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John Deely 
 

THE PRIMARY MODELING SYSTEM IN ANIMALS*

 
 

“Human understanding recognizes the animal before it recognizes what 
is human within the animal” (“prius occurrit intellectui nostro 
cognoscere animal quam cognoscere hominem”) – Thomas Aquinas c. 
1266: Summa theologiae, 1.85c 

 
Professors Susan Petrilli, Augusto Ponzio, and I (separately, and recently – 2005 – 

together), have proposed that “semiotic animal” is the best formula for understanding today 

what it is to be a human being. In particular, Petrilli and Ponzio (2003), with their discussion 

of “semioethics”, have shown how this new understanding of human being implies also 

something of a revolution in our approach to moral responsibility, and indeed, as I have 

argued (2007), even for our grasp of “natural law”. The semiotic revolution is well and truly 

underway as the 21st century begins, and philosophy can no more go unchanged by semiotics 

than could France after the events of 1789. 

Here, occasioned by Susan’s kind invitation to share in the honor of writing for a 

festschrift to Augusto, I would like to write large a small disagreement in our understanding of 

the semiotic animal that I think has implications for that understanding as we go forward into 

a postmodern epoch of philosophy and intellectual culture. And since Augusto is Italian, it 

seemed fitting to bring to bear in the matter of the semiotic animal a quibble drawn from 

another Italian, in this case Thomas Aquinas. The question concerns how fully we are to 

construe the term “animal” in our proposed definition of human beings as “semiotic animals”, 

even as it applies in particular to the world of culture that human animals create for 

themselves as their “living space”. 

 How are we to understand “animal” in the expression “semiotic animal”, and hence the 

generic component of human being as a species of animal – an animal not merely “capable of 

reason” (after all, a deficient form of intellectuality, even in the medieval understanding: see 

 
* An essay to honor the 65th birthday of my good friend Augusto Ponzio, of Bari. 
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Deely 2004d) but rather one, the only one, engaged in “metasemiosis”, as we will see; and so 

engaged whether consciously or not? 

 

1.   “Man” in modernity 

 

 To understand the human being it is not enough to single out “the difference of man” 

and then to insist upon “the difference it makes”, as did Mortimer Adler in a best-selling 

philosophy book of the last century (1967), reprinted indeed toward its end (1993). Still less is 

it useful at this juncture to belittle the “animal language” experiments in order to revel in the 

“superiority” of animals – ourselves – able to discourse in verbal language, as Professor 

Marie-George did in her plenary lecture to the 2006 Nashville meeting of the American 

Maritain Association, as if spiders were to hold a convention belittling and brushing aside all 

those pathetic animals unable to spin webs. 

 Such belittlement is all passé modern pastiche, to which it may be said that Thomas A. 

Sebeok, in cohort with Robert Rosenthal (Sebeok and Rosenthal 1981), dealt the death-blow 

at their 1980 May 6-7 “Conference on the Clever Hans Phenomenon” held by the New York 

Academy of Sciences, though there were many lectures and articles in the lead-up to this 

conference, especially on Sebeok’s side (e.g., 1978).  

 The quintessence of modernity in matters human was to stress “the difference of man”, 

and to embrace the conclusion that not only is the rational intellect superior to the rest of 

nature but also that the human being in possessing this “superior mind” is separate from 

nature as well. Whence developed the myth of the “objective observer” in that false sense of 

the word “objectivity” intended to signify synonymy with what is apart from any observation 

by which it may happen to become known, and in contrast with the systematically required 

sense of  “objective” as simply that which is known by whatever means and regardless of any 

further status the known may or may not have in the physical environment as something 

common to all animals. The “objective” observer is a participant in the universe he or she 
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observes, and there is no other kind of “observation”, certainly not one “detached” from the 

human condition as an animal among other animals1.  

 The modern attitude of superiority was captured early in Descartes’ formula displacing 

“rational animal” as the definition of human being. After all, an animal, however ‘rational’, 

remains, as Thomas Aquinas earlier stressed (1266: 1.76c), a species within the genus of 

animals: “it is not ‘human being’ which is posited in the definition of ‘animal’, but ‘animal’ 

which is posited in the definition of ‘human being’”, so that to define the human being apart 

from the notion of animal is a vain exercise. For not only is man, like every animal, a 

composite of body and soul, but that very form or “soul” which specifies the human being as 

human is one and the very same form which constitutes the human being as an animal2. It is as 

if one were to figure out what makes a giraffe as a species different from every other animal 

species, and then to define “giraffeness” as something that can leave “animal” out of its 

understanding. 

 Yet this is precisely what Descartes did in re-defining the human being as rather a 

“thinking thing”, res cogitans, than a “rational animal”. His grounds (1641) – that it is certain 

that we think, but only an opinion that we are an animal (or indeed have any body at all) – do 

not meet the criteria of genuine doubt (cf. CP 2.192, 5.265, 5.524, 6.498), any more than they 

meet the criteria of an essential definition of human being according to Aquinas (“For 

Socrates is not a human being by one form and by another form an animal, but he is both – a 

human animal – through one and the same form”4). 

 

2.   The need for a postmodern definition 

 

 
1 Here should be mentioned the work of one of the great cryptosemiotians of the last century, Gregory Bateson, who 
(1972) identified just this view of “separateness” and “superiority” as the “original sin” of modern epistemology. 
2  “Animal per se de homine praedicatur, non per accidens; homo autem non ponitur in definitione animalis, sed e 
converso. Ergo oportet eandem formam esse per quam aliquid est animal, et per quam aliquid est homo, alioquin 
homo non vere esset id quod est animal, ut sic animal per se de homine praedicetur” (Thomas Aquinas c.1266: 
Summa theologiae 1.76.3c). 
4 Aquinas, loc. cit.: “ita nec per aliam animam socrates est homo, et per aliam animal, sed per unam et eandem”. 
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 Yet in intellectual culture as a whole, there is no going back tout court. It is not enough 

simply to recover, or try to recover, the ancient and medieval formula of “rational animal” to 

define the human being, valid though it be. Such an attempt at recovery simply does not go far 

enough to meet legitimate modern concerns. For modernity began by closing off the way of 

signs, unwittingly albeit, with its hypothesis that the objects of our direct apprehension are 

already wholly constructs of our own thinking; and Kant’s attempt at a revolution actually 

only deepened and further fortified the isolation from mind-independent being as something 

objectifiable in its own right, albeit within and alongside of reality as a social construction. 

For the average person, in modernity’s early years, it might be said (as Luther indeed said; see 

the discussion in Deely 2001: ch. 11) that it was a question of whether to believe your eyes or 

your ears: for while Copernicus and later Galileo told us it was the earth that revolves about 

the sun and not the sun around the earth, every uncloudy day anyone with eyes to see could 

behold the opposite of their claim. 

 

3.   The impasse of modernity 

 

In the Latin Age immediately preceding modernity, the human intelligence was 

conceived as distinguished by being able to know “being”, which meant “the way things are”. 

The first distinction within being which the human mind discovers is the contrast between, on 

the one hand, objects which have a subjective dimension to their objective being, and so and 

insofar are classed as ens reale; and, on the other hand, other objects which have no such 

dimension outside human society and thought, objects which as such belong rather to the 

order of ens rationis. So being, knowable to the human mind, consists of a web or admixture 

of beings which though known are yet also independent of being known, and beings which 

while known have no other being independent of being known. The former “beings” constitute 

– or so the medievals thought – the world of nature, the latter “beings” constitute the world of 

language and culture, which in part assimilates to itself the natural world. 

 Modernity, beginning thematically with Descartes, then Locke, then ruthlessly 

systematized with Kant and after, gave up on the idea of ens reale as knowable in its own 
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right, and left us with cognitive access only to our own constructions, ens rationis. The 

“rational animal” of Latin times, however, belonged determinately to the order of ens reale; 

for rationality (an intellect dependent upon the senses for its object and growing in its grasp of 

objectivity only over time), is precisely (or so the medieval Latins and Greeks of ancient times 

were of the opinion) a structure of subjective being known to be such – that is simply to say 

“known objectively”, since there is no other way to be known, “being objective” and “being 

known” being synonyms. 

 Once the move had been made – whether we look to the early, the middle, or the late 

moderns; to Descartes, Locke, Kant, Russell, Wittgenstein, Davidson, or Kripke – to cut off 

knowing from whatever the mind does not itself construct, the sort of warning Aquinas issued 

against the possibility of a valid definition of human being that leaves out the component of 

“animal” becomes otiose, if not downright moot. 

 So the impasse of modernity: on the one hand the classical definition of human being 

as “rational animal”, an ens reale; on the other hand the modern definition of human being as 

“thinking thing”, a creature trapped in its own musings as limited rather to ens rationis. Yet if 

the human being is an animal, belonging to and ordered to know an order of ens reale, it 

remains fatuous to think otherwise. Yet, cast as it was, the modern dilemma of “realism vs. 

idealism” seemed to admit of no third way, no “going beyond”, but required a simple choice, 

“Yes” or “No” to the question. So Peirce saw the issue (1909; CP 1.27), and so did Maritain 

(1959: 80). 

 

4.   Requirements of the present  

 

 However the human being is to be defined, it is certain that human beings learn only 

over time, not always even then. Yet of the two constants, truth and time, the latter tends to 

lead to the former, as Peirce so well put it with his notions of the “final interpretant” and 

“community of inquirers”.  

 So we need an interpretant for the human being which does not simply take us back in 

time to a medieval understanding of ourselves, but one which, fully cognizant of the modern 
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development making of nature and culture two universes or worlds, as Vico put it (only the 

latter of which can be known by human beings, as only God can know the former), transcends 

the modern impasse, reveals something false or inadequate in the forced choice between 

“Yes” and “No” to the development of idealism (“constructivism”, as some prefer), and so 

opens a way beyond modernity – a postmodern path or way in philosophy and for intellectual 

culture as a whole. 

 

5.  Enter semiotics  

 

 Exactly here does semiotics enter the picture, for the reason that Poinsot was the first 

systematically to indicate (1632: Book I, Question 1, opening paragraphs): the first 

requirement to be met by any would-be student of sign is to discover a standpoint that 

transcends the division of being into ens reale and ens rationis, for the sign belongs to both 

orders and indeed, depending on circumstances, passes between them. Umberto Eco much 

later (1976) would say that semiotics studies whatever can be used to lie, a more colorful way 

of making Poinsot’s original point – though a way which yet does not address the question of 

the knowability of ens reale, which is required if we are to transcend the constructivist 

impasse in the matter of defining human being. 

 

  5.a. The shaping influence of Sebeok  

The one who first addressed this complex of issues in a way that compelled discursive 

progress was undoubtedly Thomas A. Sebeok, with his insistence from the first that the action 

of signs is not only common to all animals but indeed to all living things, and, later (even 

more forcefully), that species-specifically human linguistic or verbal communication would 

not be possible at all were it not for the sign-processes, or “zoösemioses”, which subtend 

verbal communication and which are not species-specifically human at all save in marginal 

ways but are rather centrally and generically animal. In the course of developing this view 

between 1963 and his death in 2001, Sebeok succeeded in shifting the whole center of gravity 

in contemporary studies of sign from the determinately late-modern and partial view known as 
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“semiology”, according to which only humans use signs and all signs as signs are such only 

by assimilation into the world of culture, to the wholistic or global and postmodern view of 

“semiotics” as the doctrine of signs which not only transcends the nature/culture divide of 

modernity but shows at the same time that culture is but the species-specifically human form 

of natural development in the case of the human animals.  

Sebeok’s manner of doing this was nothing short of ingenious. Not only did he indicate 

the needed solution from the original genius of his own work in zoösemiotics and 

biosemiotics, but he did so by drawing upon the major insights developed in Tartu, Estonia, 

first by the cryptosemiotician Jakob von Uexküll (esp. 1934, 1940), and second by the 

semiologist Jurij Lotman (e.g., 1984, 1990). Whence we can express a kind of formula: 

Cryptosemiotics (von Uexküll) + Semiology (Lotman) = Semiotics (Sebeok). 

 

  5.b. Sebeok’s appropriation of “Umwelt” 

Von Uexküll’s central idea was the Umwelt, the idea of the objective world (Deely 

2001, 2004c) in which animals live as a sphere of meaning irreducible to the physical 

environment as simply ens reale, that is to say, irreducible to something physically common to 

all the animals, all the life forms. For the physical environment is a world of things interacting 

only as such, while the world of objects is a world of interpretations, interpretations stimulated 

by the sensations of animal life but formed by the perceptions organizing those sensations into 

what is to be sought (or +), what is to be shunned (or –), and what is safe to ignore (or 0). 

Thus the Umwelt is an objective world, or world of animal awareness, shot through with 

interpretations that have their reality only in relation to the interpretating organism (only as 

ens rationis, in the Latin parlance), even though shot through as well with realities of 

sensation at the base of these interpretations, realities without which the animal interpretations 

could not suffice to keep the animal alive (hence contain and are, perspectivally, ens reale in 

the Latin parlance). Sebeok like to quote Jacob (1982: 56) on the point:  

 
No matter how an organism investigates its environment, the perception it gets must necessarily 

reflect so-called “reality” and, more specifically, those aspects of reality which are directly related to its own 
behavior. If the image that a bird gets of the insects it needs to feed its progeny does not reflect at least some 
aspects of reality, then there are no more progeny. If the representation that a monkey builds of the branch it 
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wants to leap to has nothing to do with reality, then there is no more monkey. And if this point did not apply to 
ourselves, we would not be here to discuss this point. 

 
The Umwelt or outer world of objects, thus, corresponds to an inner world or Innenwelt, 

as von Uexküll termed it, of mental representations which, in contrast to being themselves 

objects, serve rather as the foundation for relations to what is sensed and construed as objects 

of the +, –, or 0 nature. The medievals had construed the animal access to the ens reale of the 

physical surroundings on just this basis of a prescissive difference between sensation – as a 

dyadic interaction of “brute force” between sensible surroundings and animal sense powers 

giving rise to a naturally determined network or pattern of triadic relations of signification 

(whereby, for example, differentiated light reveals shape and movement, sound reveals 

distance, etc., to the animal organism) – and perception as a network of irreducibly triadic 

relations interpreting what is sensed as objects of this or that significance (+, –, 0, as has been 

said) (see Poinsot 1632: Book I, Question 6). 

 So no Umwelt without an Innenwelt, and no Innenwelt without an Umwelt which 

includes, via sensations, ens reale on the basis of which the animal forms its ens rationis 

giving meaning to the physically indifferent surrounding as this or that for an organism of this 

particular biological heritage. Sebeok saw right away that the Innenwelt as source of the 

mental representations which give meaning to sensations by interpreting them on the basis of 

biological heritage is nothing more nor less than what cognitive scientists call a modeling 

system (see Sebeok and Danesi 2000). 

 

 5.c. Sebeok’s appropriation of “modeling system” 

Now a “modeling system” in the late modern 20th century study of signs known as 

“semiology” had come to have a rather different meaning from this. Jurij Lotman of Tartu, 

“one of the first Soviet scholars who became famous abroad”, as Voigt remarked (1995: 200), 

and the founder of the oldest semiotics journal in existence6, had introduced the idea of a 

 
6 Originally titled Σημίωτική in 1964, exactly as the original coinage by Locke in 1690 (see Deely 2004), 
“corrected” to Σημείωτική in its third issue, the journal today is best known under the name of Sign System Studies, 
and has transformed from a Russian language periodical (until 1992) into an international peer-reviewed journal on 
semiotics of culture and nature, especially since 1998. Lotman was directly involved as an editor for the first 
twenty-five volumes.  
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primary modeling system as nothing less nor other than the key without which one cannot 

enter the world of culture in its proper terms, namely, human verbal language. The world of 

culture, then, as consequent upon language, Lotman termed the “secondary modeling system”, 

and this way of viewing the matter gained great prominence among the semioticians. 

 Sebeok saw at once the genius and the deficiency of Lotman’s view. Indeed culture is 

a system of signs secondary to, in the sense of dependent upon, verbal language (species-

specifically human communication) in order to come into existence at all as well as to be 

known for what it is. Any animal can see the Mannerheim statue outside the Helsinki main rail 

station, but only a human animal has a chance to find out why that statue is there or “what it 

means”.  

 But at least as important as the semiological genius of Lotman’s view is its semiotic 

deficiency: for just as the modeling system of cultural artifacts and customs cannot be or be 

understood unless it be reached through the portal of language, so the portal of language (pace 

the analytic philosophers and the semiologists together) is not something semiosically 

sufficient unto itself and autonomous respecting the realities objectified through zoösemiosis. 

So true is this, Sebeok remarked, that in fact about 90% of our actual intraspecific 

communications, although commonly 100% layered over with verbiage, transpire not due to 

the verbal overlay but rather by way of the zoösemiosic underlay – by way of so-called “body 

language”, that is to say, by moyens of communication that are generically animal rather than 

species-specifically human. Take away the zoösemiosic underlay, and the verbal overlay 

implodes. Even in those 10% of matters theoretical and practical where the component of 

linguistic communication is fully essential and truly reaches beyond anything reducible to 

zoösemioses, the animal reality of the human being as a social presence plays a role often 

critical, if not decisive.  

 Indeed there is much distinctively human that can only be communicated by verbal 

language. But that verbal language still relies on zoösemiotic means of seeing and hearing and 

movement, and these means go in their own way as far beyond verbal language as verbal 

language in its way goes beyond preverbal zoösemioses.  
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 Now Sebeok took great pains to meet Lotman, and indeed, even in the Soviet times, to 

do so on Lotman’s home ground in Tartu, in August of 1970 (see Sebeok 1998).  But it was 

after their third encounter in Norway in 1986 that Sebeok returned to the United States and, in 

an address to the Semiotic Society of America (Sebeok 1987), announced his own idea on 

how to bring the Moscow-Tartu school fully into the semiotic fold as semiotics had developed 

beyond the provincial late-modern florescence of semiology as a part of semiotics, a province, 

as it were, of the doctrine of signs. That address, on Sebeok’s terms, laid out how semiology 

should best be viewed as a pars semeiotica rather than as a domain unto itself, unable 

theoretically (that is to say, unable from its own resources) to move beyond the late-modern 

solipsistic development in philosophy of modern “epistemology”. The importance Sebeok 

attached to this point may be gleaned from the extent to which he put it into circulation (see 

the entries for Sebeok 1987 through 1991a).  

 

  5.d. Sebeok’s synthesis  

 The conceptual move Sebeok proposed, au fond, is as simple as it is revolutionary in 

the actual contemporary development of semiotics as the general doctrine of signs: make von 

Uexküll’s notion of the biological and animal Innenwelt the primary modeling system, and 

locate language in the root sense as an element within thatInnenwelt, as (in Porphyrian terms) 

the “difference” added to genus to constitute the species. “Language” so considered is not 

verbal language but rather that part of the human Innenwelt which is biologically 

underdetermined such that, upon being exapted (Gould and Vrba 1982) to communicate, 

becomes what we commonly call “language” but which is in fact that species-specifically 

human form of communication properly called linguistic7. This communicative modality, in 

turn, constitutes a secondary (rather than the primary) modeling system, and the realm of 

culture thus enabled is in its turn a tertiary (rather than a secondary) modeling system. 

 
7 The case is comparable to the distinction Peirce and Poinsot draw between “sign” in the strict sense which consists 
not in any sensible element but precisely in the “invisible” suprasubjective triadic relation, and “sign” in the 
common loose sense of that sensible element within a triadic relation occupying the position or role of 
representamen (of “sign-vehicle”). Similarly, Sebeok distinguishes “language” in the strict sense as consisting in 
that aspect of an animal modeling system capable of founding relations terminating in objects (or aspects of 
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 By tracing the root of language to an element at once within but differentially part of 

the generically common source of objectivity for all animals, Sebeok removes the modern – 

the Cartesian and Kantian – error of separating anthroposemiosis (the human use of signs in 

communication) from zoösemiosis, the use and action of signs common to all animals as “able 

to become aware of their surroundings”. By then distinguishing this root sense of language 

from communication through the notion of exaptation, Sebeok neatly removes the modern 

pretensions in philosophy of language to treat linguistic communication as a whole unto itself 

(cf. Todorov 1977; Deely 2006), even as he removes also the pretensions of semiology to 

adequate semiotics as a general doctrine of signs. 

 Thus, in Sebeok’s scheme, the primary modeling system is the Innenwelt as a whole, 

not any species-specifically human part thereof. Language in Lotman’s sense of linguistic or 

verbal communication, then, presupposes both the Innenwelt as a whole which, as common to 

all animals is generically biologically determined, and a differentiative part which, as unique 

to human animals is specifically biologically underdetermined (as appears from objects and 

aspects of objects ininstantiable as such to sense perception – e.g., the “presidency” of a 

president, in contrast to the physical organism here and now serving as president, etc.). 

Precisely the exaptation in communication of this differentiative or biologically 

underdetermined representation of objects, yet perforce within the species-specific context of 

the Umwelt as a whole which contains also its biologically determined objective counterpart 

to the animal evaluation (or interpretation) of the physical surroundings as +, –, 0, lends to the 

human Umwelt that species-specifically human communicative modality (absent in the 

Umwelt sharings of other animals) that we commonly call “language” but which is more 

properly and strictly termed linguistic communication.  

 Thus “verbal language, whether spoken, written, or gestured, is neither a primary 

modeling system nor “language” in the strict sense; and not even “language in the strict 

sense”, though species-specifically human, adequates Sebeok’s notion of primary modeling 

system.  

 
objectivity) not directly instantiable to sense from “language” in the loose sense of a communication system – 
especially a verbal communication system. 



 

 12

 The outward expression of “language” through the establishment of codes which 

appear “arbitrary” (precisely by reason of their lack of underlying biological determination) – 

but which are anything but arbitrary in the social context of their establishment and of the 

animal (human or not) habituated to them in social employment – is in fact a communicative 

channel, an exaptation, in contrast to “language” as a feature of the Innenwelt of human 

animals. Vocal communication is not necessarily verbal communiction. The confusion, then, 

of language, which is species-specifically human, with communication, which pertains to the 

whole of animal life (and indeed to the whole of nature), leads to the late modern blunder of 

attempting experimentally to introduce a biologically underdetermined communicative 

modality into the Umwelt of animals whose Innenwelt is incapable of supporting that modality 

by reason of being unable to intellectualize – that is, to mentally represent – sensorially 

ininstantiable objects and aspects of objects. 

 By contrast, in those animals – the humans – whose Innenwelt can and does maintain 

an Umwelt with features transcending the directly sense-instantiable, this new and unique 

modality of linguistic communication (“verbal communication”) is able to constitute, 

superordinate to the animal Umwelt as containing only sense-instantiable objectivities, a 

veritable secondary modeling system as the communicative modality which opens the way to 

culture as a yet further realm of tertiary modeling. But we see then that it is not quite the case 

that, as Ponzio proposes, “the primary modeling system of the species Homo is language ”, 

even though it is certainly true that language as the biologically underdetermined part of the 

human Innenwelt “should not be confused with verbal language, as in the Moscow-Tartu 

school” (Ponzio 2004: 20). 

 

6.  The primary modeling system as common to all animals 

 

 For it is not language, not even in Sebeok’s root sense, let alone Lotman’s sense of 

verbal communication, that is the primary modeling system. “Language” in Sebeok’s root 

sense, even prior to exaptation through communication to constitute Lotman’s sense of 

“language”, is yet species-specifically human; whereas the primary modeling system in 
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Sebeok’s sense includes but cannot be coarctated to the root sense of “language”, i.e., to 

language as distinguished from the exaptation of language to communicate.  

 Otherwise, exactly as Aquinas noted in his criticism anticipative (as it turned out) of 

the early modern definition of the human being as res cogitans, the Umwelt would not be a 

creation common to all animals. Only the Innenwelt generically considered is characteristic of 

all animals. In the human case, as in all other cases, the Innenwelt is governed in its 

perceptual interpretations of sensation first of all by biological heritage. In the human case 

uniquely, this governance first of all is not, however, last of all, the end of the story. For the 

Innenwelt of the human animal uniquely or alone (“differentiatively”) on this planet involves 

an aspect or a dimension that is not wholly biologically determined. Thus, all other animals 

are restricted to a horizon of sensible objects in their sensible aspects for their interpretations 

of the world. The human animal too interprets within the horizon of sensible objects, but 

because the human animal has an aspect of its Innenwelt that is biologically underdetermined 

– “language” in Sebeok’s root sense – human interpretations transcend the realm of the 

sensible aspects of sensible objects to include objectivities that cannot be exemplified as such 

and directly to the senses, hence cannot as such and directly be perceived. 

 

7.  From semiosis to metasemiosis 

 

 Central for semiotics among these imperceptible realities that can be understood but 

not perceived are relations in their difference from related objects or things. This is crucial, for 

as we have learned, first from Poinsot and in our own times from Peirce, what we commonly 

call signs, those sensible items we can see with our eyes, point to with our fingers, and hear 

with our ears, are in themselves not signs at all but rather sign-vehicles (or “representamens”, 

as Peirce called them). The signs strictly speaking are the irreducibly triadic relations which 

unite us in cognition and cathexis to signifieds – entia realia and entia rationis alike – other 

than ourselves, making dialogue possible, indeed, but always and only within a web of 

zoösemiosis constitutive of our life as animals, albeit uniquely animals capable of 



 

 14

metasemiosis or “semiotics”, the knowledge that arises from the awareness that there are signs 

in their proper being as triadic relations suprasubjectively speaking. 

 

8.   Defining the “human being” from within metasemiosis 

 

If, then, we define ourselves as semiotic animals on the grounds of the twin realization 

that the whole of human awareness from its birth in sensation to its debates over the reality of 

God and angels depends upon the action of signs, and that we are the only animals capable of 

knowing that there are signs by virtue of possessing an Innenwelt that is not wholly yet only in 

part biologically underdetermined, we have met Aquinas’s objections to the Cartesian and 

modern way of attempting to define the human being: but only because we realize that the 

Innenwelt is a reality of animal life before and also as it is realized in human animals, and that 

even in human animals the species-specifically distinctive feature of language as biologically 

underdetermined is not the whole of our Innenwelt, not at all. Besides language, there are in us 

as in all animals biologically determined aspects of our Innenwelt, and hence of our objective 

worlds.  

The linguistic aspect of our objective world, thus, and the whole of human culture, 

appears not only as species-specifically human but also as species-specifically natural to the 

semiotic animals. Culture is not opposed to nature in this way of understanding the matter, but 

extensive of nature, albeit in species-specific ways, just as the species-specific modalities of 

each variety of animals defines its natural world and the “meaning” within that natural world 

as wholly objective but only partly inclusive of the physical surroundings common to all the 

life forms.  

Sebeok’s primary modeling system, then, is a revolutionary idea because, by including 

the whole of the Innenwelt with language as a part, it restores to thinkers as human their 

animality. Sebeok’s revolutionary idea is at the same time postmodern because it deals with 

the distinctive realization of anthroposemiosis as manipulating relations in their indifference 

to the difference between ens reale and ens rationis, and not merely (as in the medieval 
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formula of the human as “rational animal”) with the underlying possibility of such 

manipulation as a subjective structure or feature of a distinctive modeling system.  

 But the “primary modeling system” as Sebeok proposes it is not identifiable with 

language – with the differentiative part – tout court of the human Innenwelt. To reduce the 

primary modeling system to language in this sense is to miss Sebeok’s point, and, in a new 

way, to repeat the error of Descartes and the myopia of the original semiologists of the mid-

20th century. It would be to see the semiotic animal as an animal only nominally, by failing to 

include in the real definition of its metasemiosis the zoösemioses which alone make possible 

in the first place even the species-specifically human dimension which anthroposemiosis adds 

to the zoösemioses in which linguistic communication is implicated and upon which it 

depends for its success, even as it transcends those zoösemioses. 
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