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Semiotics of knowledge organization systems. 

 

Introduction 

The meaning of a sign relation relates to the interpretant. The interpretant mediates between a sign 

(a representamen) and an object. However a further elaboration of the interpretant, suggests that the 

interpretant functions at different conceptual levels: 1) the level of signification, 2) the level of 

cognition, and 3) the level of communication. From the perspective of knowledge representation 

this differentiation is important, because traditional knowledge representation systems are 

committed to methods that primarily favor the formal structures and delimitations of semantic units 

(the level of signification). The level of cognition is sometimes addressed as relevance or aboutness, 

and the level of communication is almost absent in the information science research literature.  

The objective of this presentation is to argue that these three conceptual levels of the interpretant are 

equally important, and forms useful semantic differentiations of knowledge representations in 

knowledge organization systems (KOS). 

 

Semiotics – the conceptual levels of the interpretant 

Following the logic of semiotics, a KOS thus organizes concepts in a structure that at the first level, 

studies the relation of concepts to concepts, or signs to signs (the general conditions of signs being 

signs (grammar) (CP 1.444)).  

The second level studies the formal conditions of the truth of representation (critical logic).  Critical 

logic is concerned with valid inferences. According to Peirce, the logic of induction, deduction and 

abduction are principal to reasoning. Induction relates to experience or observation of facts 

(probability), deduction to the necessary consequences that follows from premises (necessecity), 

and abduction to the forming of hypothesis (possibility).  
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The third level studies the formal conditions of inquiry, and is considered the formal study of 

rhetoric or communication. Defining concepts as signs thus implicate grammar, logic and rhetoric, 

and the formal features of signification, cognition/inference and communication.   

 

The level of signification The level of cognition The level of communication 

Syntax Logic  Pragmatics  

Grammar Denotation  Connotation 

Form  Substance   Use  

Word Concept  Context 

Table 1: Three conceptual levels of the interpretant 

 

Table 3 suggests a more elaborate understanding of the conceptual levels of the interpretant. The 

first level (syntax) determines the nature of representations, i.e. how signs are signs of something. 

E.g. how a substantive is considered a term/a lexeme that stands for an object/concept. The level of 

cognition determines the meaning of a sign being a concept. It implicates a reasoning capacity that 

connects the level of signification with a determinate meaning. The third level determines how the 

sign acts as a communicator of meaning in a community 

A KOS thus explained, organizes, at the level of signification, semantic units according to a set of 

rules, and thus expresses the simplest level of semantic control. The level of cognition, expresses a 

more developed relation of meaning, namely a determination and delimitation of a concept. The 

level of communication relates contextual information or domain knowledge to the concept.   

The meaning of a concept representation should therefore be considered in relation to its function 

and purpose defined within a universe of discourse and cannot be separated from this context 

without loss of information.  
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