 2011: 351). Meaning always appears in the “play of differences”
(Derrida 1978: 220) and similarities. Jacques Derrida (1978) seems to confirm the
intuition of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1998: 305), according to which “one must
first observe the differences in order to discover the properties”. An experience
related by Eco (1976), which shows how his four-year-old son imitates the move-
ments of a helicopter, is relevant in this regard. In his effort to understand and
describe the fundamental feature of a helicopter, which makes it different from
other machines, the little one selects an essential property of the movement of
helicopter blades, namely the rotational motion. He had discovered “the basic
geometric relation between the two blades, a straight line pivoting upon its center
and rotating through 360 degrees”, a movement he was able to reproduce “it in
and with his own body” (Eco 1976: 206). Basically, he described — using his own
body - a certain type of similarity that he had discovered by observing the perti-
nent differences from other objects. He used, intuitively, the interplay of differen-
ces and similarities to give meaning to a certain communication experience.

Nicolae-Sorin Dragan, National University of Political Studies and Public Administration
(SNSPA), Bucharest, Romania

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110662900-001
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In cognitive mechanisms that generate meaning, the two modus operandi
have a permanent tendency to act and be used together (Krampen et al. 1987).
While similarities are the basis for categorization and therefore for understand-
ing, “only differences can resemble each other” (Deleuze 1990: 261), triggering
various processes of semiosis. Therefore, the phenomena of similarities and dif-
ferences must be considered complementary (Marcus 2011). The expression “the
interplay of differences and similarities” captures this type of complementarity.
The interplay of differences and similarities has a certain complexity that is due
on the one hand to the new modes of sign production, and on the other hand to
the increasingly varied perceptual experiences. In a fairly general formula, the
dichotomy differences — similarities is one of the primary semiotic mode of oper-
ation of the human mind, one of the first ways to understand and signify the
experience of reality. We thus gain a certain interpretative experience of reality
that helps us to build meanings. Each of these previous interpretative experien-
ces shape our semiosic processes, an idea that will be reformulated in an original
way by GoOran Sonesson in this volume. Inspired by Husserlian phenomenology,
the author explains how previous interpretive experiences shape the most recent
meanings starting from the concept of sedimentation, understood as “the passive
mnemonic remnants of earlier semiotic acts, which form the background to the
interpretation of any current act”. In the same vein, in another article of this vol-
ume, Constantin Popescu also captures in his analysis a particular way in which
previous experiences shape the way in which certain cultural artifacts are cre-
ated. By examining the pictorial representations of the scene of the Annunciation
on the eastern exterior walls of some churches of the Valcea county, the author
shows how the builders and painters of these places found new ways of semic
production for the creation of this type of artifact, which highlights their own ex-
perience of interpreting well-known biblical scenes and renews the traditional
canons of Orthodox painting.

Our readers have already noticed that the proper understanding of the vari-
ety of forms of manifestation of the interplay of differences and similarities in
contemporary communication phenomena and of the way in which they gener-
ate meanings imposed an eclectic choice. We hope that our preference for such
an apparent heterogeneity will give readers the chance to have fertile encoun-
ters with the communication experiences analyzed by contributors, maintain
their interrogation and open new possibilities for dialogue on the subject under
debate. The investigation models of this type of dichotomy inevitably present a
certain heterogeneity, representative for all major schools and research para-
digms in the area of semiotics and communication studies, from cognitive semiot-
ics to cultural-semiotic approaches, or from visual analyses of cultural artifacts to
multimodal approaches to communication. All this combination of methods and

printed on 2/9/2023 8:24 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

Introduction = 3

levels of study of the meanings determined by this type of dichotomy reveals
the interdisciplinary nature of this volume. For example, Jordan Zlatev (2011)
discusses this type of interdisciplinary study of meaning when defining cogni-
tive semiotics as an:

interdisciplinary matrix of disciplines and methods, focused on the multifaceted phenom-
enon of meaning or as an emerging field with the ambition of “ . . . integrating methods
and theories developed in the disciplines of cognitive science with methods and theories
developed in semiotics and the humanities, with the ultimate aim of providing new in-
sights into the realm of human signification and its manifestation in cultural practices.

Therefore, we tried to bring close to the readers those common aspects and fea-
tures that best capture the interplay of differences and similarities in contempo-
rary communication phenomena, to integrate them in a complementary way
and to create a coherent and consistent story about how this type of dichotomy
generates meaning. Let us see in the following, some of the hypostases of the
interplay of differences and similarities in various communication situations in
the contemporary world.

Perhaps the most familiar perspective from which we can understand this
type of dichotomy, particularly sensitive in our times, is the problem of other-
ness. “The difference exists, the otherness is built”, states strongly Victor Iero-
nim Stoichita (2017: 5). The image historian is interested in how the “Different”,
the “Non-Similar”, the Other in a word, is “revealed, built, sometimes invented”
in visual representations (Stoichita 2017: 7). The differences that “exist” require
certain efforts to recognize, represent and of course interpretive efforts, semio-
sic processes which will not be innocent at all. Even here, in the space of repre-
sentation designated as the “iconosphere of difference”, the “meeting with the
Other” updates the dichotomy of “attraction/fear of the Other”, a dilemma that
still dominates the imaginary of otherness in modern times (Stoichita 2017: 213).
In their article for this volume, Loredana Ivan, Corina Daba Buzoianu and Ioana
Bird emphasize the mediating role of affective communication campaigns be-
tween the social reality and the personal experience of each of us vis-a-vis the
imaginary of otherness.

From the anthropologist’s point of view, the invention of the Other may
mean “mediating between identity and difference” (Kilan, 2000: 14). Mediation
that is not done through “reconfiguring the other from the same, because it
would certainly be his decline, but [through] the fascinated recognition of the dis-
tance” suggests Mondher Kilani (2000: 12). The other is already vulnerable, sim-
ply because it is different. Therefore, such an effort to recognize the difference is
possible if we are interested in the “inner stranger”, rather than“outer different”.
The Apostle Matthew had drawn our attention to the fact that “first take the plank
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out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your
brother’s eye” (Matthew 7: 1-12). Understanding the difference — in terms of other-
ness —begins with an inner look that helps you meet the other within the space of
your own identity. Augusto Ponzio draws our attention in his article to the fact that
in order for such an understanding to take place we need “listening” and “respon-
sive understanding” of the other. It takes effort to get out of the selfishness of your
own comfort and open up to the other. That involves responsibility, “‘response-
ability’, ‘answer-ability’, in the double sense of the ability to respond to the other
and to take responsibility for the other”. In the same vein, Susan Petrilli states in
another article that listening is “an interpreter of responsive understanding, a dis-
position for hospitality, for welcoming the signs of the other”. How can we culti-
vate such an understanding of otherness today? The authors mentioned earlier
offer readers a fertile ground for reflection and debate on this topic.

Let us remember, for example, that despite its imperfections, the Jew Shy-
lock, one of the most complex characters of The Merchant of Venice, seems to
have the intuition of what Quine (1969: 134) called “sense of similarity” when
using the interplay of differences and similarities to express his own humanity:

I am a Jew. Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affec-
tions, passions; fed with the same food, hurt with the same weapons, subject to the same
diseases, healed by the same means, warmed and cooled by the same winter and summer
as a Christian is? If you prick us, do we not bleed? If you tickle us, do we not laugh? If you
poison us, do we not die? And if you wrong us, shall we not revenge? If we are like you in
the rest, we will resemble you in that.

(Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice, Act 3 Scene 1)

Shylock proposes here a “perceptual judgment”, skilfully constructed through
an “inferential process” based on similarities that have a perceptual basis (Eco
2000: 125). Quine (1995: 253) calls them “perceptual similarities” and claims
that they “is the basis of all learning, all habit formation, all expectation by in-
duction from past experience; for we are innately disposed to expect similar
events to have sequels that are similar to each other” (Quine and Gibson 2004:
277). Such a “sense of similarity”, or the ability to perceive similarities and dif-
ferences, is one of the fundamental aspects for human cognition (Quine 1969;
Tversky and Gati 1978; Vosniadou and Ortony 1989; Eco 2000). In order to de-
velop and refine such an ability, the sense of similarity, we saw that we need a
responsive understanding of otherness, of the different. However, in the public
space, we are witnessing a mystique of dialogue instead of an authentic dialogue,
as we show in our article. Politicians are concerned with how to perform better in
the role of president, as a political persona and not as an individual in front of the
public, through various strategies of complementarity of the semiotic resources.
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In a world of global communication, where each one’s life depends increas-
ingly on signs, language and communication, understanding how we relate
and opening ourselves to otherness, to differences in all their forms and aspects
is becoming more and more relevant. Today, we often understand the differen-
ces in terms of adversity or opposition and forget the value of the similarities.
According to Umberto Eco (1995), the radicalization of these concepts can lead
to problematic situations such as “fear of difference”, a typical feature of Ur-
Fascism, or Eternal Fascism. Massimo Leone takes things further in his contribu-
tion to this volume and introduces a reflection leading to understanding some
of the linguistic and semiotic mechanisms through which a logic of extremism
is introduced in the semiosphere of a society. Against this background, the plea
of Susan Petrilli and Augusto Ponzio for understanding dialogue as openness to
the other, where “otherness is not only the otherness of others, but also one’s
own otherness” is more relevant in the context of globalization.

The discourse on certain aspects of the phenomenon of globalization seems
to alleviate this fear of difference, capturing new aspects that allow us to under-
stand how the interplay of differences and similarities operates in a multicultural
context. While Tomlinson (2007: 364), concerned with the cultural conditions of
the phenomenon of globalization, considers such a phenomenon “the most sig-
nificant force in creating and proliferating cultural identity”, Jonathan Friedman
(1994) is rather concerned with the social conditions of construction and attribu-
tion of meanings in the context of globalization. Friedman argues that cultural
globalization is a product of the system of globalization, which involves trans-
forming difference into essence (Friedman 1994: 209). At the beginning we are
aware of what is specific, the differences from the way we do things similar to
others. When these differences can be attributed to delimited communities, we
are talking about culture or cultures, says Friedman. From this moment, the
transformation of differences into essences comes naturally. When he speaks of
essences, Friedman refers to concepts such as race, text, paradigm, code, or
structure, in other words, the symbolic universe built by that community. In this
way, culture generates an essentialization of the world, configurations of differ-
ent cultures, ethnic groups or races. Therefore, “a difference can be recognized
only on the basis of similarity (and vice-versa)” (Krampen et al. 1987: 220), even
in debates about cultural diversity and globalization. Concerned with what he
calls “processual cultural narrative identities”, Luis Emilio Bruni has a similar
perspective in his contribution for this volume, highlighting the centrality of “val-
ues” in the determination of identities. Also, in his contribution to this volume,
Evripides Zantides also sits on the common ground of investigating the issue
of identity. The author seeks to identify specific categories of national identity
signs, and define their particular cultural function and significance.
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With the development of new technologies, new challenges arise for under-
standing how we operate with differences and similarities in the network soci-
ety. In the world where artificial intelligence algorithms can recreate paintings
in the style and manner of great artists (Gatys, Ecker and Bethge 2015; Ruder,
Dosovitskiy & Brox 2016; Bourached and Cann 2019), in which they can identify
distinctive patterns in the way authors write (Plechac 2019), or learning how to
write sonnets, compose classical music (Hadjeres, Pachet and Nielsen 2017), the
interplay of differences and similarities it acquires new meanings. From a semi-
otic perspective, a painting “is a complex text resulting from the network of
many modes of production” (Eco 1976: 259). As any aesthetic text can be falsi-
fied, a “similar copy” can be produced. What seemed to Umberto Eco (1976:
258) a difficult task to achieve, a “para-artistic achievement”, now seems to
have become just a matter of programming intelligent algorithms. Gatys, Ecker,
and Bethge (2015: 1) use a certain type of similarity between “performance-
optimised artificial neural networks and biological vision” in the effort to “sepa-
rate and recombine content and style of arbitrary images, providing a neural
algorithm for the creation of artistic images”. What are the new modes of sign
production generated by computational algorithms and how do they differ from
those known so far? How are the similitude rules established in such situations?
Are we talking about an impression of similarity or it is an act of invention that
makes it possible to paint a la maniére de? From the perspective of differences,
which are the criteria that machine-learning algorithms use to identify distinc-
tive patterns in the way authors write?

The examples presented earlier and new modes of sign production that
they can generate capture only a few aspects of the mode of operation with dif-
ferences and similarities in various communication situations. The variety and
complexity of the forms of manifestation of the interplay of differences and sim-
ilarities in contemporary communication phenomena has allowed the authors
to initiate a critical, insightful and inspiring debate on this aspect of communi-
cation from the perspective of semiotic-type approaches and communication
studies. While the first part of the book contains cutting-edge theoretical develop-
ments, examining fundamental concepts in the semiotic investigation of various
types of differences and similarities in contemporary communication phenomena,
the second part of the book offers practical analyses and examples of applied se-
miotic research of the topic, in which semiotic theories are put into practice. As
we have shown earlier, the authors’ contributions for this volume are viewed in a
complementary way. The ideas and concepts discussed in the theoretical chap-
ters find their fertility in the analyses and studies presented in the application
section, which ensures the conceptual unity of this volume.
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In the first paper of this volume, Augusto Ponzio argues that the right to
non-functionality, the fundamental human right, is denied in today’s communica-
tion-production world where development, efficiency, competitiveness are driving
values; consequently, to assert this right becomes an act of subversion. Reflections
on understanding otherness from a semiotic perspective continue in the following
paper written by Augusto Ponzio and Susan Petrilli, dedicated to the memory of
Solomon Marcus, honorary president of the Bucharest conference. The I-other re-
lationship is not a relationship that renders them elements of an assemblage, of a
collective of some sort, but instead the I and the other remain mutually other with
respect to each other, different, unique. In the same vein, in the third paper,
Susan Petrilli details this new way of understanding the life of signs in society,
semioethics. Semioethics, according to Susan Petrilli is the specific vocation of se-
miotics when it recovers the goal of semeiotics as practiced by Hippocrates and
Galen, that is, the health of life.

Taking its inspiration from Husserlian phenomenology and the Prague
School, Goran Sonesson‘s paper reinterprets communication as the co-creation
of meaning on the part of addresser and addressee. On the basis of Schiitz’s idea
of relevancy and Eco’s notion of encyclopaedia, it then proceeds to resolve the
paradoxes of the extended cognition. In the last (five) paper of the first part of
this volume Luis Emilio Bruni brings together the notions of “narrative identity”
and “heterarchy of values” in order to aid our understanding of the paradoxes
and contradictions that arise in global digital culture. In this perspective, the
sense of cultural narrative identity is continuously challenged by the competition
and coexistence of overlapping value systems with multiple “regimes of worth”,
which give place to dynamic systems of heterarchical belonging.

In the first paper — sixth in this volume - of the second part, Kristian
Bankov introduces a new semiotic approach in accounting for one of the most
human features — lying. He is conceiving the act of lying as a semiotic transac-
tion of value similar to theft. The classical dichotomy of instrumental and exis-
tential values (Floch) opens a direction for an interesting typology of practical
and ego lies. In the next paper, Loredana Ivan, Corina Daba Buzoianu and
Ioana Bird uses a qualitative textual analysis of the Romanian campaigns cen-
tered on Roma communities to investigate the presence of cognitively complex
self-conscious/moral emotions: shame, guilt, embarrassment, and pride. The
textual analysis focuses on the messages in the communication outputs and the
way the messages relate to self-conscious moral emotions.

Massimo Leone’s paper focuses on a possible semiotic definition of extrem-
ism and extremist discourse in the frame of an understanding of social ideologies
and public opinion shaped on the model of Jurij Lotman‘s cultural semiotics. Ex-
tremism is therefore defined as a particular dynamic in the semiosphere, a dynamic
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that, independently from its specific content, leads some marginal cultural posi-
tions to gain momentum through their massive exposure and virality in relation to
the mainstream. Nicolae-Sorin Dragan’s paper proposes a formalized mathemati-
cal model to analyze the dynamics of the political actors’ positioning game in a spe-
cific communication situations, such as the TV presidential debates.

The paper by Dario Martinelli offers a semiotic view on the notion of “fore-
shadowing” in audiovisual narration, introducing the concepts of preparation,
reinforcement, variation and delivery, and using Roberto Benigni‘s filmography
as case study. Through quantitative content, and semiotic analysis Evripides
Zantides identifies the kinds of national identity signs in images of commercial
print advertisements in the Republic of Cyprus from state independence in 1960
to 2010. While he investigates which ones prevail in the overall corpus, he exam-
ines how these signs fall under the rhetoric of political or economic nationalism,
as well as he aligns, and critically assesses them in respect of local socio-political
changes.

The paper belonging to Elena Negrea-Busuioc and Diana Luiza Simion
seeks to discuss the function of team nicknames as mechanisms for community
identification of both team members and fans. We argue that the nicknames as-
signed to sports teams fulfill a referential, descriptive function rather than an
evaluative one, and that the nicknaming mapping practices reveal the dynamic
nature of sports culture.

The paper of Constantin Popescu, the last in this volume, examines churches
from the hilly areas of Oltenia, Romania (18th and 19th centuries). The constructors
and painters, most of them peasants, tried different solutions to harmonise codes
of architecture and fresco painting, often — the Annunciation proves it — without
notable results. But their searches and some touching failures are full of lessons.

Each of the articles in this book captures certain aspects of what we have
called here the interplay of differences and similarities in contemporary commu-
nication phenomena. The interdisciplinary nature of this volume has allowed
us to integrate all these perspectives in a coherent and accessible way, we
hope, for the reader. We all have, without a doubt, a certain sense of perceiving
differences and similarities, a certain familiarity with this type of dichotomy
through which we give meaning to our communication experiences. We are try-
ing to open here a platform for further discussion and research on this topic, on
the way in which the different aspects of the interplay of differences and simi-
larities shape semiosic processes.

Nicolae-Sorin Dragan

National University of Political Studies and

Public Administration (SNSPA), Bucharest, Romania
14 April 2021

printed on 2/9/2023 8:24 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



Introduction =— 9

References

Bourached, Anthony & George H. Cann. 2019. Raiders of the Lost Art. ArXiv:1909.05677v1. 1-4.

Deely, John. 2009. Purely Objective Reality. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.

Deleuze, Gilles. 1990. The Logic of Sense (trans. Mark Lester with Charles Stivale, ed. by
Constantin V. Boundas). New York: Columbia University Press.

Deleuze, Gilles. 1995. Negotiations (trans. by M. Joughin). New York: Columbia University
Press.

Derrida, Jacques. 1978 [1967]. Writing and Difference (trans. by A. Bass). Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press.

De Saussure, Ferdinand. 1966. Course in general linguistics (trans. by B. Wade). New York:
McGraw-Hill.

Eco, Umberto. 1976. A Theory of Semiotics. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Eco, Umberto. 1995. Ur-Fascism. The New York Review of Books, June 22, 1995. http://www.ny
books.com/articles/1995/06/22/ur-fascism/.

Eco, Umberto. 2000 [1997]. Kant and the Platypus: Essays on Language and Cognition.

New York: Harcourt Brace & Company.

Eco, Umberto. 2011 [2000]. Corectitudine sau intoleranta politica? In Umberto Eco, Pliculetul
Minervei, 28-31. Bucuresti: Humanitas.

Friedman, Jonathan. 1994. Cultural Identity and Global Process. London: Sage Publications
Ltd.

Gatys, Leon A., Alexander S. Ecker & Matthias Bethge. 2015. A Neural Algorithm of Artistic
Style. ArXiv, abs/1508.06576. https://doi.org/10.1167/16.12.326.

Goldstone, Robert L. & Ji Yun Son. 2005. Similarity. In Keith J. Holyoak & Robert G. Morrison
(eds.), The Cambridge handbook of thinking and reasoning, 13-36. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Goodman, Nelson. 1972. Seven strictures on similarity. In Nelson Goodman (ed.), Problems
and Projects, 23-32. New York: Bobbs-Merrill.

Hadjeres, Gaétan, Francois Pachet & Frank Nielsen. 2017. DeepBach: a Steerable Model for
Bach Chorales Generation. In D. Precup & Y. W. Teh, (eds.), Proceedings of the 34th
International Conference on Machine Learning, ICML 2017, Sydney, NSW, Australia, 6-11
August 2017, volume 70 of Proceedings of Machine Learning Research, 1362-1371. PMLR.

Kilani, Mondher. 2000. L’invention de ’autre. Essais sur le discours anthropologique. Paris:
Payot Lausanne.

Kilani, Mondher. 2012. Anthropologie: du local au global. Paris: Armand Colin.

Krampen, Martin, Klaus Oehler, Roland Posner & Thure von Uexkiill (eds.). 1987. Clasics of
Semiotics. New York: Springer Science + Business Media, LLC.

Marcus, Solomon. 2011. Paradigme Universale. Pitesti: Paralela 45.

Medin, Douglas L., Robert L. Goldstone & Dedre Gentner. 1993. Respects for similarity.
Psychological Review, 100(2). 254-278. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.100.2.254.

Plechac, Petr. 2019. Relative contributions of Shakespeare and Fletcher in Henry VIII: An
Analysis Based on Most Frequent Words and Most Frequent Rhythmic Patterns.
ArXiv:1911.05652v1. 1-11. https://doi.org/10.1093/llc/fqaa032.

Petrilli, Susan. 2014. Sign Studies and Semioethics: Communication, Translation and Values.
Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.

EBSCChost - printed on 2/9/2023 8:24 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.contterns-of-use


http://www.nybooks.com/articles/1995/06/22/ur-fascism/
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/1995/06/22/ur-fascism/
https:////doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.100.2.254
https:////doi.org/10.1093/llc/fqaa032

EBSCChost -

10 —— Nicolae-Sorin Dragan

Petrilli, Susan & Augusto Ponzio. 2005. Semiotics Unbounded: Interpretive Routes through the
Open Network of Signs. Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

Ponzio, Augusto. 1995. La differenza non indifferente. Comunicazione, migrazione, guerra.
Milan: Mimesis.

Quine, Willard Van Orman. 1969. Ontological relativity and other essays. New York: Columbia
University Press.

Quine, Willard Van Orman. 1995. Naturalism; Or, Living Within One’s Means. Dialectica 49
(2/4). 251-261. Reprinted in W. V. Quine & Roger F. Gibson (ed.), Quintessence: Basic
Readings from the Philosophy of W.V. Quine, 2004, 275-286. Cambridge,
Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.

Rousseau, Jean-Jacques. 1998 [1781]. Essay on the origin of languages and writings related to
music. The collected writings of Rousseau, vol. 7(translated and edited by John T. Scott).
London: Dartmouth College Press.

Ruder, Manuel, Alexey Dosovitskiy & Thomas Brox. 2016. Artistic Style Transfer for Videos. In
Bodo Rosenhahn & Bjoern Andres (eds.), Pattern Recognition. GCPR 2016. Lecture Notes
in Computer Science, vol. 9796, 26-36. Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-
319-45886-1_3.

Sebeok, Thomas A. & Marcel Danesi. 2000. The Forms of Meanings. Modeling Systems Theory
and Semiotic Analysis. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.

Stoichita, Victor leronim. 2017. Imaginea Celuilalt. Negri, evrei, musulmani si tigani in arta
occidentald in zorii epocii moderne 1453-1800. Bucuresti: Humanitas.

Tomlinson, John. 2007. Cultural Globalization. In George Ritzer (ed.), The Blackwell Companion
to Globalization, 352-366. Blackwell Publishing Ltd.

Tversky, Amos. 1977. Features of similarity. Psychological Review 84(4). 327-352. https://doi.
0rg/10.1037/0033-295X.84.4.327.

Tversky, Amos & Itamar Gati. 1978. Studies of similarity. In Eleanor Rosch & Barbara Lloyd
(eds.), Cognition and Categorization, 79-98. Hillsdale, NJ: Wiley.

Vosniadou, Stella & Andrew Ortony. 1989. Similarity and analogical reasoning: A synthesis. In
Stella Vosniadou & Andrew Ortony (eds.), Similarity and Analogical Reasoning, 1-18.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CB09780511529863.

Zlatev, Jordan. 2011. What is cognitive semiotics? Semiotix: a global information
bulletin, Vol. 6. http://www.semioticon.com/semiotix/2011/10/what-is-cognitive-
semiotics/.

printed on 2/9/2023 8:24 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use


https:////doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-45886-1_3
https:////doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-45886-1_3
https:////doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.84.4.327
https:////doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.84.4.327
http://www.semioticon.com/semiotix/2011/10/what-is-cognitive-semiotics/
http://www.semioticon.com/semiotix/2011/10/what-is-cognitive-semiotics/

Part I: Theoretical advances

EBSCChost - printed on 2/9/2023 8:24 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.contterns-of-use



EBSCChost - printed on 2/9/2023 8:24 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco. coniterns-of -use



EBSCChost -

Augusto Ponzio
Communication, listening, non-functionality

Abstract: Communication has generally been understood in terms of messages
transmitted from a sender to a receiver on the basis of a code. But since Saussure
and all those who have contributed to broadening semiotics as a field of enquiry
(Husserl, Jakobson, Bakhtin, Barthes, Peirce, Morris, Rossi-Landi to name the au-
thors more closely connected with our theme), communication has acquired far
greater consistency. A noteworthy contribution comes from philosophy of lan-
guage understood in terms of the “art of listening” as distinguished from “want-
ing to hear”. Interpretation requires “listening” and “responsive understanding”.
Communication is “dialogue”, where “otherness” is essential. In the communica-
tion-production world today where development, efficiency, competitiveness are
driving values, we affirm the right to non-functionality which as such takes on
a subversive character. With liberation from indifferent work in the form of
unemployment, with de-commodification of traditional emigration in the form
of migration, and with increase in the need for occupations dedicated to non-
functional otherness, communication-production opens ever growing spaces
to the non-functional. The non-functional is the human. Yet the “rights of
man” do not contemplate the right to non-functionality.

Keywords: Communication-production, dialogue, humanism of otherness, human
rights, identity, listening v. hearing, non-functionality, responsibility/respon-
siveness, semioethics

1 Listening and non-functionality as conditions
of communication

Communication has generally been understood in terms of messages transmit-
ted from a sender to a receiver on the basis of a code. Since Saussure and his
sémiologie and all those who have contributed to broadening semiotics as a field
of enquiry endowing it with its current configuration (from Husserl, Jakobson,
Bakhtin, Barthes, Peirce, Morris, Rossi-Landi to name only those authors more
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closely connected with our theme), communication has acquired far greater con-
sistency. A noteworthy contribution has come to semiotics from philosophy of
language. We have described the philosophy of language in terms of the “art
of listening”. To “want to hear” is one thing, to “listen” is another. For what
concerns human signs this distinction is important. Interpreting signs requires
“responsive understanding”: responsive understanding implies responsibility,
“response-ability,” “answer-ability,” in the double sense of the ability to re-
spond to the other and to take responsibility for the other. Communication
thus acquires the character of dialogue, a dialogue in which the relation of
otherness is essential. This is dialogue where otherness is not only the other-
ness of others, but also one’s own otherness; where otherness is no longer
connected with belonging, with identity, is not limited internally to a group, a
community to the exclusion of another group or community.

Listening is also hospitality without conditions and hospitality without con-
ditions is the most important of human rights, what we have specified as the
right to non-functionality. In the love relationship, in all its forms, in relations of
friendship, if a question of true love, of true friendship, the point is that there is
no self-interest, no profit, no gains. Each one of us wants to be loved for noth-
ing, in one’s complete non-functionality. This is something we all know well.
Otherwise, we speak of false love and self-interested friendship.

But un-self-interested love only occurs in the so-called “private sphere”. In-
stead, in the “public” sphere what counts is functionality, productivity, self-
interest. Hospitality for the “foreigner” is conditioned by one’s capacity to be
functional, productive, useful. From this point of view, there is no difference be-
tween the foreigner’s condition today and the situation portrayed by Spielberg in
the film Schindler’s List where even the Jew was saved from the lager if that Jew
was useful, for the case in point if included as a worker in Schindler’s list.

In 1948 the semiotician Charles Morris published a book titled The Open
Self in which he expresses his hope to see the formation of open communities.
Semiotics must proceed in this direction and contribute to recognizing the right
to non-functionality well beyond the private sphere, the right to promoting non-
functionality as a fundamental right in the sphere of the human. Even the right
to life becomes the right to mere survival, to life that is not life, life that can no
longer be characterized as human, if it is not accompanied by the right to non-
functionality.

Nor can there be real communication without listening, without hospitality,
without recognition of this fundamental right. Thus understood, semiotics and
philosophy of language take on the form of a well-motivated dissidence towards
communication as it is generally understood and as it presents itself essentially
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on the international scene today under the denomination of “world communi-
cation” or “global communication™.

The problem of alterity and the critique of identity are of pivotal importance
in Occidental Reason. In this sense an important contribution, as anticipated,
comes from philosophy of language. I have taught philosophy of language since
1970 and my interest in this discipline comes from my readings of Emmanuel Lev-
inas. I graduated in 1966 with a dissertation on Levinas under the title La relazione
interpersonale. 1 can say that the whole course of my research has developed from
Levinas to Levinas. I will here recall some of my works:

Subjectivité et alterité dans la philosophie de Emmanuel Lévinas (1996), Em-
manuel Levinas, Globalisation, and Preventive Peace (2009), L’Ecoute de autre
(2009), Rencontre de paroles (2010), and The I questioned. Emmanel Levinas and
the critique of occidental reason (2006), published as a monographic issue of the
journal Subjects Matters, directed by Paul Cobley, with contributions from other
Levinas specialists commenting my text.

We may begin with the undisputable observation that the self forever needs
justification in front of the other forever. This is the inevitable situation of the
self. And identity — that is, belonging to an identity — is a prevalent means of
justification of the self. The problem of identity and its expedients for justifica-
tion in front of the other is central in the writings of Emmanuel Levians.

The first case of the self is not the nominative, as Levinas says, but the accu-
sative. The real question, as Levinas says, is not the question posed by Martin
Heidegger: “Why being and not nothing?”, but “Why me here in this situation, in
this locality, in this dwelling place, in this favourable condition, and not the other?”.

One common possibility in globalized communication to find justification
in front of the other is for the self to claim its specific identity. And identity may
be asserted in terms of nation, ethnic group, race, skin colour, religion, lan-
guage, territory, gender, profession, social status.

The reason of identity is the reason of the self and not the reason of the other.

All Western culture is a justification of identity in the face of the other.

Identity is a real abstraction, a constitutive abstraction, of reality. It has an
ontological value. Identity is an essential aspect of being. And violence, in all
possible forms — war included - is one of its consequences.

War is connected to the justification of identity, to the defense of identity,
of the reality of being. Levinas opens his Preface to his principal work, Totalité
et infini, with reflections on what he considers as the recurrent aspect of the
real, of being: that is, war. The state of war suspends ad interrim the moral im-
peratives, renders them illusory, as Levinas says.

The face of being, that manifests itself in war, is the face of reason. War evi-
dences the connection between politics and ontology and the subordination of

printed on 2/9/2023 8:24 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

16 —— Augusto Ponzio

individual singularity, in its uniqueness to the totality, to an ontological order
without escape.

In the conception of the reason of identity, in the rhetoric of identity, in the
reason of Western culture, in its logic the sense of individual singularity with its
uniqueness, is derived only from the totality.

Singularities, uniqueness are sacrificed to objective sense, the totality of on-
tology, the sense, the judgement of history.

In the logic of reason, identity, reality, history, Being, war, peace is only the
peace of war, the end of war, a truce in preparation for war.

In contrast to combatting war through “preventive war”, that is, violence
through violence, war against war, terrorism against terrorism, Levinas consid-
ers the possibility of preventive peace.

Preventive peace is connected, it too, with the necessity of justification of
the self in front of the other. But in this situation the need for justification in
front of the other is not achieved through the expedient of difference between
two identities, identity of the self and identity of the other; it is not achieved on
the basis of difference between human rights and the rights of the other.

“Human rights and the rights of the other” is the title of an essay by Em-
manuel Levinas. This title implies and subtends the claim that human rights are
not the rights of the other.

The common expedient for justification of the rights of the self in front of the
other achieves the passage of the self from a bad conscience to a good conscience, a
clean conscience. Instead, preventive peace consists in maintaining the self in the
condition of a bad, a dirty conscience without resorting to the alibis of a good, clean
conscience. Preventive peace consists in the manifestation of difference among indi-
viduals in their uniqueness, as singularities and not as representatives of a collectiv-
ity, as individuals belonging to indifferent collectivities, abstractions, or ontological
entities.

Preventive peace is non-justification, a dirty conscience, non-indifference.
Non-indifference to the other, non-indifference as responsibility for the other is
the very difference between me and the other, as Levinas says, because my re-
sponsibility for the other is not reciprocal, reversible, or exchangeable. I am re-
sponsible of the other, responsible for all others, for the guilt of another. The
condition of hostage, as Levinas says, is an authentic figure of responsibility for
the other.

Peace otherwise than the peace of war is otherwise than being, autrement
qu’étre. This is the title of Levinas’s 1974 book. Peace otherwise than peace is
non-indifference toward the other, responsibility without alibis in the face of
the other, “dis-inter-essement”.
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Preventive peace is openness to the other, without closure in identity, or
illusory walls, preventive peace is the face to face relation with the other, one-
to-one, uniqueness to uniqueness.

Original peace is what Levinas calls asymmetry of I and other. Levinas recalls
Dostoevsky on this aspect. In Brothers Karamazov of the brothers says: “we are
all guilty for everything and everybody, and me more than anybody else”.

I am responsible for the other and nobody can substitute me. In this sense I
am chosen by the other and consequently I realize my uniqueness and also my
freedom. I am responsible for the other even when this other commits crimes,
or suffers crimes and persecutions.

According to Levinas, the state emerges from the limitation and regulation of
non-indifference to the other, and not, as in Hobbes’s vision, from the limitation
of violence and fear of the other (homo homini lupus). The original fear of the I, in
bad conscience, is not fear of the other but fear for the other. Consequently, the
problem of law presents itself in terms of justice and defence of the other and in
terms of perfectibility, of justice, in the sense of non-indifference for the other.

Can human rights also be the rights of the other? This is the problem of
communication today, one that requires an urgent response. This response no
doubt concerns semiosis, but it cannot be limited to semiotics. It requires a shift
in semiotics, a special orientation in semiotics, what we have denominated as
“semioethics”.

Semiotics recovers an ancient branch of semiotics, medical semeiotics (Hip-
pocrates, Galen), symptomatology, whose interest is to interpret symptoms to
the end of keeping life healthy. This too is part of the special bend of semiotics
today: concern with present day communication at the global level and identify
the symptoms that not only contradict sustainable conditions of life, but that
are lethal for life — human life and non-human, for life over the entire planet.

The realization of human rights, not only as the rights of the self but also as
the rights of the other, requires that “human” should refer not to a humanism of
identity, but to humanism of otherness, alterity. L’humanisme de U’autre homme,
is the title of another important book by Levinas (1972). In the perspective of the
humanism of alterity at the basis of human rights there must be a right that has
not been mentioned so far. We named it earlier: the right to non-functionality.

Returning to the topic of my book of 1997 (2" edn. 2004), Elogio dell’infun-
zionale. Critica dell’ideologia della produttivita (Praise of the non-functional. Cri-
tique of the ideology of productiveness), this paper addresses the concept of the
“right to non-functionality”. The importance of such a right for a social system
characterised by productiveness, as is our own, is enormous.

In contrast to this system, the “right to non-functionality” is connected
with a system open to humanism. But this is not a matter of humanism centred
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on identity self-interest (whether individual or collective), but of the humanism
of otherness. “Humanism of the rights of the other” is something different from
the proclamation of “human rights” which inevitably end up serving the “hu-
manism of identity”. In fact, so-called human rights are functional to the hu-
manism of identity, they refer to the rights of the self, and not of the other. It is
eloquent, meaningful and revealing that Emmanuel Levinas should have enti-
tled one of his essays “Human Rights and the Rights of the Other” (in Levinas
1987). This expression underlines that the other is excluded from human rights.

We may say that non-functionality subtends all human rights understood
as the right to alterity.

By contrast with “productivity”, the right of the other and of the self as
other is specified as “the right to non-functionality”. This is the right to value
not as the other relatively to . . ., not as one of us or one of them, not as an indi-
vidual representative of a genre, group, or community of some sort, but rather
as a unique other, an absolute other, an irreplaceable other, as occurs in a rela-
tion of friendship or of love. In friendship and in love we do not expect the
other to be interested in us simply because we are useful. In this case we would
speak of cupboard love, false friendship, a marriage of convenience. Such exam-
ples testify to the difference, indeed the separation as established in our society
between private life and public life. In private life not only are we familiar with
the value of non-functionality, but we also make claims to such a right.

Implicitly, tacitly we have the right to non-functionality at heart and we
know that ultimately the human is the non-functional. But “human rights” do
not contemplate the right to non-functionality. And yet we use such expressions
as “this life is not life!” (from the Italian saying “questa vita non é vita!”). And
generally when we make such claims we are referring to a life in which the right
to non-functionality is neglected, eliminated, excluded.

In relationships of friendship and love we expect, indeed we make claims
to an un-self-interested interest in the other. We claim that we are not interested
in the other’s functionality. If this were not the case, even if someone declares
they love you and want to be with you, the perception is that the friendship is
self-interested and that the love is untrue. But all this importance that we attri-
bute to friendship and love in private life (private life is ever more deprived of
its real rights, in spite of all the trumpeting in today’s world about the “right to
privacy”) is altogether absent in public life, in public social relationships, in
public relations.

Until the right to life is not firmly connected to the right to non-functionality,
it remains bonded to a vision of man reduced to the status of means, to “capital”,
to the status of a “human resource for production”. The value of this man is
recognised “for the whole course of active life” (as recited in programmatic
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documents produced by the European Commission), that is, for as long as he
is productive and contributes to reproduction of the production system.

But the human is not a resource, because the human is not a means, the
human is not endowed with instrumental value: the human is an end. To invest
the human with an instrumental function for the increase of “global competi-
tiveness” on the world market is already demeaning in itself, and even more so
when such a value becomes the goal of education and professional training.

The right to non-functionality takes the character of another form of human-
ism, another way of understanding and promoting human rights, recognition of
the other — including myself as other and all my own possible identities — as a
value in itself.

2 The right to non-functionality in the ideo-logic
of communication-production

In Elogio dell’infunzionale. Critica della ideologia della produttivita (1997), I work
on the concept of “the right to non-functionality”. I underline the importance of
this concept for today’s society (now characterized in terms of worldwide com-
munication-production) in opening the way towards a new form of humanism.
This new humanism is no longer centred on the interests “of life lived from the
inside”, that is, on the interests of (individual and collective) identity, but rather
it presents itself in terms of the humanism of alterity, otherness.

The expression “humanism of the rights of alterity” can be reconducted to the
sense of the humanism of identity which is wholly internal to today’s dominant so-
cial system, based on capitalist, mercantile production. In fact, the humanism of the
rights of alterity has developed with the capitalist social system and is complemen-
tary to it, an organic part of it. “Humanism of the rights of alterity, humanism of the
rights of others” are expressions that can resound in the same sense of “humanism
of identity” which in fact proclaims the “rights of man”, “human rights”. Emman-
uel Levinas titled one of his essays “The Rights of Man and the Rights of Others”
(this essay appeared in Levinas 1985, also in Levinas 1987, Eng. trans., 116—125).
This was a way of underlining that the second term in this expression cannot be
reduced to the first, that alterity cannot be reduced to identity. All the same, inter-
est in identity, support for identity are so strong that the claim to the “rights of
alterity,” similarly to the claim to the “rights of difference” ends by referring to the
rights of identity. For this reason, it is preferable to speak of the humanism of alter-
ity as humanism centred on the right to alterity.
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Misunderstandings relative to identification of “others” with “us”, to identifi-
cation of the “other” with the “other I” and therefore with the “I” are part of daily
life, and are fostered by publicity experts, journalists and “writer-copyists” ready
to do anything to keep the “public” ear happy. This leads to extraordinary con-
clusions of the type: “the true other is me”, “others are us”. Italians, the others
are us too is the title of an article by Alberto Arbasino, which appeared in “la Re-
pubblica”, 12 January 1999, after protests and declarations of intolerance towards
“extracommunitarians”, that is, the illegals, the aliens, occasioned (every occa-
sion is useful) by increase in criminality and violence in Milan. The article begins
with a reference to Rimbaud as a way of immediately stating that “‘the I and the
other’, with multiple variants is a formula for success for the pious followers of
Emmanuel Levinas and Jacques Derrida”; (in addition to a photograph of Derrida
who is never mentioned again in this article which consists of two pages of con-
torsions and pirouettes — with the sole aim of earning the public’s applause —
in which the categories of ‘I’ and ‘other’ are repeatedly relaunched and recap-
tured with nonchalance), this article is furnished with titles of the series “The
complexes of the West”, “When it enters in all its pompousness, the “politically
correct’ of academics prescribes that the ‘I’ owes maximum reverence and also
welcome to the values and needs of others”: well and truly an “arb-asinata”!
(that is, the judgement of a donkey playing on the ambiguity of the name Arba-
sino, that is, arb-asino where “asino” means donkey).

By contrast to “productivity” which moves and orients the entire communi-
cation-production system, the right to alterity is the “right to non-functionality”.
Here by “alterity” is not understood relative alterity, that is, alterity connected
to roles, social, professional position, etc., on the basis of which one is other

”

“relatively to” - professors with respect to “students”, “fathers” with respect
to “sons”, “work force” with respect to “capital”, “citizens” with respect to “il-
legals”, that is, those who belong to the community with respect to those who
do not belong to the community, extracommunitarians, etc. Relative alterity is
that which forms our identity. But if, following a “reduction” hypothesis, we
free ourselves of all the relative alterities that constitute our identity, does
nothing remain, or does a residue independent from these relative alterities
persist? In truth, contrary to that which this social system wants to make us
believe, a residue persists, a non-relative alterity which allows each one of us
to exist non simply as an individual and therefore as the representative of a
genre, a class, a set, as other-relatively-to . . ., nor as a person (a term of reference
for that which is “personal”, which “belongs”, is “one’s own”), but as a unique
single individual, as absolutely other, that cannot be replaced, interchanged, a
genre in itself, sui generis.
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The right to non-functionality is the right to be of value on one’s own ac-
count, to be an end in oneself, as non-relative otherness (see chapter 13, “The
Otherwise of Communication-Production: Levinas and the problem of Evasion”,
119-123, in Ponzio 1997b).

In the present day communication-production world in which development,
efficiency, competitiveness (to the point of acknowledging the extrema ratio of
war) are the fundamental values, the right to non-functionality takes on a subver-
sive character (non suspect subversion?). And yet, with liberation from indiffer-
ent work in the form of spreading unemployment, with the de-commodification
of traditional emigration in the form of the irreducible phenomenon of migration,
and with the increase in the need for occupations dedicated to non-functional
otherness, communication-production itself, indeed in spite of itself, opens
spaces to the non-functional that are becoming larger and larger.

The non-functional is the human. Yet the “rights of man” do not contem-
plate the right to non-functionality. The right to non-functionality exceeds and
transcends the humanism of identity. It is at the foundation of all the rights of
alterity.

In his notes of 1950s (in Jachia and Ponzio 1993), Bakhtin distinguishes be-
tween the “small experience” and the “great experience”. The small experience
is reduced and partial and remains attached to the concrete, to the effective
world, the world as it is, the small experience responds to contemporaneity, it
is connected with interest, with utility, with knowledge functional to practical
action, with the economy of memory that excludes, through oblivion, all that
which results as distracting and dispersive, inconclusive with respect to logical-
ity, simplicity and uniformity in programming, to the univocality of sense. In-
stead, in the “great experience”, the world does not converge with itself (it is
not that which is), it is not closed nor finalized. In the world, memory flows and
loses itself in the human depths of matter and unlimited life, the life experience
of worlds and atoms. And for such memory, the history of each one of us begins
much earlier than its cognitive acts (its knowable “self”) ((in Jachia and Ponzio
1993: 195-196).

The knowable self of the small experience is the self-produced by the “tech-
nologies of self”, whose process of development Foucault in particular aimed to
reconstruct.

The problem of the “technologies of self” is the problem of the formation of
individual identity, which is complementary to the assertion of belonging to a
given social entity, to a community, a nation, a State, ethnic group, genre. The
technology of self and the technology of individuals are connected, both social
technologies in a broad sense, political technologies. The formation of individ-
ual identities and of collective identities are part of a unitary process. In any
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case it is a question of a process that determines the consciousness awareness
of autonomy, whether this is the autonomy of the individual or of the State.

Here we are not concerned with the study of the genesis of this autonomy
and of relative individuality, separation, belonging, that is, we are not con-
cerned here with the study of the historico-social genesis of the assertion of
identity and the exclusion of alterity which is connected to this process. Instead,
we wish to investigate that which questions this assumed autonomy, that which
renders it delusory, even ridiculous. And we can immediately indicate the body,
in its constitutive intercorporeity, as the central term of this questioning.

De-possession and extralocality: the body that flourishes in intercorporeity
is shifted, extralocalized, external with respect to the chronotopic coordinates
of consciousness. The body has a life that is other, unique, unrepeatable with
respect to that which is circumscribed to the boundaries of the individual, with
respect to the individual localization of human bodies. Moreover, insofar as the
body is individual and localized, it is reciprocally replaceable, interchangeable
to the extent that we are each defined on the basis of the place we occupy by
comparison to others as much as on the basis of the gap, the difference that sep-
arates us from others. This is a question of the body’s extralocalization with re-
spect to the structures, mechanisms and techniques used for its submission, as
an individual body, as body-identity, to the knowledge-power of bio-politics
(Foucault); extralocalization which emerges in its “escape without rest” (above
all its “persistence in dying”) from the techniques that intend to dominate and
control the body.

The worldwide expansion of capitalist production and of bio-power has led
to the controlled insertion of bodies into the production system and to spread-
ing the idea of the individual considered as a separate and self-sufficient entity.
This has led to the almost total extinction of cultural practices and worldviews
that are based instead on intercorporeity, interdependency, exposition and open-
ing of the body. All those forms of perception in popular culture, discussed by
Bakhtin in Dostoevskij (1963) and in Rabelais (1965) are now almost completely
extinct. Our allusion is to all those forms of “grotesque realism” that present the
body as a non defined body, as a body not confined to itself, a body that flour-
ishes in the relation of symbiosis with other bodies, in relations of transformation
and renewal that transgress and cross over the limits of individual life.

And vyet, the technologies of separation among human bodies, among inter-
ests, among individual and collective subjects, functional to production and to
the connection between production and communication which is getting ever
closer to the very point of identification (typically of today’s capitalist production
system) — such technologies of separation cannot cancel the signs of compromis-
sion of every instant in our life as individuals with all of life over the entire
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planet. Recognition of such compromission is ever more urgent the more the rea-
sons of production and communication functional to production impose ecologi-
cal conditions in which communication between our body and the environment is
rendered ever more difficult and distorted.

Therefore, we can immediately indicate the body, the body in its constitu-
tive intercorporeity, as the central term for interrogation and questioning of the
delusory autonomy of identity. Reference here is to the body in its singularity,
unrepeatability, non-functionality, to the body which finds in death, an uncon-
clusive end, the expression of excess with respect to a project, story, “authen-
tic” choice: the living body that knows before it is known, that feels before it is
felt, that lives before it is lived. This body is connected without interruption to
other bodies, it is implied, involved in the life of the entire ecosystem on the
planet Earth, in a web of relations that no technology of self can ever exit.

The body is refractory to the “technologies of self” and to the “political
technology of the individual”. The body is other with respect to the subject, to
consciousness, to memory understood as addomesticated, selected, filtered, ac-
comodated memory; the body is other with respect to the narration that the indi-
vidual or collective subject constructs for itself and through which it delineates
its identity, the image of itself to exhibit, the self in which to take an interest, the
physiognomy through which it can be recognized, the role it must perform.

Production-reproduction in today’s world does not only destroy products,
or the means of work now achieved through the automatic machine, it does not
only destroy trades, crafts, and professions, jobs, employment, but rather pro-
duction-reproduction today destroys the environment, the body, the quality of
life which is made to depend on indifferent work, work reduced to the alterna-
tion between work-time and free-time (free-time is that which work requires for
rest, encouragement and regeneration; that which work allows or concedes,
whose availability and use is always decided by work itself), or it is emptied
and impoverished by the lack of work understood in terms of having a job, as
employment. Work occupies, pre-occupies daily life, even as non-work whether
in the form of free-time or of unemployment.

From the perspective of dominant ideo-logic today, insistence on the funda-
mental character of labour as such, of generic, undifferentiated labour is such that
even a project for an alternative social system generally does not succeed in imag-
ining another source of social wealth that is not labour, another optimal solution if
not “work for all.” Walter Benjamin observes that the German labourer’s Gotha pro-
gramme (Marx 1970 [1875]),which defines labour as “the source of all wealth and
culture,” already bears traces of the misunderstanding we are signalling (Benjamin
1986 [1931] — a misunderstanding that ends by favouring the transition from social-
ism to fascism and nazism.
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In his Critique of the Gotha Programme (1875), Marx clarified that “labour is
not the source of all wealth”, adding that: “the bourgeousie has its good reasons
for investing work with a supernatural creative force” (Marx 1970 [1875]: 15).
In his manuscripts of 1844, Marx criticizes “vulgar and material communism”
(as well as ante litteram, ante factum, “real socialism”) (Marx 1959 [1844]:
point 1) which suppresses private property by generalizing it and which to pri-
vate property opposes general private property, physical possession, owner-
ship extended to all. Marx critiques the misunderstanding that subtends the
project for a new society insofar as it continues to consider work-in-general as
the source of wealth, as in capitalist society, so that “the category of the worker is
not done away with, but is extended to all men” (Marx 1959 [1844]: point 1). For
crude and vulgar communism understood in such terms, the community is no
more than “a community of labour, and equality of wages paid out by communal
capital — by the community as the universal capital” (Marx 1959 [1844]: point 1).

We cannot understand the process of total identification with the Commu-
nity — “Gemeinschaft” — (the entire lexicon of Nazi Germany was functional to
this identification), if we don’t start from work-in-general, indifferent work,
which produces value as a function of exchange value, and which is a struc-
tural, constitutive part of our social system. In the lexicon of Nazi Germany the
term “Arbeit” not only signifies “abstract labor,” “undifferentiated labour,”
which is quantified and paid by the hour, but also undifferentiated labour in
the interclassist sense, in other words, labour freed from any association with
“class,” “alienation,” “exploitation.” In Italy, during fascism, the generically
interclassist connotation assumed by the term “work” is considered as a sign
among others of innovation contributed by fascism to the Italian language. In
1934, Giuseppe Bottai wrote with tones of satisfaction that the meaning of the
term “Work” (“Lavoro”) had become far broader to include all organizational
and executive, intellectual, technical, manual forms, and it did not necessar-
ily refer to the particular labours of a given class. Moreover, Bottai praised in-
troduction of the expression ‘datore di lavoro’ (literally, he who gives work,
that is, employer) to replace the outdated term ‘padrone’ (owner, master). He
considered this an expression, consecrated by revolutionary laws, of the sin-
gular identification in popular consciousness of giuridical equality subtending
our social order (referred in Foresti 1977: 11).

This social system, the capitalist, is based on the reality of free work and
free exchange ideology and activates mechanisms for the specification and as-
sertion of identity, such as self-belonging, capacity for decision-making, free-
dom, responsibility, the possibility of building one’s own destiny. Subjectivity,
at the individual and collective level is exalted, encouraged and deluded. But
free work is abstract, quantified, indifferent work, it is subject to the production

” ¢
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of exchange value and it is functional to the amplified reproduction of the pro-
duction mechanism itself. As such the social system upon which free work is
based mortifies subjectivity. And this is ever more the case the more the indif-
ference characterizing the social relations typical of the capitalist social system
spreads and activates processes of alienation, de-identification, uprooting, ex-
propriation, homologation which increase ever more with the development of
capital. Such a situation generates a paroxysmal search for identity which in-
volves negating the other from self and the other of self.

Together with these mechanisms which create frustration and delusory iden-
tifications insofar as they are based on the demand that differences be indifferent
to otherness, communication-production (an expression we propose for the pres-
ent phase in capitalist development) produces means that are exorbitant with re-
spect to the ends proposed, such as profit and increased competitiveness of the
product. The communication-production phase is in fact characterized by the ex-
traordinary extension of cognitive activities, above all through computational
media. Consequently we are not witnesses to the continuous and speedy super-
ceding of competencies, trades, crafts, professional capacities, specializations. As
a result of present day development in communication, the sciences are not in a
condition to maintain the separate and fragmented character of the traditional
capitalist division of labour. The need for interdisciplinarity and for overcoming
specialisms have become concrete requisites for communication in today’s glob-
alized world.

All this implies encounter among different languages. Dialogism is no lon-
ger just a theoretical or ethical requirement, it is a necessity in today’s social
production system.

The term “dialogue” is abused in our society where “democracy” is a value
recognized by public opinion, to the point of becoming a common place to
count on as a premise for immediate consensus. Indeed, it is a point of honour
for any associative organism of a professional order, a political order, etc. to
be able to boast a democratic character and orientation in the sense of being
“open” and available for “dialogue”. All the same, as regards the combination
“democracy”-“dialogue”, it must be remembered that the first and foremost
master of dialogue, Socrates, was condemned to death by the democratic gov-
ernment of Athens. With the term “dialogism” is understood a relation that
exists behind the subject’s back, so to say, without his knowing it, dialogism
not as a result of his “respect” for others, but in spite of himself, against his
own will. Dialogue understood in such a framework is different from dialogue
generally understood as an orienation adopted by the subject, as an initiative
taken by the subject, a disposition of the subject, a concession made by the sub-
ject. Dialogism is involvement, compromission, assumption of responsibility by
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the subject, difference that opens to unindifference, according to an orientation
that is not at all chosen and willed by the subject, but experienced as inevitable
and irreducible — the more so the more attempts at extricating oneself from the
other through alibis, excuses, ways out, limits and defensive forms of closure,
prove to be vain.

Paradoxically, the monologism of worldwide and global communication on
which the capitalist communication-production social system stands, requires
encounter and interaction among different languages, it requires dialogue among
different logics, visions and linguistic practices for the construction of world-
views. In other words, this particular phase in the development of the capitalist
social system cannot avoid standing on an architectonics that is plurilinguistic
and polylogic. The risk of “cultural uniforming” (which the monologism of world
communication necessarily involves) passes across dialogic encounter among
the most diverse historical languages and special languages — and we are ex-
actly in this transitional phase. We ought to take advantage of this transition
and avoid confirming the situation of monologism and cultural uniforming.

It should also be remembered that while automation produces unemploy-
ment, with the reduction of overall work-time (promoted as a function of profit
and competitiveness) automation also creates at the same time the conditions
for increase in available time for the full personal development of each one of
us. Available time and not work-time may be envisaged as the real social wealth.

But work itself is undergoing a metamorphosis, linearity is in the process of
being replaced by interactivity. This is particularly obvious in the field of multi-
media, a symbol of the current phase in the development of communication-
production. The linear and hierarchized organization of work is now yielding to
co-participation, interactivity, interfunctionality, modularity, and flexibility in
structures that favour innovation and inventiveness. The division of labour con-
nected to separation between manual labour and intellectual labour no longer
holds as digital technologies take over. Until not long ago “linguistic work” and
“non-linguistic work” represented two distinct and separate realities for re-
searches looking for connections and homologies, like Ferruccio Rossi-Landi
towards the end of the 1960s. Now, instead, thanks to progress in technology
and artificial intelligence, linguistic work and non-linguistic work have at last
come together in computers.

“Productivity”, “competitiveness”, “employment”: in the last analysis these
goals are rather miserable by comparison with the wealth of means that have
been employed to attain them. Only if we remain inside the “small experience”,
in the perspective of the interests of those who detain power and control over the
global communication system can we believe that such a wealth of means does
not deserve to be used for something better.
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Difference and similarity in the I-Other
relation: between two individuals or two
singularities? A semioethic approach

Abstract: In Forms of Meaning: Modelling System Theory and Semiotic Analysis,
Thomas Sebeok and Marcel Danesi (2000) distinguish between two forms of
similarity: cohesive form and connective form. Similarity as cohesive form assigns
given individuals to the same class, group, collectivity, assemblage, affiliation.
Concepts, types, species, identities are all formed on the basis of similarity under-
stood as cohesive form. Cohesive form, also called assemblative form, subtends
similarity and difference in the I-Other relation. In this case the I-Other relation is
determined by the identity of each of its parts, by one’s belonging to this or that
group, assemblage, organization, to this or that set, to this or that type or kind. In
this type of relation the I and the other are determined by signs, depend upon
signs that distinguish and differentiate between them.

But is this really what the I-other relation must be reduced to? We do not
believe so. And this is the belief that orientates the particular bend in semiotics
we have denominated as semioethics.

With reference to the distinction proposed by Thomas Sebeok and Marcel
Danesi, the other type of similarity and difference is that indicated as connective
form. Following Charles S. Peirce it can also be denominated as agapastic form.
This type of similarity does not involve individuals assigned to this or this other
class, assemblage, type, classified in terms of a fixed identity.

Connective form is not related to what presents itself as the same or as dif-
ferent in terms of cohesive form. In the case of connective form, similarity in the
I-other relation involves relations among singularities and not among individu-
als considered as representatives of some form of identity. In the case of con-
nective form the relation is among irreducible, unique single individuals, where
uniqueness, singularity cannot be reduced or eliminated as occurs, instead,
when grouped together in an assemblage, a class, a group identity of some sort.

When a question of connective or agapastic form, difference is characterized
in terms of irreducible alterity, otherness, uniqueness, non-interchangeability
among singularities. The condition of irreducible otherness, of irreducible singularity
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is inevitably accompanied by responsibility of each single individual for every other
single individual in one’s uniqueness, singularity. This is a form of responsibility
that cannot be delegated.

Keywords: Depicture, dialogism, difference, iconicity, modelling, otherness, re-
sponsibility, similarity

For Solomon Marcus

1 Modeling and figuration

According to the tradition of thought delineated by the research of John Locke
and Charles S. Peirce, and more recently Charles Morris, Roman Jakobson and
Thomas Sebeok, semiotics contributes to explaining the workings of associa-
tive-metaphorical thought processes in the formation of concepts. Giambattista
Vico‘s role in twentieth century semiotics is evidenced by Sebeok (2000).

Metaphor is the motor behind human reasoning which does not merely con-
sist in representing objects (indicational modeling) but in depicting, portraying,
figurating them (modeling proper to language and modeling systems based on
language, that is, “secondary” modeling proper to historical languages, and
“tertiary” modeling proper to human cultural systems and capable of highly ab-
stract symbolically structured processes (Sebeok and Danesi 2000).

Adequate explanations of a theoretical order cannot come from linguistics
given that the most advanced currents in this science, that is, with claims to the
status of “philosophy of language,” Chomskyian generative-transformational
theory, is deaf to the question of metaphor, which it considers as an abhera-
tion.! In this light, Marcel Danesi‘s (2000) appeal to examine Vico and his “new
science” is worthy of consideration given Vico’s description of metaphor as the
main mechanism in the formation of concepts. Danesi associates Vico’s reflections
on signs to linguistics, with a special focus on modern day cognitive linguistics.
However, this is not simply a question of evidencing a similarity or a precedent.
Vico’s reflections can effectively contribute to present-day research in linguistics
and to an explanation in theoretical terms of associative-metaphorical processes

1 From this perspective things do not change when passing from Chomsky’s earlier essays to
the more recent ones collected in Knowledge of Language. For a discussion of Chomskyian the-
ory, see A. Ponzio’s book of 1992, Production linguistique et idéologie sociale.
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characteristic of thought and language, that is, of modeling specific to human
beings.

The Vichian notion of “poetic logic” maintains that the human mind is pre-
disposed to intuit and to express synthetically and holistically. This position
provides a valid alternative to the Chomskyian model, to “Cartesian linguis-
tics,” and is on the same line of thought as recent trends in cognitive linguistics
and neuropsychology, as well as with modeling theory in semiotics.

The human mind moves among meanings and concepts (indeed with Danesi
we may speak of imaginative mental navigation) within a network of interpretive
routes made of associative connections which, in turn, are part of that complex
system or “macro-web” commonly called “culture”.

At this point we should be able to glimpse the inadequacy, or insufficiency, of
the notion of “linguistic competence” (Chomsky) and of “communicative compe-
tence” (by contrast with or as a completion of Chomskyian theory) to explain
thinking or speaking behavior, that is, the capacity to verbalize and to reason:
both competencies are part of an organic conceptual competence. This consists in
the ability to appropriately metaphorize a concept, to select the structures and lin-
guistic categories which reflect appropriate conceptual dominions, and to move
through appropriate fields of discourse and conceptual dominions.

“Linguistic creativity” is the capacity to form new metaphorical associations,
to propose new cognitive combinations, and invent new figurations. This is not a
prerogative exclusive to poets, scientists, and writers, but is a capacity which
each one of us possesses thanks to imagination, ingenuity, and memory, as Vico
would say, insofar as we are all capable of metaphorical associations. This is part
of “primary modeling,” what Sebeok calls “language,” the preliminary basis of
human symbolic behavior, that is, a structurally constitutive element of the pri-
mary, secondary and tertiary systems with which human beings are endowed.

Thanks to the associative character of verbal language and thought, with
Peirce, and differently from the Cartesian model of the thinking subject, we
may claim that guessing is a characteristic of reasoning, and that reasoning is
ever more capable of inventiveness and innovation the more it attempts associ-
ations among terms that are distant from each other and belong to different and
distant fields in the macro-web of culture.

2 Vichian linguistics versus Cartesian linguistics?

An issue we wish to at least hint at here is whether or not on the basis of Vico’s
contribution to the theoretical framework of current research in cognitive linguistics
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we may speak of a “Vichian linguistics”, as Danesi suggests. This contrasts with
“Cartesian linguistics,” to which Chomsky associates his own theory of generative-
transformation grammar given its innastic assumptions.

However, in spite of being a pioneer in research into the metaphorical char-
acter of thought and speech (apart from founding the historical sciences), we
do not believe that Vico can be indicated as the guiding light of Crocean histori-
cism (nor do we think we should risk unfortunate associations between cogni-
tive linguistics and the oversimplifying aesthetic and linguistic ideas expressed
by Benedetto Croce in Estetica come scienza dell’espressione e linguistica genera-
le, 1902). When a question of working scientifically, it is best not to commit to
guiding lights.

As testified by Sebeok’s paper “Some Reflections of Vico in Semiotics,” re-
search on the relations between Vico and semiotics has flourished, many ideas
held by exponents of semiotics, philosophy of language and other sign sciences
are influenced by Vico, whether directly or indirectly, or at least present analo-
gies with his thought system. Studies comparing Peirce and Vico are not lacking
as in the case, for example, of studies on the concept of “common sense,” or the
critique of Descartes, or the relation between Peirce’s pragmatism and Vico’s for-
mula “verum factum convertuntur”. Concerning such associations, in the present
context we can only limit ourselves to declaring that we have a few doubts.

Vico’s critique of Descartes is based on motivations and argumentations
and above all is formulated in a context entirely different from Peirce’s. And re-
striction of the cognitive sphere to human circles is a far cry from the extensive-
ness of Peircean semiotics and its current developments beyond the boundaries
of anthroposemiosis and of the “semiosphere” as understood by Lotman, that
is, limited to the world of human culture. Sebeok develops the Peircean idea
that the whole universe is perfused with signs. And with all those scholars who
work in the sphere of biosemiotics, has made an important contribution to ex-
tending the boundaries of Lotman’s semiosphere to the point of establishing
that it coincides with the biosphere (Vernadsky).

Alongside important ideas to develop, and not only in the field of cognitive
linguistics, Vico’s New Science presents apologetic and rhetorical expedients
used to reject and restrain the new emerging vision of the world and of man as
perspected by progress in the physical and mathematical sciences. Vico was in-
tent upon searching for firm points and unviolable boundaries in the realms of
religious tradition and common sense (see, e.g., Scienza Nuova, 1, Degnita XII
and XIII). In Vico’s view: “common sense is a judgment without reflection, com-
monly felt by a whole order, by a whole people, by a whole nation, by the
whole of the human race, and is taught to nations by divine providence” (Vico
1999: 142).
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As observed by Giuseppe Semerari (see “Sulla metafisica di Vico and In-
torno all’anticartesianesimo di Vico,” in Semerari 1969: 252, 271, 239-240), to
the power of critique Vico opposes and juxtaposes faith in common sense con-
sidered as a system of judgments of nonhuman and divine origin, enhanced by
the rhetorical expedient of quantity on the basis of which the validity of any-
thing is established according to the criterion of universal consensus, or con-
sensus from the highest number of people. Vichian anti-Cartesianism is also the
expression of “an attitude of resistance and defense against the philosophical
development of the new mathematical and experimental science [. . .], a cul-
tural tactics invented, more or less consciously, to the end of quieta non movere,
leaving things as they are, as far as possible limiting the field of action of the
new methodology which seems dangerous for the natural course of ideas and
for common sense” (Semerari 1969: 239-240).

3 Iconicity, syntactics and metaphor

According to Charles S. Peirce‘s typology of signs, metaphor is a type of icon.
The iconic relation between that which is interpreted and which as an inter-
preted is a sign, and that which interprets it and which as an interpretant is
also a sign, may well be a relation between that which is not originally or natu-
rally related. “An icon is a sign”, says Peirce, “which would possess the charac-
ter which renders it significant, even though its object had no existence; such
as a lead pencil streak representing a geometrical line” (CP 2.304).

Peirce divides the icon into three subclasses: 1) images, 2) diagrams and 3)
metaphors (CP 2.277). In the image likeness is overall and direct; in the diagram it
concerns the relation between the parts represented through analogical relations;
in metaphor is consists of parallelism, a comparison.

Verbal iconicity concerns relations of likeness that depend on modeling by
language, that is to say that are part of the world modelled by a historical-
natural language and of worlds modelled by its special languages. Likeness is
internal to modeling of historical-natural language, as such it is not determined
by a relation of analogy or isomorphism with objects external to such modeling
processes. The relation between signs and the real world is the relation between
signs and the reality they model.

An aspect which strongly evidences the iconic character of verbal language
is metaphor. In this case iconic similarity consists in a comparison and only
concerns a few characteristics of what is being compared, which are sometimes
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superficial and other times more profound (simple and superficial analogy, or a
structural and/or genetic homology), leaving aside all the rest.

In Principi di scienza scienza nuova, Vico (1999: 444) observes that philolo-
gists in good faith believe that natural languages signify “a placito”, that is, by
convention. On the contrary, he observes that most words are formed through
metaphors and are generated by the senses. Vico cites Aristotle: ‘Nihil est in in-
tellectu quin prius fuerit in sensu.” In other words, the human mind under-
stands nothing that has not been first perceived by the senses (Vico 1999: 363).
Languages form words through metaphors; and metaphors generally carry out
a central role in all languages (Vico 1999: 444). Vico then goes on to say that in
the face of words that produce confused and indistinct ideas, and whose origins
are unknown, the grammarians universally established the rule that articulate
human words signify a placito. This solution served to remedy their ignorance,
and was also attributed to Aristotle, Galen, as well as to other philosophers:

Ma i grammatici, abbattutisi in gran numero di vocaboli che danno idee confuse e indis-
tinte di cose, non sappiendone le origini, che le dovettero dapprima formare luminose e
distinte, per dar pace alla loro ignoranza, stabilirono universalmente la massima che le
voci umane articolate significano a placito, e vi trassero Aristotele con Galeno ed altri filo-
sofi [. . .]. (Vico 1999: 444)

As anticipated metaphor is a type of icon; it is an expressive modality that cuts
across all verbal language and connects it to the nonverbal, activating interpre-
tive routes that relate sections in the sign network that are even very distant
from each other, similarly to inference of the abductive type. With Vico, it be-
comes clear once and for all that metaphor cannot be reduced to a mere rhetori-
cal device, decorative covering with respect to a given “nucleus of meaning,” to
presumed “simple and literal” meaning (Vailati, Welby). On the contrary, in
Vico metaphor emerges as the place where sense is generated. From this point
of view his work is particularly important. Like abductive inference, the cogni-
tive capacity of metaphor depends on the type of similarity (simple and superfi-
cial analogy or structural and/or genetic homology) established among things
that are different from each other. Meaning is developed through metaphor,
through relations of ‘interinanimation’ among words (Richards 1936). The pro-
cesses of metaphorization are present in discourse even when we are not aware
of them. In fact, we may distinguish between metaphorical trajectories that are
practiced automatically by speakers and would seem to present simple, ‘literal’
meaning, on the one hand, and metaphorical trajectories, on the other, that
are immediately recognizable as such, with a strong charge of inventiveness,
creativity and innovation thanks to the association (similarly to abduction) of

printed on 2/9/2023 8:24 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

Difference and similarity in the I-Other relation =—— 35

interpretants that are distant from each other in relations that are altogether
new and unexpected (see Ponzio 2004: 63-68, 83—-88, 182-183).

As Vico knew verbal language is particularly important for our understand-
ing of the workings of the human mind. And as we know today, one of the main
objectives of present-day “cognitive linguistics” is to understand the workings
of human thought, particularly how concepts form in the human mind. From
this perspective and similarly to Vico, cognitive linguistics focuses on the meta-
phor understood as a particular type of icon (with reference to Peirce’s triparti-
tion of the sign into icon, index and symbol). But cognitive linguistics does not
stretch beyond the empirical finding that the basis of verbal communication as
much as of symbolic expression in general, is given by metaphorical intercon-
nections that characterize human thought. On the contrary, with his “poetic
logic” Vico provides a good starting point for an explanation of the functioning
of associative-metaphorical processes in the formation of concepts in theoreti-
cal terms beyond the level of empirical phenomena.

In the second chapter of his New Science, Vico writes that tropes are a part
of “poetic logic,” metaphor being the most luminous, most necessary and most
used (see Vico 1999: 404).

The issue we are addressing is our full understanding of the decisive role
played by tropes and in particular metaphor in thought, verbal communication
and symbolic expression in general. Metaphor is figure of speech, figurative dis-
course, an associative modality of signification which has wrongly and at length
been considered as a rhetorical device, poetic embellishment, while in fact it is
central to the development and functioning of human language-thought.

In Traité des Tropes, César Chesneau Du Marsais ([1730] 1977: 11) acknowl-
edges that figures that are tropes are already metaphors (see [1730] 1977: 8),
and as speech modalities they are not distant from natural and ordinary figures;
on the contrary, there is nothing more natural, ordinary and common in human
language than figures (see ([1730] 1977: 11). And similarly to Vico he refers to
the immediately perceptible character of tropes and observes that like the fig-
ures of the body they have particular forms which render them immediately
identifiable. As says Dumarsais, it is not figures of discourse that take their dis-
tances from human ordinary language, but rather discourse without figures
conceding that discourse is possible without figurative espression (Ibid.: 8;
Petrilli and Ponzio 2019b).

Such a position is extroardinarily close to Jean-Jacques Rousseau‘s own re-
flections on tropes in his essay Essai sur lorigine des langues ([1781] 1989) as
well as Vico’s. And this association was in fact signaled by Cassirer in his Phi-
losophy of symbolic forms (1923), discussed by J. Derrida in De la grammatologie
(1967). According to Rousseau man was originally pushed to speak by the passions
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so that his first expressions were tropes. Figurative language appeared first, while
proper sense came last (see Rousseau 1989: 18).

As regards reflection on the role of metaphor in thought and language,
studies by Victoria Welby and Giovanni Vailati on the figures of speech, pub-
lished toward the end of the nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth
should also be remembered. Welby developed an important correspondence
with Peirce (some of his most innovative writings are part of this correspon-
dence) and worked at a theory of meaning she denominated “significs.” In
What Is Meaning? (1903), Significs and Language (1911) and her essays “Meaning
and Metaphor,” and “Sense, Meaning, and Interpretation” (1896), she describes
metaphor as a vital part of thought and verbal language whose essential charac-
teristic is what she calls plasticity. Rather than consider figurativity as some-
thing that must be repressed or literalized, or rather than consider images and
analogies as indistinct abstractions or mere rhetorical devices, Welby maintains
that we must get free of the “plain meaning” fallacy, from the idea of being able
to refer directly to hard dry fact. She promotes scientific research on the neces-
sary use of metaphor in thought and discourse to the end of enhancing its in-
strumental value in reasoning, knowledge and communication.

Vailati was also aware of the need to reflect on the functioning of metaphor.
He worked with Mario Calderoni and was in contact with Welby. He used
Welby’s and Peirce’s research (he was among the first in Italy to appreciate
the importance of the latter’s writings) for his own reflections on logic and
meaning in the spheres of ordinary and scientific discourse. He also under-
lined the need to reflect on the functioning of metaphor.

In “I tropi della logica” (1905), occasioned by Welby’s What Is Meaning?
Vailati examines metaphors used to discuss reasoning, that is, logical opera-
tions. In fact, even when we speak of discourse and thought, our discourse (or
metadiscourse) is tied to metaphors which condition the way we understand
linguistic and logical operations. In relation to metaphors Vailati distinguishes
between three types of images: images that 1) support (as when we speak of con-
clusions that are ‘founded,’ ‘based,’ ‘depend on,’ ‘connect up with’); 2) contain
or include (conclusions ‘contained’ in the premises); 3) come from or go to (con-
clusions ‘coming from’ given principles). Vailati interrogates such images used
to describe reasoning and underlines their connection with a hierarchical view of
things (to base, to be founded on), or with the mere distribution of certainties in-
cluded (in premises) and which must simply be explicited. In order to describe
the relation among concepts in terms of associative-metaphorical relations, Vai-
lati speaks of attraction and mutual support. The spread of certainty is bidirec-
tional, not unidirectional (see Vailati 2000: 80).
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Vailati does not use the Peircean term ‘abduction,’ but speaks of a “particu-
lar type of deduction” used in thought processes which has enabled the devel-
opment of modern science. In this particular type of deduction, says Vailati in
“Il metodo deduttivo come strumento di ricerca,” propositions taken as the
starting point need proof more than those which are reached, consequently final
propositions, or conclusions, must communicate what certainty is reached
through experimental verification to initial hypotheses. This is a special type
of deduction based on supposition, conjecture, guessing, hypothesis, “deduction
as a means of anticipating experience,” and which, differently from proper deduc-
tion, “leads to unsuspected conclusions” (Vailati 1971: 80). In this new type of de-
duction, or abduction, observes Vailati, relations of similarity are established
among things which are not immediately given, identifying analogies among
things which to immediate experience would not seem to be related. This ena-
bles cognition to progress beyond the processes of induction, says Vailati, so
that, as an effect of hypothetical deduction, or abduction, “we are able to dis-
cover intimate analogies among facts that would seem to be different, and
that immediate observation is incapable of revealing” (Vailati 2000: 80).

4 Assemblative likeness, poetic logic and
mathesis singularis

In a very interesting part of his lessons on the Neutre (1977-78, in Barthes 2002:
199-201), Roland Barthes (who keeps account of Vico, as emerges from the
references section of his lessons) opposes the concept to the metaphor. Both
concept and metaphor are constructed by association on the basis of likeness.
To explain the difference we shall leave Barthes and refer to William Shake-
speare’s The Merchant of Venice.

Choice of the right casket in this artwork is based on recognition of the rela-
tion between the lead casket and love, on recognition of the likeness between
choosing this casket and the beloved. This type of likeness is not the same as that
which allows for assigning certain individuals to the same class, to a group, at
the basis of classifying an individual according to a given genus; this is not a
question of what we may call the assemblative type of likeness. The type of like-
ness subtending the strategy used to solve the enigma of the caskets is rather the
same as that subtending the metaphor. It uses elective likeness, attraction, like-
ness on the basis of affinity. Likeness in this sense does not concern that which
presents itself as the same, as belonging to the same category, as identical, but
rather that which is different, refractory to the assemblative form, that which is
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other. In The Merchant of Venice procedure according to this type of likeness is
not only the reasoning behind the solution to the puzzle of the casket, that is,
according to which the choice of the casket is similar to the choice of the beloved:
to choose one is to find the other. It also characterizes some of the decisive argu-
ments developed by Portia. Portia appeals to this type of reasoning, what we may
call by “elective affinity” and which leaves the terms associated to each other in
their mutual otherness, in her effort to induce Shylock to clemency: given that
mercy is an attribute of God himself, earthly power seems more similar to divine
power when mercy softens justice, and therefore if Antonio recognizes the bond,
Shylock must be merciful. But Portia’s decision to help Antonio is also based on
this type of likeness: the fact that Antonio is tied to Bassanio by profound friend-
ship, “makes me think that this Antonio [. . .] must needs be like my lord”. In-
deed if Antonio, whom Bassanio loves, is like Bassanio, then he is like Porzia,
who loves Bassanio: in Antonio Portia says she recognizes “the semblance of my
soul”.

This type of likeness involves a movement towards the other as other, analo-
gous to giving, forgiving, giving at a loss. The logic of this movement by attrac-
tion is the same as that of unconditioned risk for the other, a one-way movement,
without return, without gain, towards the other, of being one for the other, of
“substitution” (Levinas 1974). This is a question of likeness where the terms are
not indifferent to each other, where differences are not cancelled, as in the
case of the indifference of assemblative likeness, which identifies, homolo-
gates, equals. On the contrary, likeness by attraction is characterized by a re-
lation of undifferent difference with the other: likeness by otherness contrasts
with likeness by identity characteristic of greedy exchange, of justice (on the
basis of justice we cannot any of us sell our salvation). This is the only type of
salvation Shylock knows, when he affirms his ethnic, religious identity, when
he complains of being betrayed by his daughter, who as such belongs to him,
is his own “flesh and blood”, when he claims what was established by contract.
Shylock refers to cohesive logic, identity logic, the logic of just exchange, greedy
logic, the logic of indifference, justice and revenge:

I am a Jew. Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affec-
tions passions? — fed with the same food, hurt with the same weapons, subject to the
same diseases, healed by the same means, warmed and cooled by the same winter and
summer as a Christian is? If you prick us do we not bleed? If you tickle us, do we not
laugh? If you poison us do we not die? And if you wrong us shall we not revenge? If we
are like you in the rest, we will resemble you in that. (Act III, Sc. I, 11. 56—65)

In his analysis of the relation between concept and metaphor Barthes identifies
two logics, assemblative logic of the concept, which proceeds on the basis of
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genera e species, paradigms, only recognizing individuals that belong to genera
and not singularities, assimilating that which cannot be assimilated, and the
logic of association by attraction and affinity (Vico’s “poetic logics”— Vico is
listed in Barthes bibliography under the title Intertexte his first course, 18 Febru-
ary 1978 — which characterizes metaphor (as the expression of “iconicity” and
“firstness”, and which we may claim following Peirce is based on the “agapas-
tic” relation, see Peirce 1923). According to the logic of elective affinity, aga-
pasm likeness leaves the terms of the relation in their otherness, irreducible
singularity. With reference to what Barthes says in La chambre claire, we may
observe that this logic renders plausible what he qualifies as a “bizarre” ques-
tion: why cannot there be, in a certain sense, a new science for every subject,
an affectively “new science”, in the Vichian sense? A Mathesis singularis (and
not universalis)? (Barthes 1980, It. trans.: 10).

“All concepts”, says Barthes (2002: 201) arise from “identification of the
non identical”. The concept: “reducing force of that which is different”. There-
fore “if we want to refuse reduction, we must say no to the concept”. So how do
we speak then? Barthes’ reply is: “Through metaphors. Replace the concept
with the metaphor: write” (Barthes 2002: 201).

Writing, literary writing, is precisely that practice that redimensions, avoids,
cringes from the arrogance of discourse (Barthes 2002: 201, see also Petrilli &
Ponzio 2006), whether individual or collective, including Vico’s “boria delle na-
zioni” (arrogance of nations). The only dialectic action against arrogance with
the same assertive nature as discourse is the transition from discourse to writing,
the practice of writing: the Neutral of writing, the desire of writing.

5 Mute language and speaking

The idea that man was created in the likeness of God involves a species-specific
trait essential to the human being, that is, language. In this context ‘language’
does not mean verbal language. The species-specific trait of the human being is
a modeling device capable of inventing many worlds, differently from other ani-
mals. Human beings was endowed with this particular modeding device when
they first appeared in evolutionary development; and this specific device condi-
tions evolution determing the capacity for articulate speech in Homo sapiens
and Sapiens sapiens. Sebeok calls this species-specific human modeling capac-
ity (a capacity for the “play of musement”) “language” and distinguishes this
from “speech”: orignally language was mute. As a modeling device capable of
modeling different worlds, it allowed for communication. Therefore, language
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thus understood is at the basis of the different historical natural languages.
This is the “lingua mutola” (mute language) discussed by Vico: originally all na-
tions were mute and expressed themselves through acts or body language (1999:
434). What Vico calls “language of the Gods” was almost completely mute, and
gradually became articulate language (Vico 1999: 446). We would do injustice to
deaf-mutes if we said that man is the animal that speaks. However, phonocen-
trism is hard to die, as most forms of discrimination.

We could make the claim that the human being is endowed with language,
“poetic logic” understood as a species-specific modeling procedure. Language
described as a faculty is more precisely a modeling device. Language as a spe-
cies-specific modeling capacity is at the basis of verbal language which only ex-
ists concretely in the different historical languages and in the different special
languages that compose it. Verbal language also consists of nonverbal lan-
guages (gestural, pictorial, photographic, musical language, etc.) which in ac-
cord with the distinction made in certain languages (e.g. Italian and French)
between historical natural language and language in general (It. lingua and lin-
guaggio, Fr. langue and langage) are called ‘languages’ though they are nonver-
bal. Historical natural languages and nonverbal languages depend on the faculty
of language proper to human beings. At the same time, language understood as
pre-verbal modeling also subtends manipulative activity of verbal and nonverbal
languages (see Rossi-landi 1985: 217-269). The production of artifacts and trans-
formation of material objects into signs proceed together (on a phylogenetic level
as well, that is, in the process of homination). And if they presuppose language
as primary modeling, the central element in such transformation, as Vico under-
lines, is the human body.

For whoever tries to explain the origin of language with Chomskyian con-
cepts, as does Liebermann (1975), the lack of distinction between ‘language’
and ‘verbal language’ gives rise to forms of ‘psychological reductionism.” “Com-
plex anthropogenetic processes are limited to the linear development of certain
cognitive capacities, and described in the language of traditional syntactics”
(Rossi-Landi 1985: 229).

According to Sebeok’s modeling theory, language (the primary modeling
system of the species Homo) appeared and developed through adaptation much
earlier than speech in the course of evolution of the human species through to
Homo sapiens. Language was not originally a communicative device. Chomsky
also maintained that language was not essentially comunicative, but by ‘lan-
guage’ he understood ‘verbal language,’ or ‘speech,’ as Sebeok would say. In-
stead, according to Sebeok, verbal language has had a specific comunciative
function through adaptation from the very moment of its appearance. Chom-
sky’s theory of verbal language does not keep account of the difference between
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language and verbal language, and without this difference it is not possible to
adequately explain the origin, nor the functioning of verbal language.

Other traits characterizing the human being derive from language. These in-
clude, ‘creativity,” the capacity for inventiveness and innovation, for decon-
struction and reconstruction, the semiotic character of semiosis, that is, the
capacity for metasemiosis, for using signs to reflect on signs, and therefore the
capacity for being aware, and consequently of being ‘condemned’ to responsi-
bility. The divine vocation of the human, that is proper to the human, consists
in such characteristics and belong to human beings insofar as they are endowed
with language.

Language thus understood is a species-specific capacity of the human being:
on a phylogenetic level, homo habilis (mute) was endowed with language before
homo sapiens used speech to communicate; on a ontological level, the infant is
already endowed with language, though it is in-fans, that is, it does not speak;
from the perspective of certain pathologies, deaf-mutes have language as much
as they cannot use speech as a means of communication. We can claim that the
dog most able to make itself understood does not only lack the word, as people
generally say, but first of all it lacks language. Instead, the deaf-mute only lacks
the word, but is not at all devoid of the capacity of language because of this. If,
as occurs in the fun scene imagined by De Mauro (1994: 24), two of our ancestors
could complain about the appearance of speech and its ‘drawbacks’ (De Mauro
does not ask himself how they managed), this is because they were endowed
with language, and on this basis, with other communicative means with respect
to speech.

The question of the origin of verbal language has generally been underval-
ued by the scientific community and considered as not worthy of discussion be-
cause of the unfounded solutions it has given rise to (an exception is a book by
Giorgio Fano entitled Origini e natura del linguaggio, 1972). Sebeok has reproposed
this problem developing the concept of ‘modeling’ as introduced by the Moscow-
Tartu school. And Vico had already offered a correct approach to this problem.
Not only: he also focuses on what we may call the ‘enigma of Babel,’ that is, the
question of the multiplicity of languages. Why many languages and not just one,
as instead occurs in the case of the thesis of origin through convention, ad
placitum; and above all when the thesis is that languages derive from the
same universal grammar, as Chomsky would have us believe? Vico maintains
that an enormous problem remains to be explained, the fact that there are as
many different natural languages as there are peoples (Vico 1999: 445).

The multiplicity of languages (as well as ‘internal plurilingualism’ in all
languages) derives from the human modeling capacity and ability to invent
many worlds, that is, from the human disposition for the ‘play of musement’ or,
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as Vico would say, for ‘poetic logic’ proper to the human being. Instead, we
have seen that Chomsky’s linguistics which resorts to the (Cartesian and biolo-
gistic) assumption of an innate Universal Grammar is unable to explain all this
in spite of insistence on the ‘creative character of language’ (that is, verbal
language).

The human modeling procedure, language, differs totally from that of all
other animals, while the type of sign it uses does not (signals, icons, indexes,
symbols, names, as Sebeok in particular has demonstrated). Its specific charac-
teristic is articulation, or as says Sebeok, syntax, that is, the possibility of pro-
ducing different significations that avail themselves of the same objects with an
interpretant-interpreted function. ‘Articulation’ makes us think of deconstruc-
tion into elements. ‘Syntax’ best expresses the spatio-temporal organization of
these objects. It would be best to speak of ‘syntactics’ which is a term taken
from the typology of the dimensions of semiosis and of semiotics, as proposed
by Charles Morris (1938), in order to avoid confusion with syntax in the linguis-
tic-verbal sense and in the sense of neopositivist logic. The syntactics of lan-
guage determines the possibility of combining a finite number of elements in an
infinity of different ways, producing different meanings each time. Aristotle
maintained a similar position when he indicated as a specific characteristic of
the ‘properly human signifying voice,’ the fact that it is suntheté (Poetica 1457 a
1415) or kata sunthéken (De interpretazione 16a 26—29; see Lo Piparo 2003) that
is, reached through composition and combination, despite interpretations that
reduce the Aristotelian conception of language to convention.

We prefer to speak of ‘writing’ to indicate the syntactics of language. Writing
is the combination procedure that enables us to produce an unlimited number of
senses and meanings through a finite number of elements (see Petrilli and Ponzio
2016). In this sense writing is antecedent to and the condition for speech. In fact,
the phonetic sign itself is writing because it functions uniquely on the basis of
combination.

Language is already writing, which therefore subsists avant la lettre (before
the letter), even before the invention of writing as a system for the transcription
of vocal semiosis, indeed even before the connection of language to phonation
and the formation of historical natural languages. Writing is part of language
‘before the stilet or quill imprints it as letters on tablets, parchment or paper’
(Levinas 1982, Eng. trans.: xi).

Language as it now presents itself has been influenced by its development
resulting from the use of phonetic material, and all the same it has not lost its
characteristics of writing antecedent to transcription. These include its articula-
tion into verbal writing, its iconic character (signification through position, ex-
tension, as when adjectives become longer in the superlative, or verbs in the
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plural, etc., as shown by Jakobson1968). When writing returned subsequently
as a secondary cover to fix vocalism, it used space, as says Kristeva (1982), to
preserve the oral word through time by giving it, that is, a spatial configuration.

The articulation of verbal language (Martinet’s double articulation, see Mar-
tinet (1965, 1967, 1985) is an aspect of the modeling procedure of language
which articulates the world through difference and deferral — différence/différ-
ance (Derrida 1967). Articulation is first of all distancing, espacement, operated
by language understood as a modeling procedure insofar as it is writing. To sig-
nify with the same elements through different positions is already writing, and
articulation of verbal language and through verbal language (secondary model-
ing) takes place on the basis of this type of signification through position.

As syntax, or — to avoid a term used by the linguists and neopositivists (Car-
nap’s ‘logical syntax’) and the misunderstandings it may give rise to —, as syn-
tactics, or, more precisely, writing antecedent to phonation and independently
from the comunicative function of transcription, modeling through language
uses pieces that may be combined in an infinite number of different ways. This
means to say that an indeterminate number of models can be deconstructed in
order to construct different models with the same pieces. Therefore, as says Se-
beok (1986), thanks to language human beings are not only able to produce
their worlds, like other animals, but also an infinite number of other possible
worlds: this is ‘the play of musement,” which carries out an important role in
scientific research and in all forms of investigation, as in simulation, from lying to
fiction, and in all forms of artistic creation. Creativity understood by Chomsky as
a specific characteristic of verbal language in reality is derivative, while in-
stead it is proper to language understood as writing, as a primary modeling
procedure.

The formation itself of speech and relative verbal systems, the historical nat-
ural languages, presuppose writing. Without the writing capacity, the human
being would not be able to articulate sounds or identify a limited number of dis-
tinctive features, phonemes, to reproduce phonetically. Without the writing ca-
pacity the human being would not know how to compose phonemes in different
ways to form a multiplicity of different words (monemes), nor to compose the lat-
ter syntactically in different ways to produce utterances that are always new, or
texts, complex signs whose unitary meaning is qualitatively superior and irreduc-
ible to the sum of the parts that compose it.

Writing is inherent to language as a primary modeling procedure; its spe-
cific characteristic is to confer different meanings upon the same elements de-
pending on their chronotopic position. In other words, writing is inherent to
language as a signifying procedure insofar as it is characterized as syntax. The
phonetic sign itself is writing. Language in itself is already writing, even before
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writing is invented as a system for transcribing vocal semiosis, indeed even be-
fore language is connected with phonation and the formation of (historical nat-
ural) languages.

The a priori is not speech. The a priori is language and its writing mechanism.
Musical writing, for example, derives from the language modeling capacity simi-
larly to verbal language, and therefore participates in the conditions for viewing,
articulating, and relating without which a human world would not be possible.

Walter Benjamin also seems to insist on the idea of a connection between
language and writing as understood above when he focuses on allegory and de-
scribes it in terms of writing, or when he reflects on hieroglyphics, on the ideo-
gram and on the relation between thought and original writing, on verbal
language that does not limit itself to simply serving communication, on the
letter that withdraws from the conventional combination of writing atoms and
assumes a sense in itself, as an ‘image,’ because it assumes an iconic charac-
ter: in the ‘baroque,’ that which is written tends towards the image, and from
a linguistic perspective this constitutes the unity of the linguistic and the figu-
rative baroque (see Benjamin 1980: 162-229).

Another characteristic of verbal and nonverbal languages thanks to writing
proper to language is the possibility of functioning as signs without an end, or
rather, as an end in themselves, producing a sort of excess with respect to their
cognitive, communicative, and manipulative function. This capacity is also
present in animal behavior, but only in terms of repetition. The dialogism of
interpretants, therefore their capacity to overcome signality in the direction of
signness, and signification in the direction of significance (what R. Barthes in
his book of 1982 calls third sense, with respect to sense in communication, in
signification, in the message) is connected to the character of writing inherent
in language. The idea of man being created in the likeness of God can no
doubt also be interpreted in terms of the nonfunctionality of linguistic crea-
tion, of being an end in itself. However, this is not undertood in the sense of
esthetics, that is, art for art’s sake, nor in the productive sense of communication
for production (profit), nor in the anthropocentric sense according to which all
means used by man to affirm himself is justified by his ends, e.g., anthropization
of the planet (that is, the process of adapting the environment to human needs).
On the contrary, the nonfunctionality of creativity, of being an end in oneself is
understood in a humanistic sense, which means to say that man’s greatest wealth
is to view himself from the perspective of otherness, to view otherness as an end
and not as means.
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6 Open identity

Identity matters are now very much at the centre of attention in the world
today. To claim identity, to assert and to make a show of identity, to the point
of obscenity nowadays would seem to be an important goal for human behav-
iour — if not the most important. This is true of the single individual as much as
of the community and applies to the various spheres of life — sexual, ethnic,
religious, racial, ethical, linguistic, cultural, national, etc. Identity aims to as-
sert itself and achieve its goals at all costs, even at the cost of sacrificing other-
ness, whether one’s own or the other’s.

Contrary to all this, the single individual may be associated, instead, with
otherness logic and considered in one’s unrepeatability, uniqueness. Unique-
ness, singularity, the eachness of each one of us is associated with otherness.
Moreover, otherness as we are describing it involves the condition of responsi-
bility without alibis, and not just technical responsibility, it is associated with
unlimited, absolute responsibility. Absolute responsibility implies a relation of
unindifference to the other.

Identity as it is commonly understood, that is, closed identity, tends to
deny uniqueness, singularity: it asserts itself in its generality. Indifference is a
characteristic of the whole, of the totality, of the group or community to which
a given identity belongs, of which it is a part. Understood in these terms identity
is short-sighted identity, indifferent identity, identity-difference indifferent to
other identity-differences.

This type of identity, closed identity, implies well-defined boundaries that
serve to exclude the other, that narrow and delimit responsibility towards the
other. Dominant ideology and official discourse are grounded in the logic of
closed identity. As such they assign roles and responsibilities, special or techni-
cal responsibilities, that is, responsibilities limited by alibis.

As part of a given totality or assemblage, identity-difference, that is, differ-
ence, the single individual considered in terms of closed identity, reduced to
identity logic is achieved on the basis of the elimination of singularity, unique-
ness. Externally, difference is achieved and maintained on the basis of the logic
of opposition, general binary opposition, which means to say on the basis of
relations that tend to be conflictual. Such relations are described by Charles
Peirce as “obsistent” relations. In such relations opposition is a necessity, given
that to eliminate opposition means to eliminate identity.

Difference based on closed identity will at the most succeed at tolerating
the other, the opposite other, thus defined on the basis of such factors as sex,
role, ethnic group, culture, language, religion, nation, colour of the skin, social
status, etc. But to the extent that identity-difference implies a relation between
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oppositional identities, tolerance is always on the verge of degenerating into
open conflict.

However, “interpretation semiotics” developed as global semiotics and as
“semioethics” evidences the possibility of developing difference that is not op-
positional, that is not conflictual, that is to say, identities and differences that
do not necessarily involve relations of opposition, exclusion and mutual indif-
ference — non-conflictual identity and difference.

Instead, the history of the conquest of identity is the history of the extromis-
sion of the other, the history of imposing monologism, univocal unity on the
great plurality of different linguistic-cultural practices across the globe, condi-
tioning goals, structures and orientations. Sacrifice of the other, the outsider,
the foreigner, the stranger is structural to identity. Never before as in social re-
production today has the demand made by identity for sacrificing the other, for
elimination of the other been so extreme, so obsessively insistent, so paroxys-
mal. Self-centred identity is manifest in the present day and age in all its un-
equivocal “obscenity”.

Closed identity pervades the social in all its aspects, the problem of the rela-
tion between power, freedom, responsibility and difference in a global world
where identity is specified as national, cultural, ethnic, and racial identity.
With reference to race and ethnicity, the whiteness question today continues
to be relevant. At the heart of identity today is the market, or better market
logic, precisely so-called equal exchange market logic. Identity constructs its
rhetoric on the logic and ideology of exchange, which means to say that iden-
tity excludes any movement towards the other that does not return to the iden-
tical and that does not produce profit.

Human society and its signs are constructed through the mediation of “lin-
guistic work,” social reproduction and ideology where the role of identity is an
a priori. Language, that is, verbal language, acts as an essential means, as the
material in which ideologies are constructed and in which the signs of identity
are determined. Even more, beyond means and material, language models and
conditions ideologies and identities. We are alluding here to “language” as lan-
guage for communication, the language of different discourse genres, ordinary
language, special language, the language of mass media and social networks,
technological language. But “language” is also language as modelling (see
Sebeok, Petrilli and Ponzio 2001).

“Signification” or better “significance” beyond and before the hic et nuc im-
plies the otherness dimension of semiosis, Welby’s “mother-sense”, Peirce’s “first-
ness”, “iconicity”, “orience” or “originality” and in terms of interpretation his
“final interpretant”, Levinas’s “jouissance”, his “absolute otherness,” Bakhtin‘s ex-
tralocality, unlimited responsibility. Thus conceived significance is not reducible to
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the empirical moment, to the hic et nuc of semiosis, but tells of our signifying po-
tential before and beyond it, of the human capacity for transcendence and over-
coming with respect to restrictive limitations and boundaries aiming to repress and
exclude.

Semioethics predicates the need to resist the reduction of otherness — the
potential for dialogue and opening to the other — to the world-as-it-is. Ulti-
mately semioethics is a semio-philosophical method for resistance and dissent,
for disobedience in the face of repression, power and control: challenging si-
lence as imposed by the order of discourse, semioethics reproposes the power
of critique and resistance through listening, dialogue, co-operative participa-
tion and responsibility.

As asserted and approved unanimously by participating states at The Final
Act of the Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe, 1975 (more simply
known as the Helsinki Final Act), renewed in 1990 by the European Co-ordination
Centre for Research and Documentation in Social Sciences) there is no justifica-
tion for conflict. This document interdicted war as a solution to international con-
flict. War was never to be justified. Recourse to force in any form, or even just to
a threatening attitude among states was not admitted, apart from whether those
states had undersigned the accord or not.

Nonetheless, this document proved to be ineffectual, incapable of influenc-
ing international relations. Within a few years it was clear that the Helinski Con-
ference with its idea of cooperation among states in Europe and across the
world for the sake of peace, safety and security had failed. A major flaw in the
Helsinki document is that despite good intentions, its discourse was grounded
in identity logic (Petrilli and Ponzio 2005: 491-499; 2017: 159-176). By 2002 the
Helsinki Final Act was supplanted by another document, The National Security
Strategy of the United States of America, issued by the White House for the sake
of national defence. This document introduces the concept of war as “just and
necessary”. Thereafter recourse to war was legitimated at a global level and
considered instrumental for the resolution of conflict, whether national or inter-
national, and justified as “preventive war”, as “humanitarian war”, as “war on
terror”, ultimately as the means to maintaining “World Order”.

Identity in today’s world closes to the other, hiding beyond walls of fear and
violence, and as such is inevitably orchestrated to generate conflict. But identity
can also be conceived as open identity (Morris 1949), as non-indifference towards
the other, before and after identity and its reduction to the empirical world, the
world “at hand”, to borrow the expression from Ronald Arnett (2017a).

A slogan we could launch for liberation from the obscenity of identity is
the following: not signs of difference as signs that make difference, but signs
that make a difference. Otherness-difference, that is, difference regulated by
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the logic of otherness, is unindifferent difference, difference unindifferent to
the other. Difference regulated by the logic of otherness involves dialogical de-
ferral among signs, continuous responsive renvoi from one sign to the next,
beyond the limits of identity, understood as closed identity. Thus interpreted
identity implies difference that is unindifferent to the other, unindifferent dif-
ference, difference or différance to evoke the language of our contemporary
French philosopher, Jacques Derrida.

The sign is in becoming in the movement of renvoi and deferral among
signs, according to the condition of difference thus described; the sign lives on
signs and among signs. The sign is in becoming as it shifts across signs, is struc-
tured and constructed in the relation among signs, in the space among signs. In
this sense the sign is in translation, in other words, the sign as such inevitably
involves deferral to another sign.

Open identity: in other words, identity outside closed, short-sighted identity
and outside the exclusiveness of belonging. With respect to the ontology of repre-
sentation, being and immanence, open identity is out of place, out of order. Not
only is such a shift necessary, but also urgent. Closed identity demands indiffer-
ence towards the other, homologation of singularity, of the uniqueness of each
one, thus it demands elimination of the other, negation of the other. Yet singular-
ity, uniqueness can only be achieved in the relation with the other and for the
other. And given that the other is witness to the actions of the identical, the sub-
ject, the self, only in the relation to the other can we aspire to the properly human.

7 Singularity as the dialogical space of
responsible action

Extralocalization, exotopy are terms that translate the Russian expression vne-
nakhodimost’, to find oneself on the outside, to place oneself outside in a way
that is unique, absolutely other, uncomparable, singular. “Vnenakhodimost™ is a
basic concept in the thought of the Russian philosopher Mikhail M. Bakhtin (Orél
1875—-Mosca 1975), in his aesthetic vision, present throughout all his works, from
his very first paper, an essaylet of 1919, “Art and answerability”, to that on the
human sciences of 1974, “Toward a Methodology for the Human Sciences™.

The concept of vnenakhodimost’ enters Bakhtin‘s grand project for a “moral
philosophy” as “first philosophy,” which he had already elaborated during the
1920s. However his papers a propos, which at the time were never completed,
were only published posthumously, as late as 1986 (more than ten years after
his death) under the title “K filosofii postupka”. “Postupok” means “act” and
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contains the root “stup” which means “step,” therefore “act as a step,” as an
initiative, a move. As signifying “to take a step,” “postupok” recalls another of
Bakhtin’s expressions from the 1920s, beginning from “Author and hero in aes-
thetic activity” (now in Bakhtin 1990: 4-256), “transgredient”, which too implies
“to take a step”, a step beyond, outside reciprocity, outside equal exchange, out-
side do ut des logic, outside symmetry, synchrony, sameness, identification. In
the architectonics of Bakhtinian thought, the word “transgredience” like “postu-
pok” is central in outlining the concept of vnenakhodimost’.

Bakhtin estabilishes a relation of “complicity” between moral philosophy as
first philosophy, understood as philosophy of responsible action, and philosophy
of verbal art, that is to say philosophy of literary language. He refers this prob-
lematic specifically to artistic activity already in his first writing of 1919, subse-
quently elaborated in the “K filosofii postupka” in the 1920s (v. A. Ponzio’s
introduction to Bachtin e il suo circolo, Opere 1919-1930, 2014). Philosophy of
responsible action and philosophy of the artistic text and specifically the liter-
ary text are connected in a relation of reciprocal implication. This connection is
at the basis of all the fundamental concepts developed by Bakhtin during the
course of his research, from these early writings through to the second half of the
1970s: in addition to “exotopy” or “extralocalization” (vnenakodimost’), “excess”
(izbytok), “picturing” (izobraZenie), “responsibility,” “witness-judge,” “dialogue”.

The moral orientation and the artistic encounter each other in their com-
mon opening to alterity, singularity, to the uniqueness of each one. In fact, the
expression “Edinstvennyi”, which means singular, unique, unrepeatable, excep-
tional, uncomparable, sui generis, corresponding to the German einzig, is cen-
tral in Bakhtin‘s philosophical discourse. But singularity interests Bakhtin not
in the sense of individualism, of egocentric identity and righteous self-esteem.
Instead, he develops the concept of singularity in the sense of opening to the
other, the other of self and the other from self, listening to the other, responding
to the other in the context of a semiosic network built on relations of dialogic
intercorporeity interconnectedly with life throughout the whole universe.

Bakhtin, as he recounts himself, read Sgren Kierkegaard (in German) (see
Bakhtin 2008), who at the time was unknown in Russia. Consequently, Bakhtin
was familiar with Kierkegaard’s conception of the “single”, of “singularity,”
which Bakhtin relates to Dostoevskij, a writer he loved as did Emmanuel Levi-
nas. Bakhtin and Levinas shared a love of literature, literary writing, and both
recognized in Dostoevskij the literary writer — whose artistic vision portrays the
essential unity between responsible action and singularity — a master in “moral
art”. Developing Dostoevsky, Bakhtin too envisages a relation of reciprocal im-
plication in the relation between art and answerability, art and umlimited re-
sponsibility at high degrees of dialogism (see Petrilli 2020a).

printed on 2/9/2023 8:24 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

50 —— Susan Petrilli, Augusto Ponzio

For Levinas as well responsibility is unalienable, and unlimited responsibil-
ity is inalienable in keeping with the uniqueness of the single individual, be-
yond the limits of the individual the representative a group or assemblage of
some sort. I am responsible for the other, my neighbour without that other
being responsible for me. In this sense responsibility is election beyond identifi-
cation with the assemblage, the genre, a principle for individuation. Levinas
supports the idea of individuation of man by means of responsibility for others.
For Levinas I am responsible for the other more than anybody else, and like
Bakhtin Levinas too recalls Dostoevskij author of the novel Brothers Karamazov
in which one of the characters says: “We are guilty for everything and for every-
body, and me more than anybody else”. From the very beginning encounter
with the face of the other is in the asymmetry of intersubjectivity, of responsibil-
ity for him (see Levinas 1991: 139-143).

From his early writings Bakhtin‘s problem was to evidence the profound con-
nection between two worlds, the world of life and the world of culture. In effect,
the cultural world — to know, dialogue, contemplate, create, take responsibility,
a standpoint — is achieved in the general context of life, and in this sense the cul-
tural world continues to be a vital world. We are in the life-world when we con-
struct the world in which we objectify our life and identify it with a given sector of
culture (see Ponzio, “Introduzione,” in Bachtin e il suo Circolo 2014: 4). The ques-
tion Bakhtin asks is what is it that unites these worlds?, and he responds that the
connection is given by the act (“postupok”), the act as a unique event in which
are decided the choices of each one, my choice as a singularity. In other words,
the connection between culture and life is given in the responsible act.

Already in “K filosofii postupka” Bakhtin distinguishes between “special re-
sponsibility” and “moral responsibility”. In the responsible act that unites the
world of life with the world of culture, choices and standpoints are oriented ac-
cording to a double responsibility: “special responsibility” or “technical re-
sponsibility” and “moral responsibility” or “absolute responsibility”. Special
or technical responsibility is relative to the objective unity of a sector of culture
and therefore to a given role, a certain function. As such it is relative to the
identity of the individual, that is to repeatable, replaceable, interchangeable
identity. Instead, moral responsibility, absolute responsibility knows no limits, nor
guarantees, nor alibis. Special responsibility responds to the limits of identity
connected with social roles, with the abstract individual member of an assem-
blage, this type of responsibility can be deferred to the other, but is altogether
indifferent to the other outside social role.

Indifference to the other, exclusion of the other, conflictual relations with
the other are justified in the name of special or technical responsibility. Special
responsihility justifies identity with its short-sighted egocentrisms. Instead, moral
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responsibility, absolute responsibility is what makes the action of each one
unique, unrepeatable, non deferrable. It is not the responsibility of the individ-
ual and of alterity relative to the latter, but responsibility of uniqueness, sin-
gularity, absolute alterity that overcomes the boundaries of the identical.

Bakhtin establishes a relation between these two types of responsibility and
two types of meaning: “meaning” differentiated as identical, repeatable, objective
meaning, which corresponds to the sector of culture in which the act is objecti-
fied; and “actual sense,” “theme” or “significance” which is the unrepeatable
meaning of the act, the act as a unitary, unique and unclassifiable event. What
unites culture and life, cultural consciousness and singular consciousness is the
non-indifference of the responsible act. Detached from responsibility, cultural,
cognitive, scientific, aesthetic, political vales rise to values in themselves and
lose all possibility of verification, sense, transformation.

Evoking Levinas when he distinguishes between “relative alterity” and “ab-
solute alterity” and Morris when he discusses the “open self” as opposed to the
“closed self”, we will distinguish between “relative identity” and “absolute iden-
tity”, between “closed identity” and “open identity”. Identity, difference recog-
nized on an official, public level is associated with assemblative logic, identity of
a set, genre, class, concept. Thus conceived identity is indifferent to singularity,
uniqueness, to the unrepeatability of each one. This type of identity, of difference
generally functions on the basis of a code, by opposition between one identity
and another. It takes shape relatively to another identity, another difference rep-
resentative of another group, as the condition for its very own identification. This
is difference indifferent to the difference of absolute otherness and singularity
(Ponzio 1994), identity-difference by contrast to otherness-difference.

Official socio-cultural relations, those recognized with a juridical status, are
relations between identities representing a group of some sort, between differ-
ences distributed in binary relations regulated by secondness. Assemblative
identity of the genre, class, concept emerges in the oppositional relation with an-
other identity, another difference, another relative alterity. To subsist as identity
thus conceived, on the one hand presupposes singularity, on the other imposes
indifference. All this creates the conditions for the constitution of binary, oppos-
tive relations of identity, where the problem is not binarism in itself, binarism as
opposed to triadism, but the lack of dialogue in relations dominated by confron-
tation and conflict.

Even when we profess tolerance towards the other (Pasolini), this is the tol-
erance of genre, of the abstract other, whose alterity is relative to a group of
some sort, whose identity is shaped in terms of belonging or not belonging. The
other who tolerates calls for the tolerated other. Thus the relation between “tol-
erator” and “tolerated” is one of opposition, where the “tolerated” is easily perceived
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as undesirable and cumbersome. All communities, identities, differences are consti-
tuted on the basis of indifference towards the other. Consequently, they each gen-
erate their own “extracommunitarian” whom in the best of cases is tolerated. By
contrast to the community of citizens, the comunitarians, on the one hand, mi-
grants, illegals, asylum seekers, foreigners, the extra-comnunitarians, on the other;
by contrast to the community of workers, on the one hand, the unemployed, the
parasite, exploiter, on the other; by contrast to white skin, black skin; by contrast
to the Christian the Muslim; by contrast to the healthy, “normal,” “able” members
of a community, the disabled, the abnormal, the unable. Without dialogue, sub-
stantial dialogism among elements, the step to open conflict is short.

8 Semioethics of love and listening

Aesthetic value, in turn, increases the sign’s autonomy with respect to pre-
established and immediately productive ends, privileging, instead, reflection,
imagination, Peirce’s “play of musement,” process, projectuality, inventive-
ness, and together the capacity for critique, for response, responsive under-
standing, and of responsibility for the other, the other in me as much as from
me. And as excess and escape from the constrictions of identity — closed iden-
tity, egocentric identity —, from the obligations of social role, the abductive
capacity involves what evoking Peirce we may call the agapastic capacity (CP
6.302).

Agape is the capacity to recognize in relations of reciprocal implication,
in the inexorable condition of intercorporeal interconnection, of intercorpore-
ity, the singularity of each one of us. Consequently, agape involves elevation
and transcendence (not in the metaphysical sense, but earthly transcendence,
semio-material transcendence, the transcendence of humanism oriented by
otherness) with respect to the limits of the identical, of the same; and it involves
liberation from the pretentious claim to “reciprocity” and “symmetry” between
parts, to equal exchange among signs, meanings and linguistic values, as pos-
ited by code semiotics (see Saussure 1916; for a critique in this sense, see Ponzio
1981: 95ff.).

Agape, love, is resistance and dissent in front of the attempt at reducing
singularity to identity, the each of each and every one of us to the code, to con-
vention, to social roles, social programs and their distorted, mystifying ideolo-
gies. In fact, singularity is associated with non-functionality and what has been
specified as the “right to non-functionality” (see Ponzio 1997), described as a
fundamental human right. Non-fuctionality is the right to life which is not
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reduced to mechanical schemes, statistics and calculations, to a life which is
not reduced to mere subsistence levels, to relations of self-interest, to relations
governed by the rules of official social programming, today in terms of effi-
ciency, productivity, competitiveness.

Love is responsibility towards the otherness of the other (autrui), outside
the schemes of functionality, unindifference towards the other as other, outside
the schemes of self-interest, hospitality, and listening to the other, encounter
with the other — even the “unalike,” the “odd” other, the “different” other, the
“distant” other, this other whom in a globalized world is getting closer and
closer, is ever more “my neighbour”. As such love is the capacity to respond to
the other as other, to account to the other and for the other, and not only for
one’s own self (see Petrilli 2020b).

Singularity calls for unlimited responsibility as thematized by Levinas, but
also by Bakhtin, responsibility without alibis or justifications in support of iden-
tity, that is, short-sighted and egocentric identity. With Levinas love, love as un-
indifference to the other, as implication with the other, as hospitality towards
the other is the original relation. In other words, the originating condition of
the human, the original consciousness of the human is love (see Philosophy,
Justice Love, 1982, in Levinas 1991, 137-156).

Contrary to prejudices and limits implied by perspectives that are ultimately
anthropocentric, ethnocentric, glottocentric, our humanity (humane humanity)
is determined in responsibility towards the other, by a capacity for responsibil-
ity/responsivity that is unlimited, unconditional. Such an approach, which is
founded semiotically, scientifically, evidences how the life of each one of us,
how life in its singularity is effectively implicated not only in the life — in the
sense of the quality of life as well — of other human beings, but in all life-forms
over the planet. We are all, each as a singularity, implicated, inexorably inter-
connected in the great global semiosic network. So that dialogicality, more than
a kind concession towards the other, is inevitable exposition to the other, in-
volvement with the other, implication in the relation of intercorporeity with the
other, impossibility of closing to the other, of withdrawing from one’s implica-
tion, of each and every one of use, in the destiny of the other, and all this not-
withstanding any efforts to the contrary, impossibility of barricading oneself
behind walls of indifference in relation to the other, precisely.

The human individual is conditioned semiotically, that is to say beyond or-
ganic and biological terms, in historical and social terms as well. As a “semiotic
animal” capable not only of communicating with signs, but of distancing our-
selves from signs and of reflecting upon them, we are called to respond to and
to account not only for our own self, but for the other. And the more we are
conscious of the dialogical nature of our own self, of the condition of inevitable
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implication with the other, of the ineludibility of involvement with the other, as
foreseen and prescribed by the sign, by semiosis, by life that converges with se-
miosis, the greater is our responsibility for the other, a responsibility that is
“unlimited”, “absolute”, in relationships without alibis, without parapets, with-
out justifications.

Dialogue and encounter is no less than prescribed by the sign nature of cul-
tures and languages. Dante in the XIII century, as a poet and writer, knew this
and at the time, through the extralocalized gaze of the literary work, had al-
ready perspected the solution to the problems that afflict the world today, the
only one possible for the health of humanity: encounter, dialogic encounter.
There is no other solution. War generates war, violence generates violence, con-
flict generates conflict. And on creating one of the most extraordinary artistic
chronotopes of all times — as testified by the ongoing multiplication of interpre-
tants that The Divine Comedy as an artwork has continued to generate across
the centuries — Dante’s cosmic vision depicts exactly this, salvation for life in
the journey of love for love, among unique human beings, among singularities:
Dante and Virgil, Dante and Beatrice, towards God, a multiethnic, multicultural
and plurilinguistic God without bounds.

The Divine Comedy is the expression of man’s desire to cross over bound-
aries in the search for the other. It’s magnificence metonimized in the splendour
of Beatrice’s eyes and in her smile, inspire and elevate the poet carrying him
well beyond the petty boundaries of identity in the boundlessness of the chro-
notope of absolute, unlimited love. The unique, singular act, Bakhtin‘s “step”
(postupok, act as a step), his responsible action is here depicted in the “transu-
manar” (transhumanizing) of a journey guided, first in the dialogue with Virgil
and after in the flight with Beatrice towards absolute light.

In the system of values of the Christian world light is associated with knowl-
edge, therefore with God as the highest knowledge and as love, hence light is as-
sociated with charity as the ultimate end of knowledge itself which reaches its
apex, its maximum expression and signifying potential in divine love, a divine
love of this world, with its gaze turned to the human.

To evoke the words of Bakhtin in which the aesthetic, philosophical and
theological visions intersect, united in dialogue, unindifference, responsibility
and love:

. . . the center of value in the event-architectonic of aesthetic seeing is man as a lovingly
affirmed concrete actuality, and not as a something with self-identical content. Moreover,
aesthetic seeing does not abstract in any way from the possible standpoints of various
values; it does not erase the boundary between good and evil, beauty and ugliness,
truth and falsehood. Aesthetic seeing knows all these distinctions and finds them in the
world contemplated [. . .] they remain within that world as constituent moments of its
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architectonic and are all equally encompassed by an all-accepting loving affirmation of
the human being. [. . .]

In this sense one could speak of objective aesthetic love as constituting the principle of aes-
thetic seeing [. . .] The valued manifoldness of existence as human [. . .] can present itself
only to a loving contemplation. Only love is capable of holding and making fast all this
multiformity and diversity [. . .] Only un-self-interested love on the principle of “I love him
not because he is good, but he is good because I love him,” only lovingly interested atten-
tion, is capable of generating a sufficiently intent power to encompass and retain the con-
crete manifoldness of existence, without impoverishing and schematizing it. [. . .]

Lovelessness, indifference, will never be able to generate sufficient power to slow down
and linger intently over an object, to hold and sculpt every detail and particular in it,
however minute. Only love is capable of being aesthetically productive; only in correla-
tion with the loved is fullness of the manifold possible. (Bakhtin 1993: 63-64)
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Abstract: Following an ideal tradition in sign studies that leads from Hippocrates
and Galen through John Locke to Charles S. Peirce and Charles Morris, Thomas
Sebeok with global semiotics reaches the broadest vision ever concerning what to
regard as semiosis or communication: communication or semiosis coincides with
life. Where there is life, there are signs, where there is life there is communica-
tion, semiosis. And human semiosis? Unlike Saussure’s pioneering sémiologie, in
global semiotics, human semiosis is “semiotics” in a special sense. “Semiotics”
not only names the general science of signs, but also properly human semiosis.
All living beings indifferently are semiosical animals. Instead, anthropos is a se-
miotic animal, which means to say that humans not only use signs, but they reflect
on signs, are endowed with metasemiosis, which invests them with a capacity for
conscious awareness and responsibility. But throughout history limitations have
been placed on responsibility on the basis of distinctions and separations based on
the logic of “identity” and “belonging”. Semioethics evidences how separatism is
unwarranted and inevitably leads to conflict. Reconnecting with ancient medical
semeiotics and its vocation for health and listening (auscultation), semioethics
proposes to interpret symptoms of social disease, through listening and tuning
into otherness, and thereby contribute to the health of semiosis, for the sake of
the quality of life globally.
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1 Semiotics, semeiotics, global semiotics

Biology and the social sciences, ethology and linguistics, psychology and the
health sciences, their internal specializations — from genetics to medical semeiotics
(symptomatology), psychoanalysis, gerontology and immunology - all find in
“global semiotics,” as conceived by Thomas A. Sebeok (2001), the place of en-
counter and reciprocal exchange, as well as systematization and unification.
Important to note, however, is that “systematization” and “unification” are
not understood neopositivistically, in the static terms of an “encyclopedia”
(whether a question of juxtaposing knowledge and linguistic practices, or of
reducing knowledge to a single scientific field and its relative languages, as
in neopositivistic physicalism).

Global semiotics is a metascience concerned with all academic disciplines
insofar as they are sign-related. It cannot be reduced to the status of “philoso-
phy of (ideoscopic) science,” though of course as a cenoscopic science' it is dia-
logically engaged with - is indeed intrinsic to — philosophy. Global semiotics
unites what other fields of knowledge and human praxis generally keep apart
either for justified needs of a specialized order, or because of a useless and even
harmful tendency towards short-sighted sectorialization (which is not free of
ideological implications, most often poorly masked by motivations alleged to be
of a scientific order).

Instead, the continuous and creative shift in perspective that the global ap-
proach to semiosis makes possible favours the identification of new interdisciplin-
ary relationships and new interpretive practices, as foreseen by Charles Morris
among others. Sign relations are identified where it was thought there were none:
that is, where no more than mere “facts” and relations among things had been
identified, as if independently from communication and interpretive processes.
Moreoever, this continuous shift in perspective favours the discovery of new cog-
nitive fields and languages which interact dialogically — in truth a question of dia-
logical relations among signs that already exist and call for recognition. It is not
just a question of building bridges ex novo, but of recognizing in the interconnec-
tedness, the dialogical intercorporeality that is already present and structural to
the existent. Characterized by the capacity to explore the boundaries and margins

1 Peirce 1908, see CP 8.342 and 8.343, from a letter to Lady Welby: “the cenoscopic studies
(i-e., those studies which do not depend upon new special observations) of all signs remain
one undivided science”; and “one of the first useful steps towards a science of semeiotic, or
the cenoscopic science of signs, must be the accurate definition, or logical analysis, of the con-
cepts of the science”.
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of an array of different sciences, by its capacity for opening to the other, semiotics
has also been dubbed by Sebeok as the “doctrine of signs” (1976, 1986).

The expression “semiotics” refers to both the specificity of human semiosis
and the general science of signs. Under the first meaning semiotics relates to the
specific human capacity for metasemiosis. In the world of life that encompasses
semiosis,” human semiosis is characterized as metasemiosis, that is, as the possi-
blity of reflecting on signs. We can approach signs as objects of interpretation in-
distinguishable from our responses to them. But we can also approach signs in
such a way that we suspend our responses to them so that deliberation is possible.

Semiotics as metasemiosis is connected to responsibility: the human being,
the only “semiotic animal” to exist, is the only animal capable of accounting for
signs and sign behaviour. Consequently, the semiotic animal, the human ani-
mal is subject to responsibility and subject of responsibility. Under this aspect,
the critical instance of the philosophy of language towards the science of signs
consists concretely in not limiting its attention to the gnoseological-theoretistic
aspect of semiosis, but of focusing on the pragmatic dimension as well, and on
the well-being of semiosis, therefore of life, on caring for life, for the health of
semiosis generally.

From this point of view general semiotics, which in its current configuration
as “global semiotics™ posits that semiosis and life converge and consequently

2 Semiosis is the process, or relation, or situation, whereby something serves as a sign. The
sign is inseparable from semiosis. For something to be a sign, something else must be present
to it. This second thing is referred to as an interpretant. The interpretant itself is a sign and is
thus connected to another interpretant, and so on in an open and infinite chain of interpre-
tants (see Petrilli and Ponzio 2005: 1.3). All of this means that for every sign there is a semiosis.
Every sign is a portion of its own semiosis and cannot be detached from it. This is similar to the
relationship between a cell and the cell tissue it helps form. And every semiosis is in turn con-
nected with other semioses. Signs are linked together in an infinite chain; for their part, semi-
oses form something like a network. In the same way that the sign is a portion of semiosis,
semiosis is a portion of the sign network.

3 Semiotics studies the different forms of semiosis, sign processes, sign activity forming the
semiosphere. From the perspective of so-called “global semiotics” where semiosis is described
as converging with life (in this sense global semiotics is “semiotics of life”), the semiosphere
identifies with the biosphere (term coined in Russian by Vladimir Vernadskij in 1926) to
emerge, therefore, as the semiobiosphere. The semiosphere thus extended is articulated into
different subspheres which overlap and converge with the great kingdoms of life: the zoo-
sphere whose material is zoosemiosis, the object of study of zoosemiotics; the phytosphere
made of phytosemiosic processes studied by phytosemiotics; and the mycosphere whose myco-
semiosic activities are the object of study of mycosemiotics. Semiosis in the human world,
anthroposemiosis and its various articulations, enters the more general and inclusive sphere
of zoosemiosis, it forms the anthroposphere and is studied by anthroposemiotics.
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concerns all of life over the planet, recovers its relationship with ancient medi-
cal semeiotics. This is not only a question of the historical order, involving
knowledge of the origins, but rather it concerns our approach to reality today in
a globalized world where the implication of each one’s destiny in the destiny of
all of life, of all others over the planet is rendered manifest as never before. We
have denominated this orientation, this special bend in the study of signs, “semi-
oethics” (see Petrilli 2014; Petrilli and Ponzio 2003a, 2010).

2 Enter semioethics

Semioethics is a crucial part of the answer to the question regarding the future
of semiotics, the destiny of semiosis, proposed by Thomas A. Sebeok in “Semio-
sis and Semiotics: What Lies in Their Future?” (in Sebeok 1991: 97-99). In fact,
it evidences the responsibility of semiotics towards semiosis, thereby proposing
that “global semiotics,” which is founded in the general science of signs as con-
ceived by Charles S. Peirce, now be further developed in this direction.

Semioethics is closely associated with the question of listening, where “listen-
ing” is also understood in the sense of medical semeiotics, auscultation. We must
listen to the symptoms of today’s globalized world and identify the various voices
of social malaise, and thus counteract the race towards our own destruction.

Our future is the “future anterior of semiotics”. We decide today for the fu-
ture of semiotics, not only as a science, but also as a human species-specific ca-
pacity for using signs to reflect on signs and making decisions as a consequence.
The problem is not only of a theoretical order, but inevitably involves semiotics
as semeiotics, symptomatology, and as semioethics, thus the future of semiotics
(indeed of life) is a problem of the cognitive, pragmatic and ethical orders.

But all this only concerns a part of global semiotics, that involving the world of “euka-
riots,” leaving aside the enormous quantity of “prokariots” with which life arises on earth and
continues to flourish and evolve to this very day. All this occurs thanks to an incredibly refined
communication system which interconnects all life forms in a network that covers the entire
planet. Prokariots are the object of study of a branch of general semiotics known as microsemi-
otics and specified as endosemiotic. As the expression itself explains endosemiotics focusses
on semiosis and communication inside the organisms populating the great kingdoms. In addi-
tion to prokariots, endosemiotics studies intercellular communication in larger organisms in-
cluding the genetic code, the immunitary system, the neuronal system, all communication
systems which allow for the reproduction, maintainance and overall behaviour appropriate to
a specific Umwelt.
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Never has the present (as today, our own present) been so charged with re-
sponsibility towards the future, and so capable of putting the possibility itself
of a future at risk. Today decides our tomorrow, today’s decisions condition the
life of signs and the signs of life, their future, the continuity of semiosis on the
planet Earth. As a semiotic animal, the human being is the only animal respon-
sible for semiosis, for life. And the person involved in the study of signs as a
profession is even more responsible than any other.

Reformulating Terence’s famous saying, “homo sum: umani nihil a me alienum
puto”, Roman Jakobson (1959) asserted that “linguista sum: linguistici nihil a me ali-
enum puto”. This commitment by the semiotician to all that is linguistic, indeed, to
all that is sign material (not only relative to anthroposemiosis or more extensively
to zoosemiosis, but to the whole semiobiosphere) is not only intended in a cogni-
tive sense, but also in the ethical. Such a commitment involves concern for the
other, not only in the sense of “to be concerned with. . . .” but also in the sense of
“to be concerned for. . ..” “to care for. . . ”. Viewed from such a perspective, con-
cern for the other, care for the other imply a capacity for responsibility without
limitations of belonging, proximity, or community. In truth, this capacity is not
exclusive to the “linguist” or “semiotician”. Developing Jakobson’s intuition, we
could claim that it is not as professional linguists or semioticians, but more sig-
nificantly as human beings that no sign is “a me alienum”. And leaving the first
part of Terence’s saying unmodified, “homo sum,” we may now continue with the
statement that insofar as we are human beings not only are we semiosical ani-
mals (like all other animals), but we are also semiotic animals. From this point of
view humans are unique by comparison to the rest of the animal kingdom. The
consequence is that nothing semiosical, including the biosphere and the evolu-
tionary cosmos whence it sprang, “a me alienum puto”. Paraphrasing Terence: “I
deal with signs, so nothing in the life of signs is indifferent to me”.

To summarize: the human being is a “semiotic animal” thus denominated
to the extent that we are endowed with a capacity for semiotics understood as
“metasemiosis,” with the capacity for making decisions, taking a stand, inter-
vening upon the course of semiosis, which implies that the human being is in-
vested with a unique capacity for responsibility towards semiosis. From this
point of view, the semiotic animal is also a “semioethic animal”. The expression
“semioethics”, then, indicates a propensity in semiotics to recover its ancient
vocation as “semeiotics” (or symptomatology) interested in symptoms and the
quality of life. It is not intended as a discipline in its own right, but as an orien-
tation in the study of signs developed in the framework of “global semiotics™.

“Global semiotics developed in the direction of semioethics” describes a re-
search itinerary that studies signs in relation to values. Though a constant focus
in sign studies across the twentieth century (with such figure as Victoria Welby,
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Charles Morris, Ferruccio Rossi-Landi and on the background others still like Mi-
khail Bakhtin and Charles Peirce), the relation between signs and values has not
been a mainstream interest, but today, in a globalized world, this relation has
become ever more urgent to address and foster.

A fundamental claim made by semioethics is that semiotics most not only de-
scribe and explain signs, but must also search for adequate methods of inquiry
for the acquisition of knowledge as well as make proposals for human behaviour
and social programming. As the general (cenoscopic) science of signs, semiotics
should overcome parochial specialisms — that is, all forms of separatism among
the sciences (see Perron, Sbrocchi, Colilli, Danesi, eds. 2000; Rossi-Landi 1968,
1972, 1992). The ethical aspect of semiotics is projectual and critiques human
practice generally with reference to all aspects of life from the biological to the
socio-cultural, paying attention to reconnect that which is generally considered
to be separate. For an approach to semiotic studies intending to interrogate not
only the sense of science, but the sense of life for humankind, the capacity for
criticism, social awareness, and responsible behaviour are central issues. Devel-
oping Sebeok’s standpoint and proceeding beyond him, semioethics evidences
the ethical implications of global semiotics and their importance for communica-
tion and life overall (see Cobley 2010b; Petrilli 2014).

3 The semiotic animal, a semioethic animal

Thanks to the “human modelling capacity” and its “syntactics,” also designated
as “language,” a species-specific characteristic, the human being can be de-
scribed as a “semiotic animal”. Because of this special modelling device, we now
know that the human being is not only endowed with semiosis, but also with
metasemiosis or semiotics, that is, a capacity for using signs to reflect on signs,
for critical awareness (Deely, Petrilli, Ponzio 2005). In this proposition the expres-
sion “language” is used to denominate the human capacity for modelling as

4 The term language is introduced by Thomas Sebeok for the primary modelling system spe-
cific to the genus Homo. The primary modelling system is not natural language (Fr. langue / It.
lingua), as instead the Moscow-Tartu school maintains, but rather language in the sense of the
French langage and Italian linguaggio. Instead, natural language (Fr. langue / It. lingua) ap-
pears quite late in human evolution and is a secondary modelling system. Consequently, cul-
tural sign systems that presuppose natural languages are tertiary modelling system.

The concept of modelling comes from the so-called Tartu-Moscow school (A.A. Zaliznjak,
V.V. Ivanov, V.N. Toporov, Ju.M. Lotman, cf. Lucid 1977; Rudy 1986) where it is applied to
natural language (Fr. langue / It. lingua), which it describes as a “primary modelling system” (cf.
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distinct from communication; whilst the expression “semiotics” in addition to the
name for the general science of signs indicates the specificity of human semiosis,
metasemiosis. “Semiotics” in this second sense qualifies human animals as “se-
miotic animals” and connects human behaviour with conscious awareness and
the capacity for responsibility, where “responsibility” is understood both in
the sense of the ability to respond, “response-ability”, of responsiveness,
and of answer-ability, account-ability.

The capacity for language understood as modelling and characterized by
syntax (better, syntactics) endows human beings with the capacity to construct
not only one world, like all other animal species, but numerous possible worlds.
This species-specific modelling capacity appeared with hominids and determined
their evolution during the whole course of development from Homo habilis to
Homo erectus to Homo sapiens and now Homo sapiens sapiens. Syntax or writing
(ante litteram writing, that is, writing before the letter, avant la lettre, to use an
expression introduced by Emmanuel Levinas (1972), writing before verbal tran-
scription) involves the capacity to (mutely) construct multiple meanings and senses,
multiple registers, that is, multiple meanings relative to different registers, with a
finite number of elements. From this point of view, oral verbal language can also be
discussed in terms of “writing” (Petrilli and Ponzio 2003b: 7-10, 11-26; see also Pet-
rilli 2012: 122-123). Parallel to activation of the modelling capacity (language) in the
evolutionary development of Homo, nonverbal signs were also used for communica-
tion as in all other animals, but with the difference that in humans they were rooted
in (mute) language (modelling). In this sense these nonverbal signs are linguistic
nonverbal signs (Posner et al., 1997-2004, Art. 18, §5, §6).

As “semiosic animals” human beings interpret signs without distinguishing
between the levels of immediate interpretation, what I propose we call direct
semiosis, primary semiosis, and the understanding of interpretation; instead, as
“semiotic animals” or “metasemiosic animals,” human beings can suspend the

Deely 2007), and to the other human cultural systems described as “secondary modelling sys-
tems”. On our part we implement the term modelling following Sebeok who extends the concept
beyond the sphere of anthroposemiosis and connects it to the biologist Jakob von Uexkiill and
his concept of Umwelt (“surrounding world”) (cf. Kull 2010a, b). In Sebeok’s interpretation, Um-
welt means “external world model”. On the basis of research in biosemiotics, we know that the
modelling capacity can be observed in all life-forms (cf. Sebeok 1979: 49-58, 68-82 and Sebeok
1991a: 117-127). “Modelling systems theory” has recently been reformulated by Sebeok in collab-
oration with Marcel Danesi (Danesi and Sebeok 2000). They study semiotic phenomena as
modelling processes. In light of semiotics oriented in the sense of modelling systems theory, se-
miosis can be defined as a capacity in all life-forms which produces and understands signs ac-
cording to specific models, organizing perceptive input as established by each species (Danesi
and Sebeok 2000: 5).
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immediate, direct interpretation of signs and set the conditions for reflection
and deliberation, for what we can call indirect or secondary semiosis, complex
semiosis. In fact, that in the life-world human semiosis should be characterized
as metasemiosis means that not only can we approach signs as the object of in-
terpretation undistinguished from our response to them, but that we can also
suspend our responses and deliberate.

Metasemiosis is a biosemiosic and phylogenetic endowment that, thanks to
syntactics, or language understood as modelling, favours a unique capacity for
creative and critical intervention on semiosis. Thus equipped the human being is
uniquely capable of assuming a responsible attitude to life, signs and sign behav-
iour; and attending to the quality of life. This is connected to the human capacity
for listening and accountability, for caring for life in its joyous and dialogical
multiplicity, where “caring for” implies an object, the other, to be concerned for
that other, but without making claims to power and control through therapy
and cure. Such a propensity arises in the context of global intercorporeality,
dialogical interrelatedness, and creative awareness of others as actors in the
same semiosic web that is life.

Remembering the axiom formulated by Sebeok with his “global semiotics”
which recites that where there is life there is semiosis, that life and semiosis coin-
cide (Sebeok 1986a, b, 1994, 2001a), the “semiotic animal,” the rational animal
that is homo is uniquely capable of reflection, deliberation, of making critical
choices and taking a standpoint. Consequently, the semiotic animal is capable of
taking responsibility for semiosis and life over the entire planet, for their health
and good functioning. In this sense, we are both subject o and of responsibility.

As semiotic animals human beings are capable of a global view of life and
communication:> hence the question “What is our responsibility to life and the
universe in its globality?” (Petrilli and Ponzio 2010: 157). This question is central
to the orientation in semiotics designated as “semioethics,” an expression introduced

”

5 “Communication,” “modelling” and “dialogism” are three fundamental concepts in semiotics
where the first is generally privileged over the other two, but cannot be understood without them.

Communication presupposes modelling, given that communication occurs internally to a
world produced by the modelling processes it presupposes. Modelling systems, in turn, also
evolve from communication as it occurs in the species, and from the environment — being the
context of modelling produced by adaptation. But communication always occurs on the basis
of the type of modelling that characterizes a species.

By dialogue is understood the way in which an organism in its specific Umwelt relates to
the intraspecific and extraspecific organic, and to the inorganic. Semiosis is generally dialogic.
The notion of dialogism does not contradict, but rather supplements and confirms those no-
tions that insist on the autonomy of the living organism, for example, Jakob von Uexkiill’s
functional cycle and Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela’s autopoiesis. Furthermore,
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to indicate what we consider to be an evitable turn in semiotics studies today in rela-
tion to the human world (more exactly, the multiple human worlds, real and possi-
ble, that characterize anthroposemiosis) (Petrilli 2010; Petrilli and Ponzio 2005: 562).
The capacity for reflection that is at once creative and critical (as stated, a specific
characteristic of human semiosis), for metasemiosis, effectively contributes to a
better understanding of why, in what sense we are responsible for semiosis, for
life throughout the “semio(bio)sphere”.

The semiotic (i.e. metasemiosic) capacity implies a third human species-
specific modality of being-in-the-world beyond the biosemiosic and the semiotic,
what we have denominated the semioethic. Viewed together these different per-
spectives on sign activity in the global communication network afford a fuller un-
derstanding of the extent to which human beings are responsible for the health of
semiosis generally in all its forms, for the quality of life, human and nonhuman,
over the planet. The “semiotic animal” is also a “semioethic animal”.

The idea that homo is not only a “semiotic animal,” but also a “semioethic
animal” has been elaborated keeping account of Charles S. Peirce when he the-
matizes the concept of “reasonableness” beyond “reason”. “Reasonableness” is
understood here as open-ended dialectic-dialogic semiosic activity, unfinished
and unfinalizable, unbiased by prejudice and regulated by the logic of love, oth-
erness and continuity or what he also calles “synechism” (CP 1.615, 2.195, 5.3).
The concept of reasonableness is intended to supersede the limits of abstract gno-
seologism and to orient semiotic research in a pragmatic-ethic or evaluative-
operative sense. In his Preface to his 1903 Lectures on Pragmatism (CP, Vol. 5,
Bk. I), Peirce makes the following statement (cited from his 1902 dictionary
entry “Pragmatic and Pragmatism”):

Almost everybody will now agree that the ultimate good lies in the evolutionary process
in some way. If so, it is not in individual reactions in their segregation, but in something

dialogue must be distinguished from communication. Communication is only one aspect of se-
miosis. The other two are modelling and dialogism.

Dialogism, modelling and communication — which in the human being are characterized
species-specifically — belong to semiosis in general and for this reason can be traced, in differ-
ent forms, degrees and modalities, in all living beings. The dialogic character of verbal semio-
sis, its modelling and communicative functions, are specific characterizations of the human
species of capacities that can be traced in semiosis generally in any living being. A more de-
tailed study of the semiosis of language understood as “langage / linguaggio” (primary model-
ling), and as langue / lingua (secondary modelling), and of other cultural sign systems that
presuppose language understood as “langue / lingua” (tertiary modelling) are available in the
chapter “Language as primary modelling and natural languages: a biosemiotic perspective,”
co-authored with Augusto Ponzio, for the volume Biosemiotic Perspectives on Language and
Linguistic, 2015.
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general or continuous. Synechism is founded on the notion that the coalescence, the be-
coming continuous, the becoming governed by laws, the becoming instinct with general
ideas, are but phases of one and the same process of the growth of reasonableness. This is
first shown to be true with mathematical exactitude in the field of logic, and is thence
inferred to hold good metaphysically. It is not opposed to pragmatism in the manner in
which C. S. Peirce applied it, but includes that procedure as a step. (CP 5.4)

According to Peirce the most advanced developments in reason and knowledge
are achieved through the creative power of reasonableness, governed by the forces
of agapasm (on the relation between logic and love, see Boole 1931b [1905]).° He
maintains that love is directed to the concrete and not to abstractions; towards
one’s neighbour, not necessarily in a spatial sense, locally, but in the sense of af-
finity, a person “we live near [. . .] in life and feeling” (CP 6.288). Love is a driving
force in logical procedure characterized in terms of abduction, iconicity and crea-
tivity. The development of mind occurs largely through the power of love thus
understood. The type of evolution foreseen by synechism, the principle of conti-
nuity, is evolution through the agency of love. On such issues Peirce refers us di-
rectly to his essay of 1893, “The Law of Mind” (CP 6.289). Furthermore, Peirce
polemically contrasts progress as achieved through a relation of sympathy
among neighbours, the “Gospel of Christ,” with what he calls the “Gospel of
Greed” which reflects the dominant ideology of his day and encourages the
individual to assert one’s own rights and interests, its own individuality or
egoistic identity over the other (CP 6.294).

Love, reasonableness and creativity are all grounded in the logic of other-
ness and dialogism and together move the evolutionary dynamics of semiosis in

6 Peirce identified the ultimate end of semiosis in the human world neither in individual pleasure
(hedonism), nor in the good of society (Utilitarianism), but rather in a principle regulating the
evolutionary development of the universe, what he calls “reasonableness” (CP 5.4). In Peirce’s
view, the ultimate value of the concept of the summum bonum is reason and the development of
reason, that is, reason understood as an open, dialectic process, as unprejudiced research, or as
Bakhtin would say, as an ongoing dialectical-dialogical process, a movement oriented by the
logic of otherness. This process is never complete or finished, but rather is rooted in the principle
of continuity or synechism (CP 1.172). Therefore Peirce himself transcended the limits of a merely
gnoseological semiotics working in the direction of what can be described as an ethical-
pragmatic or valuative-operative approach to the study of signs and human behaviour. In addi-
tion to his Collected Papers, here we shall simply recall the telling title of his posthumous collec-
tion of essays, which is indicative of his orientation: Chance, Love and Logic (1923). In the final
phase of his production (which overall spans approximately from 1887 to 1914) — what Gérard
Deledalle in his 1987 monograph on Peirce calls the Arisbe period (the name Peirce gave to his
home in Milford, Pennsylvania, where he lived to the end of his days) — Peirce specifically turned
his attention to the normative sciences: in addition to logic these include aesthetics and ethics
and hence the question of ultimate ends or of the summum bonum.
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the human world. And given their unique, species-specific capacity as semiotic
animals, human beings, as anticipated, are also invested with a major role in
terms of responsibility towards semiosis generally, which means to say towards
life in all its forms over the entire planet.

From the point of view of human social semiotics, our own approach to sign
studies, linguistic and nonlinguistic, verbal and nonverbal, is oriented “semio-
ethically” to embrace questions traditionally pertaining to ethics, aesthetics and
ideology (see Rossi-Landi 1978, 1992a). Indications in this sense can be traced in
Peirce who, coherently with his pragmatism, developed a cognitive approach to
semiotics in close relation to the study of the social behaviour of human beings
and the totality of their interests. From a Peircean perspective, the problem of
knowledge necessarily involves considerations of a valuational and pragmatical
order. Semioethics in fact extends its gaze beyond the logico-cognitive and epis-
temological boundaries of semiotics to focus on the relation of signs to values
and thus on the axiological dimension of sign activity, which includes the
human disposition for evaluation, critique, creativity and responsibility, thereby
overcoming any tendency towards dogmatism and unquestioning acceptance.

This orientation is also prefigured by Victoria Welby with her significs” which
saw important developments across the first half of the twentieth century (see
Petrilli 2009a, 2015). The term “significs” indicates the human disposition for evalu-
ation, the import conferred upon something, the signifying potential and significance
of human behaviour, participation in the life of signs not only on the cognitive and
logical levels, but also in corporeal, emotional, pragmatic and ethical terms.®

Creative love and reasonableness associate knowledge and experience to the
pragmatic-ethical dimension. If we do not persist in proceeding in a contrary

7 “Significs” is a neologism coined by Welby in the 1890s for her theory of meaning and spe-
cial approach to the study of signs in all their forms and relations with a special focus on their
relation to values. Significs transcends pure descriptivism and gnoseological or logico-
epistemological boundaries in the direction of axiology and study of the conditions that make
meaningful behaviour possible (cf. Welby 1983, 1985a, b, 2009). As Welby claimed in a letter of
18 November 1903 to Peirce (in which she mentions her intellectual solidarity with the Italian
philosopher and mathematician Giovanni Vailati, 1863-1909), “significs” is a “practical exten-
sion” of semiotics: “Prof. G. Vailati, . . . shares your view of the importance of that — may I call
it, practical extension? — of the office and field of Logic proper, which I have called Significs”
(in Hardwick 1977: 5-8; see also Vailati 1971, 1987). Though this specification may seem super-
fluous given that the pragmatic dimension is inscribed in Peirce’s approach to semiotics, that
the ethical-valuational aspects of signifying processes are closely interrelated with the opera-
tive-pragmatic is important to underline.

8 Significs elects “significance” as its ultimate object of study with respect to “sense” and
“meaning,” the other two terms forming her meaning triad. “Sense” corresponds to the most
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sense and separate, even juxtapose processes that, instead, should integrate and
complete each other, we soon realize that to transcend the limits of a strictly

primitive level of pre-rational life, that of one’s response to the environment, it concerns the
use of signs and emerges as a necessary condition for all experience; “meaning” concerns ra-
tional life, the intentional, volitional aspects of signification; “significance” implies both sense
and meaning and extends beyond these to concern the “import” and “value” that signs have
for each one of us. As such, this notion can be associated with Morris’s own interpretation of
the concept of “significance” (Welby 1983 [1903: 5-6, in Petrilli 2009a: 264, see also 265-272]).
According to Welby, “sense,” “meaning” and “significance” indicate three simultaneous and
interacting dimensions in the development of expressiveness, interpretive capacity and opera-
tive force (cf. Heijerman and Schmitz 1991; Schmitz 1985, 1990).

In the Preface to her monograph Significs and Language (1911), Welby describes significs as
“the study of the nature of Significance in all its forms and relations, and thus of its workings
in every possible sphere of human interest and purpose”; and the interpretive function as
“that which naturally precedes and is the very condition of human intercourse, as of man’s
mastery of his world” (Welby 1985: vii). In Significs and Language, as in all her writings, the
problem of analyzing signifying processes is also the problem of investigating the processes of
the production of values as a structural part of the production of meaning in human sign activ-
ity. The epistemological, ethical and pragmatic dimension of signifying processes finds expres-
sion in unconsciously philosophical questions asked by the “man in the street,” as Welby says,
in everyday language: “What do you mean by . . . ?,” “What does it signify?,” “What is the
meaning of . . ., ” etc. In what may be described as her most complete published work on the
problem of signs and meaning, What is Meaning? (1903), Welby observes that “Man questions
and an answer is waiting for him. . . . He must discover, observe, analyse, appraise, first the
sense of all that he senses through touch, hearing, sight, and realize its interest, what it practi-
cally signifies for him; then the meaning - the intention - of action, the motive of conduct, the
cause of each effect. Thus at last he will see the Significance, the ultimate hearing, the central
value, the vital implication — of what? of all experience, all knowledge, all fact, and all
thought” (Welby 1983: 5-6).

Further on in the same volume she specifies that “significs in a special sense aims at the
concentration of intellectual activities on that which we tacitly assume to be the main value of
all study, and vaguely call ‘meaning™’; (Welby 1983: 83). Therefore, in the face of accumulating
knowledge and experience, the so-called “significian,” whether scientist, philosopher, or ev-
eryday person, is urged to ask such questions as: “What is the sense of . . . ?,” “What do we
intend by . . . 2,” “What is the meaning of . . . ?,” “Why do we take an interest in such things
as beauty, truth, goodness?,” “Why do we give value to experience?,” “What is the expression
value of a certain experience?”. In Welby’s view, such questions and their responses concern
the sense of science and philosophy, and are at the basis of all controversies concerning aes-
thetics, ethics, and religion. Consequently, significs is relevant to all spheres of life not because
it claims semiotic omniscience, but because it turns its attention to interpretation and meaning
value as the condition of experience and understanding.

As the study of significance, significs advocates an approach to everyday life and to science
that is oriented by the capacity for critique and creativity, release from dogmatism, dialectic-
dialogic answerability, by the capacity for listening and responsibility. Significs results from
relating the study of signs and sense to ethics. Ethics not only constitutes the object of study,
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gnoseological approach in the study of sign activity is not only appropriate, but
necessary (see Petrilli 2014a: 67-83).

In sum, these considerations present general semiotics with a plan that is
not related to any particular ideological orientation. The semiotic animal is a
properly responsible actor, capable of signs of signs, mediation, reflection,
awareness, of suspending action and of deliberation. As such, the semiotic
animal is capable of critical, creative, and responsible awareness as regards
semiosis over the entire planet, of taking a critical standpoint with respect to
semiosis in its various aspects, and on this basis of acting rationally and reason-
ably. From this perspective we have seen that the semiotic animal can also be
described as a semioethic animal.

but is also the perspective. The measure itself of the semantico-pragmatical validity of all
human knowledge and experience is ethical insofar as they produce sense and value.

The term “significance” designates the disposition towards valuation. Reference is to the value
we confer upon something, the relevance, import, and value of meaning itself, the condition of
being significant. This is determined by the involvement of human beings in the life of signs at the
theoretical, emotional, ethical and pragmatic levels together. Welby oriented a large part of her
own research in the sense of the relation of signs to values, what we have indicates as “semi-
oethics” as a development on “global semiotics” and preferred the term “significs” to underline
the direction of her studies rather than “semiotics” and other similar expressions such as “se-
mantics” (Bréal 1897), “semasiology” (Reisig 1839), or “sematology” (Smart 1831, 1837), etc.

In a letter to Welby dated the 14 March 1909 (in Hardwick 1977: 108-130), Peirce estab-
lished a correspondence between Welby’s triad, “sense,” “meaning” and “significance” and
his own that distinguishes between “immediate interpretant,” “dynamical interpretant,” and
“final interpretant”. Peirce’s “immediate interpretant” concernsmeaning as it is normally used
by the interpreter. As Welby says in relation to sense, it concerns the interpreter’s immediate
response to signs. The “dynamical interpretant” concerns the sign’s signification in a specific
context. So, as Welby claims in relation to meaning, it is used according to a specific intention.
But even more interesting is the connection established by Peirce between his concept of “final
interpretant” and Welby’s “significance” (Petrilli 2009: 288-293). According to Peirce, the final
interpretant concerns the sign at the extreme limits of its interpretive possibilities. In other
words, it concerns all possible responses to a sign in a potentially unlimited sequence of inter-
pretants. As attested by the correspondence to Welby’s “significance,” the “final interpretant”
also alludes to signifying potential, to the capacity for creativity and critique and is fundamen-
tally concerned with valuational attitudes.
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4 Critical global semiotics. Caring and
responsibility as the secret of sociality

Semiotics conceived as the general science of signs needs to refine its auditory
and critical functions, the capacity for listening and critique, and “semioethics™
can contribute to the task. From this perspective, “global semiotics,”as antici-
pated, is not limited to a gnoseological-theoretistic approach to semiosic pro-
cesses, but is also sensitive to the pragmatic-ethical dimension of sign activity.
Global semiotics is founded in cognitive semiotics, but as we have claimed
must also be open to a third dimension of semiosis beyond the quantitative and
the theoretical which is the ethical. This third dimension concerns the ends to-
wards which we strive: in fact, other expressions previously introduced for this
particular dimension of semiosis include in addition to “ethosemiotics,” the ex-
pressions “teleosemiotics,” and “telosemiotics,” though for the relation between
semiotics and ethics we now prefer the expression “semioethics” (Petrilli 1998:
180-186; Petrilli and Ponzio 2016: 223-259).

Semioethics is not intended as a discipline in its own right, but as an orienta-
tion, a perspective in the study of signs, which inherits the critical instance of phi-
losophy of language, the quest for sense.’ The expression “semioethics” indicates

9 In response to a query from John Deely a propos the term “semioethics,” Ponzio explains as
follows in an e-mail exchange between 4 and 5 January 2010:

Semioethics was born in the early 1980s in connection with the introductions (written by
Susan Petrilli) to the Italian translations of works by Thomas Sebeok, Charles Morris, Victoria
Welby and my own introduction and interpretation of works by Mikhail Bakhtin, Ferruccio
Rossi-Landi, Giovanni Vailati, and Peirce (see my Bibliography). The problem was to find, with
Susan, a term which indicates the study of the relation between signs and values, ancient se-
meiotics and semiotics, meaning and significance, and which somehow translates Welby’s
“Significs” into Italian: we coined terms and expressions such as “teleosemiotica,” “etosemio-
tica,” “semiotica etica” in contrast with “semiotica cognitiva” (see the Italian edition by Mas-
simo Bonfantini of Peirce, La semiotica cognitiva, 1980, Einaudi, Turin).

The beginning of semioethics is in the introductions by myself and Susan to the Italian edi-
tions (translation by Susan) of Sebeok, Il segno e i suoi maestri, Bari, Adriatica, 1985, of Welby,
Significato, metafora e interpretazione, Adriatica, 1985, in the essays by Susan and me published
in H. Walter Schmitz (ed.), Essays in Significs, Amsterdam, John Benjamins, 1990, in Susan’s
books of the 1980s, such as Significs, semiotica, significazione, “Prefazione” by Thomas Sebeok,
Adriatica, 1988, and Ponzio”s, such as Filosofia del linguaggio, Adriatica, 1985.

In a private note written in the context of the International Colloquium, “Refractions. Liter-
ary Criticism, Philosophy and the Human Sciences in Contemporary Italy in the 1970s and the
1980s,” held at the Department of Comparative Literature, Carleton University, Ottawa, 27-29
September 1990 (in the discussion following delivery of my paper “Rossi-Landi tra Ideologie e

“n

Scienze umane”), I used the Italian term “Semioetica” playing on the displacement of “e” in
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a propensity in semiotics to recover its ancient vocation as “semeiotics” or “symp-
tomatology” which focuses on symptoms.

Metasemiosis is a condition for global responsibility and implies the capacity
for listening, for listening to the other. Semiotics (therefore semioticians) can com-
mit to the health of semiosis and cultivate the capacity for responsible and respon-
sive listening towards the semiosic universe, which means to say towards life.

We have mentioned that a major issue for semioethics (like semeiotics) is
care for life, and given that in a global semiotic framework semiosis and life
converge, as postulated by Sebeok, our perspectives on life and our responsibil-
ities towards life take on global dimensions.

The expression to “care for life” does not imply any form of therapeutic
power, the power to cure, but far more essentially the capacity for involvement
with the other, interest in the other, unindifference to the other. It is in this
sense that general semiotics can be related to ancient medical semeiotics or
symptomatology with Hippocrates and Galen and their vocation for the health
of semiosis, for life (on sign conceptions in medicine in Ancient Greece, see
Langhoff 1997; on the medical origin of semiotics, see Sebeok 1994: 50-54; on
Galen in medical semeiotics, see Sebeok 2001a: 44-58). Given that semiosis coin-
cides with life (at least), the focus on the health of life practiced by this ancient
branch of the medical sciences can be recovered by “semiotics” understood as
the general science of signs and reorganized in terms of “semioethics™.

The semiotician concerned with the health of semiosis, the health of life
(human and nonhuman), focuses on symptoms (of illness, malaise, and individ-
ual and social disorders), but not as a physician, a general practitioner, or some
type of specialist. He does not prescribe drugs or administer therapeutic treat-
ments of any sort. Indeed, the widespread condition of medicalization in present-
day society must be challenged, as does uncritical recourse to such paradigms as
normal/abnormal, healthy/sick (view how to ignore warnings in this sense from

the Italian word “semeiotica”: indicating in Semiotics the ancient vocation of Semeiotics (as
conceived by Hippocrates and Galenus) for improving life, bettering it.

But in the title of 3 lessons delivered with Susan at Curtin University of Technology, Perth
in Australia, we still used the term “teleosemiotica”: “Teleosemiotics and global semiotics”
(July-September, 1999, Australian lecture tour: Adelaide University, Monash University, in
Melbourne, Sydney University, Curtin University, in Perth, Northern Territory University,
Darwin).

The book Semioetica, co-authored by Susan and me, was published in 2003 and is the land-
ing achievement of this long crossing of texts, conceptions, and words, as results from our bib-
liographic references [. . .].

It is very difficult to say exactly when an idea is born with its name: “universal gravitation”
was born when an apple fell from a tree on Newton’s head: isn’t that so?
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Thomas Szasz in the United States, see, e.g., Szasz, 1961, 2001, 2007; Petrilli and
Ponzio 2017a; Schaler, Lothane, Vatz, eds., 2017).

The semiotician’s interest in symptoms bears a certain resemblance to
Freudian analysis given the central role played by interpretation in both cases
and the inclination to listen to the other which is decisive for interpretation.
But listening here is not understood in the medical sense: to listen to the other
is not to auscultate. And if semiotic or, better, semioethic analysis of symp-
toms is similar to Freudian analysis, it shares nothing with the practice of in-
stitutionalized and medicalized psychiatry, with medicalized and “psychiatrized”
psychoanalysis, with psychiatric patients, psychiatric treatment, administration of
drugs, and sundry concoctions, that is, it shares nothing with the medicalization
and psychiatrization of life as practiced ever more in today’s globalized world.

Another connection can be established here with Victoria Welby and her
original approach to the study of signs, “significs,” when she observes the fol-
lowing, thereby developing her theory of meaning in full consideration of the
critical, pragmatic, and ethical dimensions of semiosis:

It is unfortunate that custom decrees the limitation of the term diagnosis to the pathological
field. It would be difficult to find a better one for that power of “knowing through,” which a
training in Significs would carry. We must be brought up to take for granted that we are diag-
nosts, that we are to cultivate to the utmost the power to see real distinctions and to read the
signs, however faint, which reveal sense and meaning. Diagnostic may be called the typical
process of Significs as Translation is its typical form. (Welby 1983 [1903]: 51)

Analogically “diagnostic” can be associated with the semioethic orientation in se-
miotics. In fact, semioethics derives its inspiration from Welby’s significs and its
focus on sense, meaning and significance, from Peirce’s interest in ethics, and
from Charles Morris‘s focus on the relation between signs and values, signifi-
cation and significance, semiotics and axiology (Morris 1964°), as much as
from the focus on otherness and dialogism thematized by Mikhail M. Bakhtin and

10 The title of Morris’s 1964 book, Signification and Significance. A Study of the Relations of
Signs to Values is significant in itself. In ithe draws attention to the relation between signs and
values as anticipated by the subtitle. Morris dealt with values almost as much as he dealt with
signs and opposed the idea that the mere fact of describing signs would give an insight into
values (Rossi-Landi 1953, 1975% 1992: Chs. 2, 3; Petrilli 1992: 1-36). Morris devoted a large part
of his research to the problem of ethical and aesthetic value: after his Foundations of the Theory
of Signs (1938) and Signs, Language and Behaviour (1946), he concentrated specifically on
value theory in his book Varieties of Human Value (1956).

He opens Signification and Significance describing two senses according to which the expres-
sion “to have meaning” can be understood: as having value, of being significant, on the one hand,
and as having a given linguistic meaning, a given signification, on the other. Morris uses the term
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Emmanuel Levinas." By contrast with a strictly cognitive, descriptive, and ideolog-
ically neutral approach to signs, language, and behaviour as it has traditionally

“meaning” to indicate a global concept analyzable into “signification” and “significance”. He
aimed to recover the semiotic consistency of signifying processes in the human world as testified
by the ambiguity of the term “meaning”. Meaning understood as signification is the object of semi-
otics, while significance is the object of axiology. An important aspect of the relation of signs to
values is that it calls for recognition of the inevitable relation of semiotics to axiology. Though
working from different perspectives, these disciplines converge in their object of study, namely
human behavioural processes. Morris was intent upon rediscovering the semiotic consistency of
the signifying process to which the ambiguity of the term itself “meaning” testifies. As he explains
in the Preface to the volume in question: “That there are close relations between the terms ‘signifi-
cation’ and ‘significance’ is evident. In many languages there is a term like the English term ‘mean-
ing’ which has two poles: that which something signifies and the value or significance of what is
signified. Thus if we ask what is the meaning of life, we may be asking a question about the value
or significance of living or both. The fact that such terms as “meaning” are so widespread in many
languages (with the polarity mentioned) suggests that there is a basic relation between what we
shall distinguish as signification and significance” (Morris 1964: vii).

11 Irrespective of the philosophical importance of dealing with the relation between signs and
values, there are at least another two reasons - the first historical, the second theoretical - for
treating the question of values in the context of sign theory: (1) research in this direction has
already been inaugurated (especially by Peirceans); (2) an adequate critique of decodification
semiotics calls for close study of the value theory that subtends it.

Sign theory as elaborated by Saussure in his Cours de Linguistique générale (1916), the “offi-
cial Saussure,” but actually written by a handful of students on the course, is based on the
theory of equal exchange value formulated by the School of Lausanne with such representa-
tives as Leon Walras and Vilfredo Pareto and marginalist economics (Ponzio 1986, 1990:
117-118). Saussure associates language with the market in an ideal state of equilibrium. Lan-
guage is analyzed using the same categories developed by “pure economics” which studies the
laws that regulate the market leaving aside the social relations of production, what Rossi-
Landi (1968, 1975a, 1992) calls “social linguistic work” and its social structures. This approach
orients the Saussurean sign model in the direction of equal exchange logic, establishing a rela-
tion of equivalence between signifiant and signifié and between communicative intention, on
the one hand, and interpretation understood as decodification, on the other.

This particular sign model and the value theory it implies had already been critiqued by
Rossi-Landi by the mid-1960s. In the light of historico-dialectical materialism he evidenced the
limits of language theories that ground instead linguistic value in equal exchange logic. He
applied theoretical instruments originally developed in the context of the Marxian critique of
exchange value in relation to questions of a more strictly socio-economic order to the analysis
of language (Rossi-Landi 1972, 1985). However, his critique can be traced back even further to
his monograph, Comunicazione, significato, e parlare comune, 1961, where he discusses what
he calls (with ironic overtones) the “postal package theory”. This expression underlined the
inadequacy of those approaches that describe signs, language and communication as mes-
sages that, like a postal package, are sent off from one post office and received by another.
With this metaphor, Rossi-Landi critiqued communication analyzed in terms of univocal
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characterized semiotic studies, an important task for semiotics today is to recover
the ethical-axiological dimension of human semiosis.

intentionality, as though formed from pieces of communicative intention neatly assembled by
the sender and just as neatly identified by the receiver.

Rossi-Land translated Morris onto the scene of semiotic studies in Italy. He inaugurated
his commitment to semiotic inquiry with an early monograph on Morris, 1953, followed
the year after with his translation of Morris’s Foundations of the Theory of Signs (1938). Signs,
Language and Behaviour (1946) had already appeared in Italy in 1949, translated by Silvio
Ceccato. But despite such input, as Rossi-Landi recounts in “A fragment in the history of se-
miotics” (1984, in Rossi-Landi 1992: 7-16), in Italy the times were not ripe for Morris and his
work was not as well received as he had hoped for. Since then Morris’s research has proven
to be nothing short of seminal for semiotic inquiry internationally. In 1975 Rossi-Landi’s
monograph on Morris appeared in a new enlarged edition with Feltrinelli (Milan), at last re-
ceiving the attention it deserved. Reflecting on the conditions that make for successful cul-
tural communication, Rossi-Landi explains like this: “For cultural communication to obtain,
the codes and subcodes must be sufficiently similar already; and noise and disturbance must
be relatively low. Alternatively, an enormous redundancy is required. To make clearer what I
mean: if one wants to be properly understood, one has to repeat the same things in a high
number of different occasions, through a high number of different channels. Cultural com-
munication must become a sort of propaganda. Each author is then compelled to choose be-
tween concentrating on the production of ideas and waging a sort of warfare for conquering
an audience. Here, again, we can see how inextricably fortuitous the tangle of theoretical
and practical factors can be. And, as Caesar put it, “multum cum in omnibus rebus, tum in re
militari potest fortuna”” (Rossi-Landi 1992: 14-15).

Rossi-Landi’s work can also be related to Mikhail M. Bakhtin‘s (1895-1975) research. Bakhtin’s
name is commonly associated with a monograph Marxism and the Philosophy of Language, pub-
lished in 1929, by Valentin N. Voloshinov (1895-1936), his friend and collaborator. In this book, but
even earlier, in 1927 with Freudianism. A Critical Sketch (Voloshinov 1927), Bakhtin and Voloshinov
critique Saussure’s Cours, illustrating how it does not account for real interpretation processes, for
the specificity of human communicative interaction, that is, for phenomena that qualify human
communication as such. The phenomena alluded to include, for example, the capacity for plurilin-
gualism or heteroglossia, plurivocality, ambiguity, polysemy, dialogism, and otherness. Bakhtin-
Voloshinov maintain that the complex life of language is not contained between two poles,
the “unitary language system” and “individual speaking,” that the signifier and the signified
do not relate to each other on a one-to-one basis, that the sign is not at the service of mean-
ing pre-established outside the signifying process (Voloshinov 1929: Part II, Chs. II, III).

In this perspective, “linguistic work” (Rossi-Landi 1968, 1992), which is “interpretive work”
(Bakhtin, Voloshinov) is not limited to decodification, to the mechanical substitution of an inter-
preted sign with an interpretant sign; in other words, interpretation is not merely a question of
recognizing the interpreted sign. In contrast, interpretive work develops through complex pro-
cesses which may be described in terms of “infinite semiosis” (Peirce) and “unending deferral”
(Derrida 1967) (on the difference between these two concepts, see Eco 1990), of “renvoi” (Jakobson
1963) from one sign to another, activated in the dialectic-dialogic relation among signs.

Bakhtin-Voloshinov place the sign in the context of dialogism, responsive understanding,
and otherness, thereby describing interpretive work in terms of dialogic responsiveness among
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To the question why each human being must be responsible for semiosis,
for life over the whole planet, why and in what sense, which is pivotal in
semioethics, our response distinguishes between ethics and semioethics. In
fact, from the point of view of ethics, this question does not necessarily re-
quire an answer: to be responsible for life on the planet is a moral principle, a
categorical imperative. Instead, from the point of view of semioethics this
question does require an answer: unlike ethics, semioethics involves scientific
research, argumentation, interpretation, a dialogic response regulated by the
logic of otherness, and questioning. It formulates a definition of the human
being as a “semiotic animal” which, as we have seen, also implies a “semi-
oethic animal” (Petrilli 2019, 2021).

In our discussion of responsibility, the reference is not to limited respon-
sibility, responsibility with alibis, but to unlimited responsibility, responsibil-
ity without alibis, absolute responsibility. Responsibility towards life (which
converges with signs and communication) in the late capitalist communica-
tion-production phase of development is unbounded, also in the sense that
responsibility is not limited to human life, but involves all life-forms in the
planetary ecosystem with which human life is inextricably interconnected.
As the study of signs, semiotics cannot evade this issue. The task of recover-
ing the semioethical dimension of semiosis is now urgent, considering the
nature of communication'® between the historical-social sphere and the

the parts in communication. Thus analyzed, interpretive work is articulated through the action
of deferral, in this sense translation, constitutive of sign activity or semiosis. In such a frame-
work, the focus is on interpretation/translation viewed in terms of signifying excess with re-
gard to communicative intention, that is, in terms of the generation of signifying surplus value
in the dialectic-dialogic relation between the interpreted sign and the interpretant sign.
Bakhtin already saw in the 1920s what interpretation semiotics recognizes today: in real
signifying processes the sign does not function in a state of equilibrium or on the basis of
equal exchange between the signified and the signifier. Interpretation semiotics proposes a
sign model that is far broader, more flexible, and inseparable from its pragmatic and valuative
components; and that with its analyses of sense, signification, and significance is able to better
account for the specificity of human signifying processes and communicative interaction.
12 When considering the philosophical question of “communication” with reference to semio-
tics, presentday theorizers think less and less in terms of “sender,” “message,” “code,” “chan-
nel,” and “receiver,” while practitioners of the popular version of the sign science still tend to
cling to such concepts. This particular way of presenting the communication process mainly
derives from the semiological approach to “sign studies,” thus tagged given its prevalently
Saussurean matrix. This approach is commonly identified with such expressions as “code se-
miotics,” “decodification semiotics,” “code and message semiotics” (Bonfantini 1981), or

” < ”
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biological, the cultural sphere and the natural, between the semiosphere
and the biosphere, where interference is ever more destructive at a planetary
level. Just to cite a relatively recent example, think of the devastating effects
on the environment worldwide, natural and cultural, caused by the petrol
platform explosion of 29 April 2010 in the Mexican Gulf; but think also of the
anthropological derangement, anthropological r/evolution provoked by mass
migration today over the globe, think of the causes and of its effects on socio-
economic systems worldwide, of its implications for humanity(Petrilli 2017;
Petrilli and Ponzio 2019).

According to Levinas, the sense of human life, the properly human, is founded
on responsibility of the I for the other. Responsibility thus understood is more an-
cient than the conatus essendi, than beginnings, in principium; in other words, re-
sponsibility is an-archical, prior to being and to ontological categories. This type of
responsibility is not stated in ontological categories. The shortcoming of modern
antihumanism, as Levinas says in the conclusion to his 1968 essay, “Humanism
and Anarchy,” is in not finding in man, lost in history and in the totality, the traces
of this prehistorical and an-archical responsibility. Responsibility for the other is

“equal exchange” (Ponzio 1973, 1977). It was amply criticized by Ferruccio Rossi-Landi
(1921-1985) as early as the 1960s with his groundbreaking monograph, Il linguaggio come lav-
oro e come mercato, 1968 (Eng. trans. 1983).

This orientation is now counteracted by “interpretation semiotics,” thanks in particular to the
recovery of Charles S. Peirce (1931-1958) and his writings, therefore of such concepts as “infinite
semiosis” and the dialogic relation between signs and interpretation. The interpretive approach
describes interpretation as a phenomenon that results from the dialogic interrelation among “in-
terpretants,” or, more precisely, among “interpreted signs” and “interpretant signs” (Ponzio
1990a: 15-62). Meaning is not preestablished outside sign processes, but rather is identified in
the “interpretant,” that is, in another sign that takes the place of the preceding sign. The interpre-
tant, as a sign, subsists uniquely by virtue of another interpretant, and so forth, in an open chain
of deferrals. This movement represents semiosis as an open process dependent on the potential
creativity of the interpretant in the dialectic-dialogic relation with the interpretive “habit,” con-
vention, or “encyclopedia” of a given social community (Eco 1990; Eco et al. 1992). Unlike decodi-
fication, or code and message, or equal exchange semiotics, in interpretation semiotics sign
activity is not guaranteed by a code. The code only comes into play as a part of the interpretive
process, as a result of interpretive practice, and is susceptible to revision and substitution.

However, in terms of commitment to a global understanding of humanity and its signs, to
the totality of human relations to itself, to the world and to others, interpretation semiotics has
its limits. Semiotics characteristically tends to concentrate on the gnoseological aspect of
signs, and neglect the problem of the relation between signs and values which cannot be re-
duced to the cognitive problem of “truth” merely in a gnoseological sense. From this point of
view, semiotics has often presented itself in terms of theoretism, adopting a unilaterally and
abstractly gnoseological approach to the life of signs, which implies neglect of those aspects
that concern values different from truth value.
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the original relation with the other and is unlimited, absolute responsibility
(in Levinas 1987a: 138-39). Responsibility thus described, as Levinas says in
“Diachrony and Representation,” is the “secret of sociality” (Levinas 1991,
Eng. trans.: 169).

Encounter with the other from the very beginning, in principium, is respon-
sibility for the other, for one’s “neighbor,” whomever this is, the other for
whom one is responsible. As Levinas says in Entre nous, precisely in the section
entitled “Philosophy, Justice, and Love,” love as unindifference, as charity, is
original and is original peace (Levinas 1991: 103-121). Absolute responsibility is
responsibility for the other, responsibility understood as answering to the other
and for the other. This type of responsibility allows for neither rest nor peace.
Peace functional to war, peace intrinsic to war, a truce, is fully revealed in its mis-
ery and vanity in the light of absolute responsibility. The relation to the other is
asymmetrical, unequal: the other is disproportionate with respect to the power
and freedom of the 1. Moral consciousness is this very lack of proportion. It inter-
rogates the self’s freedom (Ponzio 2006a).

General semiotics conceived in the framework of global semiotics presents
itself as a metascience which overcomes artificial separations established be-
tween the human sciences and the natural sciences and, instead, favors a
transversal and interdisciplinary approach which evidences the condition of
interconnectedness among the sciences.!®> General semiotics in a global semiotic
framework also continues its philosophical search for sense, as indicated above
all by teachings in phenomenology, with special reference to the work of Edmund
Husserl and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. In our own interpretation, the question of
the sense for man of scientific research in general and of semiotics in particular is
oriented by Husserl’s distinction between the “exact sciences” and the “rigorous
sciences” as thematized in his essay, “Philosophy as a Rigorous Science,” and in
his monograph, The Crisis of the European Sciences (1954). Husserl interrogates

13 As stated earlier, from a diachronic perspective, the origins of general semiotics understood
as global semiotics can be traced back at least to the rise of the medical sciences and specifi-
cally to symptomatology, see Petrilli 2014: 4.1 and 4.4). That the genesis of semiotics be identi-
fied, following Sebeok, in medical semeiotics or symptomatology, according to the tradition
that leads from Hippocrates to Galen, is not only a question of agnition, that is, knowledge
about origins. To relate semiotics to the medical sciences, therefore to the study of symptoms
also means to recover the ethical instance of studies on signs. In other words, it means to re-
cover the ancient vocation of “semeiotics” for the health of life which is an immediate concern
for semiotics given that, as Sebeok posits, semiosis and life, that is, life globally over the entire
planet, are coextensive. Semiotics is semioethics in this sense too. As anticipated, the ethical
instance of semiotics as developed by semioethics also revolves around the work of Emmanuel
Levinas and Mikhail Bakhtin.
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the sense for man of scientific knowledge, avoiding all forms of scientism and
technicalism, all forms of separation between means and conscious awareness of
ends, by contrast to the alienated subject and false consciousness. From this
point of view, semiotics is also “semioethics”.

The trichotomy “global semiotics,” “cognitive semiotics,” and “semioethics”
is decisive in our understanding of semiosis not only in theoretical terms, but
also for ethical-pragmatic reasons. Semiotics must constantly refine its auditory
and critical functions, its capacity for listening and critique in order to turn its
attention to the semiosic universe in its globality and meet its commitment to the
“health of semiosis,” apart from understanding in cognitive and analytical terms.
To accomplish this task, therefore, we believe that semiotics must be nothing less
than 1) global semiotics, 2) cognitive semiotics, and 3) semioethics.

Global semiotics provides both a phenomenological and ontological context.
However, as discussed earlier, reference to the socioeconomic context is also
necessary for a proper understanding of communication today, especially when
understood in terms of “communication-production”. A semioethic approach
must keep account of the fact that global communication-production converges
with the socioeconomic context. These three contexts — the phenomenological,
ontological, and socioeconomic — are all closely interconnected from the point
of view of semioethics. And an important task today for general semiotics con-
ceived as global semiotics and semioethics is to denounce any incongruities in
the global sign system and, therefore, any threats to life over the planet pro-
duced by that system.

When developed in the direction of semioethics, global semiotics under-
lines the human capacity to care for life, which implies the quality of life. As
anticipated, this approach does not orient semiotics in any particular ideologi-
cal sense, but rather it focuses on human behaviour as sign behaviour interre-
lated with values. Semioethics is the result of two thrusts: one is biosemiotics
(the complex of sciences that study living beings as signs), and the other is bio-
ethics. Semioethics can offer a unified and critical point of view on ethical
problems connected with progress in the biological and medical sciences — for
example, in such areas as genetic engineering, microbiology, neurobiology,
and pharmaceutical research. With bioethics, ethical problems become the ob-
ject of study of a specific discipline. But prior to the introduction of this new
discipline, ethical problems were already part of two totalities which together
contribute to their characterization: the semio(bio)sphere and the global socio-
economic communication-production system. General semiotics developed in
terms of global semiotics and semioethics must keep account of this dual con-
text when addressing problems at the center of its attention. In this sense, it
can also contribute to the philosophical vocation of semioethics and to the

printed on 2/9/2023 8:24 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

Global semiotics and its developments in the direction of semioethics =— 81

possibility of critical reformulation, therefore to an approach to the life of
signs and method of research that is both foundational and critical.

The founder of biosemiotics, the Estonian born, German biologist Jakob von
Uexkiill (1864-1944) made an extraordinary contribution to research on signs
and meaning, communication and understanding in the human world. He con-
ducted his research in biology in dialogue with the sign sciences and evidenced
the species-specific character of human modelling — which precedes and is the
condition for human communication through verbal and nonverbal signs. Ac-
cording to Sebeok, Uexkiill’s work has carried out a crucial role in renewing the
sign science itself, or “doctrine of signs” (Sebeok 1976, 1979), especially when it
elects such issues as its object of research. “Biosemiotics,” a relatively new
branch of semiotics (which includes zoosemiotics and anthroposemiotics) and
is also a foundational dimension of general semiotics (Favareau 2010; Petrilli
1998: 3-14, 29-37).

According to Uexkiill, every organism enacts different inward and outward
modelling processes for the construction of its Umwelt, its species-specific world.
Umwelt, a characteristic endownment of each living organism of any species,
concerns the species in general, whether human or nonhuman. But while in non-
human living beings Umwelt is stable, in human beings it allows for change and
involves each individual in its singularity. In other words, a species-specific fea-
ture of the human Umwelt and modelling is the capacity for creativity and inno-
vation (see Kull 2001, 2010a, b; Merrell 1996, 1999).

This led Uexkiill, the biologist specialized in zoology, physiology, ethology,
to move beyond the field of biology and the life sciences strictly speaking to
focus on problems of an ethical-political order in the human world. As he stated
explicity — e.g. towards the conclusion in Streifziige durch die Umwelten von Tie-
ren and Menschen (1934) —, the human Umwelt is a prerogative that endows hu-
mans with an advantage by comparison with other living beings. However, it
also exposes humanity, puts it at risk and in danger. In fact, not only is our spe-
cies-specific Umwelt the condition for collaboration in its different forms, but
also for competition and conflict, to the point even of programming war. As
early as 1920, the biologist Uexkiill published a book entitled Staatsbiologie.
Anatomie-Physiologie-Pathologie des Staates.

In the light of a semiotic theory of modelling, semiotics referred to human
behaviour and environments (human Umwelten) clearly cannot avoid taking a
turn in the direction of ethics understood in a broad sense. “Ethics understood
in a broad sense” means to include all that which concerns human social be-
haviour according to models, projects and programs, that is, according to social
planning, in this sense according to ideologies (Rossi-Landi 1972, 5 edition
2011: 203-204), with reference to ethics, religion, politics, etc. And as claimed
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above, another interpretant for the word “ethics,” or better “semioethics” is “re-
sponsibility”. The open character of human modelling favours deferral from
one individual to another and inevitably involves the question of choice, taking
a standpoint, and of taking responsibility for that standpoint.

5 Global communication as global listening.
An ethical demand

Global communication in today’s world is dominated by the ideology of produc-
tion and efficiency. The “interesting,” “desire” are now determined in the capac-
ity for homologation with respect to such values. In dominant ideology which in
today’s world converges with market logic, which is capitalist, or, if we prefer,
post-capitalist exchange logic, the “interesting” is crudely substituted ever more
by egotistical and vulgar “self-interest”. This is in complete contrast with the
“carnival” worldview, as thematized by the Mikhail Bakhtin.

But the world of global or better globalized communication celebrates indi-
vidualism to an exasperated degree and with it the community understood as
the “closed community,” it too founded on individualism. Without the commu-
nity understood as the “open community,” the individual tends ever more to be
alone, isolated and afraid. Without the open community, the individual is only
an individual. Moreover, individualism is inevitably accompanied by the logic
of competition, in the sense of shrewd and cunning competition. Infact, such
values as productivity, efficiency, individualism, competitiveness and velocity
represent dominant values in contemporary society over the “properly human,”
and consequently are inevitably accompanied by fear, that is, fear of the other.

However, despite such an orientation, that we are claiming is dominant in
the globalized world today, the structural presence of the grotesque body, the
condition of intercorporeality and involvement of self’s body with the body of
others, cannot be ignored. In this sense, the human being’s vocation for the “car-
nivalesque,” for excess with respect to the dominant order still resists, as testi-
fied, for example, by literary writing. In this sense literary writing, indeed artistic
discourse in general, is and always will be carnivalized (Petrill and Ponzio 2003b,
2006).

Listening is decisive for global semiotics, for the capacity to tune into and
synchronise with the semiosic universe. The capacity for listening is connected
to music. In the first and second volumes of Semiotik/Semiotics.A Handbook on
the Sign-Theoretic Foundations of Nature and Culture (Posner, Sebeok, Robering
1997-2004), music is treated as a topic in the study of signs and is analyzed in
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different cultures and successive eras in Western history: sign conceptions in
music in Ancient Greece and Rome (Riethmiiller 1997), in the Latin Middle Ages
(Gallo 1997), from the Renaissance to the early 19th century (Baroni 1998), from
the 19th century to the present (Tarasti 1998). As part of the discussion on the
relationship between semiotics and the various individual disciplines, the third
volume also includes an article on semiotics of music (see Mazzola 2003). As for
other disciplines, reflections in musicology focus on the epistemologically rele-
vant question of the extent to which the subject matter, methods, and forms of
presentation in this discipline as well may be understood in terms of sign process.

Listening is necessary for a critical discussion of separatism and different
trends that tend to exchange the part for the whole, whether by mistake or in
bad faith, as in the case of exasperated individualism in social and cultural life,
and the current “crisis of overspecialization” in scientific research. The capacity
for listening is a condition for connecting semiotics to its early vocation as medi-
cal semeiotics and the interpretation of symptoms, as observed by Sebeok (1986;
see also Petrilli and Ponzio 2001, 2002, 2008).

If semiotics is concerned with life over the whole planet given that life and
semiosis coincide (for a critical discussion of the equation between the concepts
of life process and sign process, see Kull 2002), and if the original reason for
studying signs, symptoms precisely, is “health,” the health of semiosis, alias
the health of life, then a nonnegligible task for semiotics — especially today in
the era of globalization — is to interpret the symptoms of social and linguistic
alienation and call attention to the need to care for all of life and communica-
tion over the planet earth in its globality Social symptoms of malaise are on the
rise globally and tell us as much.

Listening evokes auscultation, a medical attitude. In Ancient Greece music
was invested with a therapeutic character, and still is today. And as we have al-
ready observed, semiotics possibly originated from semeiotics (or symptomatol-
ogy), classified by Galen as one of the principal branches of medicine, whose
task is to interpret symptoms of illness. In addition to auscultation and other
ways of investigating symptoms, the activities of diagnosis and anamnesis, fol-
lowing Galen, include listening to the patient who is invited to discuss his ail-
ments and to tell the story of his troubles.

But medicine today (as denounced by Michel Foucault) is functional to
exercising what he calls “bio-power,” to promoting techniques of subordination
of the body to the knowledge-power of biopolitics. Medicine contributes to the
controlled insertion of bodies into the production cycle. With its specialisms
and manipulation of the body as a self-sufficient entity, medical discourse today
strengthens the dominant conception of the individual as a separate sphere, effi-
cient and self-contained, indifferent to the other, in pursuit of needs and aspirations
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that fail to keep account of the other or of the individual’s own condition of de-
pendency upon the other, ultimately of the inevitable semiosical, which in the
anthroposemiosphere is also the semiotical, condition of intercorporeality, inter-
connectedness, in this sense interdepency with the other. And all this translates
into failure to keep account of the individual’s need for listening to the other, for
responsivity towards the other, which in the human world is also responsibil-
ity towards that other, whether the other of self or the other from self, before
and beyond self.

In such a context, listening itself becomes “direct, univocal listening,”
listening as imposed by the Law (Barthes and Havas 1977: 989), by the “order
of discourse” (Foucault 1971), it becomes “applied listening,” “wanting to
hear,” imposition to speak and, therefore, to say univocally. Listening is one
thing, wanting to hear is another. Listening is responsive understanding (an-
swering comprehension): “listening speaks,” as Roland Barthes says (Barthes
and Havas 1977: 900), similarly to Bakhtin; listening turns to signs in their
constitutive dialogism.

On the contrary, to hear, that is, wanting to hear, “applied listening,” ex-
cludes the capacity for responsive listening, which is dialogical listening. As
such “wanting to hear” belongs to a “closeduniverse of discourse” (Marcuse
1964), which fixes interrogation and social roles and separates listening from
responsive understanding. Unlike listening understood as dialogue and respon-
sive understanding which continuously produces new signifiers and interpre-
tants without ever fixing or freezing sense, “applied” listening freezes signifiers
and interpretants in a rigid network of speech roles: it maintains the “ancient
places of the believer, the disciple, the patient” (Barthes and Havas 1977: 990).

Rossi-Landi’s philosophical methodics (1985) is a methodics of listening
(Petrilli and Ponzio 2016: 11-37). Listening is an interpretant of responsive un-
derstanding, a disposition for hospitality, for welcoming the signs of the other,
the signs of the other person, for welcoming signs that are other into the house
of semiotics: signs that are other to such a high degree that generally we can
only denominate them in the negative, that is, as “nonverbal signs”. Listening
is the condition for a general theory of signs.

Semiotics is a critical science, but not only in Kant’s sense, that is, in the
sense that it investigates its own conditions of possibility. Semiotics is a critical
science in the sense that it interrogates the human world today on the assump-
tion that it is not the only possible world, not the only world possible, it is not
the definitive and finalized world, as established by some self-interested, indi-
vidualistic, profit-oriented ideology. Critical semiotics looks at the world as a
possible world, which means to say a world that is subject to confutation, there-
fore as one among many possible worlds.
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As global semiotics, as metasemiotics, as critical semiotics, as semiotics
subject to responsibility in a dual sense, that is, of “responding to” (rather than
of indifference) and of “taking the blame for” (rather than of fleeing or cleans-
ing, as in ethnic cleansing for example), semiotics must concern itself with life
over the planet — not only in a cognitive sense, but also in the pragmatic and in
the ethical. In other words, semiotics must care for life. From this point of view,
semiotics must recover its relation with medical semeiotics. Nor is this is just a
question of history, of remembering the origins. Far more radically, we are sig-
naling a question of the ideologic-programmatic order.

Again, semiotics is listening, listening in the medical sense, and not just in
the sense of general sign theory subtending semiotics; semiotics is listening in the
sense of medical semeiotics or symptomatology. Semiotics must listen to the
symptoms of today’s globalized world and identify signs of unease and illness,
as claimed earlier, in social relations, in international relations, in the life of
single individuals, in the environment, in life generally over the planet. Ac-
cording to the orientation in semiotics baptized as “semioethics,” we need to
diagnose, prognose and indicate possible therapies for the future of globaliza-
tion, for the health of semiosis globally, therefore of life, by contrast to a glob-
alized world tending towards its very own destruction.

Semiotics shows how the other is inevitable and cannot be escaped. We can
even go so far as to state that the vocation of the sign — the stuff of life and of the
business of living, of communication (whether verbal or nonverbal), of human
relationships — is the other. The other is the indistinct background from whence
we, each one of us, are born into this world; the other testifies to my entry and to
my exit from this world; the other is no less than the condition of possibility for
life and communication to flourish. Extending the gaze beyond subsystems and
microsystems, global semiotics evidences the condition of total interrelated-
ness and interdependency not only among the subsystems forming the anthro-
posphere and their porous boundaries, but between the latter and all other
subsystems forming the great biosphere, ultimately between nature and cul-
ture as we know them, certainly as far as Gaia, and possibly beyond.

The quality of life and destiny of each and every one of us is determined by
the relation with the other, irrevocably, and by our conscious awareness of this
state of affairs. For as long as we are alive and connected to the sign network
which accomodates us all, the other cannot be escaped and must be dealt with,
in one way or another. The upshot is that in the bigger picture we do not choose
the other, but if anything the other chooses us.

The world is nobody’s if it is not everybody’s. Indifference towards the
other is not a reasonable option. In nature the tremors of the earth tell us as
much, in culture the tremors of humanity, the symptoms of social disease also
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do, whether a question of wars, terrorism or alienation in its various forms, so-
cial and linguistic. And such a state of affairs implies the responsibility of each
and everyone of us towards every other, whether a question of conquering lands
and preexisting human and nonhuman societies, of creating new socio-political
systems, of building nations and international relations, or simply caring for the
most vulnerable, for the world’s children, our own.

The contemporary world, the world-as-it-is, is overwhelmed by dominant
ideology whose reach today is unbounded, global, thanks to a communication
network that is just as unbounded, just as global, thereby acting as the perfect
support for the overriding system. Semioethics underlines the need for con-
scious awareness of the role of values in our sign systems, our life systems. In
the human world, signs and values come together, in the same packet: where
there are values there a signs, the material of values are signs, values are con-
strued and communicated through signs, whether verbal or nonverbal, and
signs, properly human signs are perfused with values. This is another axiom we
cannot escape. Our language, our behaviour, whether verbal or nonverbal, is
intonated, accentuated, orientated in one direction or another, and is so before
and beyond what are easily recognizable as the great ideological systems.

With reference to the citizens of the world, all this should not translate into
a justification for passivity, a sense of fatality, of indifference towards the other
simply because we enter an already given world, an already intonated world, a
set social program. We have claimed that the vocation of the sign is otherness.
The allusion here includes to the other that each one of us is, to the singularity,
uniqueness of each one of us, therefore to absolute otherness and to the capac-
ity it represents for creativity, critique and excess with respect to any one given
system, for overflow, and for escape with respect to the order of discourse.

Involvement, participation in the life of the other, whether the other from
us, or the other of us, is inevitable. How we process such inevitability will de-
pend upon the values that drive our actions beyond immediate circumstance.
Directly proportional to the global spread today is the need for critique, listen-
ing and love, not fear but love for one’s neighbour, as close or as distant as that
neighbour may be. And how we process that neighbour is a choice for each one
of us to make, a responsibility for each one of us to take.

The “semioethic turn” proceeds from ongoing confrontation with different
trends in semiotic inquiry, in dialogue with different figures as they have emerged
on the semiotic scene. This orientation has a vocation for critique not only in rela-
tion to semiotics and its history, but towards itself as well. A whole philosophical
tradition can be evoked here, beginning from Kant (1724-1804), where the expres-
sion “critique” resounds in a special sense, the “ethical” in the sense of the obliga-
tion to respond, to “answer to self” and to “answer for self,” even before, or at
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least simultaneously to the request for reasons and justifications from others.
Other key authors in this particular tradition of philosophical thought on the con-
cept of “critique” include: Karl Marx with his “critique of political economy,” an
expression in the subtitle of most of his basic texts; Mikhail Bakhtin (1923) who
recovers neokantism — critically — as developed by the Marburg School (headed
by Hermann Cohen, and counting such prominent representatives as Ernst Cas-
sirer, Paul Natorp); Victoria Welby and her Significs; Charles S. Peirce with his
return to Kantism and critique of Cartesian dogmatism (see “On a New List of
Categories,” 1867, CP 1.545-567).

The approach we are outlining relates signs and values, semiotics and axi-
ology, signification and significance, meaning and sense, semantics and prag-
matics. It calls for a detailed study of the concepts of model and structure, and
therefore of the relation between modelling systems theory and different posi-
tions that have gone under the name of “structuralism”. This inevitably involves
confrontation between so-called “global semiotics” as introduced by Sebeok and
semiotics as practiced under the denomination of “semiology” at the beginning
of the twentieth centrury. Semiology interrupted the connection not only with se-
miotics as conceived by John Locke, but also with much earlier roots, the origins
as traced by Sebeok in ancient medical semeiotics (symptomatology) with the
work of Hippocrates and Galen.

After various phases in the development of semiotics tagged “code semiot-
ics” (or “decodification semiotics”) and “interpretation semiotics” (see Bonfan-
tini 1981), the boundaries of this science are now expanding to include studies
that focus more closely upon the relation between signs and values. In truth,
this relation is inscribed in the make-up of semiotics and in its very history. To
concentrate on the relations of signs and values is important for a better under-
standing of expression, interpretation and communication.

Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913) — whose Cours is today in the process of
being reread and reevaluated, in light of his unpublished writings as well, thanks
above all to the work of a lifetime dedicated to Saussure’s legacy by the Italian
Tullio De Mauro (1966, 2005, 2011, 2014) — founded his sign theory on the theory
of exchange value adapted from marginalist economics. Instead, Peirce breaks
with the equilibrium of equal exchange logic thanks to a sign model based on the
concept of infinite semiosis (or, if we prefer, infinite deferral from one sign to the
next). This approach is oriented by the logic of otherness. It allows for opening to
the other and for the concept of signifying surplus. Morris explicitly emphasized
the need to address the relation between signs and values and oriented a large
part of his research in this direction. However, official semiotics has largely
emerged as a theoretistic or gnoseological science, as a descriptive science
with claims to neutrality. With semioethics we propose to recover and develop
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that special slant in semiotics which is open to questions of an axiological order
and is more focused on a global understanding of humanity and its signs.

Semioethics focuses on the relation between signs and sense and, therefore,
on the question of significance as value. However, we have seen that Welby in
the nineteenth century had already introduced the term “significs” for the same
purpose, marking her distance from what was commonly understood at the
time by both “semantics” and “semiotics”. In addition to the renowned classics
just mentioned — Saussure, Peirce and Morris —, Welby too deserves a place in
the reconstruction of the history of semiotics for her invaluable contribution to
furthering our understanding of signs and meaning not only from a historico-
chronological perspective, but also in theoretical terms. And, in fact, she is now
emerging as the mother-founder of modern semiotics alongside Peirce, recog-
nized as the father-founder (Petrilli and Ponzio 2005: 35-79, 80-137).

Thinkers such as those mentioned so far can be considered as the representa-
tives of a theoretical tendency which focuses on the relationship between social
signs, values, and human behaviour in general, by contrast with philosophical
analyses conducted exclusively in abstract epistemological terms divorced from
social practice.

If, in agreement with Peirce we claim that man is a sign, a direct conse-
quence is that with respect to signs, humani nihil a me alienum puto (nothing
human is alien to me). An important implication of this statement is that signs
in the human world should not be studied separately from valuative orientations,
nor should the focus be exclusively on truth value and its conditions. Instead, a
general sign theory that is truly general should be capable of accounting for all
aspects of human life and for all values, not just truth value. Signs are the mate-
rial out of which the self is modeled and developed, just as they are the material
of values. While signs can exist without values, values cannot exist without signs
(Petrilli 2010a: 137-158). From the point of view of human social life, to evidence
the sign nature of the human person has a counterpart (particularly on a practical
level) in asserting the human, the properly human nature of signs.

To work in this direction leads to the possibility of identifying a new form of
humanism which critiques the reification and hypostatization of signs and values
and, instead, investigates the processes that produce them. The relation between
signifying processes and values subtends the human capacity for establishing rela-
tions with the world, with the self and with others, and as such requires the critical
work of demystification. In this framework, signs and values emerge as the live
expression of historically specified human operations. With respect to social signs,
this means to recover their sense and value for mankind, rather than accept them
as naturally given. Ultimately, such an approach recovers a project originally con-
ceived by Edmund Husserl with his transcendental constitutive phenomenology.
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However, all this is possible on a condition: that any claim to pure descrip-
tiveness, to neutrality, be left aside. Practiced in these terms, the general sci-
ence of signs can contribute significantly to philosophical investigation for a
better understanding of our relations to the world, to others, to the self. This
means to recover our search as proposed by Husserl and his phenomenology
for the sense of knowledge, experience, and practical action, and of the scien-
ces that study them. It is well worth noting that Husserl authored an important
essay entitled “Semiotik” and dealt extensively with signs and their typology in
his Logische Untersuchungen (Husserl 1900-1901). Such a philosophical frame-
work for the science of signs favours a more adequate understanding of the
problem of communication, meaning, value and interpretation. And by working
in this direction, the general science of signs or semiotics may operate more
fully as a human science, where the “properly human” is a pivotal value (Petrilli
2010: 205-209).

Semioethics arises as a response and continuation of the critical approach
to sign studies outlined in this book. It is intended to describe an approach to
the study of signs that contrasts with approaches that tend towards abstract
theoreticism characteristic of so-called “official semiotics™. It is inevitably asso-
ciated with the proposal of a new form of humanism identifiable as the “hu-
manism of otherness” inscribed in the analysis, understanding and production
of values relatedly to signs in signifying processes. As much as, strictly speak-
ing, the term “semiotics” (understood as the global science of signs, hence as
covering the domains of both signification and significance in Morris’s sense
relative to semiosis in the human world) should suffice, we believe that “semi-
oethics” (which, as stated, indicates an approach to sign studies that is not purely
descriptive, that does not make claims to neutrality but rather extends beyond
abstract logico-epistemological boundaries to concentrate on problems of an axi-
ological order, pertaining to values, therefore to ethics, aesthetics and ideology
theory) signals more decisively the direction semiotics is called upon to follow
today.
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Goran Sonesson
The relevance of the encyclopaedia. From
semiosis to sedimentation and back again

Abstract: Unlike what is usually taken for granted in semiotics, communication,
in the sense of semiosis, does not essentially depend on transport and/or recod-
ing. Instead, it consists in the creation of an artefact, with the additional setting
of a task of interpretation. This task may be set by the addressee, just as likely
as by the addresser. In making this suggestion, we are inspired by Husserlean
phenomenology, in particular as it was situated into a social framework by the
Prague School. We cannot conceive of communication without sedimentation,
the passive mnemonic remnants of earlier semiotic acts, which form the back-
ground to the interpretation of any current act. Although this notion was redis-
covered by Lotman in terms of accumulation, phenomenology has been more
thorough in its study of sedimentation. Giving a new twist to this idea, we are
able to resolve some of the paradoxes of the current idea of extended mind.
This paper also takes up the idea of semiotic acts being oriented either to the
addresser or the addressee, as suggested, but in terms of cultures, by the Tartu
School, then broadens the notion to stand for the shifting focus of attention,
also as applied to the content of the semiotic act. Having recourse to Schiitz’s
idea of a system of relevancies, combined with Gurwitsch’s notion of the field of
consciousness, we finally propose a resolution to the conundrum of the situated
encyclopaedia, as it was characterized by Eco.

Keywords: Communication, sedimentation, interpretation, relevance, extended
mind

As Michael Tomasello (2008) observes, communication is a kind of collabora-
tion. Unlike other species, Tomasello (2009: 1f) notes, human beings are “born
and bred to help”. Other primates, it turns out, are able to co-operate when this
is to their mutual benefit, and even, to some extent, to share food. But what
they cannot do is to share information. This suggests that there is something
particular about information, or, as I shall say, the pool of knowledge, but Tom-
asello has nothing to tell us about this specificity. Semiotics, on the whole, has
not been of much help here either. Although trains and cars move, change of
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position in space is not a requisite of communication, in the sense that a mean-
ing is communicated from one person to another, contrary to what is suggested
by the mathematical theory of communication still current in semiotics, and
promoted, notably, by Roman Jakobson (1960) and Umberto Eco (1976). Com-
munication in the sense of presenting meanings has to be liberated from the
sense in which it involves cars, trains, and the like, which change their position
in space. Like the sharing of food resources, which is found in apes, the latter
involves a movement from one position to another, and, if anything is shared, it
is certainly not information. Two traditions from within semiotics may neverthe-
less lend us a hand here: There are things to be learnt about communication
from the Prague model: that the receiver is equally active as the sender. And
there are things to be learnt from the Tartu model. The latter is really concerned
with relationships between cultures, but these can be reformulated in terms of
the act of communicating. What the Tartu School says about sender and re-
ceiver cultures can be rephrased as two different positions in the act of commu-
nicating (Cf. Sonesson 1999).

1 Reconstruing communication

Let’s start by distinguishing Communication' and Communication®. Since this is
the kind of communication in which we are interested at present, we will under-
stand Communication® as the process by means of which some or other piece of
knowledge (where knowledge is taken in such a broad manner as to include the
fact of somebody just sneezing) only known to one (group of) person(s) is being
shared with another (group of) person(s). Communication® involves the translo-
cation of some item (person or thing) from one place to another. The tendency
of understanding Communication' in terms of Communication? clearly ante-
dates the formulation, by Claude Shannon & Warren Weaver (1949) of the
mathematical model of communication. Indeed, well before the invention of
communication theory, Valentin VoloSinov (1929 [1973]) pointed out the falla-
cious implication of this comparison. Whether this “conduit metaphor”, diag-
nosed by Michael Reddy (1979) really owes its popularity to being one of the
“metaphors we live by”, in the sense of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson
(1980), is a moot question. In any case, it is not a metaphor in the sense of
Aristotle, the vehicle of which makes you discover hitherto unknown and im-
portant properties of the tenor, as spelled out by Max Black (1962) comparing
the metaphor to the (scientific) model. On the contrary, it is a metaphor which
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has the effect of obscuring the nature of Communication!, the kind of commu-
nication which interests us here.!

1.1 The social phenomenology of the Prague
School - and beyond

Neither VoloSinov nor Reddy suggested any model apt to take the place of this
beguiling metaphor. Reddy certainly proposed the “toolmaker’s paradigm” as a
better choice, but it is unclear how this conception could do the same job as the
conduit metaphor. This is not the end of the confusion, however. One would
think that the second metaphor, which has contributed to the muddle about the
nature of Communication' must have come right out of the Shannon & Weaver
model, according to which a message had to be transformed into another code,
such as, in the case of telegraphy, the Morse code, in order to by communicated
(in the sense, as it happens in the case of Communication® and most of the time
also of Communication?). In the following, we will call this idea of communica-
tion Communication®. However, well before Shannon & Weaver (but after the
invention of the telegraph), Peirce propounded an idea of the sign, which has
been taken since then to be equivalent to Communication’, according to which
its meaning (interpretant, etc.) consists in its being exchanged for another sign,
and so on (though not necessarily for ever, as Derrida understood it).2 Unlike the
translocation metaphor (Communication?), this comparison (Communication®)
has something important to say about semiosis. Nevertheless, both metaphors
serve to avoid the real issue about how meaning is produced and shared be-
tween different subjects.

It was in the social semiotics (or, as they said, semiology) of the Prague
School in the 1930ies that a more relevant approach to the act of communica-
tion was sketched out. Jan Mukatovsky (1974), one of the main figures of the
Prague School, started out from the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl - or,
more exactly, from that of his follower Roman Ingarden (1931 [1965]), — in order

1 Here, and in the following, it is only for linguistic reasons that we speak about “kinds of commu-
nication”. Communication' and Communication® (and, as we will see shortly, Communication®)
are quite different in nature, although they may happen to occur together in some temporally and
spatially situated acts.

2 On the other hand, if we take Peirce’s notion of sign to be a communication model, and if we
downplay the idea of exchanging signs for signs, the triad of representamen-object-interpretant,
may be taken to be equivalent to the phenomenological model which we are going to propose
below.
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to characterize communication, in particular as instantiated in a work of art,
but then added to this a social dimension. The most important idea to retain
from the Prague School, in my view, is that communication (in the sense of con-
veying information) is not necessarily about transportation or encoding, but it
does involve the presentation of an artefact by somebody to somebody else, giv-
ing rise to the task of making sense of this artefact. This process by means of
which an artefact is interpreted is called concretization. Mukatovsky, like Ingar-
den, formulated this notion of concretization with reference to the work of art,
but, in my view, this conception can be generalized to all kinds of communica-
tion processes in which information is shared or perhaps, better, jointly created.
Since, to Mukatovsky, this is a social act, the process of creating the artefact, as
well as that of perceiving it, is determined by a set of norms, which may be aes-
thetic (and in works of art they would be predominantly so), but they can also
be social, psychological, and so on. The work of art is that which transgresses
these rules. Mukatovsky points out, however, that these norms may be of any
kind, going from simple regularities to written laws. We could conclude that
there is a continuum from normalcy to normativity, without qualitative divi-
sions being left out.

Already because this model builds on the phenomenological conception of
perception, it can easily be generalized to the everyday case of communication.
All kinds of communication consist in presenting an artefact to another subject
and assigning him or her the task of transforming it by means of concretization
into a percept. Simply put, what happens in communication, in the relevant
sense, is that some subject creates an artefact, and another subject is faced with
the task of furnishing an interpretation for this artefact (See Table 4.1; cf. Sonesson
1999; 2014). Displacement (Communication®) may then be required, as when a let-
ter is sent by train from one place to another, but it may also be the case that the
addresser has to change location in order to initiate a semiotic act, such as sending
a telegram (perhaps only relevant for such outmoded kinds of semiosis), or the ad-
dressee may have to take up some specific position to accommodate the act (as
when going to a prehistoric cave, or even a museum, to see a picture, or to a the-
atre or a cinema to watch a play or a movie). As for recoding (Communication®), it
is sometimes needed, but most of the time, the same (or at least overlapping reper-
tories of) signs may be used at both ends of the communication chain. The essen-
tial thing, in any case, remains the artefact and the instructions for bringing about
the realization of its meaning.

In several earlier publications (Sonesson 1999; 2014; 2018), I have sketched
this model of communication, but, so far, I have never pondered whether the
task set by the addresser of the communicative act has something to do with the
Gricean model of “non-natural meaning” (as opposed to the “natural meaning”
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Figure 4.1: Model of communication integrating the Prague and the Tartu model, as proposed
by Sonesson 1999.

of clouds, measles, animal tracks, etc.), according to which such meaning only
comes into being if there is somebody around having an intention (in the sense
of purpose) to convey the meaning; or, more precisely, if there is an intention to
intend, and perhaps even an intention to intend the intending. Elsewhere (in So-
nesson 2012; 2018), I have argued against this model, to my mind conclusively,
suggesting that it stands the facts of our experience on its head. Thus, for in-
stance, even if you are in the middle of a desert, and you recognize something as
being an instance of writing, you will take for granted that it must have been
caused by some person or other (including angels, djinns, and whatever) having
had the purpose to produce it, whether directly, by writing it, or by means of
what I have elsewhere called a remote purpose, which supposes there to be some
kind of device that produces the writing, which, by increasing degrees of remote-
ness from the subject having the purpose, may be a set of seals, a printing press,
a typewriter, a telegraph, or the printer of a computer (Sonesson 2002). On the
other hand, if, on the same spot, you recognize some shapes in the sand as traces
left by a camel or a horse, and of whatever else you may be able to identify from
the shapes imprinted on the ground, if you are William of Baskerville, Zadig, or
one of the Serendippus brothers, you take for granted (until proven otherwise,
as in the Sherlock Holmes story “Silver Blaze”) that these traces have not been
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produced on purpose, and you interpret them accordingly (See Figure 4.2).
This may seem to be a kind of interpretation which is only relevant (or at least
only arrives at the level of awareness) to hunter-gatherers, but, in fact, it is
very relevant to scholars presently investigating possible indications of there
being life elsewhere in the universe, i.e. biosignatures (See Dunér 2018).

Model of Communication: Implication

pool of knowledge:
abductions (as well as norms and sign systems)

Community of subjects

adaption to target @ adaption to source

P A
4 NoCoding % i i i
o Coding I Inner reinterpretation
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i Concretisation

Artefact M Pe;’cept h Target
: A <
1 1

\
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Figure 4.2: Model of (inadvertent) communication or, perhaps better, meaning conveyance,
when there is no addressee, in the sense of a subject having a purpose in creating the
meaning vehicle.

This suggests that at the beginning there is pattern recognition. In other words,
there is a token which is mapped to its type, which does not necessarily mean, in
this context, a specific type, but rather a type pertaining to a particular category
of phenomena of the Lifeworld, such as, human beings or something kindred, in
the first case, and things of nature, in the second case. But, in this second case,
who sets the task of interpretation? Certainly not nature, which is always mute.
The task is set by the collective knowledge of the community of which we are a
part. In other words, William of Baskerville may be better than any other member
of his community at interpreting the traces left on the ground by animals passing
by, but his capacity in this respect can only be a refinement of the community
knowledge existing of his sociocultural Lifeworld. If we generalize the counter-
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description of the Gricean model which I have proposed elsewhere (Sonesson

2012), we may arrive at something like the following characterization:

1. Xis perceived to be an instance I of the cultural object type O.

2. Our cultural experience tells us that object O a) is normally produced with a
(more or less clearly articulated) purpose — or b) is the result of an act
which did not include I as one of its purposes;

3. If 2a, there must be a conceivable subject S having such a purpose. If 2b,
the subject to which the instance is assigned in not, at least in this particu-
lar case, supposed to harbour any purposes.

4. In the case of 2a, the purpose of producing O is normally to convey a
message M from the subject S to some other (specified or non-specified)
subject(s) S2. In the case of 2b, O is produced as a marginal result of
some activity having a different purpose.

5. If there are no indications to the contrary, in case 2a, we have reasons to sup-
pose that X has been produced with the purpose of conveying a message M
from the subject S to the subject(s) S2. Similarly, in case 2b, if there are no in-
dications to the contrary, we have reasons to suppose that X has been pro-
duced without any purpose of conveying a message of any kind, but as a
result of an activity on the part of a subject which may be interesting in itself
to S2.

Given this generalized model of the conveyance of meaning, it may be better
not to say that the addresser sets a task of interpretation to the addressee, but
rather that, along with the perceiving of the artefact, the addressee has the ex-
perience of a task of interpretation having been set for him, whatever the source
of this task. This is coherent with the general thrust of the Prague school model,
but it may be more specifically in line with the suggestions of Luis Prieto (1966;
1975a, b), although neither the Prague School, nor Prieto had to take into ac-
count the complications which we have just envisaged.

1.2 Meaning as sedimentation

According to Yuri Lotman (1976), the accumulation of information as well as of
merchandise (for which read: material objects) precede their interchange and is a
more elementary and more fundamental characteristic of a culture than commu-
nication. Material objects and information are similar to each other, in Lotman’s
view, and differ from other phenomena in two ways: they can be accumulated,
whereas for example, sleep and breathing cannot, and they are not absorbed
completely into the organism, because, unlike food, they remain separate objects
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after reception. At the time, Lotman may well have wanted to play on the ambi-
guity of the term information in the colloquial sense, and in the sense of the
mathematical theory of communication. Here we will take it exclusively in the
first sense, thus identifying it with meaning, knowledge, and even, in its aspect
of being accumulated, with memory — and with what Husserl calls sedimentation
(See further Sonesson 1999; 2010b).

Any present act of experiencing an object or state of affairs is embedded in
patterns of understanding which modify these experiences, resulting from a
process that Husserl (1954) calls sedimentation, a term made more famous by
Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1945). This is the process in which previous experien-
ces come to shape and condition more recent ones. In this context, sedimenta-
tion is, of course, a metaphor, like the conduit metaphor discussed above (in
1.1), but it is hopefully less misleading. To grasp the nature of sedimentation,
and thus of the different kinds of memory, we will have to expand on the fol-
lowing judicious observation by Merlin Donald (1998: 11): “In humans there is a
collective component to cognition that cannot be contained entirely within the
individual brain. It is the accumulated product of individually acquired knowl-
edge that has initially been expressed in a form comprehensible to other mem-
bers of a society, tested in the public domain, filtered, and transmitted across
generations.” Husserl’s idea (not referred to by Donald) is that such an accumu-
lated product of experience can be reanimated in the phenomenological pro-
cess, thus illuminating its validity, in the sense of its foundation.

A phenomenology geared to sedimentations should “inquire after how histor-
ical and intersubjective structures themselves become meaningful at all, how
these structures are and can be generated” (Anthony Steinbock 2003: 300). In
posthumous texts, Husserl distinguished between the genetic and generative di-
mensions of experience (Husserl 1973; Welton 2000; Steinbock 1995). Genetic
phenomenology attempts to explore the origin and history of the sedimentation
process in any given set of experiences. Every object in our experience has a ge-
netic dimension: it results from the layering, or sedimentation, of the different
acts that connect it with its origin in our personal experience, which gives it its
validity. Thus, genetic phenomenology studies the genesis of meanings of things
within one’s own stream of consciousness. The genetic method enables us to
plunge into layers of human existence that are pre-reflective, passive and anony-
mous, though nonetheless active. The term genetic is meant to evoke the idea of
the life of an individual from the cradle to the grave.

There is also the further dimension of generativity, which pertains to all ob-
jects, and which results from the layering, or sedimentation, of the different
acts in which they have become known, which may be acts of perception, mem-
ory, anticipation, imagination, and so on. Generative phenomenology studies how
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meaning, as found in our experience, is generated in historical processes of collec-
tive experience over time. The term generativity is meant to evoke the idea of gener-
ations following each other: “In distinction to genetic analysis, which is restricted
to the becoming of individual subjectivity, a synchronic field of contemporary indi-
viduals, and intersubjectivity founded in an egology, generative phenomenology
treats phenomena that are geo-historical, cultural, intersubjective, and normative.”
(Steinbock 2003: 292).

In his seminal paper on “The Origin of Geometry”, Husserl (1954: 378 ff.)
elucidates the way in which geometry derives from the praxis of land surveying.
Although, in this paper, Husserl did not make this distinction, such an origin
would only be genetic for people living at the time, but it must be considered
the result of generative sedimentation for all subsequent generations. Taking
all this into account, the return to the origin cannot amount to a reduction of
geometry to land surveying, in which case non-Euclidean geometry would not
only be impossible, but so would all of the “discoveries” of mathematics after
the formalization of the practice of land surveying. As Husserl goes on to men-
tion, though he fails to bring it into focus, geometry, as well as any other system
of ideal structures, clearly has an existence beyond all the practice which is
sedimented into them, because they are already present outside of time and
space — or rather, in all times and spaces (after the foundational moment, or
more precisely, the sequence of foundational moments; Husserl 1954: 371; see
Sonesson 2015b).

It is important to note that the approach in terms of geneticity and genera-
tivity, unlike that preconized by Lotman, supposes accumulation/sedimenta-
tion to be as much a result of communication as vice versa. This does not only
apply to semiotic acts, but to all acts accomplished by situated subjects. In
other terms, each act of communication (and of meaning generally) adds to the
sedimentation resulting in the pool of knowledge, and each act is also a realiza-
tion of such a pool of knowledge (see Figure 4.3).

1.3 Sedimentation and extended mind

According to Dan Sperber (1996), sedimented meanings (“public representations™)
do not have any real existence, because, first, they are only material objects, until
they are experienced by psychological subjects, that is, as “mental representa-
tions”; and, second, they subsist, and are distributed (and transformed) because
they are reproduced as “mental representations”: “Public representations are arte-
facts the function of which is to ensure a similarity between one of their mental
causes in the communicator and one of their mental effects in the audience.” The
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Figure 4.3: The act of communication, as construed in Sonesson 1999, with the addition of the
process of sedimentation, which is the accumulated memory of historicized acts, and the
process of realization, which recovers the structure of the act from the pool of knowledge
which is sedimented.

first point is true in a way, but the second is not. In the case of systems (like
“langue”), only the elements of the system (phonemes, letters, even contours in
pictures) have to subsist mentally, while their combination is given in sedimented
meanings. This also applies to “parole” (books, for instance, whether written or
painted), to the extent that they consist of a certain sequence of elements taken
from such systems. Whatever the truth of Sperber’s conception, it certainly goes
against the grain of (the family of theories of) that in cognitive science is nowa-
days known as the notion of extended mind.

As I have observed elsewhere, Husserl’s conception of geometry as a system
of connected sedimented acts of land surveying, which can be used (but not
validated) in the form of sediments, as well as Lotman’s idea of accumulation
and Donald’s notion of exogram, are all reminiscent of what has more recently
been termed “the extended mind”. Yet, some uses to which this and similar
terms have been put are, to my mind, very doubtful, not to say paradoxical. Take
the case of Otto and Inga, first broached by Andy Clark & David Chalmers (1998).
As the story goes, Otto and Inga are both going to a museum. Otto has Alzheimer’s
disease, which is the reason why he has written down all the directions to the mu-
seum in a notebook to serve as his memory. Inga, however, is able to remember
the directions using only her (un-extended) mind. The argument is that the only
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difference existing in these two cases is that Inga’s memory is being internally
processed by the brain, while Otto’s memory is being served by the notebook. In
other words, Otto’s mind has been extended to include the notebook as the source
of his memory. The notebook qualifies as such because it is constantly and imme-
diately accessible to Otto, and it is automatically endorsed by him.

It is not entirely clear whether Clark & Chalmers really want to suggest that,
in this way, the (non-extended) mind can be entirely bypassed, but something
like this would seem to follow from their principle that what is functionally
equivalent to processes in the mind (such as, in this case, memory) is an exten-
sion of the mind. In any case, this argument is explicitly made by Daniel Hutto,
& Erik Myin (2013), in a book with the suggestive title “Radicalizing enactivism:
Basic Minds Without Content”. Hutto and Myin deny that any “content” (some-
thing sometimes also expressed as “any meaning”) is needed at all for semiotic
and/or mental acts to occur, with the possible (only sometimes mentioned) ex-
ception of language. But his cannot be: without a mind taking into account
(though not necessarily reanimating, in Husserl’s sense) what has been sedi-
mented, there is nothing there. In other words, if Otto cannot read, which is a
semiotic act (that is, an act of meaning or content), he cannot be doing anything
at all with the notebook. The notebook is meaningless, if not actualized by a
mind, just like writing in some unknown script. And that it is meaningless means
that it cannot function in any way equivalent to Inga’s memory, without the semi-
otic acts of reading and, in fact, the antecedent act of fixing the attention. Indeed,
as everyone knows who has some real experience of people with dementia, Otto
may very well write all the instructions down, but then he will very probably for-
get to look the information up.

In their more recent book, Hutto and Myin (2017) takes on mind with con-
tent, but they still restrict the latter to the single case of (verbal) language.
There is much to be said about the semiotic inadequacy of such an account, but
here we will concentrate just on their critique of the storage metaphor. Clearly,
Lotman’s idea of accumulation, as well as Husserl’s notion of sedimentation
and (perhaps less clearly) Donald’s (2010) term “exogram”, rely on the storage
metaphor, if they are not presented as being storage quite literally. Indeed, all
these notions have been forged to explain how meanings may persevere in time
and be transferred in space, and how they can be available to more than one
subject at a time, that is, in other terms, intersubjectively. It is difficult to see
how anything of this can be accomplished without some kind of storage, however
metaphorical, being involved. More specifically, without such storage, culture,
let alone cultural evolution, appears to be impossible. The reason for Hutto and
Myin (2017: 233ff) marking their distances to the storage metaphor seems to be
that they want to think of mind as not being simply extended, but continuously

printed on 2/9/2023 8:24 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

108 —— Goran Sonesson

so. It is no accident that they refer to Lambros Malafouris (2013: 227ff) who in his
discussion of the extended mind argues in meticulous detail for there being no
limit between the potter’s (un-extended) mind and the potter’s wheel. One is in-
evitably reminded of the fundamental point made by Peirce:

A psychologist cuts out a lobe of my brain and then, when I find I cannot express myself,
he says, “You see your faculty of language was localized in that lobe.” No doubt it was;
and so, if he had filched my inkstand, I should not have been able to continue my discus-
sion until I had got another. Yea, the very thoughts would not come to me. So, my faculty
of discussion is equally localized in my inkstand. (CP 7.366)

Another locus classicus, in this context, is, of course the blind man’s cane,
which, according to Merleau-Ponty (1945), is experienced as being a part of the
blind man’s body. Even if we can often experience such an umbilical link be-
tween ourselves and the inkstand (or, to modernize the example, the computer),
and between ourselves in the guise of a potter and a potter’s wheel, the experi-
ence of this nexus has to be reconciled with the property of storage, which is
necessary for the extended mind to have any function to fulfil, not only in cul-
tural evolution and history, but also as the intersubjective foundation, and the
ongoing source of negotiation, of contemporary social life. Of course, this ink-
stand, computer, blind man’s cane and potter’s wheel, with which I am at this
moment so inextricably united, will not endure, but other instances of them
will. They perdure as types, but they are materially embodied as particular instan-
ces in time and space. The important thing, in any case, is that, however extended
the mind may be, it is necessarily extended from a particular pole, that of a mind in
the literal sense, which is the mind of a human (or at least animate) being.

Nevertheless, all kinds of extended mind cannot in any obvious way be con-
sidered as materially instantiated types mapped directly to the corresponding
types. Geometry, logic, language, and many other systems clearly make up com-
plex grids, only some of the members of which are materially instantiated, while
depending for their meaning on their place in the mesh. Perhaps we should think
of sediments not only as having attained different degrees of petrification, but
also being able to shift back-and-forth in that extent. This is playing havoc with
the sedimentation metaphor, but so does already Husser]’s notion of reanimation.
Something like this is needed to explain the continuity between the mind of the
writer and his ink stand or computer, on the one hand, and the perdurance of the
writing systems he uses in history on the other.?

3 It is beyond the scope of the present paper to spell out the semiotic and/or ontological differ-
ence between the basic relation of token to type and that of token forming part of typological
networks (but see Sonesson, 2020).
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2 Attention to the pools of knowledge

Even though the understanding of any semiotic act may require us to conceive
it from the point of the addressee, every concrete act of communication is struc-
turally more or less biased to the addresser or the addressee, as the Tartu School
has recognized, although their formulation referred to the nature of different
cultures, rather than, as we will suggest, to different occasions of communica-
tion (see 2.1 below). Another question concerns the content of those overlapping
bubbles of knowledge, at each specific moment of communication. We will sug-
gest that the pool of knowledge in situ has to be understood in terms of the no-
tion of relevance, as characterized by Alfred Schiitz,as is can been reviewed in
terms of Aron Gurwitsch’s notion of the field of consciousness (see 2.2). Above
(in 1.2), the notion of attention was referred to in passing, but we will not sug-
gest that it may be considered the precursor of all semiotic acts. This can only
be demonstrated, when the notion of attention is expanded to that of the field
of consciousness, as will be suggested below, relying on Schutz and Gurwitsch,
but also on Eco.

2.1 Orientation to the addresser — or to the addressee

It is, I think, an important modification brought to the phenomenological model
employed, most directly adopted from Roman Ingarden, when Jan Mukatovsky
(1974) and his followers in the Prague School of semiotics set out to define the act
of meaning from the point of view of the addressee, not from that of the ad-
dresser, similar in that respect to the now well-established pragmatics paradigm.
Such an approach makes it understandable that traces left by an animal on the
ground, or clouds harbouring rain, can be signs in equal measure to words and
pictures (See Sonesson 2012 and 1.1 above). According to the Prague school
model, all interpretation also takes place in accordance with a pool of knowl-
edge, more or less shared between the addresser and the addressee, which has
two main incarnations: the set of exemplary works of art and the canon, in the
sense of the rules for how art works are to be made. Again, this double aspect of
the pool of knowledge may be generalized from the special case of art to any arte-
fact offered up for communication. On the one hand, there are certain exemplary
artefacts, and, on the other hand, there are the schemes of interpretation.

In order to concretize this idea of a pool of knowledge, we may think of it as
made up of schemes of interpretation. The notion of scheme has a history in
phenomenology, particularly that of Alfred Schiitz (see further I1.2), as well as
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in cognitive psychology, from the original work on memory by Frederick Bart-
lett and the genetic psychology of Jean Piaget to the more recent contributions
to cognitive science, where they are sometimes known as scripts, by the likes of
David Rumelhart and Roger Schank. Summarizing this long and variegated tra-
dition, Sonesson (1988: 17) describes a scheme as being “an overarching struc-
ture endowed with a particular meaning (more or less readily expressible as a
label), which serves to bracket a set of, in other respects independent, units of
meaning, and to relate the members of the set to each other”. Bartlett talked
mainly about memory schemes, and Schank notably mentions the restaurant
script. The first is a scheme for mental operations, the second a scheme mainly
for behaviour. Different culture may have different memory schemes, which
means that a story coming from one culture is retold from memory by members
of another culture using schemes prevailing in their culture. The restaurant
scheme (or script) entails knowing more or less what you are expected to do
while you are in a restaurant, which may also, no doubt, be different from one
culture to another. More precisely, Schiitz used the term “scheme of interpreta-
tion”, and he claimed that it was historically constituted out of the sedimenta-
tion of earlier acts before being applied to the current act (as seen in Figure 4.3
above). Although Schiitz doesn’t say so, we can now add that such a process of
sedimentation may be genetic or generative (see 1.2.)

According to an idea, suggested by Lotman (1976) as well as by Abraham
Moles (1981), the addresser and addressee of any situation of communication
start out with “codes” — or, as [ would prefer to say, schemes of interpretation —,
which overlap only in part, struggling to homogenise the system of interpretation
as the communication proceeds. We can extend this idea by referring to the Tartu
school conception that cultures may be sender-oriented and receiver-oriented
(Lotman et al. 1975), transferring these properties to situations of communication.
The communicative act may then be said to be sender-oriented or addresser-
oriented, to the extent that it is considered to be the task of the receiver or ad-
dressee to recover that part of the system of interpretation which is not shared
between the participants. It will be receiver-oriented, or addressee-oriented, to
the extent that the task of recovering knowledge not held in common is assigned
to the sender or addresser (see Figure 4.4). In other words, a situation of commu-
nication is addresser-oriented when it is the addressee that has to adapt to the
interpretative resources at the disposal of the addresser, and the situation of com-
munication is addressee-oriented when it is the addresser that has to adapt to the
interpretative resources at the disposal of the addressee.

Art, as conceived under the regime of Modernism, has been characteristically
addresser-oriented; mass media, in the entrenched sense of the term (which is not
really applicable to all modern media), have been noticeably addressee-oriented.
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A dialogue takes place when each of the subjects adapts his schemes of interpreta-
tion somewhat to that of the other; that is, in Piagetian terms, when there is both
accommodation and assimilation. This would normally suppose there to be a
large share of common ground from the beginning. On the other hand, when ad-
dresser and addressee fail to negotiate the parts of the interpretation system that
they do not both possess, the resulting concretization will be a deformation. One
or both of the subjects will then assimilate the message without accommodating
to it. In this sense, both addresser-orientation and addressee-orientation are defor-
mations; but they are normally deformations that are prescribed by the culture.

Although they derive from a quite different tradition, or, more exactly, from
two different traditions, there are familiar names for these orientations: the ad-
aptation to the addresser, and more generally the whole dimension going from
the addressee to the addresser, can be termed hermeneutic: it is about the way
of understanding the other and/or his works. And the adaptation to addressee,
and the whole dimension going from the addresser to the addressee, can be
called rhetoric, because it is about the way of best getting the message through
to the addressee. The overall dimension, which concerns the resources at hand,
is properly semiotic.

The elementary meaning-giving act, at least in the case of human beings,
appears to be the act of attention. Taking my inspiration from Aron Gurwitsch’s
(1964) ideas about the “theme” at the centre of a “thematic field”, and sur-
rounded by “margins”, later reconceived by psychologist Sven Arvidson (2006)
as different approximation to the “sphere of attention”, I have suggested that
the gaze may function as an organizing device, transforming continuous reality
into something more akin to a proposition (Sonesson 2012; 2014). It is possible
to conceive of the orientation to the addresser or the addressee as part of such
an act of attention. But attention clearly has a much wider scope, because is
also pertains to the content of the semiotic act.

2.2 The relevance of the pool of knowledge

We have been looking from several different points of view at the partly over-
lapping circles of the communication model, ascribed to the addresser and the
addressee, respectively — but, so far, we have not asked what the content of
these circles really consists of, when considered at the precise moment at which
the act of communication occurs, that is, in other words, at the moment of mu-
tual attention between the addresser and the addressee. From early on in his
scholarly carrier to the very end, Umberto Eco (1976; 1984; 1999; 2014; 2017) has
been arguing, ever more persuasively, that semiotic content takes the form of
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an encyclopaedia, not a dictionary, where the latter is understood as a Porphyr-
ean tree, that is, as a continuous binary subdivision of terms, in which no prop-
erties are ever encountered anew on the different branches. In contrast, Eco
(2017: 40) describes the encyclopaedia as a rhizome:

Every point of the rhizome can be connected to any other point; it is said that in the rhi-
zome there are no points or positions, only lines; this characteristic is doubtful, however,
because every intersection of two lines makes it possible to identify a point; the rhizome
can be broken and reconnected at any point; the rhizome is anti-genealogical (it is not a
hierarchized tree); if the rhizome had an outside, with that outside it could produce an-
other rhizome, therefore it has neither an inside nor an outside; the rhizome can be taken
to pieces and inverted; it is susceptible to modification according to the growth of our
knowledge; a multidimensional network of trees, open in all directions, creates rhizomes,
which means that every local section of the rhizome can be represented as a tree as long
as we bear in mind that this is a fiction we indulge in for the sake of our temporary conve-
nience; a global description of the rhizome is not possible, either in time or in space; the
rhizome justifies and encourages contradictions; if every one of its nodes can be con-
nected with every other node, from every node we can reach all the other nodes, but loops
can also occur; only local descriptions of the rhizome are possible; in a rhizomic structure
without an outside, every perspective (every point of view on the rhizome) is always ob-
tained from an internal point in the sense that every local description tends to be a mere
hypothesis about the network as a whole. Within the rhizome thinking means feeling
one’s way by conjecture.

In Sonesson (1989: 73), I followed Arthur Koestler (1978: 27ff), in suggesting
that reality (at least as it is experienced by human beings) is a “multi-levelled,
stratified hierarchy of sub-wholes”, where each sub-whole or holon is, in rela-
tion to higher levels, a dependent part and, in relation to its own parts, a
whole of remarkable self-sufficiency. But I also followed him in presuming
that such “holarchies” can be regarded as “vertically” arborizing structures
whose branches interlock with those of other hierarchies at a multiplicity of
levels and form “horizontal” networks, termed reticulations. In this view, ar-
borization and reticulation are complementary principles in the organization
of meaning. Koestler’s model, it seems to be, accomplishes the same task as
Eco’s encyclopaedia, but it does so by supposing a multiplicity of organiza-
tional networks whichintermesh at numerous points.

Patrizia Violi (2017: 234ff) takes Eco to task for claiming that, at the local
level, that is, in our terms, at the specific moment that the act of communication
takes place, the encyclopaedia is flattened out into a dictionary entry. I think
both Eco’s point and that of Violi are well-taken. To go beyond this opposition,
and to get closer to grasping the nature of such a locally situated encyclopae-
dia, I suggest we should be exploring the notion of systems of relevancies. The
most well-known proponent of a theory of relevance is no doubt nowadays Dan
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Sperber (1996; 2005; & Wilson (1995 [1986]). While there are certainly things to be
learnt from this approach, it is, as I tried to show elsewhere (see Sonesson 2018),
basically misguided. In the present context, it is sufficient to point out that, ac-
cording to Sperber & Wilson (1995 [1986]), there is only one principle of rele-
vance, which is — relevance. Thus, meaning comes out as something completely
contingent, resulting from the task of making the best of the situation at hand.
The phenomenologist Alfred Schiitz (1970), however, listed a series of principles,
or more exactly “systems of relevancies”, all broadly speaking social in nature,
and having the function of guiding our interest in given situations as they occur
in the Lifeworld (see Sonesson 2012). While Schiitz (1970:25ff, 30ff.) did not forget
about the contingencies of the present situation, the main thrust of his argument
consists in imputing relevancies to the typicalities of the Lifeworld, in Husserl’s
sense of the term. And though he does not really define the notion of relevance
either, he certainly connects it to the notion of selection, itself dependent on in-
terest, which is operative already in perception.

What is never spell-out, however, is how what Schiitz later calls systems of
relevancies relates to his earlier notion of scheme. In his Reflections, admittedly,
Schiitz (1970: 2, 36, 39, 43, 170) mentions “schemes” and “schemes of interpreta-
tion” several times, and, at least on two occasions, he talks about “schemes of in-
terpretational relevancies” (106f), which sounds as a hybrid between schemes and
relevance systems. Curiously, the term scheme seems to be absent from Schiitz’
most important posthumous work, which abounds on the theme of relevancies, in
terms of both structures and systems (Schiitz and Luckmann 2003 [1979-1984]:
252ff.). Might not the system of relevancies be conceived as made up of schemes,
or being equivalent to schemes, in which case we have a least something more of
an account of the passive synthesis behind it, in order words, of the processes of
sedimentation? We will no doubt never know what Schiitz thought about this,
but this idea could still be taken as a cue for developing his idea of relevance
systems.

To illustrate how we might seek out those perceptions and sedimented ex-
periences from our stock of knowledge which are relevant to the problem at
hand, Schiitz (1970: 4ff.) tells a story (taken from Cicero, De divinatione, 1, XIII,
XXIII) told about Carneades, the ancient Greek philosopher directing the Pla-
tonic Academy at the time when it had converted to Scepticism. In this story,
Carneades enters a room which is badly lighted, not being sure whether what
he sees in the corner is a pile of rope or a coiled snake. Initially, he has a
roughly equally weighted motivation for believing the object to be the one or
the other (see Schiitz 1970: 16ff.). Carneades’ point at the time, obviously, was
that there is no truth available, but only verisimilitude. According to the anec-
dote, the man then realizes that the object is not moving, which offers him some
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simple evidence for taking it to be merely a coil of rope. In Carneades’ terms, the
first level of probability is reached, the most likely. Continuing the inspection of
the object, however, the man is reminded that it is currently winter, and that
snakes are torpid at this time of year. The original evidence is counter-evidenced,
possibly convincing the man that extreme caution is called for. Finally, he picks up
a stick, strikes the object in question, and observes that it still does not move,
thereby corroborating the interpretation of it as a coil of rope. Instead of contraven-
ing evidence to the first verisimilitude, he now has confirmation of it. He has,
therefore, not contented himself with gaining evidence at one level, but has sought
out additional indications and counter-indications which could pertain to the situ-
ation. Thus, Schiitz turns a sceptic’s argument to a narrative of our progressive
search for truth — which we can approach though not definitively attaining it, as
both Husserl and Peirce have observed (See further Sonesson 2018).

But to give substance to the idea of relevance systems, we have to have re-
course to the phenomenology of the field of consciousness developed by Aron
Gurwitsch (1957; 1964; 1985), a scholar who, in Germany, was as much inspired
by Husserl as Schiitz, and who, in the US, become a close friend. Nevertheless,
Gurwitsch and Schiitz never manged to bring their different phenomenological
analyses to bear on that of the other. Yet, this is exactly what we will try to do in
the following. According to Gurwitsch, every perceptual situation is structured
into a theme, a thematic field, and a margin. The theme is that which is most di-
rectly within the focus of attention. Both the thematic field and the margin are in
contiguity with the theme, but the thematic field is, in addition, connected to the
theme at a semantic level. When attending to the theme, we are easily led to
change the focus to something within the same thematic field. Changing what
was earlier in the margin into a theme, on the other hand, is felt to require some
kind of outside incitement. In the margin is normally found some items of con-
sciousness that always accompany us, such as our own stream of consciousness,
our own body, and the extension of the Lifeworld beyond what is presently per-
ceivable. But the margin will also contain all items that are not currently our
theme, nor connected to this theme.

This is an excellent beginning for a theory of attention, as Sven Arvidson
(2006) has recognized, but it is not a full-blown theory.* Schiitz often connects
his systems of relevance to such a thematic structure, though his references to
Gurwitsch are rather oblique (1970, 2, 86, 161). The idea certainly originates in
the work of Husserl, as well as in that of William James, but, to my mind at
least, the most enlightening description was the one given by Gurwitsch, and it

4 For some further queries, see Sonessson 2010.
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seems to inform what Schiitz here writes. Interestingly, Gurwitsch (1957: 271f,
310ff; 1964: 343f, 394ff) formulates some critical remarks on Schiitz’ theory of
relevance, with reference to the 1945 paper “On Multiple Realities” (now in
Schiitz 1967: 207-259). Or, to be more exact, he claims that his use of the term
“relevance” is not the same as that found in Schiitz’ work. And he goes on to
deny that Schiitz’ term has anything to do with the theme-thematic field-margin
structure of the field of consciousness which interests him.

Clearly, at least in his later Reflections, Schiitz (1970) took a different view.
More to the point, Gurwitsch (1964: 342; his italics) observes that, to Schiitz, “a
certain item is relevant to me on the account of projects and pursuits that engage
me”, while to Gurwitsch himself, “a certain item is said to be relevant to the
theme (which may well be a plan of action or a pursuit) and also to other items
because of their relevancy to the theme”. In fact, there are reasons to think that,
in picking the term “relevance”, Gurwitsch wanted to refer to the French verb,
“relever”, which, among other things, signifies something like “depending on”
or “pertaining to a particular domain” (Le Petit Robert: “étre du ressort de, dé-
pendre de, étre du domain de”). Indeed, this is precisely the meaning given to
the term by Gurwitsch (1957: 270: 1964: 340, his italics): that which is relevant
is not simply co-present with the theme, but it is “of a certain concern to the
theme. They have something to do with it.”®

Reading Schiitz’ 1945 paper, and writing the manuscript in France, before his
close contact with Schiitz in the US, Gurwitsch (1964: 342) observes that “though
occasionally using the term in a sense close to ours”, Schiitz seems to understand
relevance much more with reference to a given, embodied, and situated Ego. This
seems to me less true about Schiitz’ later writings, taking into account his recourse
to the Husserlean notion of typicality. In spite of Gurwitsch’s critique, I think we
are justified in seeing in Schiitz’ relevancies a kind of thematic adumbrations. At
least Schiitz’ (1970: 26) topical relevancies could be understood in this sense: as
“that by virtue of which something is constituted as problematic in the midst of
the unstructuralized field of unproblematic familiarity — and therewith the field
into theme and horizon.” From a Gurwitschean point of view, nevertheless, one
may wonder for whom something becomes problematic while other things remain
familiar. The interpretational relevancies seem to involve the different possible in-
terpretations of what the problematic item could turn out to be, which, in a case
prominently discussed by Schiitz, may be a pile of rope or a snake, and perhaps

5 Although written in English, Gurwitsch’s (1957; 1964) book was first published in a French
translation, but also the translation uses the term “relevance”, not “pertinence”, which at the
time would have been the idiomatic translation (See Sonesson 2018).
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Interpretational relevancies

Margin

Thematic

G _ field
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relevancies: in- relevancies:
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motives motives

Topical relevancies

Figure 4.4: The field of consciousness, as conceived by Gurwitsch, with Schiitz’ systems of
relevancies inscribed. Here we treat Schiitz’s sundry kinds of relevancies as different aspects
of a system of relevancies. The figure shows arborization, in the sense of Koestler, but
abstracts, in the interest of readability, from reticulation, which is what makes the difference
between the dictionary and the encyclopaedia.

other things, but certainly not a table or a bed (Schiitz 1970: 38ff). These interpre-
tations seem to me to be difficult to separate from the topical relevancies, of which
they are rather a part, somewhat like a paradigm, a set of alternatives, in relation
to a syntagm, the chain of connected items. The motivational relevancies are more
obviously beside the point in a Gurwitschean perspective, because they have to
do with the motives which make us act on our interpretations (Schiitz 1970: 45ff).
But Schiitz might have been better inspired to treat topics, interpretations, and
motives as different aspects of relevance systems.

Pursuing the lead of my earlier discussion (see Sonesson 2018), I will now
spell out the lineaments of a model of what may take place within the overlapping
circles of the communication model, that is, the interacting minds of the addresser
and the addressee (See Figure 4.4). For the sake of readability, we here abstract
from reticulation, in Koestler’s sense, which is what makes the difference between
the encyclopaedia and the dictionary, in the sense of Eco. Interpretation, topics,
and motivation are considered to be different aspects determining the choices
made in the network. Following other texts by Schiitz (1974 [1932]; 1962-1996), mo-
tivations are divided into in-order-to motives (motives in the ordinary language
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sense) and because-of motives (causes). Altogether, this model can be considered
to show a particular state of the field of consciousness, with the theme being situ-
ated, as in the story of the Carneadean man, right in the corner where a configura-
tion appears (interpretational relevance), which could be seen as a pile of rope or a
coiled snake or perhaps some third thing (topical relevancies). Carneades wants to
enter the room, but hesitates, because of the danger which could result from this
configuration being identified as a snake (in-order to motives), where this motive
itself builds on the knowledge that snakebites may be poisonous (because motive).

Thus, the concrete situation serves to prune to the savage wood of the ency-
clopaedia into the likeness of a Porphyrean tree. Reticulation may not have to
be given up, but it retreats to the margin of consciousness, when holarchy
comes to the front.

3 Conclusion

This paper started as a critique of the classical notion of communication, as de-
fended most famously by Jakobson and Eco, along the lines of Shannon &
Weaver. Instead of transport and/or recoding, we argued, it is the creation of an
artefact and the setting of a task to make sense of it which is central to semiosis.
As shown most clearly by what, in other traditions, is known as “natural signs”,
this task may be set by the addressee, rather than the addresser. While this
model is most clearly inspired by Husserlean phenomenology, it could also be
taken as an interpretation of the Peircean triad, but it is to the Prague School that
we own the insertion of semiosis into a social framework by. Another phenome-
nological notion which turned out to be important here, however, is that of sedi-
mentation, the passive mnemonic remnants of earlier semiotic acts, which form
the background to the interpretation of any current act. From Husserl’s posthu-
mous writings, we learned that such sedimentation may be genetic (derived from
the experience of the individual from the cradle to the grave — or almost) or gen-
erative (handed down from one generation to another, and so on indefinitely).
On the other hand, we suggested that some paradoxes resulting from the notion
of extended mind, in particular in an enactionist interpretation, can be resolved
by distinguishing different extents of petrification of the sediments, which can be
shifted back and forth. Another idea inspired by the Tartu School which we
broach here is that of the orientation to the addresser or the addressee, though
in terms of situations of communication rather than cultures. We go on the sug-
gest that this is a particular application of the act of attention, which is the foun-
dation of all semiotic acts, which then also can be applied to the content of the
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semiotic act. Starting out from Eco’s idea of the distinction between the encyclo-
paedia and the dictionary, we propose a solution to the conundrum of the situated
encyclopaedia, which, according to Eco, becomes a dictionary, by suggesting that
each situation of communication creates its own modulation of the field of con-
sciousness, as understood by Gurwitsch, when applied to at network resembling
what Schiitz called a system of relevancies. In later studies, we intend to show
that this model will be productive for better understanding many semiotically rele-
vant issues, such as signs, icons, and metaphors.
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Luis Emilio Bruni
Cultural narrative identities
and the entanglement of value systems

Abstract: This chapter explores the nature and the implications of the processes
of reflective construction of “cultural-selves” and “collective consciousness™
mediated by the narrative function. In particular, it brings together the notions
of “narrative identity” and “heterarchy of values” in order to synthesize a rela-
tional, processual and heterarchical notion of cultural narrative identity. For
this purpose, it highlights the centrality of “values” in the determination of
identities. Values may be spread throughout a web of emerging intertwined
spheres and domains, encompassing inseparably the individual, the social and
the cultural; in domains that go from private to public, from family to work,
from local to national to regional to global, touching the many nuances of inter-
est groups and stakeholders co-existing in a globalized civil society. Therefore
the processes of identification very often confront individuals and whole cul-
tural layers with non-transitive value scales that give place to dynamic systems
of heterarchical belonging. The aim is to explore whether such a processual he-
terarchical perspective can be of utility in understanding the paradoxes and
contradictions in contemporary cultural dynamics in light of the acceleration
propelled by the global platform of digital technology. The approach considers
heterarchies as the loci of competing and coexisting value systems and multiple
“regimes of worth”. Once we have the consideration of value-adherence in mul-
tilayer cultural processes and networks, we are bound to consider heterarchical
processuality in order to be able to elucidate the rationality of the putative para-
doxes and contradictions.

Keywords: cultural narrative identity, heterarchy of values, heterarchical proces-
suality, globalization, value systems, heterarchical belonging, digital technology

1 Introduction

If you read carefully the title of this article, you will probably agree with me
that it invites a lot of trouble. Every single key term (and their permutations) is
problematic and practically constitutes a field of study on its own. It is hard to
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find consensus about the definition of the terms: “Culture”, “Identity”, “Val-
ues” and “Narrative”. There are books, articles, handbooks and tons of materials
trying to define these terms and review their respective histories. An additional
problem is the fact that these four terms are very intuitive for us and we all have
our own definitions and understanding of them.

In my attempt to bring them together, I will put into relation and intersect
several established areas of research that perhaps have not been sufficiently in
conversation. I will draw inspiration and knowledge from research areas such
as identity studies, narrative identity, cultural identity, cognitive and cultural
semiotics, and even systems theory and cybernetics. However, I would also like
to invite the reader to hold as much as possible to our collective intuitive under-
standing of these terms, and concentrate rather on their possible interplay. This
means that my strategy will be to introduce some selective aspects of these
fields and terms, which are instrumental to my argument for the pertinence of
synthesizing a notion of “cultural narrative identity” that entails a processual
and heterarchical perspective, which, I claim, may be useful to tackle contem-
porary global cultural phenomena.

2 Short on identity

The intrinsic relations between being, unity and identity have been central in
the history of ontology and philosophy. The concept of identity has been in
many different ways considered constitutive for the definition of a being or the
delimitation of a unity. The debate ranges from positions that request clear
identity criteria for discriminating among existences, to positions that reject the
possibility that identity — as a constitutive feature of a being — cannot be de-
fined in an absolute and general sense, or as many seem to fear, in any “essen-
tialist” way. Nevertheless, whether ontologically grounded or epistemologically
instrumental, for practical and analytical purposes, some sort of essentialism
seems to be inherent (i.e.: essential!) to human cognition. My interest here is
not so much on the third person ascription of identity to “things” by an observer
(i.e. a categorization or taxonomic endeavor), but rather the kinds of first per-
son reflective, recursive and processual formation of identities, which include
personal (or individual) identity, and, more specifically, cultural identity.

In their introduction to the Handbook of Identity Theory and Research, Vi-
gnoles, Schwartz and Seth (2011) list some pertinent questions that “have plagued”
the literature on identity: “(1) Is identity viewed primarily as a personal, relational,
or collective phenomenon? (2) Is identity viewed as relatively stable, or as fluid
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and constantly changing? (3) Is identity viewed as discovered, personally con-
structed, or socially constructed?” These questions will help us to think about the
relational, processual and heterarchical nature of what we are calling cultural
narrative identity. In their extensive review, and throughout the whole vol-
ume, Vignoles, Schwartz and Seth (2011) show the diversity and the “power”
of the identity construct in a myriad of academic disciplines and fields such as
psychology, sociology, anthropology, linguistics, political science, education,
family studies, and public health, from different traditions, methodologies and
focal levels of analysis. They conclude that on a fundamental level, identity in-
volves people’s explicit or implicit responses to the question: “Who are you?” As
we will see, very often the answer to that question will take the form of a story.

3 Narrative identity

According to Ricoeur (1991: 73), narrative identity fundamentally refers to “the
sort of identity to which a human being has access thanks to the mediation of
the narrative function”. For him, this can be the “life stories” of an individual
or of a historical community. If knowledge of the self is an interpretation, this
interpretation finds in the narrative mode a privileged mediation. The story that
is constructed has to make sense of what it has been, what it is, and what it is
desired or expected that it will be of that identity, its continuity and its perma-
nence in time. At the same time, the story has a protagonist, the self, who brings
agency into the picture.

Ricoeur (1991: 73) searches for the overlapping zone of two “modes” (or
connotations) of the notion of identity: identity as “sameness”, and identity as
“self”. These two modes refer respectively to the “what” and the “who” of the
identified unity. “Sameness” can be related to permanence in time — physical
and psychological continuity — while “self” can be related to agency. Narrative
brings both notions together into what McIntyre (2013 [1981]) calls the “the nar-
rative structure and unity of a human life” (Ricoeur, 1991). Personal identity as
a human reflective process has been conflated with consciousness and memory,
via the relation, and the continuity, between past and present. It is this tempo-
ral dimension of individual or cultural identity that makes the case for its narra-
tive conception.

There are many psychological descriptions of what happens when identi-
ties dissipate: role-confusion, depersonalization, estrangement — the experi-
ence of not belonging to one’s own psychic events, divorce and alienation from
one’s own internal psyche, one’s own body, one’s own external world, as if the
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natural relation of the self with these three sites is fractured. In this context, is
culture to be considered part of the external world? Or, are we to say with Lot-
man (1990: 223) “We are within [culture], but it — all of it — is within us”? We
can say therefore that cultural identity is an intrinsic aspect of personal iden-
tity, and this relation leads us to point out one of the key correlates of identity:
the sense of belonging. The reflective processual identity that we will be refer-
ring to is not about being, but about becoming and belonging. Our becoming
constantly questions our belonging.

After the seminal works on the topic of narrative identity in the late 1980’s
and early 1990’s in different disciplines (e.g.: philosophy, Ricoeur 1984, 1991;
psychology, McAdams 1988, 1996; social sciences, Sommers 1992, 1994), narra-
tive identity became an interdisciplinary field with deep roots in psychology,
therefore exploring mostly the level of individual narrative identity, with very
little having said about the cultural or social levels (Sommers being an excep-
tion). Thus, at the level of the individual,

. . . narrative identity is an internalized and evolving story of the self that provides a per-
son’s life with some semblance of unity, purpose, and meaning. Complete with setting,
scenes, characters, plots, and themes, narrative identity combines a person’s reconstruc-
tion of his or her personal past with an imagined future in order to provide a subjective
historical account of one’s own development, an instrumental explanation of a person’s
most important commitments in the realms of work and love, and a moral justification of
who a person was, is, and will be. (McAdams, 2011: 100)

Thus according to McAdams’ review, over the past 30 years the concept has
evolved in many different directions, encompassing perspectives from cognitive
science, life-course developmental studies, cultural psychology, sociology, and
personality and social psychology, having become a central component of a
“full, multi-level theory of personality” (McAdams 2011).

It can thus be argued that the construction of narrative identities has be-
come a multidimensional and multilayer phenomenon which spans through a
web of emerging intertwined spheres and domains, encompassing inseparably
the individual, the social and the cultural; in domains that go from private to
public, from family to work, from local to national to regional to global, touch-
ing the many nuances of interest groups and stakeholders co-existing heter-
archically in a globalized civil society.
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4 The cultures of culture

Even more extensive and problematic is the very notion of “culture” and the dif-
ferent perspectives and disciplines that study it. This is worsen by the fact that
the term “culture” has been, and still is, a central weapon in intellectual political
debates in senses that tend to portray culture, and/or its definitions, as ideologi-
cal constructs. Another complication is the overlapping of the term culture with
“sister” terms such as “society”, “civilization”, “tradition”, and even “nation”.!
Etymologically the term tradition stems from the Latin “traditionem” (trans =
over + dare = give), which signifies delivery, surrender, a handing over, as in
the Augustinian sense “ . .. what they had received from the Fathers, this they
delivered to the children” (Saint Augustine 430 [1957]). Therefore in the modern
sense, tradition refers to “things” handed down from generation to generation,
which is always implicit in the notion of culture. In Raymond Williams’s terms
“Whatever holds ‘significance’ from the ‘set of meanings’ received from ‘the tradi-
tion’ has to be valued in terms of the present experience. For this we have to re-
turn them to immediate experience.” (Shashidhar 1997). According to Shashidhar
(1997), what Williams attempts to show is that any hope of understanding human-
social reality lies in coherently relating the significant statements received from
the past instances of that “lived” reality to the “immediate” living of our present.
In other words, Williams sees such social reality as a hermeneutic dialectic be-
tween the past and the present: “Somewhere, in the world of human thinking
coming down to us from our predecessors, the necessary insights, the fruitful
bearings, exist. But to keep them where they belong, in direct touch with our expe-
rience, is a constant struggle” (Williams 1960; Shashidhar 1997). Thus, our sense of
belonging to a culture, a nation or a tradition is intrinsically related to how we

1 Throughout this chapter, the reader may find problematic an apparent interchangeability of
the notions of society and culture, or of social and cultural. We are by no means claiming that
they are synonyms, but they are certainly mutually constitutive. There is no (human) society
without culture and the there is no culture without social life. A culture may be spread in
many societies, and a society may contain several cultures. This is an additional reason for
pursuing a heterarchical approach to socio-cultural processes. However, I believe there is a
fundamental asymmetry between the two categories. There can be social relations, but not cul-
tural processes, without symbolic representation. Therefore I consider culture as a more
human-specific and encompassing category than sociality (I say sociality here because for
some “society” may be a structure of sociality exclusive of human beings). Based on this close-
ness between the social and the cultural, the approach advance here will be drawing inspira-
tion and making extrapolations from both social and cultural theories, and this is what may
give sometimes an impression of interchangeability, which I hope can be tolerated by the
reader.
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experience it temporally, i.e.: the interplay of our memories and our projections
into the future, or, in narrative terms, our continuous existential synthesis of ana-
lepsis and prolepsis.

The etymological origin of the term culture as “the tilling of land” relates it
to the notion of “civilization” as the passage from nomadic to sedentary modes
of life: “Now Abel was a keeper of sheep, and Cain a tiller of the ground”. It is
with the emergence of the positivist academic disciplines that culture becomes
“the intellectual side of civilization”, until it ends up almost as a synonym with
civilization: societies mutate through successive states of cultural or civilization
progress in terms of knowledge, beliefs, art, morality, law, costumes, etc. How-
ever, the terms “civilization” and “progress” came about only in the XVIII cen-
tury with the economists prior to the French Revolution, such as Turgot and
Littré, and entered the modern dictionaries as late as 1835, under the influence
of the “new ideas” of the XIX century: scientific discoveries, industrial revolu-
tion, trade, “well-being”, “the age of prosperity” “indefinite progress” and the
age of the “absolute civilization” (Guenon 1982 [1945]). According to Guenon,
with the advent of positivism, civilization became the degree of development
and perfectionism reached by the European nations in the XIX century. In that
period (in 1871), Edward Tylor initiates the Modern technical definition of cul-
ture as socially patterned human thought and behavior. In 1917, Alfred Kroeber
(1917), a foundational figure of cultural anthropology, made a somehow forgot-
ten seminal contribution, emphasizing the cross-generational aspects of culture
beyond its individual human carriers (the “culture bearers”). Individuals are
born into and are shaped by a preexisting culture that continues to exist after
they die. In this sense, Kroeber’s work can be considered an antecedent to Yuri
Lotman‘s semiotic conception of the “cultural space” (Lotman 1992). With the
advent of cultural psychology comes the emphasis of culture as the production
and spread of explicit representations, socially shared information that is sym-
bolically coded, which in contemporary global society encompasses a complex
merging of mass, pop and digital culture. From this complexity emerge new cri-
teria and kinds of identity, as for example what Haug (1987) calls “commodities’
identity”, imaginary spaces in which individual consumers construct their own
identity by comparing it with a generalized “other”, where advertising is a form
of “para-ideology” not on the same level of other customary cultural identifying
entities such as the state, law or religion, which he claims are proper ideological
powers.

The last notion that I that think worth of qualifying in this context is the
notion of “nation”, as it seems to have had a much stronger impact on the
sense of belonging to historical collectives of people than other identity markers
(such as country or civilization). The French philologist and historian Ernest
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Renam delivered a conference at the Sorbonne in 1882 (Renam 1996 [1882]) with
the title “What is a Nation”, which provides and insightful and visionary ac-
count of the complex problem of overlapping values and identities, which em-
phasizes the gluing effect of the temporal experience of “having gone together
through many things”, in other words, what we could consider the raw material
of a narrative.

Basically, Renam sees the notion of nation as a deeply-felt identity level lay-
ing above race, language, ethnicity, religion, community of interest, geography
or military necessities, and therefore much above country and perhaps even
culture: the essence of a nation is “that all its individuals must have many
things in common but it must also have forgotten many things.” He recognized
very early that if racial criteria for identity should become predominant, this
could lead to the destruction of European civilization, which was close to hap-
pen in the first half of the 20 century. He exemplifies how the intimate alliance
between the Roman Empire and Christianity delivered a severe blow to the idea
of race, excluding for centuries ethnographic criteria for the formation of identi-
ties. He supported this by pointing out how the genetic origins of humanity are
tremendously anterior to the origins of culture, civilization, and language and
how the primitive Aryan, Semitic, and Touranian groups had no physiological
unity. According to Renam, historians — as opposed to anthropologist — under-
stand race as a cultural construct. Therefore, shared things like reason, justice,
truth, and beauty constitute more valid criteria for placing oneself within a nar-
rative identity — things with which “those who belong” can agree upon. In
other words it is values, cultural values, which more properly define narrative
identities. A similar reasoning comes with language as a criterion: “Languages
are historical formations, which tell us very little about the race of those who
speak them” and the political importance that one attaches to languages comes
from the fact that, in the past, they have been erroneously regarded as indica-
tors of race.

With religion the issue is more complex because traditionally religion has
been a transnational connector of identities, but according to Renam, with the
secularization of the State — there where it has taken place - religion has be-
come a matter of individual conscience and there are no longer single masses of
people believing in a uniform faith, and whereas it is certainly a very powerful
identity trait, it can no longer be considered a trait that determines the identity of
(secularized) nations. “Community of interest” as an identity marker can be ex-
emplified today with the advent of the European Union, something that Renam
actually predicted. The challenge that the EU faces today is how to include the
“European sentiment” in what would otherwise just be a geographically de-
termined commercial treaty with a military alliance. Geography would be the
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substratum, but a “nation is a body and soul at the same time”. Renam’s answer
to the question “what is a nation” is all about sharing a narrative identity:

A nation is a soul, a spiritual principle. Two things, which in truth are but one, constitute
this soul or spiritual principle. One lies in the past, one in the present. One is the posses-
sion in common of a rich legacy of memories; the other is present-day consent, the desire
to live together, the will to perpetuate the value of the heritage that one has received . . .
The nation, like the individual, is the culmination of a long past of endeavors, sacrifice,
and devotion . . . A heroic past, great men, glory . . . this is the social capital upon which
one bases a national idea. To have common glories in the past and to have a common will
in the present; to have performed great deeds together, to wish to perform still more. . .
One loves in proportion to the sacrifices to which one has consented, and in proportion to
the ills that one has suffered. One loves the house that one has built and that one has
handed down. The Spartan song — ‘We are what you were; we will be what you are’ - is,
in its simplicity, the abridged hymn of every patrie. (Renam 1996 [1882], my italics)

The resulting identity in Renam’s account possesses, I would claim, the funda-
mentals of a narrative leaning to a mythical quest: “How many trials still await
you! May the spirit of wisdom guide you, in order to preserve you from the
countless dangers with which your path is strewn!” (Renam 1882). Narrative
identity integrates agency with foresight and hindsight at the cultural level —
the individual sees him/herself in relation to the future trajectories of others
and is already under the influence of the past trajectories of others. In turn, this
sense of belonging feeds back to the implicit or explicit, definition of multi-
agency goals, and it relates to Renam’s notion of Nation as “having done and
willing to do more”.

5 Values in culture

There is a well-accepted mutual constituency between a culture and its individ-
ual agents and interpreters. There is a static aspect of a culture, which lays in
its foundation, its origins, that which has to be handed over — Ricoeur’s “iden-
tity as sameness” (idem), the permanence in time (continuity). The dynamic as-
pect yields development and transformation, the adapting legacy — Ricoeur’s
“identity as self” (ipse), which brings agency into the picture. This processual
changing/permanence dialectic constitutes the narrative identity of a culture
and determines the heterarchical belonging of its individuals (see below). To
the old proverb that says “know where you come from to know where you are
going” we could add “in order to understand where you stand right now”. In
cultural narrative temporal terms, this can be framed as the dialectics between
the roots where you come from (idem) and the values where you stand right
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now (ipse). “Values” become a defining element of identity but not in a static
manner. Values have been considered a powerful kind of cultural “markers” or
“identifiers”, however blurred at times by rigid, categorical and static consider-
ations of value sets and systems, which approach the individual as a coherent
whole