
Introduction

MIHAI NADI N

A contradiction (it would sound better if I called it a paradox) dominates
the definition of the subject: Since semiotics is an integrative approach, to
section off a particular area of perception and declare it the valid object of
semiotic research means to deny semiotics its essential quality of interdis-
ciplinarity. Therefore, from a n epistemological perspective, the semiotics
of the visua l is not possibl e and th e attemp t t o defin e it s boundarie s is
alien to th e nature o f the concepts and method s of semiotics. One more
argument agains t th e subject : Divers e presemioti c theorie s followe d a
common pattern ; tha t is , the y attempte d t o appl y concept s o f grea t
generality (such as form and content, space and time, and more recently,
structure an d function ) t o th e mai n sphere s o f sensoria l perception ,
sometimes producin g pretentiou s statement s o r apparen t laws . (I t i s
sufficient t o cite here Fechner's law concerning the auditory, o r the laws
referring to color in respect to visual phenomena.) Semiotics has not pu t
any o f these laws under discussion bu t ha s questioned th e legitimacy of
specializing knowledge, of introducing distinctions tha t only a gnoseolo -
gically rigid , clear-cu t mode l o f sensoria l perceptio n founde d o n th e
psychological model sustains. Obviously, the ear does not se e in the way
the eyes do as a sight organ; neither do fingertips hear; nor does the nose
feel, etc. But the fact is that each time a sign is perceived, a semiosis begins
in whic h the 'absent ' accompanies th e present . I n othe r words , th e sign
presents sets of complex mechanisms — the mechanism of memory in the
first place — that restore the syncretism of the real. The dominance of one
sensation (visual , auditory, olfactory, etc.) cannot b e denied, bu t no t t o
the exten t of eliminating all others o r especiall y their integration in th e
whole idea or feelin g o r both together . Semiotic s doe s not introduc e an
integrating principle from th e sphere of the known into the sphere of the
cognizable, bu t start s ou t fro m th e pragmatic observatio n accordin g t o
which everything is in motion and everything is interaction. The interdis-
ciplinarity of semiotics is thus an epistemological conditio n derivin g from
the nee d to consider interactio n i n its complexity. Semiotic s proposes a
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166 Mihai  Nadin

heterogeneous, instead of homogeneous, model and tries to describe it not
through reductions but through eliminating them. In the case mentioned
above, th e elimination is of psychological reductions; bu t eliminatio n is
valid for sociological , ideological , historical , etc. reductionist models.

Considering semiotics a s th e theory  an d practice o f mediations  (Nadin
1981), I  naturall y had reservation s when initiatin g semiotic researc h in
the visual. Although my research follows th e line of Peirce's semiotic , it
integrates result s fro m Saussure' s presemioti c structuralis t mode l an d
from hi s successors, especiall y th e French semiologues . No matte r how
much w e thin k w e ca n determin e ou r ow n existence , ther e come s a
moment — such as the one when I started m y work in America — when
certain adaptation s t o realit y ar e necessary . Workin g a t a n excellen t
school, whos e objec t i s design (whic h many in an d outsid e th e schoo l
consider a  visual domain par excellence), I  came to understand tha t the
chance t o verif y m y ow n mode l was give n a rebours.  Eithe r th e visual
could be separated from the continuum of the semiotic field — and in this
case, semiotic s woul d follo w it s traditiona l cours e o f specializations ,
denying it s universalit y as envisione d b y Morri s —  o r thi s separatio n
would be impossible and research would be justified throug h its negative
results (i n th e Hegelia n sens e o f negation) . Thes e appeare d t o b e th e
logical extremes. I was still unaware of the fact that semiotics, in the sense
founded by Peirce, transcends the dualistic model, that a third is possible,
and that this third is itself a semiotic result: in the sphere of the visual, the
nonvisual whole is rediscovered. Differen t hierarchie s betwee n the visual
and nonvisua l proposed i n various cultural context s o r anthropologica l
models correspon d t o semiose s dictate d b y pragmati c reasoning/Th e
written word exercises a social action of stabilization an d simultaneously
evidences a n importan t politica l function . Unde r condition s i n whic h
media are diversified, the word's role changes; images less associated with
language play a more and more important role . The written word blocks
interaction but invites interpretation in time. The image, transmitted with
the ai d o f communication system s supported b y computer technology ,
reduces interpretivit y bu t permit s interactio n i n a  wa y neve r befor e
attempted o r utilized. The fact tha t the visual, like all other component s
of the semiotic field, is a crossroads fo r all that the visual is not does no t
automatically mea n tha t specializatio n i s reconfirmed as a paradigm o f
knowledge. The wa y in which the nonvisua l i s known and understoo d
from th e perspectiv e o f th e visua l i s differen t fro m th e wa y verba l
language is known and understood by linguists, or space by a geometrist,
color by physicists, texture by chemists, etc. Mediations in the field of the
visual are nonvisual by implication: wor d associations, olfactory , tactile,
or other associations. Interpretation o f the sign by sign — in a process in
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Introduction 16 7

which w e ourselve s become , i n th e ac t o f interpretation , sign s an d
elements of mediations — brings the concrete visual back in the universal
perspective.

These methodologica l observation s ar e intende d onl y t o explai n th e
general framewor k i n which the articles that follo w wer e conceived, the
framework o f research, more precisely. It was inevitable that each autho r
start ou t fro m hi s o r he r specialty : linguistics , design , ar t history ,
philosophy. The result is a departure point . The research, whos e results
are partiall y presente d i n thes e articles , doe s no t propos e t o negat e
semiotics fro m withi n b y applicatio n contrar y t o it s nature , bu t t o
establish what happens when fo r methodological o r othe r reasons (such
as those acting in a modern society that is extremely fragmented due to
specialization) one attempts to section the objec t of study of semiotics .

Anticipating several results to be presented herein, I can say that they
converge toward the conclusion tha t the visual, as an integral part of the
general semiotic field, evidences ever greater importance in our time. The
continuous deterioratio n o f languag e —  whic h many , confusin g cause
and effect , stil l associate with low-quality education — has a s one of its
necessary result s the change from word-dominate d t o image-dominated
communication. It would be excessive to enter here into the details of the
semiotic processe s tha t mar k th e transitio n fro m th e civilizatio n o f
literacy t o wha t I  cal l 'th e civilizatio n of illiteracy ' (Nadi n 1983) . Th e
social divisio n o f labo r i s onl y on e o f th e factor s tha t nee d t o b e
considered, and specialization (which the criterion of productivity makes
necessary) i s a  consequenc e o f labo r division . Thus i n th e field o f th e
visual, new specializations lead to segmentation tha t is deeper, harder to
overcome, makin g th e integratin g procedur e o f semiotic s al l th e more
necessary — but al l the more difficult .

Actually, nothing would justify thi s entire project i f not th e fact s tha t
professionals i n th e visua l —  graphi c designers , architects , film/vide o
artists, newsmen , painters, compute r graphics professionals , and other s
— sense the fragmentation of their specialties and that mediation through
visual signs often escapes thei r control. Obviously, the solution is not the
return t o pictographic cultur e o r mythomagical images but th e integra-
tion o f complementary perspectives , suc h a s thos e o f Western an d Fa r
Eastern cultures . In practice , th e technico-scientific activitie s in the two
cultures often mee t and continue to influence each other more than their
competition i n the marketplace lead s us to think .

Working on the language of television (a nontraditional area for an art
historian), Grego r Goethal s attempt s t o se e t o wha t exten t semioti c
concepts ar e merel y a  ne w nam e give n t o traditiona l concept s i n ar t
history or if the former represent a means of investigation and evaluation
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168 Mihai  Nadin

better adapte d t o he r objec t o f study.  I t i s eas y t o understan d he r
insistence o n th e categor y of  function,  whic h she applie s almos t in th e
structuralist sens e used by Mukarovsky, while aiming to place the entire
discussion in the semiotic perspective. (Peirce is invoked as a terminologi-
cal orientation point. ) Fro m it s beginning, television ha s ha d problems
with formal categories. Afte r McLuhan , it became quite evident that this
new medium presupposes its own evaluation criteria, that the influence it
exercises woul d b e extende d t o manifestation s tha t ar e no t telegeni c
through their own nature. Politics discovered television's mediatin g (i.e.,
semiotic) action befor e semioticians determined the rule s t o b e applied.
Electoral campaign s hav e bee n decide d throug h television . Fact s an d
events ar e hidde n o r omitted . O n th e othe r hand , fact s an d event s
occurring outsid e ou r direc t spher e o f actio n becom e familiar . A s a
medium, television has assumed new aesthetic functions and wil l exercise
direct influence on our future lif e and work in its relation with computers
(image manipulation , retrieva l fro m immens e dat a bases) . Althoug h
Gregor Goethals limits her study to the relationship between the semiotic
tactics o f religious an d politica l 'communicators' , th e possibl e implica -
tions in other spheres are easy to discover an d consider.

Having preoccupied hersel f for several years with the aspects of written
language, Naomi Baron extends the semiological model of the sign, also
introducing the semiotic function bu t fro m a  perspective differen t fro m
that o f Grego r Goethals . Sh e distinguishe s betwee n variou s level s o f
representation while pursuing her argument, according to which iconicity
is not a  property o f the sign itself bu t a  relationa l concept . Sh e states:
'Iconicity in any system of representation —  be it language or art — can
only b e define d modul o anothe r variable : th e peopl e producin g o r
perceiving the sign. ' Baron's definitio n of representation i s very encom -
passing. Th e botto m lin e is : 'Word s i n huma n language s represen t
experience.' Since the definition is so general, she must keep under control
the concept s use d i n discussin g difference s betwee n variou s form s o f
representation. In futur e atempt s to use the components sh e identifies in
representation (content , shape , participants) , i t wil l have t o b e proven
that the y ar e no t a  remak e o f Saussure' s distinction s o r o f simila r
semiological paradigms. Naomi Baron understands that representation i s
tested in communication. Applying her model to the typology of artistic
representation, sh e make s a n attemp t a t interdisciplinarity , whic h i s
actually the only characteristic shared with the other contributions to this
issue. Here, I would like to point out that while divergent in premises and
conclusions, th e result s o f ou r activit y ar e base d o n thi s share d
understanding of interdisciplinarity. I t migh t not b e enough t o configu-
rate a  school o f thought — and ther e is no need to regar d thi s issue a s
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representative of a newly formed group — but it is a critical characteristic .
The question s tha t Nikhi l Bhattachary a raise s ar e o f principle : Ho w

adequate is verbal language for communication in a world of individual,
subjective experiences ? What ar e th e shortcoming s o f visual representa-
tions? Wil l understandin g visua l languag e hel p u s bette r understan d
verbal language? He relates his inquiry to the increasingly important role
of computer s an d thei r language s an d th e nee d t o understan d th e
referential, iconic , an d symboli c aspects o f verba l and visua l construc-
tions. Whil e occasional semiotician s do no t hav e time to explor e basic
issues, Bhattacharya positions himself in the philosophical realm. It is not
useless to say that, whether following Saussure or Peirce, it is impossible
to understan d th e perspectiv e fro m whic h the y wor k withou t
understanding th e philosophica l foundation . Remove d fro m th e philo -
sophical context, either of the two systems is only a collection o f strange
words. Philosophical foundatio n should not be seen as a goal in itself, and
this makes Bhattacharya's contributio n distinctive . When talking abou t
iconic elements in visual language, he discusses the role of convention in
order t o discove r tha t iconicit y i s a  relativ e qualit y o f representation .
Previous discussion s (especiall y Eco' s o n iconi c representation ) hav e
missed this point. I t is no accident that , although computer scientists use
icons fo r making thei r machine s more user friendly , Bhattachary a ask s
whether iconicity is available in human language and furthermore , how
iconic encoding-decoding take s place. No doubt for someone unfamilia r
with 'computerese ' o r what are called 'buzzwords' , his discussion o f the
typical 'garbage collector' wil l present som e problems. I t just happene d
that whe n LISP , th e artificia l intelligence computer language , was first
presented to the public, the expression 'garbage collector' produced a  big
laugh. A s a  forma l languag e devic e mean t t o hel p i n controllin g th e
amount o f memory  used , th e 'garbag e collector ' present s no t onl y
technical aspects bu t als o very important semioti c aspects. Th e example
that Bhattacharya discusse s belongs to metalanguage. Onc e again, inter-
disciplinarity was accepted a s a necessary premise.

An importan t segmen t of the entire research ha s concentrated o n th e
various aspect s o f graphi c desig n educatio n an d activity . I t shoul d be
pointed out that Thomas Ockers e (in collaboration wit h Hans van Dijk)
elaborated a  course i n applied semiotic s that ha s been a requirement in
the Graphi c Desig n Progra m sinc e 1977 . Since its inception , th e cours e
has integrate d th e result s o f researc h carrie d o n i n th e Unite d States ,
Europe, an d Japa n an d ha s i n tur n becom e a  sourc e o f research , a n
experimental laboratory, and a viable context fo r testing results. Thoma s
Ockerse i s an exampl e o f a n artis t wit h hig h semioti c awareness . Th e
greatest part o f his creative Wor k deals with sign processes. Ockers e has

Brought to you by | Staats- und Universitaetsbibliothek Bremen (Staats- und Universitaetsbibliothek Bremen)
Authenticated | 172.16.1.226

Download Date | 4/26/12 10:36 PM



170 Mihai  Nadin

very good conceptual, semiotic discipline and an original way of involving
it i n generatin g image s wit h poeti c value . On e o f hi s concern s i s th e
relation betwee n variou s type s o f sign s —  visual , verbal , musical .
Attracted b y the Peircean semioti c approach, Ockerse no t onl y classifie s
signs bu t als o show s ho w classification s ca n b e broken , provin g tha t
dynamic continuity (what Peirce called synechisni)  i s just as important a
part of his semiotics as his definition and typology of sign. It is, I believe,
rewarding to see how semiotics becomes alive. Even if, at the level of the
metaphor, conceptua l disciplin e i s n o longe r entirel y possible , w e can
learn s o much more about semiotics .

Claire Taylor's study concentrating on 'noise' in visual communication
is not surprising. Again, we have the occasion to observe that what we call
noise is, among other things, the interaction between visual and nonvisual,
between various codes of a given culture. The expression of the conflict of
values in this idea, together with the suggestion of the formative role played
by nois e (t o a  certai n extent , cultur e i s th e produc t o f restriction s —
conscious o r not — imposed by noise), is pursued mainl y in the printed
media. The conclusion (slightly provocative) is not the result of accepting
noise a s a  disturbanc e i n communication , bu t o f understandin g th e
potentiating functio n tha t nois e exercises . Instea d o f a  septic , sterile ,
monotone image in which the personality of the author, photographer, o r
illustrator disappear s behin d depersonalize d typography , Clair e Taylo r
suggests expressive spontaneity, the graphic 'accident', 'imperfection' (the
latter graphicall y controlled) . Extendin g he r researc h t o othe r form s o f
visual expression (for example, Times Square and 'noise'), she observes the
semiotic phenomena through which noise is integrated in the message and
accepted as a cultural value. Contrary to the tendency of many researchers
to produc e ne w taxonomies adapte d t o th e medium analyzed, Bethany
Johns asks whether certain explicative models of nonvisual origin (in this
case coming from the analysis of poetry) can be applied to the visual. Her
procedure is obviously integrative, but it could not be anticipated t o what
extent concept s s o differen t i n natur e fro m th e visua l (suc h a s thos e
concerning metaphor) ca n be applied. T o rea d Vico , fo r instance , afte r
Peirce's semioti c mode l i s understood an d hi s theor y o f logica l natur e
applied to the symbol means not so much to confirm Vico's explanations
but to integrate important results that have been ignored, if not rejected, by
semioticians. At the level of reciprocal actio n betwee n constituent parts ,
Bethany Johns points out different levels at which the image is constituted,
the relation between the visual and nonvisual , the openness of processes
through whic h associations , superimpositions , disassociations , etc . ar e
produced. I t i s a  domai n o f junctio n i n whic h semiotics ' qualit y a s
metadomain become s especiall y clear .
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Finally, from amon g the research projects I  have been engaged in since
the establishment of the Institute for the Semiotics of the Visual, I selected
one o f th e theme s everyon e talk s about , bu t no t alway s wit h enoug h
professional discipline . The meaning of the visua l is part o f the compre -
hensive subjec t called th e meaning o f the sign , an d i t i s not possibl e t o
avoid, a s a premise o f research, th e definition o f the sign's functions as
they deriv e fro m th e definitio n I  adopted . Semiotic s ha s bee n literall y
invaded by all sorts o f specialists, scholar s wh o never really succeeded in
their respectiv e domains . The y recycl e som e o f thei r olde r article s o r
lectures, introducing two or three terms with a semiotic flavor. (The magic
word 'meaning' always shows up.) There is no intention to deal with this
phenomenon, firs t o f al l because I  believ e tha t th e bes t wa y to defen d
semiotics i s to continuousl y improve the qualit y o f our researc h an d o f
everything w e decid e t o publish . However , no t t o b e awar e o f th e
confusion shadowin g semiotic s i s as detrimenta l a s contributin g t o th e
problem.

This issue would not b e possible i f the participants i n the sessio n The
meaning o f th e visual:  O n defining  th e fiel d a t th e VI I Annua l SS A
Conference held in Buffalo ha d not taken part in discussing our theses as
generously a s was done. I t wa s our intentio n t o allo w as much tim e as
possible for discussion and the three hours ope n fo r discussion provide d
us with the feedback fro m ou r colleagues tha t we wanted and looked for
so much. Our special thanks go to David Lidov, Wendy Holmes, Donal d
Preziosi, an d Elain e Nardocchio , t o mentio n a  few . Th e discussio n
encouraged u s to propose t o Thomas A . Sebeok publicatio n i n a specia l
issue of Semiotica. The fact that he overcame an initial circumspection, a s
expressed i n ou r beginnin g correspondence , i s jus t on e reaso n fo r
thanking him for making publication o f this issue possible .
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