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Abstract: Semiotics has two different basic approaches when it comes to its basic 
concepts: sign primarily as a means for communication (between semiotically equal 
individuals) and sign primarily as a means for representative cognition. Peirce derived 
his semiotics and its triadic concept of sign from this latter approach as a theory of 
rational cognition though Peirce himself and others after him have tried to apply it 
(more and less successfully) more generally or liberally. Biosemiotics, at least if it 
borrows Peircean concepts, is in this way a generalisation of both semiotics and of 
cognitive theory as far as it tries to generalise semio-cognitive concepts applicable in 
biological processes. For biosemiotics, and presumably for cognitive semiotics in 
general, a succesful naturalisation or generalisation of mental content, i.e. the 
concepts of meaning, intentionality, functionality, etc. is necessary, without which 
semiotic concepts do not add much real content to biological science.

Peirce’s semiotic concepts are nevertheless less easily generalisable than is commonly 
assumed. The only concept of meaning that Peirce employed in his semiotics is the 
meaning of intellectual concepts which is defined in his “maxim of pragmatism” 
where meaning is defined as the conception concerning all the conceivable practical 
consequences. In order to understand anything remotely like this, a semiotic agent 
must have quite developed ability of rationally anticipate future possibilities, the 
ability that is apparently lacking even by some humans. It seems that biosemiotics 
would need some other less intellectual kind of concept of meaning which would 
perhaps have something to do with emotional or psychical satisfaction and frustration, 
but with such concept of meaning Peircean triadic sign and the whole sign typology 
are not well-grounded. This is not to say that Peirce’s concepts were completely 
ungeneralisable, Peirce himself clearly aimed for their generalisation, but that such 
generalisation would brake the basic structure of Peircean sign, not necessarily its 
triadicity, but the way triadic parts are nominated and mutually related. The same 
concepts and distinctions cannot be used.

Even though Peircean semiotic concepts were not suitable for theoretical concepts of 
biosemiotics, this does not necessarily mean the defeat of biosemiotics, but 
biosemiotics could still benefit Peircean semiotics. If biosemiotics is possible as a 
(biological) science it must somehow derive (or deduce) its semiotic or cognitive 
concepts, and it is exactly for this that Peirce designed his semiotics (and concept of 
meaning). Peirce’s semiotics was designed for a logic of science, in order to make 
scientific concepts clear and definite. This making was the prototype of semiosis for 
Peirce and for this purpose his semiotics is the most suitable.


