Semiosis and activity

On Semiosis and Activity [xmca, October 2007]

What is the role of speaking, discourse, or more generally sign-use in activity?
Clearly, phrased this way, there might be many roles or functions. In one approach, speaking (used in the sense of addressed discourse, implicitly or explicitly dialogical), might be either more constitutive of the activity (e.g. lecturing, marrying people) or more an instrumental part of the activity (e.g. co-ordinating talk in joint physical action, Halliday’s ‘ancillary’). In the first case the activity could not be imagined apart from some speaking. In the second, it might be more clumsy or fail altogether without it, but it can be imagined and possibly performed without it. It is useful to see a cline of degree between these two poles (as JR Martin does).
How then does the use of language, or other signs, differ from the use of tools as ‘mediating means’ or instrumentalities for the performance of an activity?
I would like to propose, as I did quite a long time ago (1979, Action Context and Meaning) specifically for the case of language, that phenomenologically the reality is always activity-as-material-process, and that language-use or sign-use are special cases. Thus semiosis is more fundamental than ‘the sign’, speaking more fundamental than ‘the word’. Signs and words are always merely ‘objects’, or tools (sensu lato) within activity, and function as signs only within sign-using activity. Signs as such do not exist outside semiosis, though of course the sign-vehicles or signifiers deployed as signs may do so.
In Peircean terms, a sign is something that stands for something (else) to someone (or some interpreting system, not necessarily human). But more precisely, I would say, something functions as a sign when deployed in an activity in which it functions for some interpreting system as more than the material-physical phenomenon that it otherwise is, and more specifically in the sense that the interpreting system reacts to it, or interacts with it, in such a way that its response functions as part of some larger (longer time-scale, usually also larger space-scale) activity than that of the interaction per se. This means, in effect, that we respond to objects-as-signs in ways that allow the sign to have a meaning beyond itself, to play a functional role in an activity that is more than simply our bodily interaction with the object that is taken to be a sign of something. 

In this sense, signs are special cases of tools. For it is also the case that a tool is not a tool in and of itself, but only insofar as it is used as-a-tool in some activity that goes beyond the action (or operation) of, say, taking up the tool, holding, or moving it. Tools are only tools as part of tool-use. Signs are only signs as part of sign-use.
So now our original question is about the relationship between two activities: the speaking activity (e.g. monologic implicitly addressed or dialogic explicitly addressed and reciprocally responsive discourse) and the larger, or call it, the primary activity.
Now speaking, as semiosis (i.e. speech that is meaningful or potentially meaningful in some community), already implies a further activity on a larger scale, beyond the physical act of utterance or the active perceptual process of hearing itself. Indeed it implies, somewhat in Peirce’s sense of the ‘chain of interpretants’, a whole hierarchy of further activities: that what is orally articulated or aurally registered be interpreted as a meaningful word or utterance, i.e. be part of the activity of meaningful speaking for the participant(s); that this meaningful-speaking be part of some larger meaningful-discoursing (and not a context-less random utterance); and that this meaningful-discoursing be part of some socially recognizable or interpretable activity that is more than just discoursing-as-such. Here we enter the constitutive/instrumental cline. I would say that interpreting some discoursing as being of some speech genre, even if it is one in which language (or other sign-production or sign-use) is nearly wholly constitutive, is already interpreting it in relation to another activity than itself (e.g. that it is a lecture, a social activity, not just someone uttering a lot of sentences). In the cases nearer the other end of the cline, the tool-like nature of signs (i.e. using-as-sign as a case of using-as-tool) is more evident: we say ‘lift your end a little higher’ as we carry the sofa together up the stairs, and this discoursing clearly functions meaningfully in relation to the larger or primary activity.
So how does sign-use then differ from other kinds of tool-use?
In two ways, I think. First that the chain of [[A-functioning-instrumentally-in-B]-functioning instrumentally in C] functioning instrumentally in D … etc. with D at higher scale in time and space than C, than B, than A, is generally longer for signs than for other kinds of tools. This is not a trivial matter, for it is related to the second difference below, and, as Latour has shown, such issues of length in networks can be very important in themselves.
Why longer? In part because of the so-called ‘double articulation’ in the case of language, and of analogous iterative relations I believe for all sign-use. In language, we know that sounds are not in one-to-one correspondences with things, or meanings. In general, as Peirce shows, the sign relation is not dyadic, there is no direct correspondence of signifier and signified; something – some tertium quid – has got to do the work of connecting them. No sign points in itself to its referent, some working system-for-interpretance must make the connection. And this is not just an abstract conventional mapping (a table of correspondences), but a context-sensitive (which is where the larger timescale and space-scale comes in) ‘interpreter’ (not necessarily a human mind, or mind of any sort, but some dynamical system). In the case of language, this interpretive process from heard-sounds to interpreted-meaning goes by way of a middleman, the linguistic sign (word or words-in-a-grammatical-structure). But in general, I believe, all kinds of sign-use operate through chains of interpretance in which the meaning of anything used-as-a-sign depends on its being interpretively embedded in some hierarchy of contexts of contexts of contexts….
Material tools, however, generally function by a direct, one-level-up instrumentality, as in Leontiev’s original formulation. Tools function at the level of actions (use-of-tool, use-as-tool), not at the level of operations (which enable some object to function instrumentally, indeed to function at all), and as part of actions-in-activity. They are tools in relation to goals, or in my formulation, they function as tools only in relation to some larger-scale primary activity. A fork is just a bent piece of metal, and if the activity is to get something to my mouth with it, it functions at the level of actions (skewering, lifting, etc.) as enabler, each action as a functional part of the primary activity and so as a tool-for-eating. Of course we could also define, say, skewering as the primary activity, and downshift everything one level. (The operational level below the action of skewering-by-fork would entail, for example, the pressure configuration of the fingers in the actions of holding and skewering.)
This becomes clearer if we consider the second, and perhaps theoretically primary difference: the nature of the instrumental relationship is different. In the case of the non-sign tool (i.e. an object considered to be used as a tool but not also as a sign), the relationship is material-functional, and between tools differs only, in the same activity, if different material actions must be performed with the tool to achieve the goal, or in my terms to advance the primary activity. In the case of the sign-tool, however, it is not just the material efficacy which matters, or makes for phenomenological differences among uses-of-tools, but also the meaning, or interpretance. If I had two forks, one steel and one gold, or one ‘my fork’ and one ‘your fork’, but in all material qualities identical, then the tool-functioning of eating something with either would be same, but the meaning for some interpreter (or potential meaning in some interpreting community) could be quite different. This corresponds, I think, to the use of the notion of ‘ideal’ in some branches of CHAT. Another example, where the difference between two swords lies only in their history and symbolic significance, not in their material efficacy for a purpose, is used similarly in my 2000 paper in MCA on timescales and heterochrony.
In the case of sign-tools, it is not just efficacy-in-action (efficacy-for-activity) that matters, but also the interpretable meanings in both the primary activity and in other activities (since the chain of interpretance has no necessary end – in Latourian terms, its network relations can continue to be built outward by connections to other actants). If I want to get the salt shaker, there are many ways I can ask for it, all of which may have the desired efficacy, but some of them will alter my longer-term relationship to others at the table in terms of politeness, deference, indices of dialect or social class, etc. One can of course say this also for how I use my fork, but then someone is interpreting my use of the fork as a sign-tool and not just as a nonsign tool.
Perhaps there cannot in practice be uses of tools that are not also interpretable as signs, but it still seems useful to distinguish how tools function instrumentally in terms of what their material qualities may do vs. how signs function instrumentally in terms of what their material qualities may mean as well as do.
Gordon has used the ‘aboutness’ relationality of signs to make this sort of distinction. A sign is ‘about’ something for some interpreter. Ruqaiya has noted that linguistic signs (and I think signs in general) are not just about a what, but also a ‘who’ and a ‘how’. This is the classic triad of Halliday’s analysis of the grammar of the minimal linguistic meaning unit (normally a clause) as functioning in a context of situation to say something about a state of affairs (ideational aspect of meaning), something about what we are doing with and to one another (interpersonal aspect of meaning, often also including attitudes toward what we are meaning ideationally), and doing both of these things by functioning in the setting in a particular way (e.g. as a written text, or as dialogic speech) and creating continuities and structural differentiations. Or these may be framed as content (what said about something), relation (of interlocutors, say), and contact (i.e. between language-use and the larger situation). If I read Ruqaiya’s usage of these terms correctly.
So the ways in which speaking may function in an activity in which the speaking is functionally embedded as sign/tool-in-use depend on these three aspects of meaning. They do so moreover in two key ways, as has been emphasized by Michael Silverstein in his take on functional linguistics and the pragmatics of speech. In the way just described, which corresponds to Peirce’s ‘symbolic’ relations of language-signs to their three aspects of meaning, and also in the possible ‘indexical’ relations of both the signifiers and the meanings to other further (larger or longer-term) concerns. How I pronounce a word, and the fact that I speak one word rather than another, and the fact that I have allowed a particular meaning to be interpretable from what I said, can all be further interpreted as indices of my being in a certain state of health, having some emotional turmoil, not treating someone deferentially, being an alien or an enemy, etc. etc. The impact of what I say (i.e. its efficacy-for-activity, or its outcomes-in-activity) depends not just on the denotative meanings (of all three sorts) but also on the potential connotative meanings (another way of considering what Silverstein and many of us regard as indexical meanings) of these denotative meanings (cf. Barthes’ semiology of connotative meaning). 
And at this second-order level of interpretation, there may be cross-overs among the three aspects. What I say about a situation may indexically influence my interpersonal relationship to an interlocutor, and even alter or add to the possible speech acts I am perceived to be performing. How I say it (e.g. ironically, or as a rhetorical question) may alter the interpretation of just what I am saying about something (even reversing it). My efforts to preserve some continuity of wording or style may be taken as implying a difference in my content, and my efforts to fit into or to develop a speech genre of interaction (e.g. question-and-answer, call-and-response) may lead to interpretations of how I am structuring the event (an issue of ‘contact’ or textuality).
Functional linguistics and discourse analysis thus have a great deal to offer by way of a conceptual framework and a vocabulary of art for describing the various ways in which speaking functions semiotically-and-intrumentally (sign-as-tool and tool-as-also-sign) in activity. While the parameters for such functional relationships may be general, the actual ways in which speaking functions in different instances of activity may be so numerous and varied as not to be usefully classifiable into any small number of types. But the principles by which that functioning may be usefully described are far fewer. In the case of language we have a pretty good start towards identifying them. For other semiotic modalities we are just at the beginning, and for multimodal combinations, we have scarcely yet begun.
JAY.
