
Timo Maran 
“Semiotic self”: perspectives for biosemiotics and cognitive semiotics 

 
In the late 1970s Thomas A. Sebeok starts to develop semiotics of the interpreting subject 
under the title of “semiotic self”, shaping his understanding in four short essays: Semiotic self 
(1991a [1977]), Semiotic self revisited (1991b [1989]), ‘Tell me where is fancy bred?’ The 
biosemiotic self (2001a [1991]) and The cognitive self and the virtual self (2001b [1998]). 
This dimension of Sebeok’s thinking has got little attention, but in the emerging dialogue 
between semiotics and cognitive science it could turn out to be an essential topic. 

The concept of “semiotic self” appears to problematize the physicalist view of the subject, 
so common in cognitive sciences. In Sebeok’s understanding, a semiotic self is the result of an 
animal’s or human’s semiotic activity, a unique description, a configuration of signs, and 
therefore in principle not fixed in although dependent on the physical “realness”. By 
emphasizing the semiotic nature of processes, by which the subject is created, the “semiotic 
self” may provide a more semiotic and elaborate understanding of this topic.  

We can bring out the following principal properties of the concept of “semiotic self”: 
1. It is a result of semiotic processes. It arises from the modeling based on different codes 
available in the living organism. 
2. It is rooted in biological semiotic processes. On the most primitive level it derives from the 
functioning of the immunological system and other processes, by which the organismal self is 
distinguished from its surrounding. 
3. It is not a singular unit, but rather emerges from the compound or collective processes on 
different organizational levels (similarly to Hoffmeyer’s (1997) swarming body). 
4. It is a dynamical entity that allows the development of the self, misidentification of the self 
and even a virtual projection of the self, thus including also an environmental perspective. 
5. It has a layered structure that joins both biological and cultural (linguistic, narrative) 
semiotic processes and enables these to be analyzed in the same conceptual framework. 

The concept appears to have potential for developing a broader description of semiotic 
subject. It allows developing the environmental perspective by emphasizing the relational 
nature of the subject and its environment. It is also suitable for describing the “selves” that are 
built from groups of single individuals (e.g. collective Hymenoptera). It may allow 
developing joint research projects of biosemiotics and cultural semiotics for studying 
questions like identity creation (combing cultural identity and species identity). 
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