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Abstract. This essay explores the terminology of semiotics with an eye to
the historical layers of human experience and understanding that have
gone into making the doctrine of signs possible as a contemporary intel-
lectual movement. Using an essentially Heideggerian view of language as
a heuristic hypothesis, the name semiotics is examined in light of the re-
alization that only with Augustine’s Latin signum was the possibility of a
general doctrine of signs introduced, and that first among the later Latins
was the idea of sign as a general mode of being specifically verifiable
both in nature and in culture in establishing the texture of human experi-
ence vindicated according to an explanation of how such a general mode
of being is possible. The contemporary resumption through Charles Peirce
of the Latin line of vindication completed especially by Poinsot is ex-
plored along these same lines in terms of considerations of why the term
semiotics has emerged as, so to speak, the logically proper name of the
global interest in signs.

As Galileo and Descartes experienced their situation, the new learning
was to be a turning away from authority based on the interpretation of
linguistic texts to establish a new authority based on experimental re-
sults expressed in mathematical reasoning. At the beginning the two
tried, as it were, to walk arm in arm, to stand shoulder to shoulder in a
war to delegitimize the mentality and methods bizarrely canonized
centuries after the fiasco in the person of “saint” Robert Cardinal Bel-
larmine, Rome’s own Torquemada.

But soon enough, in spite of themselves, the followers of these two
found themselves parting ways, the line of Galileans leading to New-
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ton, Einstein, and Mission Control in Houston placing men on the
moon and ships bound for the far stars, the line of Cartesians leading
to Hume and Kant and a reluctant conviction that the universe of real-
ity prejacent to and independent of the human mind is a universe for-
ever unknowable. Modern philosophy, in short, came to play
Mr. Hyde to the Dr. Jekyl of modern science, which remained con-
vinced in its practitioners that reality was just what was being revealed
and brought more and more under the arts of human practical knowl-
edge, exactly as the medieval Aquinas had expressed it: that the
speculative understanding of the being of nature becomes by exten-
sion practical when human beings find the means to turn that under-
standing of nature to use.

Locke, of course, had tried to intervene in the Cartesian develop-
ment to give credit and credence to the role our senses play in feeding
the growth of human understanding, but his intervention was without
avail for deflecting the main trajectory of the mainstream modern de-
velopment in philosophy as a kind of semiotic lapse. For, by accepting
Descartes’ reduction of objects to representations made by the mind,
he foreclosed the only avenue by which the understanding moves back
and forth in its grasp of objects between the realms of nature and cul-
ture, considering the last, as Vico said, as our own construction, even
as the former comes somehow from the hand of God, as the moderns
mainly assumed.

To be sure the Latins had only themselves to blame for being con-
signed in turn to the flames of modernity. A decent interval had to
pass before the outrages of the Latin authorities could fade into the
oblivion of consciousness of the living generations, and it was proba-
bly inevitable that, along with the healing of the wounds of that mem-
ory, the speculative achievements of the Latins in illuminating the
nature of the workings of properly human understanding and the se-
miotic structure of the experience upon which it depends and feeds, as
we now realize looking back, should also for a time suffer oblivion.
But it is time to separate the chaff from the wheat, and to go back over
the fields of Latin philosophy and civilization to see what might be
retained or rehabilitated in the area of the philosophy of being, still,
after all, the most ample of the interpretive horizons ever achieved
within philosophy, and arguably the one most proper to the nature of
understanding itself as the linguistic dimension of the human model-
ing system whereby alone a relative freedom from or transcendence
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over the perceptual horizon of sensation is achieved within our experi-
ence of objects not all of which reduce to our experience of them.

The clearest beginnings of such a recovery as far as concerns
semiotics, surely, came through the work of Umberto Eco and his
marvelous team of students and colleagues at the University of Bolo-
gna, who were able to report that, despite our fondness in philosophy
for tracing Greek origins of main concepts, in the case of the sign, the
key concept of a general mode of being superior to the division be-
tween nature and culture was owing to the Greeks not at all but to one
ignorant of Greek, Augustine of Hippo. After Augustine, there will be
both natural and cultural signs; but before Augustine, the Greeks had
thought of the sign mainly, almost exclusively, in natural terms. The
omnpeiov of the Greeks was not at all what we would today call “sign in
general” but rather “natural sign in particular”. The notion of sign in
general was, precisely, signum, Augustine’s Latin term proposed just
as the 4" century closed to express the idea that the universe of human
experience is perfused with signs, not only through our contact with
the natural being of our physical surroundings in the signs of health
and weather, but also through our contact with our conspecifics in
discourse and trade, even in our contact with the divine through sac-
rament and scripture.

There was no turning back. The Latin Age was born in the per-
spective of the sign as the pervasive instrument of understanding. It
would take almost twelve centuries for the consequences of that fact to
be worked through to their speculative ground in the Treatise of Signs
of John Poinsot, contemporary of Galileo and Descartes, to be sure,
but a man as decisively of the Latin past as Galileo and Descartes
were men of the modern future. For human beings are animals first of
all, and animals first of all experience the universe of nature not as
things but as objects to be sought and avoided or ignored. Animals
make use of signs without knowing that there are signs, let alone
without realizing that signs are in the objective world of experience an
instrument as universal as is motion in the world of physical being.'

In their absorption in the world of objects, the sign appeared to the
Latins, even to Augustine in making his general proposal, not in its
pure and proper being as a triadic relation (indifferent, like all rela-
tions, to the surrounding circumstances which make it physically real

' The most interesting formulation of this point by far among contemporary writers

is to be found in Jacques Maritain 1937-1938: 1; 1938: 299; 1956: 59; 1957: 86. Com-
prehensive discussion in Deely 1986a.
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as well as objectively so, or only objective), but rather in its sensible
manifestation as a connection between objects experienced whereby
the one, on being perceived, manifests also another besides itself, per-
haps even one absent from the immediate perceptual surroundings.
That objects in order to be experienced at all presuppose signs already
at work in the activity of understanding never occurred to the Latins,
though that was a clear consequence (clear, that is, after the manner of
all consequences, which is to say, once it is further realized) of the
realization that the being proper to signs is not at all that of something
sensible as such but that of relation as irreducible to whatever aspects
of subjectivity the relation happens to depend upon for its existence in
these or those concrete circumstances.

The privilege of the Latins was first to propose and then to vindi-
cate the general notion of signs. After that came modernity, a new way
of approaching the understanding of objects as such still prior to the
further realization that objects presuppose signs, and indeed, devel-
oped in a manner contrary to what such a realization would require.”
Finally came the dawn of postmodernity, the recovery of signum in
the work of the first American philosopher worthy to be named in the
company of Aristotle and Aquinas, Charles Sanders “Santiago”
Peirce. He was among the last of the moderns, to be sure; but, more
importantly, he was the first of the postmoderns, because he was the
first after Descartes (with the partial exception of Hegel) to show and
to thematize the inclusion within the world of objects something also
of the physical being of nature in its own right, just as it is in its preja-
cency to and insouciant independence of systems of human belief and
speculation.

The Latins had uncovered and identified the being proper to signs
as the base of our experience of objects. But action follows upon be-
ing. The next step perforce would be to thematize the action of signs
precisely in order to understand in detail what the being proper to sign
entails. And this is precisely the step Peirce took after first learning
most, though not all, of what the Latins had discovered of the sign in
its proper being. He even gave to this action a name, semiosis, as the
subject matter whose study results in a distinctive form of philosophi-
cal and even scientific knowledge, semiotics, just as biology is a body
of knowledge that develops out of the study of living things, and geol-
ogy out of the study of the earth. The Latins too had demonstrated the

See the details of the case as presented in Deely 1994a, along with the comments
of Santaella-Braga 1994.
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necessity of three terms involved in every sign, but their living tradi-
tion ended before any had thought to name that third term. This too
fell to Peirce, who called it the inferpretant, and who further saw
without quite ever succeeding to explain that the interpretant need not
involve finite consciousness.

The bare proposal for semiotics that Locke had contradicted his
own Essay by making, of course, came near the beginning of modern
thought; but it had no influence on the modern development. Nor did
it embody any awareness of the Latin past in this matter, save perhaps
in the bare echo in the English expression “doctrine of signs”, which
Locke used to translate his nouveau Greek term (malformed)
onmwtikn  of the Latin doctrina signorum actually used by Poinsot in
explaining the content and plan of his Treatise on Signs. Had the pro-
posal been influential in its time, we would not now be speaking of
postmodernity, for the mainstream modern development of philosophy
(as distinct from science®) would have been aborted thereby. But the
proposal was not influential; and Mr. Hyde had many years to live and
to grow into the monstrosity of idealism, the doctrine that whatever
the mind knows in whatever the mind knows of it the mind itself cre-
ates, a doctrine which the late modern philosopher Jacques Maritain,
in exasperation, at last proposed4 should be denied the very name of
philosophy in favor of something like “ideosophy” instead.’

As early as Locke’s proposal for semiotics, the achievement of the
Latin Age in first proposing and finally explaining the being proper to
sign as a general mode of being had already crossed the social line
separating contemporary concerns from the cultural unconscious, that
limbo for the achievements of previous generations of human animals
which have slipped outside the focus of the consciousness of a yet
living generation of human animals. So let me try to show how, in
refocusing on the sign, postmodern thought has as part of its destiny to
recover the whole of the Latin Age unified in an unexpected way by
the theme of the sign, a theme which, we will see, reprises all the
standard issues covered in the “standard presentation” of medieval

3

I have published preliminary statements on the distinction between philosophy as
doctrina and modern science as scientia in Deely 1978, 1982a, 1986b; but the full
justification of this distinction as a thesis concerning the history of philosophy as a
whole over its development before, during, and after the modern period is to be found
in Deely 2000a.
* Maritain 1966.

But, except for the astonishing writings on this point of Peter Redpath, Maritain’s
suggestion so far has fallen on deaf ears.
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philosophy from Augustine to Ockham heretofore, but reprises them
as subordinate themes to that of the sign, which is the one theme
which unifies the age as an organic whole, and so goes beyond the
“standard coverage” by requiring us to take account of that series of
thinkers after Ockham which link the Treatise on Signs of Poinsot that
culminates the semiotic line of Latin development as well to that se-
ries of thinkers before Ockham that begins with Augustine.

The language of semiotics

The Latin contribution to our European heritage of semiotics is mas-
sive C original, foundational, pervasive, yet at least temporarily, in-
conscient in the greater part of those intrigued with signs. The situa-
tion is hardly static, but it remains true that as we enter the last months
of the second millennium of the common era, the Latin contribution to
semiotics exists mainly as a current or layer within the cultural uncon-
scious, yet one which little by little has begun to be brought into the
light of conscious awareness beginning especially, as | have said, with
the work of Umberto Eco for the world at large; but also, within the
Hispanic world, by the publications of Mauricio Beuchot. The con-
temporary development of semiotics, we are beginning to see, owes
far more to the Latin Age than it does either to modern or even to an-
cient times, which is not at all to deny the singular importance of the
ancient Greek medical heritage so forcefully brought out first by Se-
beok.® Nevertheless, the Latin Age has in our cultural heritage in the
matter of the sign a historical weight (here, I can no more than sug-
gest) that perhaps manifests its inertia in the improbable reversal of
fortunes of the two terms under which contemporary study of signs
has organized itself, namely, “semiology” (first and everywhere in the
first six or seven decades of the 20™ century), then “semiotics” (here
and there in the 60s, and now become dominant over the waning band
of those who, more and more wistfully, label themselves “semiolo-
gists”’). There is after all a weight of language, an inconscient capac-
ity of words subtly to shade the tint of even the most present experi-
ence with the perspective and understanding of generations past, as if

See esp. Sebeok 1975, 1984, 1984c, and 1996.

See the survey of usage in Sebeok 1971; then further “Rectificando los terminos
‘semidtica’ y “semiologia’”, in Deely 1996: 300-317; and “Ferdinand de Saussure and
Semiotics™ in Tasca 1995: 75-85.
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the ghosts of those generations were whispering memories into the
mind’s ear as each new generation learns to speak.

Nor are my dates of demarcation, the end of the 4™ and the begin-
ning of the 17" century, arbitrary. For if we look at the Latin history in
philosophy in the light of sign as a theme, we discover something as-
tonishing: instead of a chaotic age going off in many directions, one
only gradually achieving a center of gravity in the so-called “high me-
dieval” period and afterward dissolving into nominalism and the exu-
berance of the Renaissance recovery of Greek classics, we find a dis-
tinctive age of philosophy organically unified from beginning to end
above all by its first speculative initiative made in philosophy without
precedent or anticipation in the world of ancient Greek philosophy.
The sign, it turns out, was not only the original Latin initiative in phi-
losophy, as Eco discovered, but, what seems never to have occurred to
Eco’s circle, the sign provides the theme that shows a true unity of
that age in moving from the simple positing of the fundamental notion
to its complex justification as no flatus vocis but rather the nexus of
human experience as transcending nature in the direction of mind and
back again from mind in the direction of nature.

In speaking thus we take up a theme from a German philosopher
who dominated the 20™ century w1th his cryptic pronouncement that
“Language is the house of Being”. % For “language” here did not sig-
nify at all what, say, the everyday American or Italian refers to by the
vocable “language”. On the contrary, Heidegger meant something
much more profound, what our American paterfamilias Thomas Se-
beok — no everyday American, he, but rather, as [ have explained
elsewhere,” and as many in this room independently and easily under-
stand, a putative Martian and (what comes to the same), like Vilmos
Voigt, a Hungarian — explains rather'” as the product of our Innen-
welt or “modeling system”, that species-specifically human capacity
which results in an Umwelt, an objective world, an arrangement of
objects classified as desirable, contemptible, or beneath notice (+, —,
0) insofar as that typically animal arrangement of experience is further
permeated and transformed by the human awareness of an interpretive
horizon for these objects as specifically consisting of more than their
relation to the one perceiving them, and thus carrying a history which
imports into the individual consciousness, for the most part unknow-

Heidegger 1947.
See Tasca 1995.
10 Sebeok 1984b and elsewhere.
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ingly but nonetheless in fact, a structure of awareness and experience
which links the individual with the understanding of the world worked
out and adhered to by forebears long dead whose codifications of un-
derstanding are embodied in the words we speak, those linguistic ves-
sels which, all but entirely, preceded our individual births and will
continue at play in linguistic communication long after we have died.

So the “being” which language houses is above all a historical real-
ity, the preservation in human community of the affective and cogni-
tive links which have their roots in times long past but which define
through their presence in the psychology of living individuals the con-
tours of what we call a natural language community, with all the
vagueness and inevitable overlappings that result in that notion as a
consequence of the fact that the human modeling system, alone among
the animal modeling systems on this planet, is not restricted in its
communicative elements and terms to sign-vehicles objectively acces-
sible as such to sense perception.

It is from this point d’appui that 1 want to address, with an eye to
our Latin past, the present development and immediate future of
semiotics. For if language is, to speak in the accents properly Heideg-
ger’s own, a seinsgeschichtliches Wesen, an essence freighted with
being, then it is surely there, indeed, in the vocable itself “semio-
tics”(something that Heidegger himself never considered, even as he
was typically ignorant of almost every one of the late Latin thinkers
who were key to the semiotic denouement of their age in philosophy),
that our heritage lies at once concealed and manifestly present in its
permeation of and influence over thinkers wherever the semiotic
community has taken root in our nascent contemporary “global cul-
ture”. Even moreso is this the case with the simple vocable “sign”. So
let us reflect on the Latin dimension of our heritage as it is carried
within two simple English words: first “sign”, and then “semiotics”.
What, even inconsciently, do these two simple expressions import into
our present experience of the world from the predominantly Latin
phase of the European development?

From Latin signum to English sign
The ontological weight of Latin history at play in the shaping of our

contemporary use of “sign” is conveyed through a derivation directly
and immediately Latin: signum. There is a conjecture that this Latin
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term carries over a Sanskrit sense of “to cling to or adhere”, which is
probable, but not probable enough to pursue for present purposes. For,
so far as it is a question of the concept and destiny of sign that fur-
nishes the foundations for what we have come to call semiotics,
namely, the body of living knowledge developed out of the thematic
observation and analysis of the action unique and proper to signs (both
as such and in their various kinds), we are dealing with a coinage that
as a matter of fact does not go beyond a rather late stage of the Latin
language itself, it being a posit, as has been discovered, put into play
just three years before the end of the fourth century of the Christian or
“common” (if you prefer) era.

Well, by coincidence, this was the very time when the move of the
capital of Roman Empire from Rome to the Byzantine region had just
been consolidated. This was the time when the peoples who would form
Europe were adopting the original Latin tongue of the old empire, while
the rulers themselves were abandoning Latin in favor of the Greek lan-
guage. This was the time, in short, when we witness in hindsight the
astonishing split of a single political entity, the Roman Empire, into two
halves soon to share virtually no common linguistic tie.

It is common wisdom that the term “semiotics” comes from the
root of the Greek word onueiov, standardly translated as “sign”. As is
all too often true of common wisdom, so in this case it forms a dan-
gerous alliance with ignorance by concealing more than it reveals
without any overt hint of what is hidden. The alliance is dangerous in
this case because what the common wisdom conceals is of far greater
import for any deep understanding of a European heritage in the mat-
ter of the study of signs than what it would lead the first-time comer to
that study to believe. For the truth is, the astonishing truth, with which
semiotic reflection needs most to begin, is that there is no general
concept of sign to be found in Greek philosophy, and the term stan-
dardly mistranslated to conceal that fact is onpeiov, a word which
means, in Greek, not at all “sign” in any general sense but only very
specific forms of sign, particularly ones associated with divination,
both in the invidious sense of prophetic and religious divination and in
the more positive scientific sense of prognostications in matters of
medicine and meteorology.'' Tnueia, in other words, are from outside
the human realm, are from nature, either in the manifestations of the
gods or in the manifestations of the physical surroundings. Within the
human realm are found not signs but symbols (cOpfoia) and, what is

" Manetti 1993.
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after all but a subclass of symbols, names (ovouata), the elements in
general of linguistic communication.

All this will change after Augustine (354—430AD). Too busy in his
youth for one set of reasons to learn the Greek language in use all
around him, too busy in later years for another set of reasons to learn
the Greek language visibly losing ground in the Western regions of
Roman empire but yet dominating the realm of theological and reli-
gious discussion, and, in any event, disinclined by temperament to
study Greek in any season,’ Augustine it was who, in an ignorant
bliss, began to speak of sign in general, sign in the sense of a general
notion to which cultural as well as natural phenomena alike relate as
instances or “species”. Not knowing Greek, he was ignorant of the
originality of his notion. That he was proposing a speculative novelty
never crossed his mind, and, his principal readers being similarly ig-
norant, the fact is not known to have occurred to any one in his large
and growing audience. What was obvious to the Latins was the intui-
tive clarity of the notion and its organizing power. Look around you.
What do you see? Nothing or almost nothing at all that does not fur-
ther suggest something besides itself, something that almost normally
is not itself part of the physical surroundings immediately given when
you “look around”. There is a tombstone, my childhood friend’s
grave; there is a tree, the one planted for the occasion of the burial;
there is a pot of flowers now dead, placed here a month ago to honor
the memory of this friend. And so on.

Nothing at all is all that it appears. Everything is surrounded by the
mists of significations which carry the mind in many directions, all
according to knowledge, interest, and level of awareness brought to
bear at any given moment when we happen to “take a look around”.
Of course all these perceptions involve signs, the gravestone no less
than the cloud. And the fact that the one comes from human artifice
and the other from nature makes no difference to the fact that both
alike signify, that both alike, in Augustine’s words, “praeter species
quas ingerit sensibus aliquid aliud facit in cognitionem venire” (“over
and above the sense impressions, make something besides themselves
come into awareness”).

So little were Augustine and the Latins after him aware of the nov-
elty of their general notion of sign, indeed, that the novelty would ap-
pear never to have come to light before researchers of our own time
turned the tools and light of scholarship to uncovering the historical

12 Augustine 397: i, 14.
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origins of semiotics. To my knowledge at least, as I have several times
indicated, it was the team of researchers who have worked the fields
of ancient thought from a semiotic point of view under the guidance
and tutelage of the celebrated Italian scholar and Bologna professor,
our friend Umberto Eco, who first brought to light13 and subsequently
established more fully' Augustine’s incognizant originality in this
particular.”” Whatever be or not be the Sanskrit overtones, the English
word “sign” comes directly and immediately from the root of the
Latin term signum, and this term with the familiar general sense it has
for semiotics, of providing a subject matter that merits investigation
into natural and cultural phenomena alike, was a novelty in the matur-
ity of Augustine.

So there is the earliest and second most definitive'® landmark in
the Latin heritage of postmodern semiotics: the very notion of sign in
the general sense was introduced at the dawn of the 5" century AD to
draw attention to and mark the fact that all our objects of sense per-
ception are experienced within a web of relations that much later
thinkers — Thomas Sebeok in particular, developing a suggestion in
the work of Jakob von Uexkiill — aptly designate a semiotic web. The
very word “sign” is itself a sign self-reflexively of the not only of the
Latin but indeed of the European heritage in this area, the very con-

3 See esp. Eco, Lambertini, Marmo, and Tabarroni 1986; and the the editorial note

on the provenance of this text, ibid. p. xix.

' Manetti 1993.

15" The discovery entered our semiotic literature of today as an anomaly, a curious
fact that, like Albert the Great’s fossils in the 1260s, puzzled the mind without suggest-
ing any grand hypotheses. Ironically, when an abduction was finally made and for-
mally presented full-scale in the work of Manetti just cited, the guess missed and, for
want of a familiarity with the key texts of later Latin times, as we will have occasion to
mention, proffered the wild hypothesis that it was the Latins themselves, and not the
late modern structuralists and deconstructionists heir to Saussure, who began the de-
velopment that culminated in the semiological thesis that there are only conventional
signs. See the essays referred to in note 3, p. 2, above; but especially Chapter 16 in the
Four Ages of Understanding. Nonetheless, the asymmetry of ancient Greek and mod-
ern national language philosophy on this point is worthy of note: as the ancients recog-
nized only natural signs, so the moderns came in the end to recognize only conven-
tional signs. The Latins, by contrast, like Peircean postmoderns, are distinguished by
the theoretical means of recognizing both.

' The most definitive landmark, of course, would by rights be the theoretical demon-
stration that the general notion of sign was a warranted notion. But “rights” in these
matters are, from the standpoint of popular culture, matters of some amusement, when
they are recognized at all; were it otherwise, Poinsot would have been from the start,
and not merely as a matter of future tenancy, far better known among semioticians than
Augustine.
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crete fact that “Europe” was the gradual creation of the heirs and inter-
lopers to the original Western lands of the Roman Empire who took
over also its original language. This mélanges of peoples inherited and
transformed the original language of that Empire through an indige-
nous philosophical development that began roughly in the 4t century
and continued thereafter until the 17" century, the time of the decisive
break of modernity from the Latin Age both in the establishment of
science in the modern sense (as an intellectual enterprise distinct no
less from philosophy than from theology and religious thought) and in
the establishment of the developing national languages in place of
Latin as the principal vehicle henceforward for the sustenance of
European intellectual culture.

For since semiotics is the body of knowledge that develops through
the study of the action of signs, as biology is the systematic knowl-
edge that is developed from the study of behavior of living things,
etc., semiotics may be said to have actually arisen only at that moment
when the general notion of sign as a unified object of possible investi-
gation was introduced. The mere fact that, prior to such a conception,
there were signs at work throughout the living world (and, both be-
yond and before that, perhaps, in the wide world of physical nature
itself, as Peirce first proposed'’ and as has more recently been ana-
lyzed under the rubric of “physiosemiosis”'g), does not mean that
there was semiotics in the universe prior to the Latin Age — except,
of course, as a possibility in the sense of having a place “marked out
in advance”, as Saussure so well put it."” Semiosis, Peirce’s name for
the action of signs taken from — or, rather, forged on the basis of —
remarks in the Epicurean papyrus written by Philodemus in the last
century preceding the common era,” precedes semiotics, just as living
things precede biology and rocks precede geology. But biology as a
science presupposes that the world of living things be conceived as a
thematically unified subject of possible systematic inquiry. Similarly,
a doctrine of signs presupposes that the action of signs be conceived
as a thematically unified subject matter of possible investigations. And

17
18

His “grand vision”, I would call it (Deely 1989).

A term coined in Deely 1990 and developed in a series of essays after that, most
recently 1996 and 1997.

'”" Saussure 1916: 16.

2 Philodemus i. 54—40BC. See Fisch 1978: 4041 for discussion of Peirce’s deriva-
tion and coinage.
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the first to give us a notion of sign which accomplishes this presup-
posed feat was Augustine.

Of course there were investigations of various kinds based on the
action of signs long before Augustine. Indeed, we now realize that
every investigation is based on the action of signs, every investigation
has a semiotic component or dimension that can be brought out and
highlighted theoretically. But that is not the point. Just as any predator
stalking its prey relies on knowledge acquired from a study of signs,
yet not every predator is a semiotician; so every semiotician owes his
or her profession to the fact that someone, in fact, Augustine of Hippo,
first introduced into intellectual culture the notion of sign in general,
under which notion the particular investigations we call semiotics are
brought together objectively in the conception of a unified subject
matter of possible investigation. There are not only signs as tokens;
there is also sign as type, the type defining and distinguishing those
investigations properly called “semiotic” in contrast to “chemical”,
“astronomical”, “biological”, and so forth, even though we can also
say, from the standpoint of semiotic consciousness, that every other
subject matter physical or cultural necessarily involves and develops
by semiotic means.

Sign itself, the general notion or type (the “general mode of be-
ing”, Peirce liked to say) of which all particular signs are instances or
tokens, then, is the first and foundational element of the semiotic heri-
tage. For it is that presupposed notion which first makes the develop-
ment of a doctrine of signs possible in the first place. It marks, as we
may say, the initial awakening of semiotic consciousness; and it oc-
curs more or less at the very beginning of the Latin Age in the history
both of the formations that lead to modern Europe and of that part of
intellectual culture traditionally called philosophy. Semiotic con-
sciousness owes its initial awakening, if not its name, to the introduc-
tion of the general notion of sign in the work of Augustine.2I

But what after Augustine? Does the Latin Age contribute nothing
more to semiotic consciousness than its foundational and organizing
notion of sign? As a matter of fact, Augustine’s original and constitu-
tive contribution in this regard risked in advance the disaster of nomi-
nalism, that infection of speculative thought which blinds the mind to
the dependence in understanding of everything the senses yield upon
general modes of being insensible as such, yet as independent or more
independent of human whim as anything on the order of rocks or stars.

2

See Augustine i. 397—426 in particular.
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For it is not enough to propose the general notion of sign as a mode of
being. The proposal needs to be theoretically justified as well. How is
it possible for there to be such a thing as a general mode of being that
transcends the division of objective being into what exists prior to and
independently of cognition and what exists posterior to and depen-
dently upon cognition or mind?

This question never occurs to Augustine. For him, as for the next
seven centuries of Latin thinkers, the general idea of sign seems so
intuitively valid that we find it employed throughout the theological
and philosophical writings without the appearance of a second
thought. Of course, the seven centuries in question are not exactly lu-
minous with speculative developments within philosophy. In fact, they
are precisely what first the renaissance humanists and many modern
historians after them refer to derisively as “the dark ages”, the centu-
ries marked more by the collapse than by the rise of centers of serious
learning. This was a function of the condition of civilization itself in
the early indigenous Latin centuries. But by the time in the 11™ and
12™ centuries when we see the universities, that greatest of all the con-
tributions to present civilization surviving from the polities of the
Latin Age, begin to form at Paris and Bologna and then all across
what will become Europe, spreading even to China by 1900, the “con-
stantly alive, burning and inevitable problem”2 Augustine has be-
queathed to Latin posterity makes its way to the fore. Signum: general
mode of being or empty nominalism, flatus vocis?

The burning question bursts into flame at least as early as the writ-
ings of Aquinas (1225-1274) and Roger Bacon (c. 1214-1292). The
first turn the controversy takes toward a generally theoretical devel-
opment of Augustine’s posit hanging in thin air (for what is to prevent
the vocable signum from being a sound signifying nothing, like “phlo-
giston” or “aether” or “immutable crystalline spheres” any of the
countless other words posited across the centuries which turn out to be
names for confusions in thought that, when clarified, disappear) fas-
tens not on the general notion itself but on the question of whether
only a sensible object can function in the capacity of a sign, whether
being a sensible material structure was rightly included in the general
definition. For Augustine’s posit had two aspects: the general notion
of sign as verified in whatever makes present for awareness something
besides itself, and a proposed definition that ties this functioning to
impressions made upon sense.

22 Beuchot 1986: 26.
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It was over the formulation of Augustine’s definition of sign that
the problem first broke into open flames. Beginning with Aquinas23
and Bacon,”* then developing after them in the writings of Duns Sco-
tus (c. 1266—-1308), William of Ockham (c. 1285-1349), Pierre
d’Ailly (1350-1420), Dominic Soto (1495-1569), Pedro da Fonseca
(1528-1599), the Conimbricenses (1606, 1607), Francisco Araujo
(1580-1664), and culminating in the work of John Poinsot (1589-
1644), this first aspect of the problem received an all but unanimous
resolution among the Latins: not only sensible objects as sensible, but
also those interpretive structures of the mind (called today “ideas and
images” but in those times “species expressae™) on the basis of which
sensible objects are presented in experience as this or that kind of
thing, fulfill the function essential to being a sign. A common termi-
nology even evolved, after d’Ailly (or perhaps before, for this termi-
nological point has not quite been pinned down as yet historically), to
mark the point linguistically. Sensible objects as such which make
present in cognition something besides themselves the Latins agreed
to call “instrumental signs”, while those interpretive structures of
thought as such, those psychological states of the knower, as we
would say, which serve to found the relations which make sensible
objects present at their terminus as this or that kind of individual they
called by contrast “formal signs”.25

But this agreement on terminology proved to be but a verbal
agreement, which is perhaps why it has proved to have little enduring
power beyond the time of those who forged it. In fact, the comity

Z Especially with Aquinas, for even though he never focused thematically on sign as

a question of systematic pursuit, his work is so vast, and problems central to the even-
tual formation of such a systematically pursued theme recur tangentially to issues he
does systematically pursue, that he leaves a trail of tantalizing suggestions to be pur-
sued over the entire corpus of his writings: c. 1254—1256: the Commentary on the
Sentences of Peter Lombard, Book 1V, dist. 1, q. 1, quaestiunc. 2; c. 1256-1259: the
Disputed Questions on Truth, q. 4. art. 1 ad 7, q. 9. art. 4 ad 4 and ad 5; ¢. 1269-1272:
the Questions at Random, q. 4 art. 17; c. 1266—1273/4: the Summa theologiae 111, q.
60, art. 4 ad 1. Indeed just this trail is what Poinsot will follow in bringing to publica-
tion 358 years after Aquinas’ death the first systematic demonstration of a being com-
mon to all signs as such, and hence the first demonstration (in contrast to posit) of the
existence of a unified subject matter for semiotic inquiry. It will be exactly 353 more
years before this effort of Poinsot will surface outside of the Latin language — such is
the slow rhythm of semiotic development.

24 See esp. Bacon c. 1267.

25 The fullest historical discussion of this first phase of the later Latin development is
presented in Meier-Oeser 1997: “Die Unterscheidung von signum formale — und sig-
num instrumentale”, pp. 238-251.
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among the differing Latin schools on this verbal point served to mask
a much deeper disagreement that became apparent to the cognoscenti
as soon as the question of Augustine’s defining formula was realized
to involve the more profound problem of the very being proper to
signs, of the type manifested in the tokens — of the being, that is to
say, enabling signs, any and every sign as such, to function as a sign
in the first place.

Augustine’s original proposal of a general definition may have
been too narrow, as all came to agree, but at least it had the merit of
applying to particular things. Now Ockham and his followers increas-
ingly distinguished themselves by insisting that only particular things
are real. Ideas of the mind may not be sensible characteristics of indi-
viduals, but they are subjective characteristics of individuals no less
than is the color of one’s skin or the shape of one’s nose. My idea is as
much a part of my subjectivity as is my shape or size or color. Hence
the nominalists could distinguish formal and instrumental signs as
respectively inaccessible and accessible to direct sense perception
without admitting that there is any #ype or general mode of being veri-
fied equally in the differing tokens or instances of sign.”® For be it a

%6 This second and decisive aspect of the late Latin development of semiotic con-

sciousness has so far not been discussed in the literature, and Meier-Oeser, in his work
splendid as far as it goes, appallingly misapprehends this aspect of the problem. I can
refer the reader only to Chapters 810 of my forthcoming book, Four Ages of Under-
standing (see the “promissory note” in Deely 1996a), which traces the complete history
of philosophy from Thales to Eco in terms of the bearing that history has on the current
and prospective development of semiotics as the positive essence of what can only be
called (in philosophy at least, where “modernity” is defined by the epistemological
paradigm according to which the human mind is capable of knowing only the products
of its own operations) a postmodern development. The opening of the new historical
epoch, in fact, may be dated specifically to May 14, 1867, when Peirce presented his
“New List of Categories™. For the list in question contrasts both with Aristotle’s origi-
nal list of ¢.360BC, by including specifically the objective products of mind as well as
the knowable elements of physical nature, and also with Kant’s list of 1781, by includ-
ing specifically objective, i.e., directly and immediately known, elements of physical
nature as well as phenomena owing their whole being to the mind’s own operations.
For the creation, in Peirce’s “New List”, of an “intersection of nature and culture”
(Sebeok 1975a; cf. also Sebeok 1979), set the problematic of the sign squarely beyond
the modern quarrels between idealism and realism, in conformity exactly with the
terms originally set by John Poinsot for beginning a systematic development of the
doctrine of signs (1632: 117/24f.): “the sign in general ... includes equally the natural
and the social sign”, that is to say, “even the signs which are mental artifacts”. And if
there is anything which philosophy cannot account for and remain within the con-
straints of the Descartes-Locke equation of ideas with the objects of direct experience,
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sound or mark, an idea or a feeling, the former as “instrumental” no
less than the latter as “formal” remains a particular, not a general,
mode of being. The mind in knowing may make comparisons among
objects of which it is aware, and from these comparisons relations do
indeed result. But the relations themselves, the relations as such, do
not precede the knowing: they are constituted by it. Prior to the know-
ing, prior to the comparison and independent of it, there remain only
the particulars, the subjectivities: that is all.

The Scotists and the Thomists accepted the terminology for distin-
guishing between signs whose foundation was and signs whose foun-
dation was not directly sense-perceptible (instrumental vs. formal
signs, respectively), but they also insisted, against the nominalists, on
a more fundamental point: when a particular object or an idea is said
to be a “sign”, what makes the appellation true is not the particularity
of the feature in question but the fact that it serves to ground a relation
to something other than itself. This relation, not the individual charac-
teristic upon which the relation is based, they insisted, is what consti-
tutes the being proper to the sign as such. Thus the Latin authors es-
chewing nominalism insisted that not only was Augustine wrong to
propose a definition tying signs to sense-perceptible objects as such,
but that the reason why he was wrong was not merely that ideas as
well as words and rocks serve as vehicles of signification. The reason
is much more profound, namely, that the relations actually and prop-
erly constituting signs are always as such and in every case without
exception knowable as such only to understanding in its distinction
from the perception of sense — exactly what we assert today when we
recognize that linguistic communication arises from a species-specifi-
cally distinct modeling system, and that it is this modeling system as
such,” not the linguistic communication exapted from its distinctive
function, that constitutes “language” in the species-specifically human
root sense — a capacity more obscurely designated (from a semiotic
point of view) “intellect” among the Latins and “understanding”
among the later moderns.

Here, unnoticed by any currently established historian of philoso-
phy, the theoretical divide between the nominalists and their Latin
opponents widens to a chasm. For the nominalists relations exist only
as mind-dependent elements of awareness through and through, as

it is the possibility of a knowledge of structures of the physical environment according
to a being proper to them.
?7 See esp. Sebeok 1987.
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comparisons made in thought by the mind itself. They exist wholly
within and function as no more than a distinguishing part of subjectiv-
ity itself actively cognizing — subjectivity: that total complex of char-
acteristics and functions whereby one individual in nature exists unto
itself as distinct from the rest of the universe. For those opposing
nominalists in the matter of resolving the “burning and inevitable
problem” bequeathed from Augustine, relations are as much a part of
nature as are individuals, and in fact are a part of nature apart from
which individuals could not so much as exist as distinct individuals.
For while indeed in the Latin notion of “substance” there is embodied
the affirmation of natural individuals, beings existing “in themselves
and not in another as in a subject of existence”, the nominalist inter-
pretation of that notion (the only interpretation, it would appear, famil-
iar to the classical authors from whose works sprang the distinctively
modern mainstream of philosophy) is completely at loggerheads with
the notion as we find it in Aquinas and Scotus or their followers
among the Latins, or as we find the notion of substance before them in
the Greek texts of Aristotle.

For the opponents of nominalism among the Latins, substance it-
self is a relative notion; for the individual, “absolute” insofar as its
being is one, is yet only relatively distinct from the surrounding uni-
verse. The individual maintains its actual existence as relatively dis-
tinct only through and on the basis of an unremitting series of interac-
tions which provenate and sustain a network of actual relations, rela-
tions mind-independent and physical and essential to the continuance
of subjectivity even though not themselves subjective, which link the
individual to what it itself is not but upon which it depends even in
being what it is. So we find distinguished subjectivity and intersubjec-
tivity: substance, as a relative notion of what exists in itself depen-
dently upon other things besides itself (subjectivity), distinguished
from intersubjectivity or rather suprasubjectivity, pure relations as
such which actually link the individual to whatever it is that the indi-
vidual depends upon in its existence in whatever way without being
that other thing. Intersubjectivity in this pure sense thus characterizes
the individual but does not reduce to the subjectivity of the individual.
Individual characteristics are thus both subjective and intersubjective,
and the actual existence of the individual as relatively distinct from
and within its physical surroundings depends upon both types of char-
acteristics.
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The nominalists denied that these intersubjective characteristics
had any reality outside of thought, any reality over and above subjec-
tivity itself. For over and above subjectivity, the being of particulars,
some of which happen to include cognition as part of their particular-
ity, there is nothing at all “in the nature of things”. All relations, Ock-
ham asserted, and all the nominalists after him agreed (including
Hobbes, Locke, Berkeley, and Hume; Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz and
Kant®®), are constituted only in and by thought itself whenever and
only insofar as the mind makes comparisons between objects and as-
pects of objects.

Comparisons the mind makes do indeed give rise to relations
within thought, countered the later followers of Scotus and Aquinas.
But what makes these relations unique is not the fact that thought
forms them so much as the fact that they are suprasubjective without
needing to be in fact intersubjective. Indeed, thought is able to form
comparative relations only because the understanding has already rec-
ognized in actu exercito intersubjectivity as a feature of the reality of
the physical world, the order of things in the experience of the physi-
cal aspects of our surroundings. On the basis of our experience of such
features the mind can go on to make comparisons of its own. These
further comparisons, like relations in nature, will be “between” objects
as linking one to the other, but with this difference: relations between
individuals in the physical environment cannot exist except as inter-
subjective, whereas relations fashioned by thought, always interobjec-
tive, yet may or may not be intersubjective in fact, inasmuch as one or
the other term of such a relation either may not exist at all, or may not
exist in the manner that thought presents it to exist. I may be mistaken
about who my father is, even though there is no question that in fact |
have a father. That is the whole and only difference between mind-
dependent and mind-independent relations insofar as they are rela-
tions, but a difference that reveals a distinctive feature of pure rela-
tions as such that will prove crucial for understanding how signs are

28 Such a spectrum of authors agreeing on so basic a point is worth documenting, and

the first one to do so in a brief and systematic compass, I believe, was Weinberg 1965
— although Peirce himself, as early as 1898 (CP 4.1), to cite a specific mention of a
point that runs throughout his writings, had full taken note that not only is every mod-
ern philosopher from Descartes to Hegel a nominalist, but further that “as soon as you
have once mounted the vantage-ground of the logic of relatives ... you find that you
command the whole citadel of nominalism, which must thereupon fall almost without
another blow.”
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possible:* while every pure relation exists as such over and above
whatever subjectivity the relation depends upon in order to actually
exist here and now, only some relations are in fact intersubjective.
Therefore the feature essential to and constitutive of the purely rela-
tive as such is not intersubjectivity in fact but suprasubjectivity.

If that is so, and every sign consists in a relation as such, then every
sign as such serves to link an individual to something that is other than
itself, whether or not this other signified actually exists in any physical
sense as a subjectivity in its own right. The implications of this point are
not only enormous, they are decisive for semiotics. The point enables us
to see, in the first place, how signs can be used indifferently to lie, to
blunder, or to express some truth: the situation depends upon factors
wholly external to the sign relation as such, just as my being or not be-
ing an uncle is quite independent of anything I do. But perhaps the most
interesting theoretical implication of this last point developed among the
Latins, tentatively with the Conimbricenses and Araujo, definitively
with Poinsot and, after him and independently, with Peirce, is the impli-
cation that the relations in which signs consist according to their proper
being as signs differ from physical relations in nature in having of ne-
cessity (or “in principle”) three terms united rather than only two. In
other words, it suffices for intersubjective instances of relation to be
dyadic, whereas the suprasubjective instantiations of relations as signs
(which realize the indifference in the nature of relation to provenance
from physical being as such) must always be triadic. A car can hit a tree
only if there is a tree there to be hit; but a sign can warn a bridge is out
whether or not the bridge is out, or, for that matter, whether or not there
is even a bridge there at all where the sign “leads us to believe” there is
a defective one!

Semiotic consciousness, thus, first arose in the time of Augustine,
but its principal development as a theoretical theme did not occur until
much later, beginning with Aquinas and Roger Bacon in the 13" cen-
tury and continuing thereafter right down to the time of Galileo and
Descartes. This main period of theoretical development occurred in
two phases, both of which have been identified only in the most recent
times and both of which have only begun to be explored in depth.

The first stage occurs between Aquinas and Ockham, or perhaps
rather d’Ailly, when it comes clearly to be recognized that the being
proper to signs need not be directly perceptible to sense, a recognition

2% Perhaps it is not to much to say that grasping the semiotic bearing of this point is

what constitutes the uniqueness of Poinsot’s Tractatus of 1632.



Semiotics as a postmodern recovery of the cultural unconscious 35

that culminates in the linguistic marker of the “formal/instrumental
sign” distinction. The second stage occurs between Soto and Poinsot,
when it comes clearly to be recognized that the being proper to signs
not only need not but cannot be directly perceived by sense, for the
reason that this being is constituted not by any subjective characteris-
tic as such upon which a relation happens to depend existentially
(such as the shape of an object perceived or the contour of a sound
heard) but by the very relation itself which, as suprasubjective — as
over and above its sense-perceptible occasion of existing (its “founda-
tion” in the Latin sense) — is never sense-perceptible and need not
even be intersubjective. It follows from this that sign relations, that is
to say, the relations in which the being proper to signs as such consists
(or, simply, in which signs most formally and properly speaking con-
sist), must also be triadic and never merely dyadic; and this remains
true even when the sign happens to relate actually existing physical
subjectivities, for actuality in that sense depends upon factors wholly
extrinsic to the sign-relation as such.

It further follows that signs are never mere individual things but
exist only insofar as individual beings are involved with things other
than themselves, and this with “others” both actually existing and only
possibly existing or once having existed (as in the case of dead par-
ents) or only thought mistakenly to exist or have existed. The sign, it
turns out, is not merely an object linking another object in thought but
that upon which every object depends in order to be in thought at all,
whether truly or falsely. And all of this depends on the doctrine of
relation which the Latins inherited from Aristotle’s discussion of cate-
gories of physical being. But the Latins expanded upon Aristotle’s
terse text enormously,30 especially under the pressure of seeking to
come to terms with “the burning and inevitable problem” (or rather
nest of problems) which Augustine, in his ignorance of Greek, had so
casually handed them with his naive, innocent proposal of sign as a
genus to which culture no less than nature contributes species.

3% This can be seen most readily in their subsumption of Aristotle’s categorial rela-

tion, the relatio praedicamentalis seu realis, together with the thought-constituted
relation, relatio rationis, under the more general rubric of relatio secundum esse, to-
gether with their setting of this general mode of being in contrast with the order of
subjectivity fout court subsumed under the rubric of relatio transcendentalis seu se-
cundum dici, which latter expression conveyed the requirement both for discourse and
for physical existence that substances (subjectivities or “absolute” beings) be always in
interactions and pure relations with their surroundings either to be or to be understood.
See esp. the “Second Preamble” of Poinsot’s Tractatus.
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In this way we find that, as it belongs to the cultural heritage of the
species anthropos, semiotic consciousness is an originally and indig-
enously Latin development, first made possible thematically at the
outset of the Latin Age by Augustine’s naive posit, but first reduced
systematically to its theoretical ground in the being proper to relation
by John Poinsot’s Treatise on Signs, a work brought to print as the
Latin Age is nearing its end, and thereafter lost for more than three
centuries in the language that almost became its tomb.

How recent is this discovery of the crucial role of the Latin past
and how far we have to go to achieve something like a general appre-
ciation of that crucial role may be garnered obliquely from the fact
that even as the 20" century ends distinguished figures in the nascent
field of semiotics who name their ancestry appear routinely ignorant
of more than half of the Latin names brought up in this discussion,
including most glaringly that of John Poinsot, who stands easily with-
out peer in uncovering the foundations in being itself of the semiotic
consciousness which Augustine may have introduced thematically but
which proves on sufficient further investigation to be the conscious-
ness most distinctive of the human animal. It is not as “rational” that
the human being finds its distinctive flourishing nearly so much as it is
as signifying. We may even go so far as to say that semiotics as an
essentially postmodern development carries with it the implication of
a new definition of the human being. Even as Descartes introduced
modernity by replacing the ancient definition of human being as ani-
mal rationale with the modern formula, res cogitans, so the advent of
semiotics at once transcends modernity in the direction of the past and
surpasses it in the direction of a future in which the “thinking thing”
becomes rather once again an animal, the animal semeioticum. 1 turn
to my second terminological point, my second “essence freighted with
being”.

Where is the Latin in the English word “semiotics”?

Here I will not repeat even in substance the several times’', inspired
by the seminal essay of Romeo,” that I have explored in detail
Locke’s introduction of the vocable onuimtikn, an only apparently
Greek word, misspelled at that, as it turns out, into the concluding

3 Deely 1977, 1978, 1982, 1985, 1986, 1990a, 1993, 1994a: 109143, 1994b.
32" Romeo 1977.
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English paragraphs (so brief is his final chapter’) of his Essay con-
cerning Human Understanding of 1690, which propounds in its body
an epistemological theory that is anything but hospitable to or com-
patible with this alternative development he concludes by suggest-
ing*! — namely, the “way of signs”, as I think it should be called.

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

We have seen that if we take the English word “sign” and ask
where it comes from, the answer is that it comes from Augustine of
Hippo, the first thinker of record to forge a general notion of sign as a
genus (we might even say “genius”) to which natural and cultural
phenomena alike are species.

But “semiotics” as an English word is more problematic. Surely its
derivation is Greek, as at least learned common sense can divine from
its very alphabetic formation. But here common sense, as is usual with
even with learned common wisdom, relies on a secret covenant with
ignorance. What investigation of the matter shows is that the linguistic
formation in question comes about from a kind of bastard Greek coin-
age actually made by the Englishman John Locke when he proposes
Inuotikn as a one-word equivalent of the English expression, “doc-
trine of signs” — itself an expression not merely redolent of but ex-
actly translating, almost to a point of proving an exception to Hill’s
dictum on the non-existence of perfect synonyms, the older and well-
established Latin formula central to the work of Poinsot and others:
doctrina signorum. Locke’s term may have come indirectly, as Romeo
persuasively urges, from a Greek medical dictionary. Be that as it
may, it remains that the term as it appears in Locke is malformed. By
the applicable requirements of Greek grammar, it should have had an
epsilon separating the mu from the iota, which it did not. Nor can this
malformation be dismissed as a printer’s error; for, in every subse-
quent edition of the Essay prepared by Locke prior to his being over-
taken by the boundary of time and made a definitively past author, the
original malformation is meticulously maintained.”

Now it is curious that “semiotics” is not a straight transliteration
of Locke’s Greek malformation. What is a straight transliteration of

3 The whole of Locke’s chapter from the original edition of his Essay is photo-
graphically reproduced in Deely 1994a: 112.

** 1 would refer the reader to the Allen — Deely exchange in The American Journal
of Semiotics 11(3/4).

3> 1 have actually verified this through combined holdings of the Library of Congress
and the libraries of the Smithsonian Institution, both in Washington, DC.
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the Greek malformation Locke introduced, however, is the Latin term
“semiotica”, which no Latin author ever used. So the term, a Greek
malformation in Locke’s Essay, is in effect a neologism in Latin trans-
literation. But the term means in English “the doctrine of signs”, ac-
cording to the only definition Locke provided in his original introduc-
tion of and comment upon the would-be Greek term.

The reason that this detour through the nonexistent Latin translit-
eration of Locke’s Greek malformation is interesting is because
“semiotica” as Latin neologism would be a neuter plural name that
could only be translated into English as “semiotics”. Professional lin-
guists have been careful to point out that there is in English a class of
“-ics” words which do not conform to the usual rule that an English
noun is made plural by adding an “s” to its ending.36 By this reckon-
ing, “semiotics” is not the plural form of “semiotic”. Nonetheless,
“semiotics” is the direct English transliteration of the Latin “semi-
otica”, which in turn is the direct transliteration of the Greek malfor-
mation Locke introduced into the closing chapter of his Essay, and
would be a true English plural if taken from the Latin.

So a Latin, rather than a Greek, background proves etymologically
decisive for sign and semiotics alike as contemporary notions, despite
Locke’s conscious choice of the Greek root (sem-) for the notion of
“natural sign” (semeion) in his one-word summation or name (semi-
otike) for the doctrine of signs.

Of course, the Greek philosophical contribution to what would
eventually take form in contemporary culture as an explicit attempt to
develop the doctrine of signs can hardly be underestimated, particu-
larly in Aristotle’s doctrine of categories — for example, with his
sharp development of the contrast between subjective being in the
doctrine of substance (what Poinsot clarified long-standing Latin us-
age by terming franscendental relation,”” which is not really relation
at all but subjective being itself viewed in terms of its existential and
ontological dependencies upon the surroundings), and suprasubjective
being in the doctrine of relation (which Poinsot followed Aquinas in
terming ontological relation’). But it remains that it is first in the late

36 «At least a part of the confusion which learners experience in handling the -ics
words ... is caused by the fact that no dictionary makes clear that the final -s in these
words, no matter what its origin, is not identical with the familiar plural morpheme of
nouns which happens to be homonymous with it” (Hill 1948).

37 Actually relatio transcendentalis seu relatio secundum dici, since in fact we know
of no case where Poinsot spoke or wrote a word of English.

38 Again actually: relatio secundum esse.
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4™ century Latin of Augustine that the general notion of sign appears,
and that it is first in the early 17" century Latin of Poinsot that this
general notion is decisively fully vindicated as more than a nominal-
ism. Contemporaneously, the Latin Age itself recedes into the shad-
ows of times past as modern philosophers with their nominalistic doc-
trine of ideas as the objects of direct experience take control of Euro-
pean intellectual development in philosophy.

Comments in closing

By the time Charles Peirce passed from the status of future, that is, not
yet living, to the status of present contributor to philosophical discus-
sion, the richness of the Latin notion of signum, its origin, develop-
ment, and vindication over the 1200 or so years of the Latin Age, had
passed into oblivion, forgotten to all present contributors to the dis-
cussion of philosophy. Peirce in this matter, fortunately for us all,
proved not to be a typical modern. He did not contemn the past of phi-
losophy, in particular its Latin past. He undertook instead to explore
it.** And, though his explorations did not reach as far as the work of
Poinsot, they did bring him as far as Poinsot’s principal teachers and
immediate predecessors in the matter of the doctrine of signs, Thomas
Aquinas, Duns Scotus, and the Conimbricenses.

As a result, Peirce was able to recover the Latin notion of signum
very nearly at the point where the Latins had left it, that is to say, at
the point where it had been realized and definitively explained that
signs strictly speaking are not their sensible or psychological vehicles,
but that this vehicle, loosely called a “sign” (especially in the case
where it is a sensible object), is but the subjective foundation or
ground (the vehicle, we might say) for an irreducibly triadic relation
which, in its proper being, is not subjective but suprasubjective in
linking its subject term to a terminus or object signified as represented
to some observer or interpretant, prospective or actual in ifs subjective
being; and which, as a relation, is indifferent to passing back and forth
between psychological and material vehicles of conveyance. Thus,
while both the sign vehicle and the observer when actual are subjec-
tive beings, the sign itself is always and irreducibly suprasubjective.

% The matter has been documented in Beuchot and Deely 1995. And T suggest that

one of the most telling results of his Latin forays were his singular “ethics of terminol-
ogy”: see Peirce 1903, Deely 1998a.



40 John Deely

And the “object signified” or significate of the sign is itself always
and irreducibly sustained as the direct terminus of a triadic relation
regardless of whether it has any subjective being at all as an immedi-
ate part of its objective being, its “objectivity”, or status as signified.

If the most important development for the immediate future of phi-
losophy (and perhaps for intellectual culture as a whole) is to be, as 1
believe, the realization of the centrality of the doctrine of signs to the
understanding of being and experience for human animals, then Peirce’s
recovery of the notion of signum from the Latins may be said to have
marked the beginning of new age in philosophy. By overcoming the
forgottenness of signum, the veritable Zeichensvergessenheit of moder-
nity (as including Heidegger in this particular), Peirce also destroyed the
common foundation upon which the mainstream modern philosophers
(from Descartes and Locke to Kant in the classical phase, continuing
with analytic philosophers and phenomenologists in our own day) had
constantly built. There are some today who embrace modern philoso-
phy’s culminating doctrine that only the mind’s own constructions are
properly said to be known, ones who have yet tried to coin and appro-
priate the phrase “postmodern” to advertise their stance. But the vain
appropriation cannot conceal the stipulation which guarantees that these
would-be postmoderns are nothing more than surviving remnants of a
dying age, the last of the moderns, in fact, the “ultramoderns”. The fu-
ture, in philosophy and in intellectual culture more broadly conceived,
belongs rather to semiotics, the clearest positive marker we have of the
frontier which makes modernity be to the future of philosophy what
Latinity was to philosophy’s future in the time of Galileo and Des-
cartes — though this time we will hardly be able to repeat Descartes
mistake of counting history as nothing, as the joint work of Williams
and Pencak has perhaps best shown.
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CemMHOTHKA KaK NepeoTKPLITHE 0€CCO3HATEILHOIO
KYyJbTYPbI B IOCTMOIEPHHCTCKYIO 3MIOXY

B paHHOH cTaThe MBI MCCIEAYEM TEPMHUHOJIOTHK) CEMUOTHKH C LEINbIO
BBLISIBUTh MCTOPUYECKUE CJIOM YEJIOBEYECKOrO OMbITA W TIOHUMAaHWUs,
crocoOCTBOBABIINEG MPEBPAILCHHIO YUSCHUS O 3HaKaX B OJHO U3 TCUCHHMH
COBpeMEHHON MbICIH. McXoas B OCHOBHOM M3 XailleTrepoBCKON KOH-
LeNUUH A3blKa KaK dBPUCTUYECKONW TMNOTE3bl, Mbl aHATU3UPYEM TEPMHH
“CeMHMOTHKA” W BBISBIIEM, YTO bi. ABrycTUH BIepBble MpHJANT JIaTHH-
CKOMY CIIOBY “‘signum’ TOT CMBICI, KOTOPBIHA caeNail BO3MOKHBIM TOSIB-
JieHre OOLIETO YUYCHHS O 3HAKAaX, a TIOHATHE 3Haka Kak ofIuero mMojayca
OBITHS, KOHKPETHO BepHU(HULHMPYEMOTO W B TIPHPOJE, W B KYJIBTYpE B
Tpolecce CTPYKTYPHPOBAHHUS UEJIOBEUECKOTO OMBITA, OBUIO 0G0CHOBAHO
JUIIG B TIO3JHEHIISH JTATHHCKOMW TPaIWlMd B COOTBETCTBHH C OOBSCHE-
HHEM BO3MOXKHOCTH TakoTo Mozayca ObiTha. Jlajmee MBI paccMaTpHBaeM
MPUYUHBI TOTO, TTOYEMY YKE B COBpeMeHHYIo smoxy Yapns Ilupc Bep-
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HYJICS K JIATHHCKOH Tpaauuuyu 000CHOBAaHHS TTOHATHS 3HAKA, B OCHOBHOM
3aBepiueHHoON B paborax I[lyanco. OctaBasch B paMKaxX TOMH ke caMoi
TpaJiMLIUK, Mbl TLITAEMCS TIOHATh, MOYEMY TEPMHUH “CEMHUOTHKA” BO3HUK B
KauecTBE, TaK CKa3aTh, JOSUYECKO2O HAUMEHOBAHUA TIOOAITEHOTO
HHTepeca K 3HaKaM.

Semiootika kui kultuuri mitteteadvuse uuestiavastamine
postmodernistlikul ajajirgul

Artiklis vaadeldakse semiootilist terminoloogiat eesmirgiga tuua vilja
inimkogemuse ja arusaamise ajaloolised kihid, mis tegid vdimalikuks
margidoktriini tekkimise tdnapdevases mdistes. Léhtudes peamiselt Hei-
deggeri arusaamast keelest kui heuristilisest hiipoteesist, uuritakse nime-
tust semiootika ja jOutakse jireldusele, et vaid tinu Augustinuse poolt
kasutatavale ladinakeelsele terminile signum sai vdimalikuks {ildise
maérgidoktriini tekkimine. Just ladina kultuuri hilisperioodil kerkib
esmakordselt esile mérgi kui looduses ja kultuuris olemise {ildmooduse
inimkonna kogemuse struktureerimisprotsessi kdigus verifitseeritav
mJiste. Ladinakeelne tdestusliin oli Idpuni viidud Poinsot’ toodes ja selle
tdnapdevane taastagasitulek sai teoks ldbi Peirce’i. Jaddes selle tradit-
siooni raamesse, vaadeldakse termini semiootika esilekerkimist /oogilise
nimetusena globaalsele mérgihuvile.



