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The neuro-consciousness conception of a sign (NCCS) was originally developed in order 

to provide a foundation for the theory of notation.  Nevertheless, its application is not restricted 
to that domain, for it can also be viewed as providing the framework and the foundation for a 
general  theory  of  human  signs.   In  the  simplest  terms,  the  NCCS  integrates  Augustine’s 
associationist conception of a sign with the hypothesis that the mechanism underlying all mental 
association is neurological.   And although it  recognizes human consciousness as essential  to 
human sign activity, the NCCS proposes that all semantic properties are ultimately grounded in 
certain kinds of neurological dispositions and behaviors. 

The goal  of  this  presentation  is  to  explain  the basic  idea  of  the  neuro-consciousness 
conception of a sign, along with the definition which characterizes it.  But the explanation is not 
simple, because the basic idea presupposes a familiarity with concepts like:

a neural firing sequence, 
constant dependence,
conscious content.

In addition to explaining these concepts, there are several notational conventions that need to be 
explained in order for the expression of the conception, and its corresponding formal definition, 
to make sense.  

Once  the  basic  idea  of  the  NCCS is  explained,  a  preliminary  version  of  the  neuro-
consciousness definition of a sign is presented, along with what is called the basic graph.  The 
purpose of  the  basic  graph is  to  present  (in  the form of  a  diagram)  the  structure of  human 
semiosis,  and to  facilitate  a  structural  comparison  of  NCCS with  the  conceptions  of  a  sign 
proposed by Augustine,  Ockham,  Poinsot,  Peirce,  and Saussure.   In  the  end,  this  structural 
comparison leads to some surprising results.  First, the neuro-consciousness conception of a sign 
suggests that we reject the view that ideas/concepts are signs; secondly, the view that standing 
for is a semantic relation is rejected, along with the corresponding hypotheses 

i) all signs are representations 
ii) all representations are signs.  

The next step (after comparing the NCCS to the other conceptions) is to further refine the 
preliminary definition in order to address some potential objections to it.  First, in order to avoid 
the conclusion that everything we perceive is a sign, the hypothesis that basic acts of perception 
involve semiosis is rejected.  Nevertheless, the NCCS offers a way of making sense of the idea 
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that there is a continuum between pure perception and pure semiosis (as opposed to a sharp 
dichotomy).  Second, in order to avoid the objection that the NCCS is too individualistic (i.e., 
fails to capture the social dimension of human signs), the meaning of a sign is distinguished from 
its signification.  Third, it is shown how the NCCS can account for denotation.  Fourth, there is a  
discussion of how the context in which a sign occurs often affects the signification of a sign.

The last step is to formulate a final version of the neuro-consciousness definition of sign. 
Once this is accomplished, some of the features of the conception which run counter to many of 
the prevailing ideas about signs are highlighted. 


