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The field of semiotics can be described as a general study of knowing. Knowing in a broad 
sense as a process that assumes (and includes) at least memory (together with heredity), 
anticipation, communication, meaningful information, and intention (needs), is a distinctive 
feature of living systems [4; 5; 6].

Knowledge cannot be fully conscious. Some unawareness is necessary for 
knowledge. This simple, but important conclusion from a biosemiotic analysis of the process 
of knowing radicalizes the idea already familiar from the concept of embodied knowledge — 
that each knowledge is corporeal and personal. Sheets-Johnstone observes: „The humanities 
and human sciences were the spawning ground of two fundamental conceptual shifts in the 
twentieth century: the earlier linguistic turn and the later corporeal turn“ [8: 2]. The first 
(which was dealing with symbolic systems) arrived in semiotics, the latter (which focused on 
primary signs) in biosemiotics [2]. Knowledge is always personal knowledge, as Polanyi 
states, adding: „thinking is not only necessarily intentional, as Brentano has taught: it is also 
necessarily fraught with the roots that it embodies. It has a from-to structure“ [7: xvii].

I am going to argue that knowing can never be completely conscious. I.e., completely 
conscious knowledge is impossible. A knowing, in order to be a knowing about something, 
has to include at least primary iconicity [3], which is not conscious. In case of animal and 
human knowing, it also includes primary indexicality, about what the knower has no 
continuous awareness. 

Knowledge processes can be completely described, but the description to be itself 
knowledge has to include also some non-conscious cognition. This is all so because language, 
and all the higher forms of knowing are built on the basis of simpler sign processes — they 
assume life. Conscious knowledge is impossible without unconscious knowledge involved. 
Each act of awareness is incomplete. Bateson observed that "if we had continual awareness of 
our imagemaking process, our images would cease being credible" [1: 96; 5].

The work on nonverbal communication and zoosemiotics, by T. A. Sebeok, began 
from the understanding that there exist, in addition to human conscious language, also some 
forms of communication and sign processes that are not conscious. But all this topic has 
stayed as complimentary, as in a way marginal for a long time. Biosemiotics that came out of 
it, still, is often understood similarly — as a chapter on some weird occasions when 
analogical to language phenomena appear in some non-human organisms. 

Although, the conclusion above proves that the situation is different, it changes this 
view completely. Biosemiotic processes are not marginal, since these are the basis of all 
knowledge, of the reason how we at all know anything, of how a word is about something, of 
how a text can say something about the world. The non-conscious forms of knowing are 
necessary, since just via these the linkage of a statement in a language and the event it refers 
to exists. 
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