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THOMAS A. SEBEOK AND HIS CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE FIELD OF SEMIOTICS

TOMAC CEBEOK U EI'O BKJIA/L B OBJIACTh CEMHUOTHUKHA

Annomauuscel: byn makana beneunyy eenepusiivik scana amepuxanvik npogpeccop Tomac Cebeox
(Cebeok) mapabvlnar uuideHeeH ceMuomuKanvli K39 oup macenenepute apruaram. Takman atimkanoa,
OKYMYUWIMYY CEMUOMUKA UTUMU 63 UHUHE A0AM3AMKA MAAHObIK O010020H CUSHALOAPObL KAMMbICAHObICHIH
4a2elI0bIPbIN, OV CUSHAIOAPOBIH 632046 OAAPIAWYY CUCIeMa2a 39 0e2eH AHLIH KO3 KAPAUbIHAH Jica-
panean “3o0cemuomura’”’ Hcanvbl MEPMUHUH KUPSUZLEH HCAHA OULOHOOU d1e KOZHUMUBOUK TUHLBUCUKA
UTUMUHUH K32 OUp Maceneliepune Kaupvlibli, aiapobl Komepyn 4blkkan. bynapea kowymuanaii, 6yn 0o-
xknao npogheccop CebeoxmyH 6UOCEMUOMUKA MAPMASLIHIH 0d He2U3000UYAOPYHYH dupu 60120HOYeYH
auvikman bepyyee oanaram xoiiam. Cebeok, TUHGUCT Kamapbl, (hunH-yeop mui mobyuyH (“uepemucu”
amul Menen Oeneunyy 60120n) Mapu MUIUHUH ap mypoyy acneKmuiepun UIuKmen, Oup Kanya maxkaia
JHCAHA KUMENMEPOU HCAZBIN HCAPLIKKA YbL2APSAH.

IHpogheccop Cebeoxmyn smeexmepu anmpononozus, Ouonozus, GonvkiIop, IUHSBUCIMUKA, NCUXOIO0-
2USL AHCAHA CEMUOMUKA MAPMAKMAPbIH Kammbultim. Byn okymywmyy u3undeenyn scansl bacelmmapbina
JHCEMYy MAKCAMbIHOA MUP, NCUXOTUHSBUCTHUKA, CIMUTUCIUKA, ICAHBIOAPIAPObIH DAAPIAULYYCY dHCaHa
OUOCEMUOMUKA CHIKMYY UTUMOEPOUH ap MypoOYy MAapMakmapblHOd IMeeKmMeHeeH OKYMYUMYY HCana
aducmepou bupeenreuun UMMmMoeOCYH KaAMCbl3 KbLLYy HCOHOOMOYYAYSYHO 33 DONCOH.

Ilpogeccop Cebeox menun Unouana ynusepcumemunoeu UnUMuil Hcemekyuiepumoun oupu Ooi2oH.
An srcepoe men npogheccopOoym 6up kanua KypcyH aneam. Menun unumuti uiuMOUH memacsl CeMuomuKa
O0NIZOHOYKMAH, MEH 2C020py0d amaiean Mapu muiu 60oHYA KYPCYH MAHOan aieam.

Hezuzzeu ce30op: bencu, 300ceMuomura, OUOCeMUOmuKa, CeMuomux (CeMuomuka mapmazblHoazbl
OKYMYWImyy), cemuonoaus, cemuosuc, mybaca (mabuewlii) cunomesa, KOCHUMUBOUK UIUMOED.

Annomauus: JJok1ao nocesueH HeKomopbiM 6ONPOCamM CeMUOMUKU, KOMOPLIMU 3AHUMANCS U38eC-
MHbLLL 6eHeepcKull u amepuranckutl npogeccop Tomac A. Cebeok. B ocobennocmu, 6 cmamve paccmam-
PpUBaemcs e2o mo4Ka 3peHusi 0 mMoM, Ymo CeMUOMUKA 6KA04aem 6 cebsi CUCHAbL, He NPUHAdedcauue
uenoeeyeckomy pooy u Komopbie UMerm c0U KOMMYHUKAYUOHHbLE CUCTEMbl, KOMOpble COCMABISIOM
CO30AHHbBIU UM MEPMUH (300CEMUOMUKAY, A MAKICe NOOHUMAEm PO 80NPOCO8, PACCMAMPUBAEMbLe
KoeHumueHou nuneeucmuxoil. Ilpogeccop Cebeok makaice Yuciumest 8 psidy y4eHvixX, KoOmopbwle 56/s-
romesi ochogamenamu 6uocemuomuru. Ilosmomy 6 danHom OOKIAOe Mbl MAKIHCE NPEOnPUMeM NONLIMKY
oceemumb psio 60NPOCO8, KACAIOWUXCSL IMOoU 0bnacmu Hayku cemuomuku. Kax evioarowuiics nunegucm,
npogeccop Cebeok onyborukosan psao cmameu u KHUe, NOCEAUCHHbIX AHAIU3Y PAZIUYHBIX ACHEKMO8
(PuUHHO-Y20PCKO2O A3bIKA, MOUHEe SA3bIKY MAPU (U36ECMHO20 KAK «4ePeMUC).

Tpyowt npogheccopa Cebeox ebuparom 6 cebs maxue 0061aCmMuU HAYKU KAK AHMPONOLO2UsL, OUONO2US,
ponvrnop, nunesucmuka, ncuxonocus. [lis mozo umobvl 006umvcsi HOBbIX 6EPUIUH 8 HAYKe, HANPUMED, 8
UCCI008AHUAX NO MUGHONIO2UL, NCUXOTUHSBUCTNUKE, CIUIUCTUKE, KOMMYHUKAYUU JICUBOMHBIX U OUOCE-
muomuxke, npogeccop Cebeok ymen cniauuéams CReyuaIucmos U3 pa3Hulx CMeXNCHbIX 00nacmeil HayKu
071 UCCIe008AHUL.

Ilpogeccop Cebeox 6bi1 00HUM U3 MOUX AKAOEMUHECKUX KOHCYTbMAHMO8 8 yHUgepcumeme Unouana,
20e 51 nocewjan psio Kypcos, GKIUAs Kypc no A36lKy Mapu. Imo Oblio Ces3aHO ¢ meMm aKkmom, ymo s
8bIOPATL SMOM KYPC 8 Kayecmeae memul 071 MOell UCCLe008ameNbCKOU pabomyl NO CeMUOMUKe.

Knroueswie cnosa: snak, 300cemuomuxa, OUOCeMuomuKa, CeMUomuK, CeMuonoeusl, CEMUO3UC, BPONC-
OeHHas 2UNomesa, KOCHUMUGHbBLE HAVKU.

Abstract: This paper will address some of the semiotic issues with which the well-known Hungarian-

American Professor Thomas A. Sebeok (Sebok) was involved, particularly his purview of semiotics to
include non-human signaling and communication systems, coining the term “zoosemiotics”’ and raising
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some of the issues addressed by cognitive linguistics. Professor Sebeok was also among the founders of
biosemiotics, which this paper will attempt to address. As a linguist, he published several articles and
books analyzing aspects of the Finno-Ugic language, Mari (known as “Cheremis”). Professor Sebeok's
work spanned the fields of anthropology, biology, folklore studies, linguistics, psychology, and semiotics,
and he had the ability to bring together specialists from neighboring fields of research in order to gain
new perspectives on, for example, the study of myth, psycholinguistics, stylistics, animal communication

and biosemiotics. .

Professor Sebeok was one of my academic advisors at Indiana University where [ attended several of
his courses, including the one he taught about the Mari language;, it is for this reason that I chose him

as the subject of my paper on semiotics.

Keywords: sign, zoosemiotics, biosemiotics, semiotician, semiology, semiosis, innate hypothesis,

cognitive sciences

On October 4, 1957 the Soviet Union launched
sputnik. This Soviet technological achievement
caught the U.S. government, military, and scientific
community off guard, and their united efforts to
catch up with the Soviets heralded the beginning of
the “space race” and perhaps the beginning of the
cold war. Connected with this was the realization
in the US that Americans were not learning foreign
languages, especially the languages of the USSR.
Hungarian semiotician and linguist Thomas Albert
Sebeok (Sebok) (born Nov. 9, 1920 in Budapest,
becoming a naturalized citizen of the US in 1943,
earning his doctorate at Princeton University)
arrived at Indiana University in 1943 to assist the
anthropologist Carl Voegelin to manage the country’s
largest Army Specialized Training Program in
foreign languages. At Indiana Sebeok created the
university’s department of Uralic and Altaic Studies,
covering the languages of Eastern Europe, Russia
and Asia. At the same time he became the chair of
the university’s Research Center for Language and
Semiotic Studies.

It was Professor Sebeok who both facilitated my
acceptance in the doctoral program at Indiana in 1963
and who recommended me for an NDEA (National
Defense Education Act, Title IV) fellowship to pursue
my studies in Hungarian language and literature, and
Finno-Ugric and Turkic languages and area studies.
(The NDEA program had been established by the
US Defense Department after the launch of sputnik
for the study of the so-called critical languages — the
languages of the Soviet Union and the East Bloc.)

As a founding member of the Department of
Uralic and Altaic Languages, Professor Sebeok
became interested in the preservation of the
endangered languages, including the Mari language
(Cheremis), a Finno-Ugric language spoken by a
relatively small number of people in the Republic of
Mari-El a bit west of the city of Kazan’. His interest

in this language led him to write a grammar of Mari
which he published in the Indiana University Uralic
and Altaic Series that he edited. I had the privilege to
have been one of his students in a course he taught on
the Mari language as well as in several of his other
courses on linguistics. He then served on my Ph.D.
committee several years later.

However, Professor Sebeok will be remembered
for his pioneering work in the field of semiotics. He
continued in the footsteps of Ferdinand de Saussure
in investigating the study of the sign that had been
the major focus of the work of de Saussure and other
scholars beginning in the mid 20th century. Known as
‘semiology’, this study has been pursued by scholars
since the mid 20th century. However, Sebeok
expanded this study known as ‘semiology’ beyond
the cultural world of the human being on which
de Saussure had focused, to include non-human
signaling and communication systems. He was one
of the founders of biosemiotics, coining the term
‘zoosemiotics’ in contrast to ‘anthroposemiotics’ to
emphasize that animals too depend on the actions of
signs within experience.

Thus, Sebeok transformed semiotics back into
a life science, placing it into a larger biological
domain. Much like Chomsky posited with respect
to grammar, Sebeok showed how all animals are
endowed genetically with the capacity to use their
basic signals and signs for survival.

Sebeok rejected the experiments on the linguistic
abilities of apes, assuming the existence of a deeper,
more universal and more meaningful underlying
substratum: the “semiotic function”.

In his article “The Sign Science and the Life
Science” Sebeok views semiotics to be at least
as richly diffused with content as what is today
practiced under the label of ‘cognitive sciences’. He
frames sign science in with life science — all sciences
that have to do with the structures, performances,
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and interactions of living things. Sebeok referred
to St. Thomas Acquinas who already in the 13th
century recognized that animals make use of signs
both natural and those founded on second nature
and custom. He argued that language emerged as
an evolutionary adaption of over two million years
ago in the guise of a mute semiotic modeling system.
Animals, he writes, have become ‘incomparable
virtuosi’ at semiosis — the phenomenon that
distinguishes life forms from inanimate objects as
they interact among members of their own species
and with members of all other life forms in their
Unwelt, including the plant world. Semiosis can be
defined as the instinctive capacity of all living things
to produce and understand signs.

In his scientific work, Tom Sebeok, as he was
known, provides many examples of the use of signs
in animals, and classifies them on the basis of sign
types. He tends toward the view that the decisive
role in animal behavior belongs to indexical signs.
He then enters into a discussion of language in
animals which he claims is nothing more than a
system of indexical signs, especially with respect
to the ‘language of bees.’

In turning from zoosemiotics to biosemiotics,
Sebeok argued for introducing semiotics into all
forms of biology, all living creatures serving as
objects of semiotics analysis. He emphasized the
existence of semiosic phenomena in non-human
organisms, and attempted to analyze the biological
basis of various sign processes. That is, protists,
plants, fungi, plants, and animals all represent
different basic communication strategies. He thus
divided the study of biosemiotics into phyto- cyto-
and zoosemiotics, to include the plant world with
which animals have learned to communicate through
the use of signs. He emphasized that nature itself
has a certain hierarchy, a universal characteristic
which life shares with the rest of the cosmos, and
within this totality there is interaction through the
use of signs.

But there are no syntactic structures in animal
sign systems, argued Sebeok. This is in accordance

with Chomsky’s innate hypothesis, where he argues
that only humans have the ability to create novel
utterances.

Sebeok was renowned for his ability to bring
together specialists from different fields in order
to generate perspectives on the study of myth,
psycholinguistics, stylistics, animal communication,
and biosemiotics, among others. It was mainly Sebeok
who promoted the use of the term “semiotics” rather
than semiology to name the general study of signs.

In 1975-76, Sebeok founded the Semiotic
Society of America (SSA), having already been
one of the founding members of the International
Association for Semiotic Studies (IASS) in 1969 and
editor of its journal, Semiotica, from 1969 until his
death in 2001. Sebeok was also the editor of several
book series and encyclopedias, including Approaches
to Semiotics, Current Trends in Linguistics, and the
Encyclopedic Dictionary of Semiotics.

In 1991 the Sebeok Fellow Award was
introduced “to honor his substantial career or lifetime
contributions to semiotics and service to the semiotic
community” through publications developing the
recognition that anthroposemiosis is no more than a
part of the still larger semiosis within the world of
nature itself.

The title of “Sebeok Fellow” is the highest honor
to be given by the Semiotic Society of America.
It is presented only at two- to four-year intervals
followed by the Sebeok Fellow Address at the SSA
Annual Meeting and carries with it life membership
in the SSA.
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