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Abstract. A main question for semiotics today is how far does the paradigm
for the action of signs, semiosis, extend. There is general agreement by now
that semiosis extends at least as far as awareness or cognition occurs, which
includes the entire domain of animal sign usage, or zoosemiosis. The open
question today is whether semiotics is broader still, and on this question two
positions have emerged. The comparatively conservative position would ex-
tend semiotics to the whole of living things. This extension was first formally
proposed and argued under the label phytosemiotics, the study of an action of
signs in the realm of vegetable life. The conservative faction has rallied
around the label of biosemiotics. The more radical faction argues that even
this extension leaves something out, namely, the physical universe at large
which surrounds and upon which depends all life. The radical argument is that
what is distinctive of the action of signs is the shaping of the past on the basis
of future events, a shaping that can be discerned even in the rocks and among
the stars — a veritable physiosemiosis, theoretical justification and practical
exploration of which marks the final frontier of semiotic inquiry.

It may well be that nothing has so retarded the contemporary devel-
opment of semiotic consciousness as has Peirce’s erroneous identifica-
tion of the causality proper to sign with the old “final causality” of
Aristotle, despite Peirce’s juxtaposition of this term with the more
accurate expression “ideal cause”,2 which, however, still misses the

! “Musement™ here is used in the sense outlined by Peirce 1908: 452-465.

2 Peirce ¢.1902: CP 1.211: “The signification of the phrase ‘final cause’ must be
determined by its use in the statement of Aristotle [here the editors insert a footnote
which, upon pursuit, proves useless] that all causation divides into two grand branches,
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exact mark, though it has the advantage at least of being, so to speak,
in the right ballpark.” Well, it is a question of time. For this particular
failure on Peirce’s part is but a vestige of that distinctively Cartesian
heritage in philosophy which Peirce, singularly among the moderns,
strove mightily to overcome. And even though the Peirceans them-
selves have in the main so far resisted the radically postmodern his-
torical consciousness that Peirce embodied explicitly in his “ethics of
terminology” and practically in his own person and the rest of his
work, it can only be a matter of time till the foundational facts of our
semiotic heritage emerge into more general consciousness. Once
there, they will coerce those in whose awareness they lie unearthed to
settle upon the causality truly proper to signs in order to understand
their action and the consequences of action predicated upon that cau-
sality.

Qo

Figure 1. A = “abduction”; B = “deduction”; C = “induction”.

Aristotle himself, can I safely say, did not speak of “ideal causality”.
If Krempel can be trusted,’ and he often can in historical if not phi-

the efficient, or forceful; and the ideal, or final. If we are to conserve the truth of that
statement, we must understand by final causation that mode of bringing facts about
according to which a general description of result is made to come about, quite irre-
spective of any compulsion for it to come about in this or that particular way; although
the means may be adapted to the end. The general result may be brought about at one
time in one way, and at another time in another way. Final causation does not deter-
mine in what particular way it is to be brought about, but only that the result shall have
a certain general character.”

3 Discussion with references in Deely 1994b: 157172, esp. 158n5 for the Latin
background. See, in Deely 2001b, the Index entries: causality, cause, in Latin thought;
and esp. objective causality.

4 Krempel 1952, contextualized semiotically in Deely 2001b: 229-230, 230n50.
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losophical matters, the context for understanding such a causality
probably did not exist before Simplicius on the Greek side and
Avicenna on the Arabic and Latin side drew the distinctions which
make possible the full contrast in principle between objective and
physical being, with the consequences for our understanding of the
original philosophical notion of “reality” that this contrast entails. In
any event, despite his serious pokings about in the ashes of late Latin
scholasticism and the foundations of explicitly semiotic consciousness
that he found there and incorporated creatively into his own seminally
postmodern establishment of semiotics, the full character of “ideal
cause” among the Latins as a subordinate subspecies of extrinsic for-
mal cause eluded Peirce’s voyages of discovery.” Nonetheless, we
know now, or at least are in a position to say, that extrinsic formal
cause, in contrast with intrinsic formal cause, is as such not part of the
make-up of subjectivity, and hence indirectly at most tied to the doc-
trine of substance from which the original doctrine of final causality
(“teleonomy™, as I expect to become the new standard expression for
what was central to Aristotle’s original notion; see Deely 2001b: 65—
66) is hardly separable.

The “formal cause” of a thing in the Aristotelian original scheme
expressed the subjective coherence or structure which enabled one
thing in particular to exist and to be recognized as existing as a par-
ticular thing or part of the physical universe as a whole, the “world of
Secondness”, in Peirce’s terms. But existence in the order of Second-
ness, clearly, is prior to and more fundamental than being recognized
as so existing, and so the original notion of “formal cause” was pre-
cisely that interior or subjective “glue” according to which one
thing — anything — succeeded for a time in maintaining its identity,
recognized or not. One and the same formal cause now considered as
giving and maintaining the identity of a thing is an intrinsic formal
cause, and now considered as enabling and specifying the correct ob-
jective recognition of the thing in question by another is an extrinsic
formal cause serving as pattern and terminus for a relation of cogni-
tion based in (provenating from) an idea (or icon) formed within the
subjectivity of the knower.

Extrinsic formal cause the late Latins identified under two guises.
One, guiding the artist or builder in his or her work, they called an
“idea”, or, as we should say, a “blueprint” or “model” on the basis of
and after which constructive work should go forward in realizing an

% See Beuchot & Deely 1995; Deely 1995.
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embodiment in the world and order of things which would be the idea
fully realized. But another, more fundamental realization of extrinsic
formal cause was the notion of formal cause as specifying or control-
ling awareness to perceive (sensorially or intellectually, it makes no
difference to the point) this rather than that. And I think it may already
be clear from this juxtaposition that formal cause as specifying is prior
to and more fundamental than formal cause as exemplar, even though
later exemplars may be original or creative in specifying the aware-
ness of an organism according to an objective world species-specitic
and never wholly reducible to the physical environment in its species-
indifferent being.6

Now such a notion of formal cause, as extrinsic, means: extrinsic
to the subjectivity of a knower, something specifying or guiding the
awareness of some organism to be aware of one objective “reality”
rather than another. The objective reality in question might have a
subjective being, in which case the extrinsic formal cause would be
embodied in some real object — let us say (by way of example), prey
as food. But it might not have a truly corresponding subjective being,
as when Ponce de Leon searched the Americas for the Fountain of
Youth. It was not that he did not know what he was looking for, just
that what he was looking for was not there to be found in the manner
he believed it to be, namely, physically as well as objectively.

Even in such cases of delusion or error, the formal cause guiding
and specitying our awareness, determining its content from without,
does so without resorption into subjectivity; for the subjective idea as
founding a suprasubjective relation always remains virtually and in
principle distinct from and opposed (correlatively) to the terminus as
such of the relation,” and every object as such exists precisely as and
at the terminus of some relation of awareness linking it to but tran-
scending the subjectivity of the knower, and indifferent to that
knower’s situation respecting “truth” or “error”.

So we may correct Peirce as our modern master and postmodern
guide, and yet say with him that we must understand the causality
proper to signs (even though it is a blunder to call this “final causa-
tion™®) as “that mode of bringing facts about according to which a

® See, in Poinsot 1632, Appendix C, 379/15-382/26, esp. 381/341f.

7 Poinsot, loc. cit.

8 A sin against the ethics of terminology, as Peirce would be first to point out once
the relevant elements of historical discourse became uncovered. See the statement of
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general description of result is made to come about, quite irrespective
of any compulsion for it to come about in this or that particular way;
although the means may be adapted to the end. The general result may
be brought about at one time in one way, and at another time in an-
other way™,” as long as the general character of the result is preserved.

Now wherever a “general character” of some event or situation is
at issue, we are in the order of relations, and relations in just that sense
that modernity followed nominalism in denying: relations as able to
exist independently of the activity of the human mind, or any finite
mind, for that matter. So relations too belong to the order of Second-
ness, even though they have that singularly indirect quality so familiar
to the Latins, singled out by Poinsot as among the indispensable pre-
liminaries to the doctrine of signs,10 of being able to be effected or
affected only indirectly by changes introduced into the subjectivity
upon which the relation or relations in question find their foundation,
from which they take provenance. These relations in the order of Sec-
ondness as such are always of a dyadic character, in Peirce’s terms, no
matter how many termini they may have. For example, a father whose
offspring has died is no longer a father, while a father whose direct
and living offspring are many is still but one father (to borrow the in-
triguing example cited by Thomas Aquinas'"). For what makes a rela-
tion of Secondness real is precisely that both its “terms”, that is to say,
both its subjective foundation or basis and its terminus, have the being
proper to physical realities as being what they are independent of the
awareness enjoyed by or wanting to any finite mind.

But when we move from the universe of Secondness into the uni-
verse of Thirdness we do not leave all “real” relations behind, any
more than we bring all real relations into our awareness. No. What
happens is that we discover that many of the relations we dreamed of
under the rubric of Firstness are only that, pure dreams, unrealities
compared to what Secondness contains, and yet endowed with their
own power and ambiguity in the realm of Thirdness. Here, many an
unreal relation functions through its objective reality to signify and to

the “rules themselves™ in Peirce 1903; commentary in Ketner 1981, with commentary
and extended application in Deely 1998a and 1994a.

? Peirce ¢.1902: CP 1.211.

'% Poinsot 1632: Second Preamble, Article 1, 88/8-27, esp. 18-26, & 89/13-20;
95/18-45.

" Aquinas ¢.1266/73: 111, q. 3, art. 5; ¢.1269/72: Q. 1, art. 2, & Q. 9, art. 4. Poin-
sot comments on this point in detail in his Treatise on Signs; see Poinsot 1632: Appen-
dix C, 384/34-387/25.
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affect behavior without by any means its physical unreality in Sec-
ondness being operative. If today we no longer burn witches, it is not
that our ancestors succeeded in getting them all so much as it is a sea-
change in socially permissible beliefs upon which the law is deemed
able to act.

But here too many a real relation of Secondness, dyadic in its own
order as physical, acquires a tercerity under which it becomes able to
signify. Thus, to stick to examples common across the ages, smoke is
an effect of burning, and as such a real and dyadic relation. But in ex-
perience this dyadic character of smoke as effect acquires a further
quality it does not have apart from experience, namely, the character
of transforming smoke as a mere effect into smoke — as we loosely if
not carelessly say — a “sign” of burning, a “sign of fire”. A sign of
something burning is different from a flag as sign of country, in that
our experience testifies as loudly as critical consciousness ever allows
experience to testify that the relation between flag and country “de-
pends upon us” in just that way that the relation between smoke and
burning does not “depend upon us” but upon the being of something
physical or real independently of us (even though mayhap not so in-
dependent of us that we might not, say, “put the fire out” etc.). So “re-
lations of Thirdness” constitute the being of the universe of signs, re-
gardless of whether they owe their whole origin to Firstness or to Sec-
ondness as well, that is to say, regardless of whether they are, as tri-
adic relations, in whole or in part “real” or “unreal” in the scholastic
sense deemed by Peirce of the essence of Pragmaticism (as incom-
patible with Nominalism in every guise) and distinguishing Pragmati-
cism as a species of thought from all varieties of Pragmatism as such.

Now one of the annoying traits of Peirce scholarship so far, in
clinging to the a-historical trappings of modernity against the counsel
and example of their guide in semiotic matters, is the effective main-
tenance of the “as if” pretense that the discovery was original with
Peirce that signs consist in triadic relations. Far from it. We now know
that this was the principal element — the notion of sign as a triadic
relation — which Peirce acquired from his reading of later Latins that
enabled him not merely to pick up the development where they had
left it by the 17th century, but, more decisively, to advance the state of
semiotic consciousness. He shifted the focus from the being unique to
sign to the action consequent thereon, an action wherein the three
elements essential to signification are able to trade places in a spiral of
growing consciousness wherein, ideally, each “sign” makes us aware
not merely of something other than itself but of something more than
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we were previously aware of,'> and becomes in its turn an object gen-
erating a new interpretant requiring yet a further sign, and so on, as
Peirce says, ad infinitum, at least from the standpoint of finite con-
sciousness.

Yet while it was far from original with Peirce to realize that a sign
strictly is not a representation but a triadic relation within which some
representation is made o something other both than itself and than the
object it represents, it was the privilege of Peirce to assign names to
these three “terms” united in the relation constituting the being proper
to sign: the term represented he called the signiﬁca‘teI3 or, more usu-
ally, the object (so that “object” and “object signified” come to the
same thing, a decisive and far-reaching if so far little noticed conse-
quence of semiotic analysis); the term representing he called the rep-
resentamen;'* and the term “represented to” he called the interpretant.

Mats Bergman of the University of Helsinki, with its third incarna-
tion of the “Metaphysical Club”, occasioned in a seminar with me in
the Fall 2000 semester to investigate Peirce’s derivation of this notion
of the interpretant as the third term essentially united with representa-
men and object signified in the being proper to sign. Bergman’s ap-
proach to the matter followed in essence the principle of historical
layering embodied in the Semiotic Society of America Style Sheet,"
that is to say, he conformed his discussion of the sources to the actual
sequence of dates according to which they came into existence within
the lifetime of their author, in this case, Peirce himself. And what he
discovered was of the greatest interest theoretically.

To begin with, he found that Peirce’s introduction of the term “in-
terpretant” anteceded even the “New List” of 1867, and initially re-
peated, if only nominalistically, the medieval confusion of the inter-
pretant with some interpreter, or “subject”, as Peirce actually termed
the notion upon its first introduction in 1865; for the careful reader

"2 The point first caught my attention in reading Eco 1990: 28, in his critical dis-
tinction between “Hermetic Drift” (to which “deconstruction” tends but need not lead
if pursued with sufficient historical insight — normally lacking among late moderns,
nonetheless) and semiosis which is not degenerate. It is a point well-made, explicit in
Peirce 1904: 8.332, and set in the lintel to the semiotic of John Poinsot (1632: Book I,
Question 1, pars. 2 & 3, 116/14-117/17). See further Deely 2001b: 468, 471-2.

" Peirce 1905-6: CP 5.488nl.

14 And here T will not enter again into the reasons why the pronunciation of this
term common among the Peirceans, “represent-a-men” is incorrect, “represen-tamen”
being the correct distribution of emphasis among syllables.

5 1n The American Journal of Semiotics 4(3/4), 1986, 193-215.
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cannot fail to notice that even upon this first introduction of the term
Peirce speaks of the Interpretant'® “rather abstracting from the per-
sonal element”. Further, Bergman found that, in this original context
of introduction, Peirce was already onto the fact that the Universe of
Thirdness is through and through of the character of representation —
but that this character yet cannot be assimilated to idealism, as a con-
sequence of the fact that the character of representation is not peculiar
to mind but rather to objects as such. And here the sophisticated stu-
dent of semiotics cannot but advert to the fundamental distinction be-
tween things as such in the order of Secondness existing independent
of whatever relation they may have or not have with finite awareness,
and things as objects — that is to say, things which have entered into
determinate relations with cognizing organisms, whence they exist
themselves as cognized or known within the texture of an objective
world, an Umwelt (Deely 2001a).

In the universe of Thirdness, then, whatever is is representation,
but self-representation (“ground”) makes of things aspectually also
objects, while other-representation makes signs not only of some ob-
jects respecting other objects but also of ideas and feelings as present-
ing objects within experience whether veridically or mistakenly inso-
far as Secondness is incorporated within Thirdness. In Bergman's own
summary:

His view, of course, is that things can be known, precisely as they are in-
volved in representative relations. The idea of an object only arises within rep-
resentation. Further, Peirce notes that the tendency to associate representation
with mind (understood here as our mind) is on the wrong track altogether, as
is shown by such examples as Aztec inscriptions that no one can read, or a
natural formation on a rock resembling a face no one has seen or shall see."”
According to Peirce, such instances are representations, whether they are ac-
tually comprehended by human beings or not. Using later terminology, what
we have in such cases are signs without human interpreters. (Bergman 2000:
3-4)

Here we need to exercise the utmost care, and place now squarely be-
fore our minds Peirce’s distinction (another decisive heritage of late
Latin scholastic semiotics definitively established in if not before
Poinsot’s Treatise on Signs of 1632) between “signs” strictly and
loosely speaking. This is a distinction the importance of which has yet

16 Peirce 1865: W 1.327.
17 Peirce 1865: W 1.326.
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far from generally sunk in.'® Strictly speaking, nothing that can be
seen, heard, or pointed to is a sign according to its proper being!
Strictly speaking, nothing that we commonly call “signs”, as in “look
for the sign for Exit 14”, or “There’s a sign for the barber shop” are in
fact signs strictly speaking. When Maritain said"’ that animals other
than human make use of signs but they do not know that there are
signs, his utterance may have been more profound than he realized at
the time.

For signs, we now know, consist strictly speaking in triadic rela-
tions as such, and triadic relations share one property in common with
all relations, including pure dyadic relations in Secondness: they are
directly inaccessible to sensation. We can perceive by sense related
objects, but their relation prescissed in its proper being is an “object”
only for understanding in its difference from perception. Relation
apart from related things can be thought and understood intellectually,
but it cannot be perceived. Thus, when we “see a stop sign”, what we
see in fact is a physical object that performs a definite function of rep-
resentation within our objective world as constituted by customs and
laws. The same red octagon attached securely to a post planted firmly
in the ground would not be a stop sign for a cognitive organism unfa-
miliar with the habit structure constitutive of our objective world. Nor
would it be a stop sign even for us were it not functioning as an item,
one of three, bound up in an itself invisible relationship which is actu-
ally the sign strictly speaking. Or, if we prefer a more graphic meta-
phor to make the point, the visible red octagonal thing is “the mere
body of the Sign, which is not essentially such”, in contrast with the
invisible triadic relation which is “so to speak, the Sign’s Soul, which
has its Being in its power of serving as intermediary between its Ob-
jectand a Mind”. >

'8 In Deely 2001b, see the Index entries for definition of sign, sign, and sign-
vehicle.

!9 Maritain 1957. The point is thematized and expanded systematically in Deely
2000a.

20 peirce 1908: CP 6.455. In other words, sign loosely so called is technically and
strictly a representamen, and what makes any item a representamen rather than a mere
thing, say, or rather (or more) than an object signified, or rather than an interpretant, is
not any intrinsic quality but its position or role within a triadic relation wherein it
serves to stand for another by representing it to yet another again, actual or virtual (as
we will see). Over time, changing contexts occasion shifts within the relation, whereby
what one time occupied the foreground in representing (the representamen) moves
rather to the background as Interpretant, or to the foreground of what is represented as
Object, and so on.
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Now, I think, we begin to perceive the true proportions of the prob-
lem at hand. Once the sign in its proper being has been intellectually
distinguished from the prospectively sense perceptible component
parts which, if they are “real”, can be and be perceived even outside of
and apart from a given sign-relation, but which cannot significantly
function unless they are at least perceived within such a relation (so a
conspirator, for example, can be falsely perceived, i.e., mistakenly
identified, by being mind-dependently made an element in a triadic
relation to which mind-independently he does not in fact belong), we
are in a position to consider the action of signs in terms of the radical
ground of its prior possibility in the being proper to relation.

Just here the ancient Greek discussion of relation, substantially
begun by Aristotle in his pioneering attempt to draft a list of catego-
ries applicable to Secondness in its proper being, finds its bearing on
the doctrine of signs. This is the case, even though, as we now know
(thanks mainly to Eco and his collaborators™), in the ancient world of
Greek philosophy there was no notion of “sign in general” such as
Augustine introduced in anticipating the debate over nominalism and
as Poinsot first vindicated in his demonstration that, even though the
notion of relation was properly identified with a mode of real being,
this notion yet stood apart as unique in Aristotle’s list of categories in
being irreducible to the order of mind-independent being.”* Real, that
is to say, physical, relations depend upon a foundation in subjective
being and a terminus which also has the further status of subjectivity.
But one and the same relation which was once physical can later be
reconstituted objectively in thought despite the nonexistence of its
terminus (the pure objectivity there of ) here and now. Such is the
case with the bone of a dinosaur recognized as such. The bone pro-
vides the extrinsic formal cause guiding the mind of the paleontologist
to form an objective relation terminating in the being of a dinosaur
which, here and now, has no physical existence. Similarly, a purely
objective relation or set of relations can be made to exist in the physi-
cal environment by a manipulation of the subjectively existing physi-
cal things here and now present. An irrigation system dreamed up in
Firstness can be embodied in Secondness guided by Thirdness.

To see the point of all this for such a notion as that of physio-
semiosis, that is, for understanding the possibility of an action of signs

2l E.g., Eco et al. 1986.
22 See Poinsot 1632: Second Preamble, Article 2, 95/18-96/36.
3 See Deely 1975.
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that over-runs the boundaries of any sort of finite consciousness and
even the boundaries of phytosemiosis (the living world as including
organisms which we have little reason to consider as cognitive be-
ings), we need to follow Peirce in the manner in which, around 1895,
he brings the notion of interpretant out of what Bergman calls hiberna-
tion:

Peirce begins to emphasise the directionality of the activity of the sign, as pro-
ceeding from the object toward the interpretant. In effect, this means that
semiosis is now understood as a process, in which interpretants are in some
sense engendered through the mediating function of the sign. As open toward
the future, this point of view differs from the position of the ‘New List’, where
the unity of the proposition marked an end-state. In the new conception, there
is an endless progression of thought-signs, acting variously in the roles of in-
terpretant and sign. (Bergman 2000: 9-10)

In other words, having stabilized with a marked terminology the three
elements or factors brought together whenever the sign achieves the
being proper to itself, Peirce now begins to take seriously the shift
implicit in this gain. He begins to develop the actual structure of the
semiotic spiral which results from the instability of the subjective fac-
tors involved in signification depending, as they do, on a temporary
occupation of a position or role within a relation which as such is in-
different to the subjectivity of its source vis-a-vis the order of objec-
tive being, the Umwelt. And he seems clearly to see that the situation
requires a clarification of the fact that the root of the possibility of the
Universe of Thirdness finds its original hold in the Universe of Sec-
ondess precisely in that insouciance toward mind which characterizes
the being of Secondness in contrast no less to the being of the Uni-
verse of Firstness than to that of the Universe of Thirdness. For no
matter where he turns, Peirce as semiotician finds himself confronted
with the irreducible being of relation as suprasubjective and indiffer-
ent to provenating from nature or from mind, separately or together,
and in whatever sequence of realization. The spiral of semiosis is not
only the trajectory of life as marked by experiences. It begins now to
appear as the trajectory of the very universe itself as giving birth to
life in the first place, the future’s way of taking account of and giving
shape to the past.

“Let the Muser”, Peirce counsels,” “after well appreciating, in its
breadth and depth, the unspeakable variety of each Universe, turn to
those phenomena that are of the nature of homogeneities of connect-

2 Peirce 1908: CP 6.464.
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edness in each; and what a spectacle will unroll itself!”. Yet these
spectacles of musement within each universe, if the muser recovers
enough from the stupendous spectacle to muse yet further on still, will
find a semiotic universe to which Firstness, Secondness, and Third-
ness all three, mayhap separated by analysis or in imaginary musings,
together contribute in the actions consequent upon the being proper to
signs. Thirdness, after all, proves not a universe apart from but inclu-
sive of all that Secondness may contain and Firstness may dream, ac-
cording to the saying of the Latins, anima humana quodammodo om-
nia est:

From speculations on the homogeneities of each Universe, the Muser will
naturally pass to the consideration of homogeneities and connections between
two different Universes, or all three. Especially in them all we find one type of
occurrence, that of growth, itself consisting in the homogeneities of small
parts. This is evident in the growth of motion into displacement, and the
growth of force into motion. In growth, too, we find that the three Universes
conspire; and a universal feature of it is provision for later stages in earlier
ones.

Peirce sees in this path a “humble argument” toward the existence of
God. For my part, [ see in it more immediately an argument for an
action of signs in nature prior to advent of life, for which I have sug-
gested the term “physiosemiosis”. I have begun to suspect — it is only
a musement — that semiosis may be the proper name for what we
have heretofore studied under the rubric of “evolution”. For while
evolution designates the development of the universe from simpler to
more complex arrangements and states, this has always been from the
point of view of the present state of the world as determined by past
developments. The idea of the past as shaping the present in leading
up to it is the essential idea of evolution.

In semiosis there is a question of something richer, something
much more complex than the essence of that idea. There is a question,
indeed, of the future as shaper of the past, according to the saying of
Peirce:”” “The existence of thought now depends on what is to be
hereafter; so that it has only a potential existence, dependent on the
future thought of the community”. Within the context of evolution, the
“anthropic principle” has been advanced in recent years as a way of
inferring from our existence to something about the process or proc-
esses of cosmic evolution. But indeed a semiosis at work throughout

%5 Peirce 1868: CP 5.316.
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the whole of nature, and not just in the biosphere, would achieve the
same thing with much greater illuminative power.

To see what | am trying to get at, let me call to your attention
Peirce’s own moves when he resumes, in the early 1900s, the idea of
interpretant introduced a quarter century or more earlier. The original
conception was in the context of the third of the three elements united
in the being of sign as a triadic relation. The resumption looks rather
to the action of signs as determining the position of a given element
within the triad of significance, the semiotic triangle. The triangular
being of a sign is now set in motion as a spiral of semiosis: getting an
idea in the first place (abduction), which is then developed as to its
consequences (deduction), and finally tested against experience (in-
duction or “retroduction”), is now seen as resulting in yet a further
abduction requiring further deductions and tests leading to further ab-
ductions ... and so on, ad infinitum, until death. The spiral, for the in-
dividual organism endowed with cognitive capacity, begins at or near
conception (far nearer to conception than to birth) and ends at death.
But now this metaphor of the spiral of semiosis is recast as model ap-
plying to the whole of reality, the very physical universe itself as the
cradle of Firstness and Thirdness alike.

Watch the move. “Around the year 1904, Bergman (2000: 10)
discovers, “Peirce begins to expand on his conception of the interpre-
tant”, and to introduce distinction of varieties thereof, including varie-
ties that are not mental, which raises the possibility “that there might
be representamens without mental inter?retants — that is, that are not
signs in the full sense of his definition”.”® In particular,

Peirce explicitly notes that the interpretant need not actually exist to guarantee
the reality of the sign; a being in futuro suffices. This is a central doctrine of
the earliest semeiotic, which appears to have been temporarily ignored in the
propositional analysis of the “New List’. But a more radical change of outlook
seems to be required by the path Peirce is pursuing; namely, the identification
of various kinds of interpretants, some of which are not signs, cannot proceed
comfortably on the basis of a sign-definition in which the interpretant is
plainly characterised as a sign. Therefore, it is not surprising that Peirce once
more redefines the interpretant; and this time in a far more general and sug-
gestive way than before.

As objects give rise to repraesentamina, Peirce considers, so represen-
tamens — which, remember, correspond to the casual and “loose” or
common notion of sign — give rise to interpretants respecting their

2 E.g., Peirce 1903: EP 2.273.
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objects, completing the triadic relation or “semiotic triangle” in which
the being of sign properly and strictly consists. So the interpretant, in
closing the semiotic triangle, may be regarded as the “effect”, the
“proper significate outcome”, of signs in the sense of representamina.
The move seems simple, but the consequences are far-reaching:

Three things should be noted at this point. The first is that this new conception
of the interpretant as the proper significate effect of the sign leaves room for
interpretants that are not signs, at least not in their primary function as inter-
pretants. ... Secondly, this conception of the interpretant as effect is easier to
generalise to various kinds of sign-processes, such as those we find in living
nature, than the earlier definition, in which the interpretant was basically un-
derstood as a sign. The new approach almost automatically avoids the mental-
istic undercurrent, which Peirce never quite managed to eradicate from the
earlier position, while still having more substantial implications than his most
formal definitions of the sign-relation. ... Thirdly, the communicative deriva-
tion leads to a dynamic, processual notion of the sign and its correlates, one
which is not boxed up in the unity of the proposition. Peirce now emphasises
that the object is in a relevant semiotic sense past in relation to the sign, while
the interpretant in general implies a reference to the future?’ ... a significant di-
rectionality. (Bergman 2000: 12)

It is a matter of “critical commonsensism™.*® So naturally” “at this

point a trained mind will demand that an examination be made of the
truth of the interpretation; and the first step in such examination must
be a logical analysis of the theory.” Luckily, “logical analysis can be
put to its full efficiency in Musement”,” even though “strict examina-
tion would be a task a little too serious for the Musement of hour frac-
tions, and if it is postponed there will be ample remuneration even in
the suggestions that there is not time to examine; especially since a
few of them” — such as the present one, the suggestion that a semio-
sis is possible even in the formation of rocks and stars, even in the
earliest moments of a “big bang” — “will appeal to reason as all but
certain”.
Look at the strategy, as Bergman reconstructs it:

29 «

Peirce’s strategy here is to set out from a common-sense idea of what we
mean by ‘sign’, from which he moves on to extend the term to phenomena
and processes that would not normally be called signs.>' Now the conception

T E.g., Peirce 1907b: MS 318, p.176.

%8 See the Index entry common sense in Deely 2001b.
2 Peirce 1908: CP 6.464.

30 peirce 1908: CP 6.461.

31 Ct. Peirce 1907b: MS 318:163; Short 1981: 197.
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that Peirce takes to be the ordinary, unreflected idea of sign and sign-process
is that the activity of signs takes place between human minds, or at least in-
volves an utterer and an interpreter. Such a view may seem to be almost oppo-
site to Peirce’s generalised conceptions of sign and semiosis. But in fact
Peirce considers this crude idea to contain the seed of truth. He observes that
it is highly characteristic of signs that they function on the arena set up by two
minds, or ‘theatres of consciousness’, of which one acts as an utterer and the
other as interpreter.’> However, he goes on to observe that they are not strictly
speaking necessary for the being of signs. That is, he thinks that it is possible
that there are sign-relations that do not actively involve utterers and interpret-
ers, although he is not quite certain concerning the interpreter. What is beyond
doubt, however, is that the interpretant cannot be simply identified with an in-
terpreter.

Peirce’s aim is to abstract those ingredients of utterer and interpreter that
are vital to the being of a sign. In other words, he is looking for elements that
can virtually perform the significant roles of utterer and interpreter. The ordi-
nary communicative act or interaction is taken as a paradigmatic case of sign-
action, from which it is possible to extract the core components of the sign-
relation. Given this assumption, Peirce begins his new derivation of the cen-
tral components of the sign-relation. (Bergman 2000: 10-11)

“Elements that can virtually perform the significant roles of utterer
and interpreter”: the sophisticated reader can hardly fail to be struck
with the intersemioticity here with the primal text of Poinsot: “it suf-
fices to be a sign virtually in order to signify in act”.”> And with a sin-
gle bound, we are back to the original argument advanced in support
of the idea of a physiosemiosis,”* an action of signs prior to the advent
of life on earth, prior to the advent of planets or even stars in the gal-
axies of Secondness, an action of signs virtually coextensive with the
physical domain of Secondness and active therein to make the advent
of cognitive and eventually “rational” animals a matter of time,” and
therewith both Firstness and Thirdness as semiosis actualized modo
explicito and, eventually, thematically, in the birth of the fully semei-
otic animal, as 1 suggest we should see (Deely 2001b: 736-7).

The being of the dinosaur, actually gone, is virtually contained in
the petrified bone. And this rock, “transcendentally relative” to its
origin in an extinct animal, survives here and now to specify the

3 Peirce 1907a: EP 2.403.

33 Poinsot 1632: Book 1, Question 1, praecipuum fundamentum, 126/3-4.

3* The original argument traces through Deely 1990, 1991, 1994, 1996, 1998,
1999, 2000, 2001b.

35 an idea that should not come as pure novelty even to those encapsulated in cir-
cles centered on the coenoscopic physics and metaphysics of Aristotle and Aquinas, as
T once (Deely 1969) took pains to demonstrate.
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awareness of a future observer, who will be called a “paleontologist”,
as it happens, to form the idea whereby that extinct animal will come
to be known, even in its absence, for what it was. The fossil, a “tran-
scendental relation” in the terms of late Latin semiotic, a “representa-
men” in the semiotic parlance of postmodernity, so exists as to guide
the sufficiently knowledgeable observer to an awareness of what once
was — not just any observer, mind you; for all we know, it may have
been just such a fossil bone perceived only as a suitable rock that
David seized for his sling in the slaying of Goliath. The future, it turns
out, has more than one way of determining the past in putting it to
present use.

Just this indeterminacy is the key to semiosis as the play of rela-
tions among objects and things, things and objects, always redrawing
the line between what is and what could be, what could be and what
will be, and — especially — what will be unforeseeably from a pre-
sent vantage, for “being can be said in many ways”, and which way is
determined not by an evolution from past to present alone but by a
semiosis wherein the future determines the final outcome of what is
now, shaping the past accordingly. For what “is now” determines a
range of what it can be taken to be, in a play of interpretants to come;
yet which parts of that range, if any (we can be fairly sure there will
be some!), will be actualized depends upon chance intersections of
causal lines whose very intersection is indetermined in the nature of
things. So signs stand to the “present” — any present you please — as
objects stand to the past, and interpretants to the future. It — the total
Universe made up of the interplay of the three Universes; “being”, if
you will — appears, exactly as we have become increasingly aware
since the 17th century trial of Galileo,”® as one grand unfolding
growth wherein the being proper to signs as rooted in the uniqueness
of relation as a mode of being cannot but be virtually at play wherever
there is interaction among cosmic elements, even down to the “low-
est” orders of Brute Secondness.

3% In the wake of that trial did we all slowly become aware of what Peirce singles
out (1908: CP 6.464) and Aquinas anticipated (c.1272/3: II. lect. 17. n. 451, Busa,
vol. 4, p. 36) as a choice morsel for musement, “that every small part of space, how-
ever remote, is bounded by just such neighbouring parts as every other, without a sin-
gle exception throughout immensity. The matter of Nature is in every star of the same
elementary kinds, and (except for variations of circumstance), what is more wonderful
still, throughout the whole visible universe, about the same proportions of the different
chemical elements prevail.”
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Such is my musement, the hypothesis of physiosemiosis. After all,
the threshold from conscious life to vegetable growths (“phytosemiot-
ics™") is a harder threshold speculatively to cross for semioticians
than is that thinner boundary between the organic and the inorganic. If
biosemiosis be credible, covering phytosemiosis along with zoosemio-
sis and anthroposemiosis, then a-fortiori physiosemiosis is credible as
well, the final frontier in understanding the action of signs. If so, we
should not only say, with Sebeok,38 that semiosis is criterial of life,
but of the whole of existence as comprising interacting individuals
changing over time and leading to a growth in which consciousness
itself appears as an advanced expression, the universe’s way of com-
ing to realize that its perfusion with signs may not be the whole of its
being but is the whole of the reason its being grows over time. “Sym-
bols grow”, Peirce liked to point out, and so star-systems, planets, and
ecospheres. And at the heart of all of them is the inexorable play of
relations, the root of semiosis, whose trunk is the physical environ-
ment, its branches the biosphere, and its leaves the individual organ-
isms with their miniature spiral of guesses, explications, tests, and
further guesses, until death resorbs them into that larger process
whereby the universe as a whole makes its tentative moves, develops
the consequences, modifies them as circumstances warrant, and re-
news its tentatives, in an even larger spiral of semiosis.

This much seems true, regardless of Peirce’s further suggestion”
that “in the Pure Play of Musement the idea of God’s Reality will be
sure sooner or later to be found an attractive fancy, which the Muser
will develop in various ways™*". For our movement of musement has
gone in the other directions, not toward the highest growths of sym-
bolic life but toward the origins of the prior possibility of such a life
for finite beings at any level. Our “petite bouchée with the Universes”
has taken the form of “considering some connection between two of
the three [Firstness and Thirdness], with speculation concerning its
cause [the being proper to relation even in the order of Secondness]”,

37 See Krampen 1981; Deely 1987.

3 E.g., Sebeok 1993.

* Peirce 1908: CP 6.465.

“0 The semiotician can hardly help to consider the musings of Aquinas and, before
him, Augustine concerning the unity of God as consisting in a Triad of Subsisting
Relations, personal, communicative, creative, conceivable as such by the finite mind
(according to Aquinas ¢.1266/73: 1. 28.) on the very ground in relation that makes
finite semioses possible!
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the very kind of musement Peirce’' “particularly recommends,” al-

though not at all for the particular reason he recommends it.**

Yet here we need to go into details, to argue particular cases, such
as the formation of mountain ranges, canyons, or the migration of
birds, as involving (exactly how?) semiosis. We have reached that

point where our “play of musement” requires to be “converted into

scientific study”. But, as “that cannot be pursued in odd half hours”,"

we must for the nonce leave our physiosemiosis suspended, as it were,
between philosophical belief and scientific conviction, confident
nonetheless that it will not turn out to be another case of phlogiston,
but an essential ingredient or layer in explaining the perfusion of signs
through which the universe comes to be as it is and to be known to us
insofar as it does.
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DHU3H0CEeMHO3HC B CEMHOTHYECKOMH CIIHPAJIH:
PasMBINLJICHUE

LeHTpanbHBIM BOMIPOCOM COBPEMEHHOH CEMHOTHKH SBJIIETCS BOIPOC O TOM,
HACKOJIBKO JaJleKo IpOCTUpaeTcs IapaJurMa 3HAKOBBIX HeicTBuil, cemuo-
3uca. Ha 1aHHBIH MOMEHT CylllecTBYeT BceoOlliee corvlallleHHe, UTO CEMUO3HC
MPOCTHPAETCA [0 MEHBLUEH Mepe A0 IPENeNIOB CO3HAHMS MWIH ITO3HAHUS,
OXBaThIBasg TaKUM 00pa3oM M BCHO OOJACTh HCIIONIb30BaHMS 3HAKOB KHBOT-
HBIMH, T.€. 300cemuo3uc. OTKPBITBIM OCTAETCs BOIPOC, MOXKET I CEMHOTHKA
ObITh ellle lIMpe, H TYT HMEIOTCH JBE TOYKH 3peHHs. OTHOCHTENbHO
KOHCEPBAaTUBHBIA B3MIAA PAcnpocTpaHui Obl CEMHOTHKY HA BCE IKHMBOE.
Takoe pacliupeHre ObUIO BIIEPBbIE MPEATIOKEHO H OOCYkKAEHO IOA SrHUAOH
dumocemuomuxu, KOTOpas SABIAETCA HAYKOH O 3HAKOBBIX IIpolleccax Ha
YPOBHE pPAcCTUTENBbHOH XKM3HH. DTO KOHCEPBATUBHOE COOOIIECTBO CIIOTHU-
JIOCH BOKPYT 6uocemuomuxi. bonee pagukaabHOE KPHUIO YTBEP)KOAET, UTO
Jlake TaKoe paclUMpeHHe OCTaB/IAeT HEUTO 3a rpaHHLel, a UMeHHO — GH3uU-
YECKUI YHMBEPCYM KaK TaKOBOI, OT KOTOPOro 3aBHCHT M KOTOPBII OKPYKaeT
5KM3HB B LIeNoM. Pagukanbl cuMTaroT AN 3HAKOBBIX TPOLIECCOB XapaKTEPHBIM
co3naHue oOpasa MpouuIoro Ha ocHoBe Oyayiiux coObiTuil. Takoe ¢opmu-
poBaHKe 00pa3a MOXKHO 3aMeTUTh JaKe y KaMHel U 3Be3] B Hebecax — 9To U
€CTh WCTHUHHBIH (PH3MOCEMMO3MC, TEOPETUUECKHE IMONOKEHUS M IPAKTHYe-
CKHe HabMmoJAeHUs KOTOPOro HaMeyvaroT IOCAeAHUI Npefes CeMUOTHUECKOro
HCCIE0OBAHHS.
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Fiisiosemioosis semiootilises spiraalis:
mottejoon

Keskseks kiisimuseks tdnapéeva semiootikas on, kui kaugele ulatub markide
toime, semioosise, paradigma. Praeguseks valitseb iildine kokkulepe, et
semioosis ulatub vdhemalt niikaugele kui teadlikkus v&i kognitsioon, hdlma-
tes seega terve loomade margikasutamise ehk zoosemioosise valdkonna. Lah-
tine on kiisimus, kas semiootika v&ib olla veelgi avaram, ning selles kiisi-
muses on vélja kujunenud kaks seisukohta. Suhteliselt konservatiivne seisu-
koht laiendaks semiootika kdigele elusale. Selline laiendus pakuti esmakord-
selt vilja ja selle iile arutati fiitosemiootika sildi all, mis on teadus mérgiprot-
sessidest taimse elu tasandil. Konservatiivid on koondunud biosemiootika
iimber. Adrmuslikum seltskond viidab, et isegi selline laiendus jitab midagi
vélja, nimelt fuisilise universumi tervikuna, millest sdltub ja mis iimbritseb
kogu elu. Radikaalide argument peab mirgiprotsessidele iseloomulikuks
mineviku kujundamist tulevikustindmuste péhjal. Sellist kujundatust v&ib
margata isegi kivide ja taevatdhtede juures — see on tdeline fiisiosemioosis,
mille teoreetiline digustus ja praktiline vaatlus mérgib semiootilise uurimise
viimast piiri.



