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When semioticexploresthe nature of the human self, it employsconceptsand
categoriesderived from a more generalsemioticframework. While this is not always
inap-propriate, such a strategy is inclined to clairn too much for the efficacy and
scobbof sign theory as it applies to the elusive nature of the self. The attempt to
within the largerbiologicalstructuresof zoosemiosis
anthroposemiosis
locateso-ca--Ued
runs the risk of effacing those traits of the human processthat are distinctive among
the living ordersof the world. The omnivorousquality of semiotictheory is no where
more eviient than in its analysesof the basicfeaturesof the human process.What is
neededis a more generic anilysis that remainssensitiveto those dimensionsof the
person that cannot be rendered into semiotic terms, even while retaining the
legitimatesemiotic dimensionsof the self.
It is possible,of course, to exhibit those features of the self that are both
directly and indirectly serniotic.But such an analysis,if itfails to acknowledgethe
remains
pon er"of the ontologicaldifference and the fitful tracesof transcendence,
onesidedand possiblydeitructive of the religiouscore of the self. In this context the
ontologicaldifference pertains to the radical and unbridgeabledifference between
and the clearingwithin which sign productionand interpretationmust occur
semios-is
(Corrington 1988).Mori importantly, the ontologicaldifference is manifest in the
pre-seriiotic potenciesof nature that make any order-specific meaning possiblein
itre first place. Put in more traditional metaphysicalterms, the ontological difference
natured)andnaturanaturans(rlatutenaturing).
is that belweennaturanaturata(nature
perspective,
naturedcorrespondsto the innumerablesigns
nature
semiotic
From the
and cOdesof the world, whereasnature naturing correspondsto the pre-fOrmal
potenciesthat emPowersemiosis.
Our first concern is to delineatethe three semiotic orders pertinent to the
human processand to demarcatethem from the fourth and non-semioticorder. The
first thr'eeordersparticipatein the ontologicaldifference in a fragmentedand muted
fashion while the fourth order emergesfrom out of the heart of the ontological
difference. In the first order, the public aspectsof the self can be analyzedin terms
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of the modesof semioticcommunicationavailableto the community of interpreters.
Such a community welcomesthe sign systemsdepositedin each of its membersand
has mechanismsfor making such iign material available to the larger community
(Corrington 1987a).In the secondorder, the private dimensionsof the self can be
analyzedin terms of the life of introspectionand its endlessg€nerationof interpretanti. While no "first self' or "first sign" can be isolatedby introspection,linesof
relevanseare isolatedthat give somesenseof the generalcontour of self identity'In
the third order, the depth dimensionof the self can be exploredthrough an analysis
of the complexesand archetypesthat govern and mold phylogeneticevolution.The
semioticsystemsand represent
archetypesof the collectiveunconsciousarethemselves
powerful frameworks within and through which the self graspsits own inner being
ind the various meaning horizons of personaland social life (Corrington 1987).
Together, thesethree orders, namely, the public, the introspective,and the archetypll, represent the domains within which semiotic theory can attain some clarity
cbncerningthe meaning of the human process.It is crucial that a generalsemiotic
develop concepts rich enough to articulate and exhibit these three orders, both
separaielyand in consort.More importantly, semioticmusi locateits understanding
dimensions
of the human processwithin the larger ontologicaland phenomenological
of nature. Thesefeaturesare manifest on the nether side of those semioticsystems
and eventsthat standbeforeexperience.In what follows, I will briefly detail themain
featuresof eachof thesethree ordersto preparethe way for a fourth type of analysis
that will show the ultimate limits of a semioticapproachto the self. This will in turn
and their internal relation to the lossof
reveal severaldimensionsof transcendence
the semiotic self.
The public self, that is, the self in the first order, emergesfrom social
interaction and carries forward innumerable sign systemsthat have their own inner
dynamismand history. As noted by JosiahRoyce,the public or socialself is a product
oi socialcontrastbetweenthe nascentI and the all pervasivenot-I (Royce l9l3). The
contour of the self unfolds through an elaborateprocessof semiosisin which the
sign seriesand their interpretants.Thesocial
individual entersinto alreadyestablished
world surrounding the individual is constituted by an actual infinite of actualand
possiblesigns.Self-identity, alwaysshifting and fraught with tension, is to a large
of socialsemiosisremain
extent, a pioduct of socialsemiosis.Insofar as the processes
unconsciousor pre-thematic, the self lives out of an identity that is derivativeand
possiblydestructive.When Heideggerusesthe metaphorof "fallenness",he implies,
itUeit iit strikingly different language,that socialsemiosisis a ubiquitousand silent
power that corrodesthe uniquenessand possibleautonomyof the self.
The public self prevailsat the intersectionof innumerablecommunities,some
primary but most secondaryand pre-thematic.The individual strugglesto integrate
thesecompeting or augmentingcommunitiesin order to attain a stablecontour.A
given communiiy is constitutedby an endlessseriesof interpretantsthat havetheir
own codesand inner momentum.Sign seriesare dynamic orders that have internal
trajectoriesmanifest in the clusteringof sign material. It is important to stressthat
the signsof community are both natural and conventionalbut in different respects.
Many semiotic frameworks overstressthe scope and force. of conventionalsigns
thereby ignoring the more pervasivenatural orders that give birth to and validatesign
systemi. As a risult, signs are seento be cultural artifacts with no extra-cultural
referents.Considerthe claims of Eco (1976:66 & 67):
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Every attempt to establishwhat the referent of a sign is forces us
to define tlie referent in terms of an abstract entity which moreover is
only a cultural convention.. . . What, then, is the meaning of a term?
From a semioticpoint of view it can only be a cultural unit'
This emphasison the manipulativeand conventionaldimensionof semiosismakesit
Officulf to understand the natural enabling conditions of public life' Is the public
self merely the battlegroundof cultural codesor is it the'place' where both natural
and conventional signi struggle for transparencyand someform of validation? The
latter alternative mikes more sensein that it enables semiotic to get clear on the
potiticat and structural possibilitieslatent within communaltransaction.In a striking
iense,the conventionalistview producesa kind of political paralysisand ignoresthe
nutu.it potenciesthat pervadeand gorrertrthe public self. A genuinecultural critique
by an aestheticanalysis of arbitrary cultural codes.
is replaied
'
As noted, the public self ii the locusof intersectingmeaninghorizonsand must
struggleto integratecompetingsign systems.Most personslive in what Royce called
"natiial comminities" that are rarely, if ever, self-conscious'However, within the
heart of the pre-thematicnatural community lies the latent power of the community
of interpretation that transformsnatural and conventionalsignsinto. consciousand
circumstribed interpretants that can be atalyzed and judged. The public self
Oro"t.O-"r its "fallenness"insgfar aS it enterS into an emergent COmmUnityOf
interpretation and breaks free from the semiotic opacity andinertia^of the natural
community.The community of interpretersis emancipatoryand openfor novel forms
of semiosis.Codesand their attendantsigns are brought into methodic interaction
with other semiotic possibilitiesthus expandingthe scopeand subtlety of the public
r.fi. iftir processis semiotic through and through and essentialto the public self's
well being.
Th6 transitionfrom a natural to an interpretivecommunity runs parallelto the
transformation within the introspective self. In the second order of the human
process,the interpretantsof inner life undergo the same^movementfrom opacity
io*utd ittu*ination and self-consciousappraisal.It is a truism that the introspective
self is to a largo extent a product of the public self. But the correlationbetweenthe
public and the private orders is far more dialectical and involves the movement
Lackward and forward betweensocialsemiosisand introspection.The introspective
self becomesthematicallyself-transparentinsofar as it participatesin the unfolding
of int-erpreterswho provide the measurewithin which self-conoi ttr"
"o--unity
attainJsomeform of validation.By the sametoken,the nascentcommunity
sciousness
of interpretationderivesmuch of its richnessfrom the projectedwealth of individual
interpreters who externalize introspective sign systems.-Consider.how an artist
externalizesintrospective signs through an aestheticshaping of publicly available
media of expression.The inierpretiveiommunity addsto its scopeand interpretive
power wheneverit integratessuch sign systems'
'
The introspective-selfis burdenld with more interpretantsthan it can integrate
and often strugglesagainstrecalcitrantor evenhostilesemioticmaterial.Many of the
Oominantsigni-of inier life are centersof autonomouspower in their own right and
are beyondlhe manipulative reach of the self. It must be stressedthat the interp."tu"itoi inner life are as real and as powerful as the signsof public interaction.
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Deely usesthe metaphor of "embodiment"to cover both the internal and external
dimensionsof semiotic life (1989:4):
Embodiment is a general phenomenonof experience, inasmuch as
whateverwe encounter,learn, or sharethrough experiencehas about it
by somesecondarymodality, be it only the
an aspectwhich is accessible
physical being of marks or sounds subsumedwithin language and
employed to create some text (a literary corpus, we even say) wherein
residesand is conveyedsomeobject of considerationwhich, we learnon
occasion,while at other times knowing from the start, has.noother body
besides a textual one, such as the medieval unisorn, the ancient
minotaur, the celestialsphereswhich gaveoccasionfor the condemnation
and imprisonmentof Galileo.
Insofar as the celestialspheres,surely productsof the introspectiveself, enteredinto
public appraisal,they servedto shapepolitical interaction. Consequently,the celestial
sphereswere as much forms of embodimentas was Galileo, and for a certainperiod
of history, had more efficacy. The endlessdialecticbetweenthe projection of internal
signs
- and the public assimilationof thesesignsmarks all stagesof cultural evolution,
The introspectiveself thus 'contains'embodiedsigns and struggleswith and
againstthem for somesenseof self-identity. As noted,certain of thesesignsof inner
life have a specialpower and dynamismand grooveand shapeinner life. For Jung,
theseunique sign systemsare the true center of the self and exert a growing power
over subalternsign systems.His technicalterm for the dominantsof inner life is the
"complex",Jung states(1928:I l):
The feeling-toned content, the complex, consistsof a nuclear element
and a large number of secondarily constellatedassociations.The nuclear
element consists of two components:first a factor determined by
experienceand causallyrelated to the environment; second, a factor
innate in the individual's characterand determinedby his disposition.
The complex is a sign systemin its own right as it containsthe cumulativeresultof
the self's interaction with the environment. More importantly, the complex,for
example,a power complex,gathersnew interpretantsinto its orbit and compelsthem
to reinforce the alreadyattainedweb of meanings.All experienceand ideationruns
the risk of falling under the power of the complexesof the unconscious.Whenever
the introspeptiveself encountersa complexit entersinto the third order of the human
processand is regroundedin vast evolutionaryand archetypalstructures.
A complex may or may not participate in an archetype. Whenevera personal
complex contains an archetypalcore, its power is dramatically augmentedand it
servesto relocatethe various signsof inner life. All sign systemshave an internal
This hunger for greater generic
drive toward greater degreesof encompassment.
scopeis most forcefully manifestin archetypalsign systemsthat absorbmuch of the
private and public signsthat belongto the individual. While Jung was not fully aware
of the semiotic structuresembeddedwithin the archetypes,he was clear that the
dominantsof the unconsciouscondition all intra and inter-subjective life. Consider
how a given complex,suchas a father complex,conditionsthe introspectiveself.All
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older male figures run the risk of being absorbedby the complex and serving a
The individual caught
psychic econoimythat may be as powerful as it is mysterious_.
ini f"tttet compie* will restructure all experienceto satisfy the imperial needsof the
complex.As carefully describedby Freud, such a complex can even-determine the
shapeof religious categories.Does it follow from this that the self is merely the
plaything of complexesand archetypes?
T'f,is unhappy conclusion is lvoided when it is remembered that the signs.of
the self a.e perm-eibleto the orders of nature that lie outside of the innumerable sign
systemsof private and social existence.Even a sign system^as powerful as an
aichetype pbints a*ay from itself toward the potencies. of nature that were
..tponriUf"'for its emergence.Thesenatural potencieswere internalizedby the self
thrbugh a kind of introjection long before they were projected outward onto the
worldl Consequently, a iather complex would make no senseat all were it not for
forms of domination and power that unfold within pre-human and extra-human
orders. Put in colloquial terms, an archetypal sign system always has somewhereto
hang its hat.
"
The dynamismof the collectiveunconsciousis manifestin its continualability
to spawn and shape archetypal images that form the true identity of the self. Both
instinct and ideatibn emergi?rom the archetypalsign systemsthat have their ultimate
source in nature. It would not be inappropriate to see the archetypesas codes,
provided that the concept of coding loosesits arbitrary and constructivist coniotations. Both private and public oiders are encompassedby the complexes and
archetypesof the unconscious.
The first three orders of the self, the public, the introspective, and the
signs and sign syste,msand struggle toward some
archetypal,
-The live within embodied
introspective self grappleswith its complexesand a,rchetypesso as to
unity.
attain a stablepublic existence.By the sametoken' the public self attemptsto shape
and control iniernal semiosisso that it does not intrude too dramaticallyon public
archetypalorder imposesits own semioticstructureson
life. The more encompassing
the first two orders and glves thim little peace. No task is more fraught with
difficulty than that of integlating thesethree semioticorders.For the most part, the
ittai"iCnit makesaseries oi tactical compromisesthat assuremomentary stability for
ilir itttittite semiotic wealth. Ironically, the true unity of the self cannot be found
within the three semiotic orders and must come from a realm on the other side of
semiosis.
The fourth order of the self cannot be describedthrough analogiesderived
from the first three orders.In approachingthis final realm, different languagemust
be used to elucidatethe self beyond the self of signs.Transcendenceemergesover
againstthe first three orders giving them a new senseof their ultimate limitations.
iJa postsemioticpower that cannotbe circumscribedby
Tie power of transcendence
matter how fecund.
no
sign
system
any
'
lranscendenceexistsin tensionwith embodiment.Following Deely we asserted
signs,be they internal or external, are embodied.There is no such thing as
all
that
a tron-e-lodied sign. Yet the category of embodiment has its own other in the
and must efface itself before this other. When a given sign
c"Goty of transcenldence
poin-tsioward transcendenceit ceasesto be a sign and becomeswhat Karl Jaspers
ialls a "cipher". For Jaspers,cipher script lies beyond semiosisand _illuminatesthat
which has no contour or semioiic identity. While we can secureand examinesigns,
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eventhosethat are especiallyelusive,we cannothold fast to ciphersof transcendence.
For Jaspers(1962:231 & 161):'
But no cipher can be held fast. whether it is an idea or an image, it can
be neithe; known nor embodied;it remainssuspendedand evanescent
in the movementof our temporal imagination.. . . The tensionlies in
asmanifestedto us both in ciphersand beyondall ciphers.
transcendence
Any relaxationof this tensionplunges.us either into the infinite void of
meie neing or into an unequivocaltheistic piety that will turn image and
itself.
likenessinto transcendence
The tension between embodimentand non-embodimentis pervasivein the human
pifr,Jri
out of the heartof the ontologicaldifference.If signsare embodied,
live on the razor'sedge betweenembodimentand non-embodiment'On the
llpft"rr ""Jtives
o.rprri level, ciphers activel! overturn all of the embodiedforms that are usedto
religious and open themselvesto the God
them.
-not
-the Ciphers are fundamentally
"ipi.rt
conventionalbut derive their peculiar
doO-of signs. Ciphers are
b;;;il
poi"n"y from nature iaturing. The self enters into the evanescentcipher script
iufr"""""r it lets go of its semioticplenitudeand becomespermeableto the abyssthat
rtanOrUett.athail signs.Any given religious sign can becomea cip^herof transcena"""" fV denying itJculture-ipecific relerents.For the Christian, for example,this
woutO mean itral the symbol of the Christ ceasesto be the locus of a historical
The true Christ would disappear
and emptiesitselfbefore transcendence.
ir;;;;"ti";
at
' the very momeni that it would be graspedby the self'
is not free floati-ngany more than it can exist without a specific
Transcendence
is to ignore the fitful role
specialrealm of-transcendence
some
To
envision
location.
in giving sirapeto the human process.Signs live out of the tension
;iil;;"rd"nce
and provide a map of the movementof the self
U"t*""n finitude and t.an-s.endence
poles.
a sign 'clings' to its semiotic content, it points
as
Insofar
between thesetwo
to*uiA thosedimeniions of the self that remain embeddedwithin the ordersof the
*o.la. Insofar as a sign becomestransfigured into cipher script, it lets go of its
The unique existentialpower
a senseof transcendence.
r.-ioiii
-;i;ft; pf.ttitude and-evokes
;;iipi aeri"es from the fact that it participates.in both side of the
;-f
divide. On the semioticside, cipher script re-empowerssigns
t"-l"ii"ip"tt-i"miotic
io tftut tirey may evoke more open meaningsand thereby free the self from semiotic
inertia. On ttre bost-semioticside, cipher script brings the self into correlationwith
natura naturaLrsso that the potencies'of natur-emay measureald articulate the self.
It is
Does the semiotic reif c.ase to exist in the moment of transcendence?
tempting to split off the semioticself from the self-in-transcendenceand to argue
ifrut tfr""port-iemiotic self cancelsthe previousthree ordersof the person.However,
which shouldnot
it e sitnaiion is far more complex.In the momentof transcendence,
and deniedany
suspended
is
briefly
self
semiotic
the
terms,
in
spatial
.tttAerstood
6e
Oi.""i.ffi"ucy. It is as if the semiotic self recedesfrom view. Yet the correlation
betweentranstendenceand the self containsa deeperlogic'
the self recognizesthe "not" that lies within
At the moment of transcendence,
it and allowsthis "not" or';not-yet" to enter into its internal and externalsigns.Insofar
ai ifri i.*iotic self becomespermeableto the self-in-transcendenceit recognizes,the
i"tiinsic limitations of all signs and meaning horizons.By living on the boundary
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between signs and ciphers, the self learns the inner freedom of the religious.life'
alier tn. e"ncounterwith tianscendence,the self can no longer ignore the emptiness
that lies within all sign systems.This emptinesstransformssemiosisand makesit open
io itt" pot"ttcies of-nature that have no ultimate shapeor contour. Signs remain
embodi-edbut becomemore reticent to exert their imperial claims on the self.
The self is thus compelled to participate in both sides of the ontological
difference, i.e., the difference betweennature natured (the world's complexes)and
nature naturing (the potenciesof nature).Theseare dimensionswithin rratlureand do
trot *ptit naturJinto two separaterealms.For the most part, the self remainsoblivious
to nature naturing and thus lives out of the signsthat pertain to nature natured.In
the three orders oJ the self that are pertinent to nature natured, that is, the public,
ihe introspective,and the archetypalorders, signs function_to give shapeto a full
hlman contour tLat, while ofttimes elusive and fraught with mystery, yet remains
knowable and traceable.In the fourth order, correlated to nature naturing, the
semioticself is shriven of its plenitudeand servesthe deeperpotenciesof nature that
are without shapeor voice.
The semiotic self is regainedonly after it is lost. All signs becomeremade
when they point toward the cipher script that eludesall semiosis.The semioticself
remainsin iension with the post-semioticself and learnsto live out of the graceof
In the words of Jaspers(1962:286),"From embodimentto speechlesstranscendence.
ness--this is the path we must tread over and over."
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