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Introduction

Hardly anyone knows what semiotics is.

It is a pity, because it is a discipline that helps us to understand many things in life, not only philosophical, abstract things, but also the everyday things that happen to each of us.

I do not want to make the mistake here of immediately trying to say what it is with big difficult words, and in this way gambling on the trust of the reader who is so kindly willing to follow me in these first lines.

I will only say that semiotics is about understanding the sense of life, the sense of things.

We are used to using this word, ‘sense’, and this already qualifies us as budding semioticians.

‘But what is its sense?’, ’What you say makes no sense’ are phrases that we exchange, and which denounce that each of us looks for a sense in what is around us.

Semiotics tries to explain this sense, how it arises, what it springs from, what are the fundamental elements that create it.

The book is therefore not addressed to professors and academics, but to the ordinary citizen trying to navigate her way through increasingly treacherous advertising messages, increasingly fierce mass media, salesmen at the limits of honesty. The sense of these messages can only be understood with the appropriate toolbox. I have tried to create one and make it available to anyone who wants to try using it. Happy reading!

Deiva Marina, 17 October 2022


Part One – Basic concepts


1

What semiotics is

While linguistics studies languages, semiotics studies how languages ​​work in context.

It could be said that linguistics studies the action of language.

Semiotics, on the other hand, studies the reaction to language.

Linguistics – and in particular semantics – is concerned with meaning, while semiotics is concerned with sense.

The latter is not given by the definition in the dictionary, but by the interaction between a text and a context.

The context is ’the situation in which the communicative act takes place; also, the set of knowledge, beliefs, presuppositions shared by the sender and the receiver, which guide the understanding of the communicative act’.

Semiotics deals with the interaction from which a sense arises.

Communication never occurs in the sterile environment described by grammar books: artificial situations are created there that serve to provide examples for those who have to learn a language.

We often talk about grammar rules. The learner ends up convinced that these rules were created before the language, but this is not the case.

Simple people have always exchanged messages first in gestures, then in grunts, finally in words, which arise spontaneously from people’s daily life.

Later on, grammarians try to put order in the spontaneous phenomenon of the language and identify certain regularities or constants, which they define as ’rules’.

We are not interested here in rules at all, but only in what kind of reasoning we do when we are in contact with the understanding of a message and when we try to formulate our own.

For this reason the next chapter is dedicated to the three modes of reasoning.
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Three types of reasoning: abduction, induction, deduction

Since semiotics studies how the sense of things and words arises, it also deals with our reasonings, and tries to catalogue them.

The most useful and creative type of reasoning, which makes us go further than what we already knew, is abduction.

Let’s see how it works.

It starts with the observation of a result, for example: my husband comes home with a mark of red lips on his cheek.

This observation is linked to a rule which, in our example, could be: when a man has a red lip mark on his cheek, he has been with his lover.


She infers – she does not ’deduce’! – a case: the husband comes from an appointment with his lover.



The latter is not a certain conclusion, but a conjecture.


It is true that the abduction is not certain (maybe my husband met aunt Denise on the street who kissed him on the cheeks to greet him), but it is also true that it is creative, that the working hypothesis that arises (my husband is unfaithful), if subjected to careful control, can give very interesting results.

There is also another type of reasoning, which is called ’induction’, or generalisation.

It consists in taking some results observed individually and making them a general rule.


For example, I note that Paula’s husband has a lover, Samantha’s husband has a lover, Fiona’s husband has a lover, so I get to the induced rule that ’all husbands have a lover’.



When my husband comes home, I make a scene at him because I induced – not ’deduced’! – that he too has a lover.


But, specifically, he does not have a lover: induction is a hypothetical reasoning, which generalizes something that is considered frequent, and ’transforms’ it into universal.

The third type of reasoning is deduction or tautology: it adds nothing to what was already known at the outset.

I go to a clinic for cheating men, where they treat all husbands who want to lose the habit of cheating on their wives.

So, the basic rule is that all husbands in this clinic are cheating on their wives.

In the anteroom of the clinic I see some husbands circulating who have come here to lose their habit.


I deduce that these husbands are cheating.


This last sentence is tautological, that is, it repeats something I already knew before, when I went to the clinic.

As you can see, the reasonings, the more certain they are, the more useless they are, and the more useful they are, the more hypothetical and unsafe they are.

This is why it is important that everyone knows how to distinguish one type of reasoning from another.

For example, if we say: ’I saw that man come out of the house, he was disheveled and kept turning around, he ran, and I *deduced that he was a thief – because when I watch crime shows, thieves always do this’, in reality it is about abduction (conjecture) and not deduction (certainty).

When witnessing at a trial, for example, this makes a big difference.

Sherlock Holmes is famous for his ’deductive method’, but Arthur Conan Doyle here has caught a colossal crab, because the conjectures of the famous, charming detective are actually abductions.

These examples can be useful to show how even the great authors, in everyday speech, misuse the word ’deduction’ and its derivatives.
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Modelling. X stands for Y

Animals – and we among them – without realising it have an intense activity in which they incessantly create models of what they observe.

Pay attention to it: we don’t just look around, we continually try to add logic to what we see, to understand its causes and consequences, and then apply the same model to other situations that seem similar to us.

Our dog jumps on us happily when we touch the leash because, observing our behaviour, she has created a simple model.

In this model, after the sound of the zip of the jacket that the owner normally wears to go out or after the vision of the gesture of taking the leash, the walk with the owner soon follows.

When we are children and we see a dog for the first time – suppose a dachshund – we do not just associate it with the idea of ​​a dog, but we create a complex model that allows us to recognize any other future dog, even if next time we will meet a Saint Bernard – or a man who has very long, unkempt hair and beard.

This is the big difference between memorising and modelling: the model is not only the sum of everything we know, it also implies the possibility of predicting what we don’t know but could happen.

We have created a three-dimensional model of every person, every animal, every plant, every object we have perceived, and this lives within us and evolves “as in reality”, or at least in a plausible way based on the reality that we know.

Looking at a certain tree that we have not seen for a year, even if it has grown and changed, we recognize it, because within us also its model has grown and changed.

This complex mental operation is called “modelling”.

Within us there is absolutely no reality, no “copy” of reality, rather a model of it.


The model is not reality, but stands for reality.


Semiotics is the discipline that deals with all operations that are synthesised in the verb ’to stand for’ (to stand in the place of).

Like all other mental activities, even if we do not have the tools for analysing reality that semiotics offers us, we put it into practice without realising it.
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