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Foreword

It is a privilege to be invited to introduce a work of this range and importance.

Paul Thibault's book is appearing at a time when the disciplinary borders
inherited from the previous century - no longer felt as enabling, but rather as
constraining, as boundaries rather than borders - are tending to fuzz out and
disappear; and new strategies of thought, new dimensions of knowledge are
emerging. This book makes a significant contribution to the ongoing dialogue
around these critical themes.
One feature that contributes to the strength and effectiveness of Paul
Thibault's treatment of his topic is the way he engages with the work of leading
scholars of the past hundred years whose ideas can be seen as having in some
sense anticipated the directions of change. In this respect he is following up his
own earlier (1997) study of Ferdinand de Saussure, the scholar usually claimed
as 'the father of modern linguistics' and certainly the linguist most frequently
revisited and commented on during the entire twentieth-century period. In the
present book, Paul Thibault discusses the theoretical contributions of Saussure's
most important successor, Louis Hjelmslev, as well as those of other scholars such
as Karl Biihler and Gregory Bateson who helped to shape the pattern of
knowledge for their own and the succeeding time. By picking up on their work
Paul Thibault provides an intellectual context for interpreting the theoretical
advances made by contemporary scholars who, in their turn, are redefining the
parameters of our own thinking - people such as Gerald Edelman, Jay Lemke,
Antonio Damasio and Terrence Deacon.
The central organizing concept running through the book is that of meaning,
or semiosis - the realm of our existence that is distinct from, and complementary to, the material realm. Paul Thibault theorizes meaning as 'trajectories'
taking place in time, in the form of activities on a number of different scalar
levels from neuronal activity in the individual brain through to movement across
human populations; but manifested critically in the social meaning-making
practices of the members of human groups. Here too there is an echo of a
previous motif in his work, that of 'Social Semiotics as Praxis' (1991) developed
against the background of theory of narrative. All such activities are grounded in
biological processes: 'meaning-making is to be explained in terms which are
consistent with what we understand about the biological basis of semiosis'
(present volume p. 24) - but this is not to say that the whole of semiosis can be
explained by reduction to biology.
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The most powerful manifestation of semiosis is human language; and in this
book Paul Thibault's central concern is the interpretation of language itself as a
self-organizing complex system. His concept of the 'signifying body' encapsulates the notion of the human body as the locus where meaning is made, through
the operation of the brain at the critical interfacing of the semiotic with the
material - the content plane with the ecosocial environment, the expression
plane with the physiological resources of the production and reception of
speech. Thus all linguistic processes are grounded in processes of the body. But
language cannot be reduced to bodily processes, and much of the discussion
centres on the organization of language as it appears in depth with this dual
perspective.
Paul Thibault defines his starting point in these terms: ' ... the intrinsic organization oflanguage has evolved in the species (phylogenesis) and develops in the
individual (ontogenesis) so that it cross-eouples both with the biological makeup
of the body-brain and with the socio-cultural organization of our ecosocial environment in ways that closely relate to the kinds of social activities that human
beings perform' (present volume p. 48). To me as a linguist perhaps the most
significant feature of Paul Thibault's many-faceted approach is the way he builds
up the intellectual context both for language and for linguistics, language in its
relation to the human condition, linguistics in its relation to human knowledge.
In a sense these are two aspects of the same contextualizing process, since
language figures as the centrepiece of semiosis, or meaning-making activity, and
all construction of knowledge is the making of meaning.
Paul Thibault's project is not so much interdisciplinary as transdisciplinary,
coaligning the resources for thinking about his topic along a new thematic
discussion. This is the kind of thinking that is needed so that new questions can
be asked wherever there are problems to be solved.
M. A. K.

HALLIDAY

Hong Kong
November 2003

Preface

The writing of this book has arisen out of the conviction that there is an urgent
need for a materialist ecosocial semiotics which is able to reconnect body-brain
processes and interactions both to the social and cultural practices which directly
act upon and affect human bodies, as well as to the ways in which bodily and
brain processes directly participate in and are a constitutively inseparable part of
our meaning-making activity.
This book is concerned with the role of the body-brain complex in our social
meaning-making practices. In recent years, the role of the body and the brain in
our social meaning-making practices has been a source of considerable interest
and discussion. However, it is my contention that these discussions do not move
our understanding of the body's central role in meaning-making beyond the
discourse- and language-centred models of textual 'representation' which
continue to inform most accounts of the constitutive role of the body in social
semiosis. A different orientation is called for. This orientation is what I refer to,
following Jay Lemke, as an ecosocial semiotics of human meaning-making
activity.
Like human meaning-making activity itself, this book is very much a hybrid
phenomenon. This reflects my conviction that the science of human meaningmaking activity is necessarily a transdisciplinary theory and praxis. While
working on the lectures of the course 'Saussure and Beyond' that I wrote for
the Cyber Semiotics Institute between 1996 and 1998 (WWW site: http://
www.chass.utoronto.ca/epc/srb). it became increasingly clear to me that many
of the fundamental questions concerning ecosocial semiotic theory can only be
answered by engaging in a dialogue with the foundational concepts and
questions of both the social and the life sciences. In some ways, my web course
'Saussure and Beyond' is a kind of Prolegomenon to the present study.
In the past two decades or so, the dialogue between the human and life
sciences has been given new direction and impetus by the development of the
theory of complex adaptive dynamic open systems. Such systems are characterized by the fact that their component parts give rise to newly emergent levels of
organization that are not reducible to the sum of their lower-level components.
Instead, the higher, global levels take on dynamical characteristics that have constraining effects on the lower, local levels. Furthermore, dynamic open systems
bring time and history to the centre of the theoretical enquiry. Time, irreversibility, the embedding of systems in higher-scalar environments, and individuation, are all important features of this new way of understanding the world,
including the part we play in it. Thus, the prediction and control of phenomena
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and the universalizing principles and modes of explanation in the natural and
social sciences that have been the hallmarks of the' classical' approach to science
in the past three or four centuries no longer hold sway in this new view of the
world and our place in it. Meaning, the interpretation of meaning across many
different scalar levels, and our being necessarily inside such systems of interpretance, will be seen to play a key role in this perspective.
The new perspectives that the theory of complex dynamic systems makes
available to the science of human meaning-making activity allow us to ask new
questions. What are the foundational concepts of this approach? What is the
relationship between the physical-biological and the social-cultural dimensions
of our being? What does this approach entail for the relationship between the
expression and content strata of semiotic systems? Does meaning originate in
'mind' or 'brain', or is it the result of complex, time-bound semiotic trajectories
that loop between the individual's intrinsic dynamics and the ecosocial environment in which the individual is embedded? What is an ecosocial environment?
How does the body-brain complex relate to meaning-making activity? How does
consciousness relate to meaning-making activity? What is the status of the
discourse- and language-centred models of textual 'representation' in relation to
the centrality of activity? How do the material and the semiotic dimensions of
meaning-making activity combine with each other? What is the political significance of an ecosocial semiotic theory?
It is only through the attempt to understand the constitutive inseparability of
the semiotic-discursive and physical-material cross-couplings and dynamics that
we can adequately theorize our and others' embodiments, our subjective
experience of our ecosocial environments, our perceptions of our inner states
and sensations and the meanings we attribute to these both in our internal
dialogues in 'inner' speech activity, as well as in our interactions with others, and
the materiality of the body as playing a central, not marginal, role in social
meaning-making activity.
In this volume, I have sought to engage with the relevant perspectives and
theoretical insights of a range of disciplines - e.g. linguistics, semiotics, biology,
and psychology - in order to understand their relevance to the ecosocial
semiotic framework of this book and to reconstitute their perspectives and
insights within that framework. In doing so, I have tried to organize the diverse
insights and theoretical perspectives that I engage with in this book into a
coherent set of principles and analytical tools that will serve to extend the
ecosocial semiotic framework into new areas of enquiry and practice.
A second book, which I have completed and which will appear after the
present one, will focus more specifically on the cultural, social, interpersonal and
developmental aspects of the ways in which body-brain systems are cross-coupled
to their ecosocial semiotic environments. In many ways, the arguments of the two
books are complementary in terms of the overall ecosocial semiotic perspective.
I am grateful to Professor Gugliemo Cinque, former Dean of the Facolta di
Lingue e Letterature Straniere of the University of Venice, and to Professor Paolo
Balboni, then Director of the Dipartimento di Scienze del Linguaggio of the same
University. Both Gugliemo and Paolo generously supported my application for
study leave from the University of Venice during 2002, as well as facilitating its
passage through the University bureaucracy. This leave was crucial in allowing
me to complete this project.
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This book was completed in August 2002 during my stay as a Visiting Professor
in the Department of English in Lingnan University in Hong Kong. I wish to
express my appreciation and gratitude to my colleagues at Lingnan University
and especially to the Head of the Department of English, Professor Barry Asker,
for providing so much support and assistance during the period of my stay at
Lingnan University and also for making my stay there such an enjoyable and
rewarding one. Wendy Wong, the departmental secretary, was a constant source
of invaluable secretarial and practical assistance.
I have been privileged to be able to present some of the arguments developed
in this book to colleagues and students in universities and research institutes in
the following countries: Australia, Belgium, Canada, China, Hong Kong, Italy,
Japan, Norway, San Marino, Singapore, Spain, the United Kingdom and the
United States. It is impossible to thank all of you by name, but I am most grateful
to all of you for providing a forum for my ideas, as well as for your critical
discussion and input.
I also wish to express my gratitude to the following individuals with whom I
have had discussions, or whose advice, support and friendship have been
critically important for the completion of this project: John Alexander, Felipe
Alcantara Iglesias, Anthony Baldry, Marco Battacchi, Olga Battacchi,Jim Benson,
Paul Bouissac, David Butt, Ray Cattell, Magda Cortelli, Stephen Cowley, Michael
Cummings, Fan Dai, Kristin Davidse, Ersu Ding, Paolo Fabbri, Robin Fawcett,
Gillian Francis, Peter Fries, Nancy Fries, Andrew Goatly, Bill Greaves, Michael
Gregory, Morag Harris, Mike Ingham, Marcel Kinsbourne, Lisa Leung, Marc
Lorrimar, Bob Lumsden, Eva Maagere, Bill McGregor, Blair McKenzie, Ng Lai
Ping, Kay O'Halloran, Carlo Prevignano, Helen Price, Duane Savage-Rumbaugh,
Susan Savage-Rumbaugh, Stuart Shanker,Jared Tagliatela, Godfey Tanner, Carol
Taylor Torsello, Gordon Tucker, Eija Ventola, and David Wallace.
I owe a special debt of gratitude - both intellectual and personal- to Michael
Halliday, Ruqaiya Hasan and Jay Lemke for the critically important dialogues
that I have had with them on the subject matter of this book over many years.
Without their constant encouragement and support, the development of the
ideas in this book would have been considerably poorer.
I also wish to thank my mother, Sylvia, my father, Philip, my brother, Mark,
and my sister, Linda, for believing in me and helping to make it all happen.
To my daughter, Ilaria, my profound appreciation and gratitude for her
understanding and love.
I have dedicated this book to the memory of Morag Harris. My deep sense of
loss at her passing cannot adequately be expressed in words.
Finally, to Ordy, for filling my life with her radiance and love.
PAUL

J.

THIBAULT

Bologna
October 2003
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Introduction

1. The Body-brain System, Meaning-making Activity, and Ecosocial
Environment: Building a New, Unified Discourse
This book is concerned with the relations between the body-brain system,
meaning-making activity, and the ecosocial environment in which the former are
embedded. An increasing number of studies in recent years show the inadequacies of the view that the brain is the seat of disembodied mental processes, or
that cognitive and meaning-making activities stop at the skin of the individual
organism. Moreover, the idea that the 'inner' mental life of the individual can be
disjoined from our meaning-making (semiotic) activity itself needs to be reexamined. Traditionally, Western cultural traditions have evolved two radically
distinct discourse traditions for talking about notions such as mind, cognition,
and the mental, on the one hand, and society, communication, and the semiotic,
on the other (see Gee 1992; Lemke 1995a: 81-82; Manghi 1988; Walkerdine
1997). Furthermore, the material basis of both 'inner' cognitive processes and
'outer' meaning-making, or semiotic, activity has been disjoined from our
discourses about the mental (e.g. thinking) and meaning (e.g. discourse,
language). Another problem stems from the way in which semiosis is narrowly
defined in terms of linguistically informed notions of text. One negative consequence of this restriction is the failure to see not only the continuities that link
human semiosis with the semiosis of other species, but also the continuities that
exist between perception, non-linguistic conceptual thinking, mental imaging,
consciousness, and semiosis.
A second negative consequence lies in the way in which linguistic models of
text have been used as models of embodied meaning-making activity - activity
which is embedded in its ecosocial environment. Textual products and records
are produced and/or used in different kinds of social activities (see Lemke
1984a: 78-80; Thibault 1991a: chapters 2-4,1994, 2003a: 58). The more fundamental notion in the theoretical framework of the present study is that of activity.
Texts are integral parts of activities in particular ecosocial contexts, yet they have
a secondary and derived status with respect to the activities in which they are
made and in which they participate. Activity is primary in the present framework
(see also Goodwin 1996a, 1996b; Lave 1997).
Activity extends beyond the individual into the ecosocial environment.
Meaning-making activity is a trajectory-in-time. In saying this, I am adapting the
notion of an ontogenetic trajectory in the work of Salthe (1993: 181-5). The locus

