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GENERAL INTRODUCTION TO THE LIBRARY OF LIVING PHILOSOPHERS

Since its founding in 1938 by Paul Arthur Schilpp, the Library of Living Philosophers has been devoted to critical analysis and discussion of some of the world’s greatest living philosophers. The format for the series provides for creating in each volume a dialogue between the critics and the great philosopher. The aim is not refutation or confrontation but rather fruitful joining of issues and improved understanding of the positions and issues involved. That is, the goal is not overcoming those who differ from us philosophically but interacting creatively with them.

The basic idea for the series, according to Professor Schilpp’s general introduction to the earlier volumes, came from the late F. C. S. Schiller’s essay “Must Philosophers Disagree?” While Schiller may have been overly optimistic about ending “interminable controversies” in this way, it seems clear that directing searching questions to great philosophers about what they really mean or how they might resolve or address difficulties in their philosophies can produce far greater clarity of understanding and more fruitful philosophizing than would otherwise exist.

To Paul Arthur Schilpp’s undying credit, he acted on this basic thought in launching the Library of Living Philosophers. The general plan for the volumes has sometimes been altered to fit circumstances, but in ways that have well served the mission of the series. The intellectual autobiographies, or, in a few cases, the biographies, shed a great deal of light on both how the philosophies of the great thinkers developed and the major philosophical movements and issues of their time; and many of our great philosophers seek to orient their outlook not merely to their contemporaries but also to what they find most important in earlier philosophers. The critical perspectives of our distinguished contributors have often stood on their own as landmark studies, widely cited and familiar not only to subsequent specialists, but frequently discussed in their own right as pieces of great philosophy. The bibliography helps to provide ready access to the featured scholar’s writings and thought.

There is no reason to alter our historical format or mission for the present century. We are pleased that the success of the Library of Living Philosophers has led to a wider appreciation of the need for dialogue of the type our format creates. We respect the efforts of other academic publishers to employ versions of our format to facilitate pluralistic, meaningful, sharp, constructive, and respectful exchange in philosophical ideas. We are fortunate to have such support from the Open Court Publishing Company, the Edward C. Hegeler Foundation, and the Board of Trustees, College of Liberal Arts, and the Department of Philosophy of Southern Illinois University Carbondale, as to permit us to carry out our purpose with a degree of deliberate thoroughness and comprehensiveness not available to other academic publishers, and we have rededicated ourselves to maintaining the highest standards in scholarship and accuracy anywhere to be found in academic publishing. In recognition of the permanent value that has been accorded our previous volumes, we are committed to keeping our volumes in print and available, and to maintaining our sense of the long-term importance of providing the most reliable source for scholarly analysis by the most distinguished voices of our day about the most important philosophical contributions of the greatest living thinkers.

The Library of Living Philosophers has never construed “philosophy” in a narrow and strictly academic sense. Past volumes have been dedicated both to the leading academic philosophers and to the most visible and influential public philosophers. We renew with each volume our historical orientation to the practice of philosophy as a quest for truth, beauty, and the best life, and we affirm that this quest is a public activity and its results a public possession, both for the present generation and in the future. We seek, with the sober judgment of our Advisory Board, to bring forth volumes on the thought of figures whose ideas have made a genuine difference to the lives of people everywhere. Ideas truly do have consequences, and many of the ideas that have had the broadest impact were indeed best articulated by the figures to whom we have dedicated past volumes. The selfless work of Paul Arthur Schilpp and Lewis Edwin Hahn in realizing this mission stands among the most important scholarly contributions to twentieth-century philosophy. Their judgment regarding how best to pursue the purposes of the Library of Living Philosophers has found constant and continuous confirmation in the reception and ongoing importance accorded this series. Let us continue in their footsteps as well as we may in the important task of continuing the series in light of philosophical developments through the turn of the century and on into the twenty-first century.

SARA G. BEARDSWORTH

DEPARTMENT OF PHILOSOPHY

SOUTHERN ILLINOIS UNIVERSITY CARBONDALE




FOUNDER’S GENERAL INTRODUCTION* TO THE LIBRARY OF LIVING PHILOSOPHERS

According to the late F. C. S. Schiller, the greatest obstacle to fruitful discussion in philosophy is “the curious etiquette which apparently taboos the asking of questions about a philosopher’s meaning while he is alive.” The “interminable controversies which fill the histories of philosophy,” he goes on to say, “could have been ended at once by asking the living philosophers a few searching questions.”

The confident optimism of this last remark undoubtedly goes too far. Living thinkers have often been asked “a few searching questions,” but their answers have not stopped “interminable controversies” about their real meaning. It is nonetheless true that there would be far greater clarity of understanding than is now often the case if more such searching questions had been directed to great thinkers while they were still alive.

This, at any rate, is the basic thought behind the present undertaking. The volumes of the Library of Living Philosophers can in no sense take the place of the major writings of great and original thinkers. Students who would know the philosophies of such men as John Dewey, George Santayana, Alfred North Whitehead, G. E. Moore, Bertrand Russell, Ernst Cassirer, Karl Jaspers, Rudolf Carnap, Martin Buber, et al., will still need to read the writings of these men. There is no substitute for first-hand contact with the original thought of the philosopher. Least of all does this Library pretend to be such a substitute. The Library in fact will spare neither effort nor expense in offering to the student the best possible guide to the published writings of a given thinker. We shall attempt to meet this aim by providing at the end of each volume in our series as nearly complete a bibliography of the published work of the philosopher in question as possible. Nor should one overlook the fact that essays in each volume cannot but finally lead to this same goal. The interpretive and critical discussions of the various phases of a great thinker’s work and, most of all, the reply of the thinker, are bound to lead the reader to the works of the philosopher.

At the same time, there is no denying that different experts find different ideas in the writings of the same philosopher. This is as true of the appreciative interpreter and grateful disciple as it is of the critical opponent. Nor can it be denied that such differences of reading and of interpretation on the part of other experts often leave the neophyte aghast before the whole maze of widely varying and even opposing interpretations. Who is right and whose interpretation shall he or she accept? When the doctors disagree among themselves, what is the poor student to do? If, in desperation, he or she decides that all of the interpreters are probably wrong and that the only thing to do is to go back to the original writings of the philosopher and then make his or her own decision—uninfluenced (as if this were possible) by the interpretation of anyone else—the result is not that he or she has actually come to the meaning of the original philosopher, but rather that he or she has set up one more interpretation, which may differ to a greater or lesser degree from the interpretations already existing. It is clear that in this direction lies chaos, just the kind of chaos which Schiller has so graphically and inimitably described.

It is curious that until now no way of escaping this difficulty has been seriously considered. It has not occurred to students of philosophy that one effective way of meeting the problem at least partially is to put these varying interpretations and critiques before the philosopher while he is still alive and to ask him to act at one and the same time as both defendant and judge. If the world’s greatest living philosophers can be induced to cooperate in an enterprise whereby their own work can, at least to some extent, be saved from becoming merely “desiccated lecture-fodder,” which on the one hand “provides innocuous sustenance for ruminant professors,” and on the other hand gives an opportunity to such ruminants and their understudies to “speculate safely, endlessly, and fruitlessly, about what a philosopher must have meant” (Schiller), they will have taken a long step toward making their intentions more clearly comprehensible.

With this in mind, the Library of Living Philosophers expects to publish at more or less regular intervals a volume on each of the greater among the world’s living philosophers. In each case it will be the purpose of the editor of the Library to bring together in the volume the interpretations and criticisms of a wide range of that particular thinker’s scholarly contemporaries, each of whom will be given a free hand to discuss the specific phase of the thinker’s work that has been assigned to him or her. All contributed essays will finally be submitted to the philosopher with whose work and thought they are concerned, for his or her careful perusal and reply. And, although it would be expecting too much to imagine that the philosopher’s reply will be able to stop all differences of interpretation and of critique, this should at least serve the purpose of stopping certain of the grosser and more general kinds of misinterpretations. If no further gain than this were to come from the present and projected volumes of this Library, it would seem to be fully justified.

In carrying out this principal purpose of the Library, the editor announces that (as far as is humanly possible) each volume will contain the following elements:

First, an intellectual autobiography of the thinker whenever this can be secured; in any case an authoritative and authorized biography;

Second, a series of expository and critical articles written by the leading exponents and opponents of the philosopher’s thought;

Third, the reply to the critics and commentators by the philosopher; and

Fourth, a bibliography of writings of the philosopher to provide a ready instrument to give access to his or her writings and thought.

PAUL ARTHUR SCHILPP

FOUNDER AND EDITOR, 1939–1981

DEPARTMENT OF PHILOSOPHY

SOUTHERN ILLINOIS UNIVERSITY CARBONDALE
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* This General Introduction sets forth in the founder’s words the underlying conception of the Library.—S. G. B.




ADVISORY BOARD

THOMAS ALEXANDER

Southern Illinois University Carbondale

THOMAS O. BUFORD

Furman University

EDWARD S. CASEY

State University of New York at Stony Brook

PETER J. CAWS

George Washington University

RICHARD DE GEORGE

University of Kansas

RALPH D. ELLIS

Clark Atlanta University

JACQUELYN ANN K. KEGLEY

California State University, Bakersfield

WILLIAM L. MCBRIDE

Purdue University

BARRY SMITH

State University of New York at Buffalo




TABLE OF CONTENTS

FRONTISPIECE

GENERAL INTRODUCTION TO THE LIBRARY OF LIVING PHILOSOPHERS

FOUNDER’S GENERAL INTRODUCTION TO THE LIBRARY OF LIVING PHILOSOPHERS

ADVISORY BOARD

PREFACE

PART ONE:    INTELLECTUAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF UMBERTO ECO AND “WHY PHILOSOPHY?”

SAMPLE OF ECO’S HANDWRITING

INTELLECTUAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF UMBERTO ECO

“WHY PHILOSOPHY?” BY UMBERTO ECO

PART TWO:    DESCRIPTIVE AND CRITICAL ESSAYS ON THE PHILOSOPHY OF UMBERTO ECO WITH REPLIES

I.    MEDIEVAL STUDIES

        1.    JOHN MARENBON: Umberto Eco and Medieval Aesthetics

                         REPLY TO JOHN MARENBON

        2.    COSTANTINO MARMO: Eco’s Semiotics and Medieval Philosophy

II.    SEMIOTICS, COGNITION, AND EPISTEMOLOGY

        3.    DAVID BOERSEMA: Negotiation and Regulation: Eco on Knowing

                         REPLY TO DAVID BOERSEMA

        4.    DONALD PHILLIP VERENE: The Pursuit of the Pursuit of Truth

                         REPLY TO DONALD PHILLIP VERENE

        5.    PIERO POLIDORO: The Reasonable’s the Limit

        6.    MORANA ALAČ: The Model Reader and the Mundanity of Reading Practices

III.    SEMIOTICS, COGNITION, AND THE PHILOSOPHY OF LANGUAGE

        7.    PATRIZIA VIOLI: Encyclopedia: Criticality and Actuality

        8.    CLAUDIO PAOLUCCI: Eco, Peirce, and the Anxiety of Influence: The Most Kantian of Thinkers

        9.    ANDREA VALLE: Modes of Sign Production

      10.    ROSSELLA FABBRICHESI: Eco, Peirce, and Iconism: A Philosophical Inquiry

                         REPLY TO ROSSELLA FABBRICHESI

      11.    JEAN PETITOT: Semiotic Enargeia: A Tribute to Umberto Eco

      12.    ERNIE LEPORE AND MATTHEW STONE: Eco, Metaphor, and Interpretation: A Cure for the Common Code

                         REPLY TO ERNIE LEPORE AND MATTHEW STONE

IV.    TRANSLATION

      13.    SIRI NERGAARD: Translation: A Question of Experience. On Umberto Eco’s Translation Theory

                         REPLY TO SIRI NERGAARD

      14.    EDOARDO CRISAFULLI: Nomen Est Omen: Eco’s Reflections on Translation

                         REPLY TO EDOARDO CRISAFULLI

V.    PHILOSOPHY AND THE SEMIOTICS OF LITERATURE

      15.    WALTER STEPHENS: The Lover of Books: Eco’s Medieval and Early Modern Reading

                         REPLY TO WALTER STEPHENS

      16.    LUBOMÍR DOLEŽEL: Eco’s Narratology

      17.    ULLA MUSARRA-SCHRØDER: “Encyclopedia” and “Possible Worlds”: History, Fiction, and Falsification in the Novels of Umberto Eco

VI.    PHILOSOPHY IN THE NOVELS

      18.    NORMA BOUCHARD: Umberto Eco’s Semiotic Imaginary

                         REPLY TO NORMA BOUCHARD

      19.    HELEN BENNETT: Reading Lessons in Foucault’s Pendulum

      20.    LUCIO ANGELO PRIVITELLO: “I Have Wandered in a Face . . .”

VII.    POSTMODERNISM AND MASS CULTURE

      21.    CHARLES JENCKS: Of Bowls, Magnetized Marbles, and Umberto Eco

                         REPLY TO CHARLES JENCKS

      22.    BRIAN MCHALE: Five or Six Postmodernisms

                         REPLY TO BRIAN MCHALE

      23.    LUCRECIA ESCUDERO CHAUVEL: Cultural Studies, Ideology, and Media Texts

PART THREE:    BIBLIOGRAPHY OF THE WRITINGS OF UMBERTO ECO

INDEX




PREFACE

Umberto Eco, international philosopher of the University of Bologna, is clearly one of the eminent figures of our time. His philosophical impact has been felt primarily in the philosophy of language and semiotics, and he has additionally been a prominent writer of literary works. He is among the founders of modern semiotics and a leading author in the emergence of postmodern fiction, but these distinctions should not obscure his role as an historian of philosophy. Eco’s thought on cognition, epistemology, language, and aesthetics engages ancient Greek philosophy, especially the classical notion of the sign, medieval studies, particularly Aquinas, and all the major movements in modern thought. Philosophical debts, collaboration, and opposition arise above all within a broad reception and analysis of twentieth-century philosophy—continental, American, and analytic. Charles Sanders Peirce is a conspicuous presence, influencing Eco’s philosophical engagement with the problems of truth and understanding and permeating his theory of interpretation at the height of his semiotic period, during which Eco developed his own notion of semiosis.

One of the most striking aspects of the life’s work, beyond its philosophical range and the degree of interdisciplinary activity, is the remarkable scope of its translation and the author’s close involvement in this process, to the point that a theory of translation became a feature of his philosophy. Equally striking are the relations, as well as the differences, between the theoretical work and the literary work. Notwithstanding the report in his autobiography that he first experienced novel writing as a vacation from academic writing, the novels became an essential part of the philosophical thought. The differences between the theoretical work and the narrative work are still significant of course. Foremost among them, as is evident in this volume, are the refusal to muddle the contrast between the demonstration of a theory and narrative portrayal; an understanding of the dissimilar relation in philosophical writings and novels between the thoughts in the works and their authorship; a reflection on the difference between his own practice of “weak narration” and the philosophy of “weak thought,” with which the philosopher contrasts his own “negative realism”; and, not least, a presentation of the author’s poetics as narrator. Eco therefore resists any reading of his narrative work in a “strictly” philosophical manner. Nonetheless, one of the fruits of the critical analysis and discussion of his work here lies in the movement between the theoretical work and the literary work, which is clarified, commented on, and refracted in many of the essays. Where emphasis is laid on the presence in the novels of the theoretical work, this affirms their philosophical nature; where love of the language and of literary history comes to the fore, there is a return to philosophy as writing—to the point (in this volume, if largely in the notes) of allowing Eco’s original language to reemerge from the English expression.

If, as Eco states in his autobiography, the turn to novel writing was initially a matter of dealing with philosophical questions that the author’s philosophy “could not answer,” the relations between the theoretical and the literary work also bring to mind the efforts of certain philosophical giants of the nineteenth century to push philosophy to say what in narrowly epistemological terms it could not say. Umberto Eco’s concepts of the open work, the model reader, intentio operis, the encyclopedia, and the recent notion of negative realism, as well as his looming presence in the appearance of postmodern fiction, do not only reveal the semiotician standing large in his philosophy but also reinvent for the times the combination of the philosophy of finitude and the concern for freedom. This is the gift of one who joins a unique thought on the mysteries of the sign with the responsibilities of a historian of philosophy and of culture.

The loss of the principal figure of a volume of the Library of Living Philosophers prior to its appearance is of course a blow to many, and is rendered particularly poignant in this case by the report of the philosopher’s devotion to this work even in the final days, and, in the immediate aftermath, by the persistence and good will with which others carried it through. Special thanks are due to Stefano Eco for the thoughtfulness and kindness with which he enabled and worked for the completion of the volume. Two prominent scholars of Eco’s work and contributors to this volume, Patrizia Violi and Claudio Paolucci, gave unstinting help in finding, delivering, and checking the materials that had not been sent to the Library prior to February 2016. Alastair McEwen was instrumental in translating the replies to the contributors’ essays that Umberto Eco had completed in Italian. Gratitude is owed to all the contributors for their patience as the various challenges in completing the editing of the book were met and for their readiness to answer queries on their papers even some time after they had written them.

This volume has been a long time in the making and has had a lot of help from a lot of people. The LLP acknowledges once again the support and cooperation of our publisher, Open Court Publishing Company, especially David Steele and Kerri Mommer, whose assistance in the circumstances attending the completion of this volume was both essential and encouraging. The editorship and office of the Library of Living Philosophers has gone through changes since the project was first embarked upon, and those who gave their time and skills to the convening or editing of the volume are therefore many. Leslie Brown, the previous textual editor, must be mentioned first and warmly thanked for her help in the transfer to the current editorship. Douglas Anderson provided much needed information on the process. Ryan Grumberg gave over a year of diligent and very accomplished editorial assistance to the completion of the volume. Bethany Henning’s assistance was vital in the most intensive phase of textual editing. Paula McNally stepped in with welcome skills as the materials all finally came together. Leslie Murray came on the scene at a late stage to join the list of editorial assistants who had worked on the volume earlier in the process: David Antonini, John August, Justin Bell, Jessica Brejc, Shannon Griffin, Nicholas Guardiano, Kenneth Knight, Jeffrey Linz, Timothy McCune, Jennifer Roche, Jessica Soester, Nick Smaligo, Scott Sparrow, Ethan Traman, and Heather Wilburn. Each has helped, in smaller or larger ways, toward the publication of The Philosophy of Umberto Eco.

Eco’s philosophical oeuvre extends over nearly half of the twentieth century and into the second decade of the twenty-first century. A shift in the scholarly and critical relation to the work among those who have had contact with the living philosopher is now emerging, by necessity, at its conclusion. The immediate responses of associates and past students reveal the deep mark left by the humanity of the philosopher, who appears uniquely to have combined gravitas and humor.

It is the aim of the Library of Living Philosophers to provide interpretive and critical discussion and response that will lead students further into first-hand contact with the philosopher’s thought. The detailed intellectual autobiography written for The Philosophy of Umberto Eco will also have a role in this. However, it is the philosopher’s oeuvre, not least the philosophical reflections within it on text, reader, and author that will inspire continued relations between seasoned and new philosophers of the kind that will remain at the heart of overcoming obstacles to fruitful discussion in philosophy. The essay “Why Philosophy?” by Umberto Eco, which appears in this volume, provides a witty contribution to this endeavor.

SARA G. BEARDSWORTH

EDITOR

DEPARTMENT OF PHILOSOPHY

SOUTHERN ILLINOIS UNIVERSITY CARBONDALE

JUNE 2016
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Umberto Eco

INTELLECTUAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY

I. EARLY YEARS

I was born in Alessandria in the northwest of the Italian peninsula, a historic city founded in 1168 as part of the Italian communes’ resistance to Emperor Frederick Barbarossa, a story I was to tell in my novel Baudolino. From the character of my fellow citizens I have learned the virtue of skepticism: despite their origins and the prowess they showed in resisting the Emperor’s siege, they never had any enthusiasm for any heroic virtues. Ancient legends say that Saint Francis passed through the city and converted a wolf. As some people will know, Saint Francis was also supposed to have converted a wolf in Gubbio in Tuscany, but while Gubbio has built its fame on that event, the citizens of Alessandria have forgotten theirs. Perhaps out of a fear of sounding puffed up or perhaps because they don’t believe in legends.

Skepticism implies a constant sense of humor to cast doubt even on those things that people sincerely believe in. It could be that this explains many cases in which I have waxed ironical about or even parodied texts on which I had written with great conviction. For example, I made an impassioned analysis of the works of James Joyce and then, in one of the parodies that appear in my Misreadings, I had fun by taking a lot of Joycean criticism to its absurd conclusions. Never take yourself too seriously has always struck me as a correct philosophical attitude.

My parents were lower-middle-class citizens who had read a few good books in their youth but there weren’t many books at home. In my case, however, I received a grounding in reading from my maternal grandmother and, indirectly, from my paternal grandfather. My maternal grandmother was a woman with no schooling (I think she had completed only the five years of elementary school) but she was a keen reader: she subscribed to a mobile library and read avidly, then she passed on to me the books she had enjoyed. She didn’t make too fine a distinction between literature and dime novels, between Stendhal and Dumas. And so it happened that at the age of twelve she had me reading both Balzac’s Le Père Goriot and penny dreadfuls.

My paternal grandfather had been a typesetter and, after he retired, he got into bookbinding. He died when I was six but I remember certain visits to his house where, while my parents were chatting to my grandparents, I explored the apartment and found, in sheets waiting to be bound, some splendidly illustrated nineteenth-century novels. I was particularly struck by a nineteenth-century edition of The Three Musketeers illustrated by Leloir. A few years ago I found the same book in an old book dealer’s catalog, bought it on the spot and, on leafing through it, it seemed to me as if I had rediscovered something I had read only the day before. When my grandfather died many people who had asked him to bind something or other, but presumably not books or collections of magazines of great value, had not come to pick up their material, and so it was all put in a large chest. The chest ended up in our cellar (perhaps because my father was the first-born son). I went down to the cellar many times and made some fabulous discoveries: together with years of old adventure magazines there were also Marco Polo’s Travels and Darwin’s Origin of Species. I read those unbound pages so many times in my childhood that they became badly worn and perhaps got thrown out. To this day I go through old book catalogs in search of those collections and those editions and I still have not managed to reconstruct that chest of miracles.

All that reading encouraged me to write novels myself and in my childhood I wrote stories. The first thing I would come up with was the title, usually inspired by the adventure books of those days, which were much like The Pirates of the Caribbean. I would immediately draw all of the illustrations, then start the first chapter. But since I always wrote in block capitals, in imitation of printed books, I would become exhausted after just a few pages and give up. Each of my works was thus an unfinished masterpiece, like Schubert’s Unfinished Symphony. But perhaps that experience explains why, when I was nearing fifty, I became a writer of fiction.

At sixteen, naturally, I began to write poems, like every other teenager. I don’t remember whether it was the need for poetry that caused the flowering of my first (platonic and unconfessed) love or vice versa. The mixture was a disaster. But as I once wrote—albeit in the form of a paradox uttered by one of my fictional characters—there are two kinds of poets: good ones who burn their poems at the age of eighteen, and bad ones who keep writing poetry for as long as they live. Evidently I belong to the first category.

Born in 1932, I was educated under the fascist regime. On Saturdays you had to wear a uniform and do paramilitary exercises; I was taught that I had to wish to die for my country and to love the Duce. I only remember that once I wondered whether I really loved the Duce or whether I was just a little boy without a heart. I couldn’t understand but I understood everything in the space of a few minutes on July 27th 1943. On the previous day fascism had fallen, Mussolini had been arrested, and that morning, all of a sudden, newspapers I had never seen before appeared on the newsstands. Each one carried an appeal signed by the various parties, which were celebrating the end of the dictatorship. You didn’t have to be particularly smart to realize that those parties had not been formed overnight; they must have existed before, but evidently in clandestine form. I suddenly realized the difference between dictatorship and democracy and that, at eleven years of age, marked the beginning of my repugnance for any form of fascism.

There was another event that was fundamental to my education. Up until the last class of elementary school my teacher had been a man of fascist leanings (who in 1922 had taken part in the March on Rome, the coup that had brought fascism to power) and, naturally, I tended to write things that he would like. In 1942, at the age of ten, I received the First Provincial Award at the “Ludi Juveniles” (a “voluntary” compulsory competition for young Italian fascists—that is to say, for every young Italian). I wrote on the subject, “Should we die for the glory of Mussolini and Italy’s immortal destiny?” My answer was in the affirmative. I was a smart kid. But the year after that I started to attend the scuola media, the first stage of the Italian high-school system, with different teachers for every subject. My Italian teacher was a young lady whom we all adored and who did not give us set essay subjects but allowed us to write about what we wanted, about our everyday life. And so my early literary texts were no longer about the glories of my country but about minor episodes in my life that I recounted with a certain irony. All it took to change my outlook on the world was a good teacher. But perhaps also, once the war had become unsustainable between the end of 1942 and 1943, even an eleven-year-old kid could go from heroic optimist to cautious skeptic.

II. MY MENTORS

My interest in philosophy began in high school, thanks especially to an extraordinary teacher, Giacomo Marino, who, besides history and philosophy, talked to us about literature, music, and psychoanalysis. Together with Marino, Delmo Maestri and Giancarlo Lunati, two friends four years older than me (who graduated when I started as a freshman), had a great influence on my philosophical development. Lunati told me that if I wished to understand the nature of philosophy I had to read Plato’s Parmenides. I tried but hit a crisis. As is known, the Parmenides enunciates nine hypotheses on being, and at the end of each hypothesis I thought I had understood but as soon as I read the next hypothesis I had to call everything into question again. I have never stopped reading that text and require all my students to read it. I believe that never being able to understand it completely is the greatest possible lesson in philosophy. And there’s no need to feel discouraged if you don’t fully understand it. You must carry on reading it over and over.

At the same time, I was interested in the study of aesthetics and, naturally, all beginners had to read the idealist philosopher Benedetto Croce. Even at that time I was beginning to think that Croce had not understood much about art, and in that sense I was rebelling against contemporary Italian culture, which still lay within the idealist camp. This was the reason why, in order to elude the influence of German idealist philosophers, who were mandatory reading for all Italian philosophy students, I (like many others of my generation) went in for French and Anglo-American philosophy. In my university years reading Dewey’s Art as Experience was a liberation for me.

While still in high school I had to write a sort of paper on foreign literature for my Italian teacher, so I chose French symbolism. This led to my interest in what was later called experimental literature—and so, as soon as I went to university, I hastened to tackle James Joyce, albeit slowly.

As far as philosophy proper is concerned, my teacher Marino was a Catholic, one of those known as Christian existentialists at the time. While extremely open to all schools of thought (on rereading today the notes I took during his lessons, they strike me as being still right up to the minute), he gave a particularly fine lesson on Thomas Aquinas. At that time I was a militant Catholic, so Aquinas was seductive for many reasons.

As soon as I arrived at Turin University I came into contact with other schools of thought. The teaching staff was made up of a group of philosophers who were very different from one another: Augusto Guzzo, who was generally classified as a Christian spiritualist although he defined himself as an Augustinian idealist, and, apart from his own ideas, was also a masterful popularizer of other people’s ideas; Nicola Abbagnano, who was considered the leader of a “positive existentialism” but in reality tended more and more towards certain trends in American philosophy, and in any case was the head (in academic politics as well) of what was then defined as Neo-Enlightenment; Norberto Bobbio, under whose supervision I sat an exam on Rousseau, prior to his writing a book in 1955 that greatly influenced me, Politics and Culture; and Carlo Mazzantini, an outstanding medievalist. For him I wrote my first term paper, on the way in which Jacques Maritain interpreted a possible Thomist aesthetics in Art et scholastique. This led to my aversion to Maritain (devoting another essay in From the Tree to the Labyrinth to the confutation of his facile historiography) and to the idea that if you wished to find an aesthetics in Aquinas you had to work directly on his texts.

In my second year at Turin University Luigi Pareyson was appointed full professor of aesthetics. His lessons were fascinating, not theatrical like Guzzo’s, not skeptically ironic like Abbagnano’s, but extremely rigorous, of a lucid, brilliant pedantry. So I decided to do my doctoral dissertation with Pareyson on the problem of aesthetics in Aquinas. It was my way of understanding medieval philosophy while tackling contemporary problems in aesthetics at the same time. Pareyson had never worked on the Middle Ages but, on the one hand, he was interested in the subject and, on the other, he had full confidence in me, following my work step by step over two years but without trying to influence my research. So I devoted two years to what was first discussed as a dissertation in 1954. It came out in 1956 as Il problema estetico in San Tommaso, whose second, revised and expanded, Italian edition (1970) was translated into English as The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas.

III. EARLY MEDIEVAL STUDIES

For my doctoral dissertation I tried to spend a few months in Paris, even inventing the pretext that certain texts could only be found in the Bibliothèque Sainte Geneviève. It wasn’t true. I discovered later that I could have found them in the library of the University of Turin. But Paris allowed me to make certain itineraries and, by following them, from Notre Dame to the Abbey of Cluny, I could live constantly in the Middle Ages, or discover (in perfect one-to-one moulages) the doors of Romanesque and Gothic churches in the Musée des Monuments Français. That time in Paris was for me a full immersion course in the Middle Ages. Even after my doctoral dissertation I explored Romanesque and Gothic sites, from the abbeys of Moissac or Souillac to the cathedrals of the Île de France, as well as German abbeys.

What the medieval period meant to me can be deduced from a text I wrote much later. The Italian publisher Franco Maria Ricci made incredibly beautiful books in which he asked writers to comment on some series of images, and I wrote about the Mozarabic miniatures that illustrate the commentaries on Beatus of Liébana. For that series it was customary for authors to write a letter to the publisher in which they explained the reasons for their choice. And so, among other things, I wrote the following:


 

I came to research by crossing symbolic forests inhabited by unicorns and gryphons and by comparing the pinnacled and square structures of cathedrals to the hint of exegetical slyness concealed in the rigid formulas of the Summulae, wandering between rue de Fouarre and Cistercian naves, affably conversing with cultivated and magnificent Cluniac monks, under the watchful eye of a plump, rationalist Aquinas, tempted by Honorius Augustodunensis, and by his fantastic geographies that simultaneously explained quare in pueritia coitus non contingat, how to get to the Lost Island and how to catch a basilisk armed only with a pocket mirror and an unshakeable faith in the Bestiary. This taste and this passion have never left me, even if later, for a variety of reasons (being a medievalist often implies conspicuous wealth and the chance to wander around distant libraries microfilming manuscripts almost impossible to find) I did other things. And so the Middle Ages remained, if not my profession, my hobby—and my constant temptation, and I see the period everywhere, transparently, in the things I busy myself with, which do not look medieval yet they are. Vacations under the vaults of Autun, where the Abbot Grivot wrote handbooks on the Devil with bindings impregnated with sulfur, rustic ecstasies in Moissac and Conques, dazzled by the Elders of the Apocalypse or by the devils stuffing damned souls into boiling cauldrons; and at the same time a refreshing read of the enlightened monk Bede, some rational comfort from William of Occam, and a bid to understand the mysteries of the Sign where Saussure is still obscure. And so on, with a constant yearning for the Voyage of Saint Brendan, the verification of our way of thinking in the Book of Kells, Borges revisited in the Celtic kennings, the relations verified between power and the faithful masses in the diaries of Abbot Suger . . .



As you can see, there were quoted themes and images here that were to be found, decades later, in The Name of the Rose. But in 1958, a few years after my dissertation, I had to do my military service, which at that time lasted eighteen months. As I was a graduate, armed with glasses and an Olivetti Lettera 22 typewriter, far more efficient than the machines in the barracks, I ended up in the offices. And in those hours of leisure time permitted by military bureaucracy, I wrote Sviluppo del’estetica medievale for a history of aesthetics produced by an academic publisher. Many years later in 1985, and almost unbeknownst to me, it was published in translation by Yale University Press as Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages. (I brought out another, greatly expanded Italian edition with the same title in 1987.)

IV. A CONTINENTAL PHILOSOPHER

Why, in order to understand the problems of contemporary aesthetics, did I devote myself to historical research? I believe that this decision would seem curious to a philosopher in the Anglo-American tradition. It has been said that many American universities had no intention of teaching any form of philosophy that had appeared more than twenty years earlier. And the story goes that a notice appeared in a philosophy department saying, “No entry to historians of philosophy.” It was typical of analytic philosophers in particular to make a clear-cut separation between philosophy and the history of philosophy. Philosophy’s task was to tackle the issue of whether certain ideas were true or false and it was not important to know if someone had already expressed them in the past, or if they had expressed the opposite. As time went by, I realized that many important analytic philosophers know the history of philosophy perfectly well but in general their writings make no reference to historical data. In contrast, what analytic philosophers define as continental philosophy has a wealth of historical references, and such philosophers often start from classical thought when they begin the thinking process.

I am grateful to my lecturers at Turin who agreed among themselves to ensure that, as well as the course material, all students had to study one or two texts written by great philosophers for every exam. So in my university years I was able to read Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Hume, Locke, Rousseau, Kant, some of the German idealists, and even Heidegger. As a consequence, in my career I have always associated historical studies with theoretical reflections and, if you examine the greater part of my bibliography, I could be defined as a historian of philosophy and in general as a historian of culture. This is the light in which we should see not only The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas and Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages but also Beato di Liébana, The Search for the Perfect Language, On the Medieval Theory of Signs, and On Beauty, as well Storia della bruttezza (curiously translated into English as On Ugliness, perhaps out of fear of the word history), down to recent works such as From the Tree to the Labyrinth and Scritti sul pensiero medievale (Writings on medieval thought), where I also collected many essays on the history of semiotics. I have never considered these works as any different from the more directly theoretical ones. My theoretical reflections have always started from a rereading of the greats of the past. As we shall see later, I would not have been able to work out my semiotic theories, especially the discussions of semantics, the theory of definition, and the encyclopedia, if I had not started from a study of the Aristotelian theory of definition and Porphyry’s Isagoge.

So I am, for all intents and purposes, a continental philosopher, even though at every step I have found myself having to criticize continental philosophers such as Nietzsche, Heidegger, or Derrida, and even though—from A Theory of Semiotics to Kant and the Platypus—I discuss many problems typical of analytic philosophy.

V. MY RELIGIOUS CRISIS

Enzo Paci, a philosopher with whom I became friendly when I took over from him as editor of the philosophical collection “Idee nuove” for a Milan publishing house, told me with a grin that thinking of a dissertation on a topic deemed nonexistent such as medieval aesthetics was to behave like those characters in nineteenth-century novels who had to begin their careers in society with a duel. And there was no doubt that studying Aquinas’s aesthetics was something of a gamble. It is certain that Neo-Thomists have been trying to do something similar since the nineteenth century but almost none of these attempts had any historiographical value or, like that of Maritain, they aimed not at making Aquinas say what he actually thought but at what his interpreters thought. Of course by 1946 Edgar De Bruyne’s monumental The Aesthetics of the Middle Ages had come out, and without that I could have done nothing. However, in the 398 pages of his Aesthetics devoted to this discipline, Croce reserved only four for the Middle Ages, effectively saying that the medievals did not know what aesthetics was. In A History of Aesthetic (1904) Bernard Bosanquet gave the Middle Ages only thirty pages out of five hundred, but he did deal with the reassessment of the medieval centuries made by Walter Pater and the Pre-Raphaelites. In A History of Criticism and Literary Taste in Europe George Saintsbury (1900–1904) devoted two chapters to the Middle Ages, but talked only about rhetoric and grammar. In 1935 Julius Schlosser devoted a mere twenty-four pages to medieval theories of art in Die Kunstliteratur, and in 1937 Glunz’s Die Literarästhetik des europäischen Mittelalter talked more about the development of literary taste than philosophy.

In working on Aquinas my intention was to show that the ancient world and the Middle Ages had reflected on the beautiful and on art (albeit in ways that differ from modern and contemporary philosophy), and the task I set myself was to free the medieval thinker from all the Neo-Thomist interpretations that, in order to demonstrate their “modernity,” had tried to make him say what he had not said. Traces of this critique can now be found in two essays on Maritain and De Bruyne in From the Tree to the Labyrinth.

In those years, however, this polemic came to coincide with certain events that changed my life. A militant Catholic and a national leader of the youth branch of Azione Cattolica, known as Gioventù Cattolica, I was (together with my comrades) still influenced by the personalism of Emmanuel Mounier and Esprit, which led us to be, as they said in those days, “left-wing Catholics”—and in any event antifascists. So I was one of those “rebels” who in 1954 left the organization in protest against the support Pope Pius XII was giving to Luigi Gedda, the president of Azione Cattolica, who was leading the organization towards the far right. This matter, which many of my comrades of those days held to be solely political, was gradually turning into a genuine religious crisis for me.

The relationship between this affair and my work on Aquinas was summed up in the introduction to the second edition of my book on Thomist aesthetics. In point of fact I wrote that I had begun my research in a spirit of adhesion to the universe of Thomas Aquinas but by now I found that I had already settled my accounts with the religious perspective for some time. The thesis began as an exploration of a territory I still considered to be contemporary, then, as the inquiry proceeded, the territory was objectified as a distant past, which I reconstructed with fondness and enthusiasm in the way you do with the papers of a deceased person you have greatly loved and respected. This result derived from my historiographical approach, where I decided to clarify every term and every concept found in the medieval texts with reference to the historical moment in which they were expressed. In order to be truly faithful to Aquinas, I restored him to his own time; I rediscovered him in his authentic appearance, in his “truth.” Except that his truth was no longer mine. All that I inherited from Aquinas was his lesson of precision and clarity, which remained exemplary.

It is no accident that in my final year of university, as I was reconsidering my religious concepts, I started reading Joyce, especially the Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. This book, like Stephen Hero, is the story of an apostasy and of the abandonment of religion on the part of a young man who is reflecting on the aesthetic principles of Aquinas. In 1962 I devoted a study to Joyce and his relationship with both Catholicism and the Middle Ages, which was later published in English as The Aesthetics of Chaosmos (1982), and then again in 1989 both with that title and with the subtitle The Middle Ages of James Joyce.

VI. RELIGION AND ETHICS

I have always been fascinated by the figure of an apostate who nonetheless remains attached to the myths, images, and ideas of the religion he has abandoned. And this is because, even in my subsequent writings, my abandonment of faith has always been accompanied by a fascination for medieval thought and respect for the religious universe. I realize that this is an ambiguous sentiment but I would like to offer the example of what happened when I wrote my first novel, The Name of the Rose. It is set in the Middle Ages and portrays the contrasting visions of truth and faith that were already manifest in those days. The novel was immediately attacked by some Catholic critics (especially in the Jesuit magazine La civiltà cattolica) but in the years that followed I was awarded four honorary degrees from four Catholic universities: the University of Louvain, Loyola University, Santa Clara University, and the Pontifical Institute of Toronto. I cannot decide who was right but I am glad that the contradictory feelings that have accompanied me to this day shone through in my novel.

Other evidence of my interest in religious problems was the exchange of correspondence that took place in 1996 with Cardinal Martini, the archbishop of Milan (In cosa crede chi non crede? Now in English as “When the Other Appears on the Scene” in Five Moral Pieces).1 He had agreed to hold a dialogue with a nonbeliever and took part in this with a broadminded approach and great respect for other people’s thinking. I would like to recapitulate my final comment on ethics from that dialogue. Martini asked me: “What is the basis of the certainty and the imperativeness of the moral actions of those who, in order to establish the absolute nature of an ethic, do not intend to appeal to metaphysical principles or transcendental values or even to universally valid categorical imperatives?” I tried to explain the foundations on which my “lay religiosity” rests because I firmly hold that even in the absence of a faith in a personal and provident divinity there are forms of religiosity. I started by dealing with the problem of “semantic universals,” that is, those elementary notions that are common to the entire human species and can be expressed in all languages. These notions common to all cultures all refer to the position of our body in space. We are erect animals, so it is tiring to stay upside down for long, therefore we have a common notion of up and down, tending to favor the first over the second. Likewise, we have notions of right and left, of standing still and of walking, of standing up or lying down, of crawling and jumping, of waking and sleeping. Since we have limbs, we all know what it means to beat against a resistant material, to penetrate a soft or liquid substance, to crush, to drum, to pummel, to kick, perhaps to dance as well. The list could be a long one and could include seeing, hearing, eating or drinking, swallowing or expelling. And certainly every human being has notions about the meaning of perceiving, recalling, feeling desire, fear, sorrow, or relief, pleasure or pain, and of emitting sounds that express these things. Therefore (and we are already in the sphere of rights) there are universal concepts regarding constriction: we do not want anyone to prevent us from talking, seeing, listening, sleeping, swallowing, or expelling, or from going where we wish; we suffer if someone binds or segregates us, beats, wounds, or kills us, or subjects us to physical or psychological torture that diminishes or annuls our capacity to think.

These fundamental feelings can be taken as the basis of an ethic. First and foremost, we must respect the rights of the corporeality of others, which include the right to talk and think. If our fellows had respected these “rights of the body” we would never have had the Slaughter of the Innocents, the Christians in the circus, Saint Bartholomew’s Night, the burning of heretics, censorship, child labor in mines, or the Shoa. I think that the real ethical dimension begins when the Other appears on the scene. Even virtuous lay people are persuaded that the Other is within us. This is not a vague emotional inclination but a fundamental condition. Just as we cannot live without eating or sleeping, we cannot understand who we are without the look and the response of others. Even those who kill, rape, rob, or oppress do this in exceptional moments, but they spend the rest of their lives soliciting from their fellows approval, love, respect, and praise. And they demand the recognition of fear and submission even from those they humiliate.

Is this awareness of the importance of others sufficient to provide me with an absolute basis, an immutable foundation for ethical behavior? I told my interlocutor a story. I was still a sixteen-year-old Catholic boy when I happened to cross swords in a verbal duel with an older acquaintance who was a known communist in the sense in which the term was employed in the terrible Fifties. And since he was provoking me, I asked him the decisive question: how could he, as a nonbeliever, make sense of that otherwise senseless event that was his own death? And he replied: “By asking before dying that I might have a civil funeral. And so I am no more, but I have set an example for others.” I was struck by that profound faith in the continuity of life, the absolute sense of duty that inspired his reply. It is this sentiment that has induced many nonbelievers to die under torture rather than betray their friends, and others to catch the plague in order to look after plague victims. And sometimes it is also the only thing that drives a philosopher to philosophize and a writer to write: to leave a message in a bottle.

It is difficult to establish a clear-cut opposition between those who believe in a transcendent God and those who do not believe in a transcendent principle. However, my ethics is close to the one that inspired Spinoza’s Ethics. It begins with a definition of God as the cause of Himself, but Spinoza’s divinity is neither transcendent nor personal: thus such an idea of a great and single cosmic substance in which one day we shall be reabsorbed can encourage tolerance and benevolence precisely because we are all interested in the equilibrium and harmony of this sole substance.

I told Martini that one could object that without the example and the word of Christ all lay ethics would lack a basic justification. I asked him, for the good of our dialogue, to accept even if only for a moment the idea that there is no God: that man appeared in the world as the result of a maladroit fate, not only delivered unto his mortal condition but also condemned to be aware of this. This man, in order to find the courage to await death, would necessarily become a religious animal and would aspire to the construction of narratives capable of providing him with some explanation and a model, an exemplary image. And among the many stories he has imagined, in the fullness of time he had at a certain point the strength to conceive the model of Christ, of universal love, of forgiveness for enemies, of a life sacrificed that others may be saved. If I were a traveler from a distant galaxy and I found myself confronted with a species capable of proposing this model, I would be filled with admiration for such theogonic energy, and I would consider this wretched and vile species, which has committed so many horrors, as redeemed were it only for the fact that it has managed to wish and to believe that all this is the truth. Even if Christ were only the subject of a great story, the fact that this story could have been imagined and desired by humans would be just as miraculous (or miraculously mysterious) as the son of a real God having been made flesh. This natural and worldly mystery would not cease to move and ennoble the hearts of those who do not believe.

These principles, which are certainly a legacy of my early religious education, have inspired many decisions made in the course of my life, so I have always spoken out for tolerance and antiracism. When the Académie Universelle des Cultures was established in Paris, Jacques Le Goff, Furio Colombo, and I set up an Internet site aimed at teaching kids from all countries to accept diversity. A novel such as The Prague Cemetery represents an attempt to construct the psychology of an antisemite and to explain in narrative form the birth of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion. Finally, some collections of my essays, such as Five Moral Pieces, Turning Back the Clock, and Inventing the Enemy contain my many comments on Italian politics in recent decades, and on populism, war, and peace, Urfascism or eternal fascism, political correctness, conspiracy theories, the roots of Europe, the soul of embryos, antisemitism and racism in general, migration, tolerance and the intolerable, relativism, WikiLeaks, and other political and moral topics.

VII. BETWEEN EXPERIMENTALISM AND MASS MEDIA

When in 2012 I gathered together in a single volume my Scritti sul pensiero medievale I realized that the book was thirteen hundred pages long. These pieces bear witness to my interest in and love for the Middle Ages, yet I did not embark on a university career as a medievalist. The facts are that with my dissertation I felt I had carried out a work of aesthetics, my mentor was a professor of aesthetics, and seven years after completing it I obtained the Libera Docenza in aesthetics (which was then a kind of first step on the academic ladder). In the meantime, something new had happened: at the end of 1954 I moved to Milan after getting a job in the cultural program section of the newborn television service. In television I came into contact with a communicational experience that was new at the time, and I had an article on television and aesthetics published in the Rivista d’estetica. But this was not the only aspect of the mass media I was interested in. I was also into comic books and other aspects of popular art, and in the early 1960s I published a piece in praise of Schulz’s Peanuts that was translated into English many years after by the New York Review of Books.

For various reasons, as a young man I did not spend the standard period of time in the USA, which I did not visit until as late as 1967. But in Milan there was the USIS (United States Information Service), which boasted a splendid library and above all a collection of the most important cultural journals published in the States. For years I spent many an early evening from 6:00 to 8:00 in the USIS, and it was as if I had followed courses in the principal American universities.

In the four years I spent working in television in Milan I had some important cultural experiences bringing me into contact with certain aspects of the theater and music, and with various writers. For example, in those corridors I chanced to bump into Igor Stravinsky and Bertolt Brecht. In short, it was an experience that was fun more than anything else and left me a lot of free time in which to continue my studies. I broke off my work in television to do military service and immediately after that I started work as an editor with the Bompiani publishing house, then run by the great publisher Valentino Bompiani. Even when I quit that job to devote myself entirely to university teaching I did not stop working with the publishing house, which still publishes my books and for which I edit series on philosophy and semiotics.

The seventeen years spent at Bompiani were valuable for my philosophical activity. First of all, almost immediately the publisher put me in charge of the “Idee nuove” series. It was a famous series that, even before World War II, and getting around fascist censorship, published many important European authors, over and above the then dominant Crocean idealist tradition. It should suffice to mention names such as Spengler, Scheler, Simmel, Santayana, Jaspers, Abbagnano, Berdyaev, Hartmann, Ortega y Gasset, Unamuno, Bradley, Windelband, and Weber. When I took over the series the Encyclopedia of Unified Science had just brought out an anthology of its principal texts. Among the authors I later had published I should mention works by Arendt, Barthes, Gadamer, Lotman, Paci, Merleau-Ponty, Goldmann, Whitehead, Husserl, Sartre, Hyppolite, Reichenbach, Tarski, and Baudrillard, as well as other Italian authors and various collections in Italian of the works of Charles Sanders Peirce. But in parallel with this series I also started up one that was to publish various works on cultural anthropology, psychoanalysis, and psychology (Fromm, Kardiner, Jung, Binswanger, and Margaret Mead). In subsequent years I also started up a series on semiotics that featured, as well as many Italian scholars, texts by Jakobson, Greimas, Lotman, and Goffman, and, among the contributors to this book, Violi, Marmo, Paolucci, and Petitot.

In the 1970s I also founded the magazine VS—Quaderni di studi semiotici (which is still published) in which I invited contributions from authors from various countries, which were also published in French and English. But VS was also a training ground for young scholars. It’s curious to note that the title VS suggests the sign of opposition, which is very important in structural linguistics. At first the magazine had structuralist tendencies but it has since oriented itself more and more toward a semiotics inspired by Peirce.

Working for a publishing house allowed one to consult all the book catalogs from a variety of countries, so working for a publisher was like living in an extraordinarily up-to-date library. I would not have dared publish with the company I worked for, but it was Valentino Bompiani himself who asked me to make a book out of some essays he had seen in journals, and this led to the birth of The Open Work. Since then, with few exceptions, all my books in Italian have been published by Bompiani.

In the publishing house I didn’t just deal with nonfiction. I also had to produce popular illustrated books. So I was busy for four years or so as editor of the Pictorial History of Inventions, where I had to coordinate the work of various scientific contributors and then, along with my friend the scientist Giovan Battista Zorsoli, translate everything into a less technical and more discursive text. Above all I had to collect thousands of images and visit various museums of science and technology, such as the Deutsches Museum in Munich. This was a very important experience because my philosophical culture was enhanced by scientific elements. The Pictorial History of Inventions was later translated into nine languages and one of the side effects was that in 1962 I married a German graphics artist who had contributed to the creation of the work. After that came two children and, many years later, three grandchildren. But that, as Kipling would have put it, is another story.

To understand the birth of The Open Work (1962) I have to take a step back and return to the four years I spent in television. At that time the top floor of the radio and television building housed the music phonology laboratory run by great musicians such as Luciano Berio and Bruno Maderna, who conducted the first experiments in electronic music. The laboratory was frequented by musicians such as Boulez, Stockhausen, and Pousseur, and the encounter with the problems, the practices, and the theories of post-Webern music was fundamental for me, in part because those musicians were interested in the relationship between the new music and linguistics. It was through Berio that I then met Roland Barthes and Roman Jakobson, and it was in Berio’s magazine Incontri musicali that discussions between a structuralist linguist like Nicolas Ruwet and a musician like Pousseur were published, and I began to publish the first essays of the book that in 1962 would become The Open Work. Finally, in Milanese circles the new magazine Il verri had come into being, while the meetings and discussions on art and literature that were to give rise to the Gruppo 63—a community of writers and artists of the new avant-garde—were already taking place.

So that was the situation for a young scholar of aesthetics, who since high school had had contacts with the first “modern” poetics and who found himself stimulated by both the practices of the avant-garde and those of mass communications. I did not maintain that these two aspects of my research were separate and I was looking for a point of fusion between the study of “high” art and that of the art held at the time to be “low.” And if the moralists who were insensitive to the new times accused me of studying Mickey Mouse as if he were Dante, I replied that it is not the subject but the method that defines the correctness of research (and, moreover, a good use of method makes it clear why Dante is more complex than Mickey Mouse and not the other way round). Not all my writings on the mass media (which I began in the 1960s) have been translated into English but a late anthology of them is to be found in Apocalypse Postponed.

As I was saying, it’s not the subject but the method. But what method? The answer to this question is made clear between the first and second Italian editions of The Open Work (between 1962 and 1965). In that period I was gradually moving toward a study of the sign, in other words, toward semiotics. I shall have more to say later about my semiotic “season.” But since it was to be dominated by the problem of interpretation, I must point out first of all that it was Luigi Pareyson who inspired me to tackle that topic.

VIII. FROM PAREYSON TO PEIRCE

I learned a lot from Pareyson, but then, naturally, I tried to go my own way. Above all, Pareyson, a Catholic, realized that I was moving away from the religious world in which he was deeply immersed. So between us there was a breach that was not settled in an affectionate manner until fifteen years later, not long before he died.

Pareyson’s thinking had helped me to distance myself definitively from Croce’s aesthetics. Croce defined art as intuition but he had never defined the concept of intuition in his work. All he did was to repeat—through a series of dazzling tautologies—that the only intuition was artistic and that art was intuition. This very vague idea of intuition led Croce to enunciate the incredible proposition that artistic intuition-expression exhausts itself in internal elaboration, whereas its technical-material externalization (in marble, on canvas, in the emission of vocal sounds) is completely accessory and inessential. Croce objected to the idea that “artists create their expressions by painting or sculpting, writing or composing.” In his view, artists “in reality never make a stroke without first having seen it [their subject] in their imagination.”2 Thus he was claiming that poets abhor the empirical externalization of their internal intuition to such an extent that they do not gladly recite their own verses. And this is statistically false.

Unlike Croce, Pareyson always paid close attention to artists’ experiences, so much so that in his Aesthetics there are perhaps more quotations from artists’ poetics (from Flaubert to Valéry and Stravinsky) than from philosophical aesthetics. Thus he dealt with the dialogical activity through which artists find their truest freedom by facing the external matter on which they work. Hence artistic production is not the sudden outcome of a not otherwise defined intuition but is, rather, a process of trial and error, and the patient questioning of preexisting material. This creative adventure has a point of reference and comparison, though. As artists proceed by trial and error, this process is guided by a seminal idea of the work that orients the productive process, “the divination of form.” The process-based approach to creation implies a similarly trial- and process-based notion of the response to the completed work, namely, its interpretation. This concept is central to Pareyson’s aesthetics precisely because he takes into account the interaction between a world of forms (be they natural or produced by human beings) and the presence of human interpretive activity. The notion of interpretation, in Pareyson’s view, is very broad and implies the enjoyment of the work of art, its possible performance, as well as its critique, and the translation of a text. Pareyson never quoted Peirce but the former’s concept of interpretation led to my being won over by Peirce’s notion of the interpretant, which (as we shall see) permeated my later semiotic approach.

Pareyson had to solve the question of antinomy: either the performance is a faithful rendition of the work or it is the expression of the performer’s personality. Pareyson insisted on the fact that a form permitted multiple interpretations, each of them revealing “the totality of the work in a new light.” But this appeal to the multiplicity of interpretations mustn’t be taken as an invitation to what we now call “deconstruction,” that is to the idea, borrowed from Derrida by some American critics, that we can do everything we will with a text, or that (according to Valéry) “il n’y a pas de vrai sens d’un texte” (a text has no real meaning). In Pareyson’s view, interpretation was always a personal way to approach a form, that is, something that exists prior to its interpretations. This point was fundamental for me when I was working on The Open Work and The Role of the Reader.

There was, however, an aspect of Pareyson’s aesthetics that I did not accept (and it was this divergence that provoked our long-lasting period of mutual incomprehension). Since Pareyson’s idea was that the theory of interpretation concerned not only artistic forms but also natural ones, for him interpreting a form involved presupposing a shaper (figuratore) who has constituted the natural forms specifically as cues for possible interpretations. Conversely, I thought that the entire theory of interpretation could be “secularized” without a metaphysical recourse to the shaper, who at best can be postulated as a psychological support for those who embark upon the adventure of interpretation. In any case, from Pareyson’s theory of interpretation I got the idea that, on the one hand, a work of art postulates an interpretive intervention but, on the other hand, it exhibits formal characteristics in such a way as to stimulate and simultaneously regulate the order of its own interpretations. That is why, faced with the unavoidable presence of the form to be interpreted, years later I insisted on the principle that perhaps it is not always possible to say when one interpretation is better than others but it is certainly always possible to say when the interpretation fails to do justice to the interpreted object.

IX. THE OPEN WORK

In The Open Work in 1962 I was advocating the active role of the interpreter in the reading of artistic texts (and not only verbal ones). In a way it was one of the first attempts to elaborate what was later defined as reception aesthetics or reader-oriented criticism. I presented my concept of the open work at the 12th World Congress of Philosophy (in Venice in 1958). I pointed out that the plurality of possible interpretations of a work ensures that every great work of art is in effect “open” to different reactions on the part of those who read it or look at it. There is an infinity of possible readings of the Divine Comedy. And I observed how, in many modern works, the ambiguity of the text deliberately elicited different interpretations (giving examples from Mallarmé to Kafka). At the same time, I examined some contemporary works of art, in particular from the Neue Musik and electronic music, in which the composer offers musical structures that can be manipulated by the listener—who thus becomes a coauthor. I was referring to works by Stockhausen, Pousseur, and Berio but I also talked about sculptures such as Calder’s mobiles, which move in space and present ever new points of view. And in these cases, more than an open work, I talked about “works in movement.”

In The Open Work I also suggested that the concept of the work of art is an epistemological metaphor in the sense that in every epoch works of art are conceived so that they reflect concepts proper to the knowledge of the period. Works such as medieval ones, even though they were based on four possible readings (literal, allegorical, moral, and anagogical), did not allow for any interpretive drift and in this way they reflected the idea of an ordered cosmos, while Baroque works reflected the new concepts of a post-Copernican universe, often understood as potentially infinite. And so many contemporary works, from informal painting to texts such as Finnegans Wake, reflect an expanding universe, relativity, the uncertainty principle, non-Euclidean geometry, multivalued logic, the complementary principle, and the psychology of perceptive ambiguities, as well as certain ideas in phenomenology from Husserl to Merleau-Ponty. The first Italian edition of The Open Work also published an extensive study on Joyce where (especially as far as Finnegans Wake was concerned) I returned to the connections between art and visions of the world.

These ideas met with much favor in artistic circles but they gave rise to notions that did not correspond with my concept of interpretation. I was already insisting on the fact that, while in a work in movement there is no single prescribed point of view, this does not mean that its internal relations are in complete chaos. The work in movement is a possibility for numerous different personal interventions but it is not an amorphous invitation to participate indiscriminately. The author offers the interpreter, the performer, or the addressee a work to be completed. He does not know the exact fashion in which his work will be concluded but he is aware that once it is completed the work in question will still be his own. The author is the one who proposed a number of possibilities that had already been rationally organized, oriented, and endowed with specifications for proper development.

However, when those pages were written, my readers mainly focused on the “open” side of the whole business, overlooking the fact that the open-ended reading I was advocating was an activity elicited by (and aiming at interpreting) a preexisting work. Pareyson had taught me that the interpretive process was based on a dialectic between the initiative (of the interpreter) and faithfulness (to the text). As a title The Open Work was pretty much an oxymoron because it proclaimed the opening to interpretations on the part of a work in the sense of an already given, completed form, prior to any interpretation. When in 1979 I wrote Lector in fabula (partly translated into English as The Role of the Reader in the same year) some critics saw these positions as a refutation of my previous idea of “openness.” The fact is that in the course of two decades the rights of the interpreters had been overstressed and I had to clarify some fundamental points.

To say that the interpretations of a text are potentially unlimited does not mean that interpretation has no object. Even if we accept the idea of unlimited semiosis, to say that a text potentially has no end does not mean that every act of interpretation has a happy ending. This is why in The Limits of Interpretation (1990) I proposed a sort of Popper-like criterion of falsification whereby, while it is difficult to decide if a given interpretation is a good one, and which of two different interpretations of the same text is better, it is always possible to recognize when a given interpretation is blatantly wrong, crazy, or far-fetched.

Some contemporary theories of criticism assert that the only reliable reading of a text is a misreading and that the only existence of a text is given by the chains of responses it elicits. But this chain of responses represents the infinite uses we can make of a text (we can even use a Bible instead of a piece of wood in our fireplace), not the series of interpretations that depend on some acceptable conjectures about the intention of that text. How to prove that a conjecture about the intention of a text is acceptable? The only way is to check it against the text as a coherent whole. This idea is an old one and comes from Augustine (De doctrina christiana): any interpretation given of a certain portion of a text can be accepted if it is confirmed by, and must be rejected if it is challenged by, another portion of the same text. In this sense internal textual coherence controls the otherwise uncontrollable drives of the reader.

I shall deal later with my negative realism but in The Role of the Reader I was already seeing the work of art as something that can say “no” to certain interpretations. In this book I also proposed the idea of a model reader, who is not the empirical reader, but, rather, the one postulated by the textual strategy, and I drew a distinction between the intention of the (empirical) author, the intention of the (empirical) reader, and the intention of the text, the only one that becomes the object of a semiotic inquiry.

X. PEIRCE

After The Open Work, in developing my research step by step, I came across Charles Sanders Peirce. I had known something about Peirce since my university years (a first seminal study on Peirce was published by Nynfa Bosco in the same series—edited by Augusto Guzzo—that published my dissertation on Aquinas) but I started studying him in the 1960s when I found scattered but illuminating references to him in the writings of Roman Jakobson. I worked intensely on Peirce from the beginning of the 1970s, also organizing courses and seminars about him in my faculty position in Bologna, and creating a sort of active Peircean school.

The encounter with Peirce marked the end of my brief structuralist period. The 1960s had marked the explosion of structuralism, which had shifted from linguistics, from which it had sprung, to the human sciences in general (think of Lévi-Strauss and structural anthropology) and had dominated semiotic studies in that period. Structuralist method had given me lots of ideas but I had the impression that structuralism itself was changing from a method for describing systems into a philosophy and, occasionally, into a new form of metaphysics. My critique of structuralism appeared in a book from 1968, La struttura assente (The absent structure), a work that already betrayed the influence of Peirce, in which I offered a critique of the positions of Lévi-Strauss, Lacan, Derrida, and Foucault. After the book had come out in French, German, Spanish, Swedish, Polish, Portuguese, and Serbian, it was suggested that I have it translated into English. The translation was to take a long time and, when I looked it over, it struck me as unacceptable and so I rejected it. Then I decided to translate it myself, but in the meantime many of my ideas had changed: I had gone deeper into my study of Peirce, I was tackling the analysis of the meaning of terms conducted by Katz and Fodor, I was discussing various themes proper to analytic philosophy such as reference, and developing an original typology of the ways in which signs are produced. So La struttura assente gradually became another book, A Theory of Semiotics (1976), which I wrote directly in English and then translated into Italian as the Trattato di semiotica generale. This work contained the germ of all my subsequent research and marked the start of my proposal for a concept of the encyclopedia. In particular, it was dominated by the Peircean concept of interpretation.

Peirce defined semiotics as the discipline concerned with all the varieties of semiosis, and by semiosis he meant “an action, or influence, which is, or involves, a cooperation of three subjects, such as a sign, its object and its interpretant, this tri-relative influence not being in any way resolvable into action between pairs.”3 The interpretant is that which the sign produces in the quasi mind of the interpreter. Thus a sign is interpreted by another sign, which in its turn will be interpreted by another sign, and so on, potentially ad infinitum, through an unlimited process of semiosis. Given the word dog, for instance, its interpretant can be something equivalent, as when one interprets the word dog by showing the image of a dog; it can be any indexical resource directed toward a dog; it can be either a naïve or a scientific definition of dog; it can be the translation of the word into another language, and so on.

In the early 1980s Einaudi had begun to publish an Enciclopedia (which then came out in sixteen volumes) that was limited to treating in an extremely broad fashion some concepts chosen as representative of the state of the natural and human sciences. The encyclopedia entries were thus very long and could amount to forty or so pages each. I had been assigned the entries sign, meaning, symbol, metaphor, and code. (These texts were then reviewed, expanded, and made into a book in Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language, 1984.) In order to deal with these concepts as thoroughly as possible, I turned once more to history, studying their first appearance and the various meanings they had acquired over the centuries. For the entries on sign and meaning, I went back to the investigations of the Stoics. On reflecting upon the notion of sign from the Stoics to Austin, I criticized the idea of the relation between a sign and its meaning (in Saussurean terms, between signifier and signified) as a mere equivalence—as when one (erroneously) believes that a synonym is the exact equivalent of the first sign. It was in speculating on the Stoics’ notion of semeion that I understood (through the Peircean theory of interpretation) that a sign is never equivalent to its interpretants. This relation is a relation of inference. The Stoics applied the notion of inference to natural signs (if smoke, then fire) but I tried to demonstrate that there is inference even when we interpret conventional signs, such as words, for instance. This becomes more comprehensible when I deal with the concept of encyclopedia. In any case, the way to represent the meaning of a sign-vehicle x is “if x then, according to the following circumstances and contexts, the following interpretants can be activated.” Besides, even before elaborating the idea of signification as inference, I was already proposing a “revised semantic model” of this kind in A Theory of Semiotics.

As a consequence of the idea of signification as inference, I developed another Peircean idea, that of abduction, to which I dedicated various essays. The development of my interpretive semiotics was in opposition to other semiotics based on structuralist principles, such as Greimas’s generative semiotics, to such a point that someone then decided to define my orientation as interpretive semiotics.

XI. STARTING WITH SEMIOTICS

Even though I was already dealing with the problems of the sign in what I have defined as my presemiotic works, my semiotic period began when I came across the works of Roland Barthes and Roman Jakobson. This period began officially, so to speak, in 1969 with La struttura assente (The absent structure) and—as I have already said—with A Theory of Semiotics. In 1973, in an article for the Times Literary Supplement, I defined semiotics as a “logic of culture.” This point found me in disagreement (and still does) with fellow travelers (such as the late Thomas Sebeok and Giorgio Prodi) who maintained that semiotics must deal not only with human communication but also with the deepest levels of communication. This was discussed at the conference “The Semiotics of Cellular Communication” held in Lucca in 1986, where some immunologists maintained that the immune system can be seen as a process of communication among lymphocytes.

Even though I think this research is extremely interesting, I have always insisted in various works that there is a difference between a dyadic relationship and a triadic one. A dyadic relationship is the one between stimulus and response. The response comes immediately after the stimulus and there is no freedom of choice. In semiosis, instead, three components are in play, and I would point to Peirce’s definition whereby “this tri-relative influence” is not “in any way resolvable into action between pairs.” In a semiosic relationship between the sign and its meaning (or, in other terms, between expression and content) there is room for an interpretation. As soon as the bell rings Pavlov’s dog begins to salivate, and it cannot do otherwise. If I say “rose” my interlocutor can decide to react with “do you mean a scented, red flower?” or “you have uttered the past participle of the Italian verb rodere” or “you are quoting a word used by Gertrude Stein,” or again “are you referring to the white rose in The Divine Comedy?” This space for interpretation is the one in which there occur phenomena of understanding, of interpretive freedom, of ambiguity or misunderstanding, and successive interpretations (such as the scientific definition of rose or the list of its properties, the season in which it blooms, its use in the production of perfumes, and so on). I don’t think this interpretive space exists in elementary processes, such as communication among lymphocytes, or in the passage between DNA and RNA messengers where the nucleotide adenine is automatically substituted by uracil, or timine is substituted by adenine. These dyadic processes probably conceal the biological mechanism that then permits the development of triadic processes, but I maintain that we must distinguish between these two processes and this is why I defined semiotics as a logic of culture rather than a logic of nature.

Another problem I have worked on persistently is the difference between a general semiotics and a specific semiotics. The problem raised its head, for me, when in 1974 the First World Congress of the International Association for Semiotic Studies (IASS) was held in Milan. The idea of an international association of scholars of semiotics began to coalesce during an initial encounter in Kazimierz (Poland) in 1966. Then various scholars (including Roman Jakobson, Emile Benveniste, Roland Barthes, Julia Kristeva, T. A. Sebeok, and Algirdas J. Greimas) met up again in Paris in 1969, where they founded the International Association for Semiotic Studies. On that occasion it was decided to adopt the term semiotics, used by Peirce and other Russian and English speaking authors (Morris, for example), in preference to the term semiology, which was widespread in other linguistic areas. The decision was made for empirical reasons in the sense that people wanted to avoid many subtle distinctions then current in various circles (such as the reservation of semiology for studies leaning toward linguistics, following Saussure, and semiotics for those of a more philosophical nature), and the intention was to establish the idea that a single term could define various types of approach to the world of signs. But the choice of semiotics, supported by Jakobson, also aimed at establishing the notion that the field of studies concerning the sign went beyond linguistics.

After the meeting in Paris there was another one in Parma in which Cesare Segre was nominated president of the association while I became its secretary. Segre and I began to organize the first Congress. The preparations took five years and we thought we had contacted everyone who had shown an interest in semiotics, but on the first day of business even more scholars showed up and the participants numbered around eight hundred. Among the famous names who presented material or sent in material to this Congress, I would mention, among others, Jerzy Pelc, Jonathan Cohen, Solomon Marcus, Max Bense, Claude Bremond, D’Arco Silvio Avalle, Seymour Chatman, János Petöfi, Maria Corti, Hubert Damisch, Christian Metz, Jean-Jacques Nattiez, Stefan Żółkiewski, Jean-Marie Klinkenberg, Bertil Malmberg, Herman Parrett, Ferruccio Rossi-Landi, Eliseo Verón, Sebastian Shaumyan, Abraham Moles, János Kelemen, Jonathan Culler, Itamar Even-Zohar, Thomas Pavel, Roland Posner, Tzvetan Todorov, Omar Calabrese, Tomás Maldonado, Louis Marin, Gianfranco Bettetini, Geoffrey Broadbent, Charles Jencks, and David Efron. I cannot name them all, so I refer the reader to the acts of the Congress.4 But the variety of names shows just how many fields in which semiotic research was ongoing.

After a general section that opened with the seminal “Coup d’oeil sur le développement de la sémiotique” by Roman Jakobson, there was a philosophical section devoted to foundations, one on the relationships between linguistics and semiotics, and then came sections on formalized languages, semantics and pragmatics, the semiotics of literature, iconism and visual arts, theater, cinema, architecture, television and music, a section devoted to the semiotics of culture, one on nonverbal behavior, and one on psychology and psychiatry. It was a vast panorama, but it was a question of seeing whether apparently different problems could be tackled using the same instruments.

It was on that occasion that I began to think about the differences between a general semiotics and the various specific semiotics. The result of these reflections appears in definitive form in 1984 in my Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language. A specific semiotics is or aims at being the grammar of a particular sign system, and proves to be successful insofar as it describes a given field of communicative phenomena as ruled by a system of signification. Thus there are “grammars” of American Sign Language, of traffic signals, or of a particular game (poker, for instance). These systems can be studied from a syntactic, semantic, or pragmatic point of view.

A specific semiotics can aspire to “scientific” status since it studies phenomena that are usually “stable”—even though a code for some traffic signals has a shorter life than a phonological system and lexical systems are in a continuous process of transformation. Being scientific, a specific semiotics can have a predictive power: it can tell which expressions produced according to the rules of a given system of signification are acceptable or “grammatical” and which ones a user of the system would presumably produce in a given situation. Obviously there are different degrees of scientificity according to the rigidity or the flexibility of the sign system in question. The “grammar” of traffic lights and the structure of a phonological system seem to be more “objective” (more “scientific”) than the description of the narrative functions in Russian fairy tales, and the narrative functions of Russian fairy tales seem to be less questionable than, let us say, a possible system of narrative functions in the novels of French Romanticism. Not every specific semiotics can claim to be like a natural science. However, when cultural anthropology studies the kinship system in a certain society, it works upon a rather stable field of phenomena, can produce a theoretical object, and can make some prediction about the behavior of the members of this society. The same happens with a lexical analysis of the system of terms expressing kinship relationships in the same society. All around this area of more-or-less established and rigorous “grammatical” knowledge, there is a barely definable “twilight zone” of semiotically oriented practices, such as the application of semiotic notions to literary criticism or the analysis of political discourse.

The task and the nature of a general semiotics are different. To outline a project for a general semiotics it is not sufficient to assert, as Saussure did, that language is a system comparable to writing, symbolic rites, deaf-mute alphabets, military signals, and so on. In order to conceive of such an endeavor, one must say in which sense these different systems are mutually comparable; whether they are all systems in the same sense of the word “system,” and whether the mutual comparison of these systems can therefore reveal common systematic laws capable of explaining, from a unified point of view, their way of functioning. I think that such a discipline cannot be a science in the same sense as physics or electronics. If there is something that deserves the name of general semiotics, this something is a discourse dealing with the above questions, and such a discourse is a philosophical one. In any case, it encounters the problem raised by the philosophy of language because, in order to answer the above questions, it is obliged to reconsider, from a general (and not merely “linguistic”) point of view, classical issues such as meaning, reference, truth, context, and communication acts (be they vocal or not), as well as such logical problems as analytic versus synthetic, necessity, implication, entailment, inference, hypothesis, and so on.

According to many classical approaches (from the Stoics through Augustine, and from Locke to Jakobson), a general semiotics is concerned with the concept of “sign” as a phenomenon of “referral” or of “standing for” (aliquid stat pro aliquo). One may decide that the theoretical object of semiotics can be a different and more fruitful one—let us say, text, semiosis, significant practice, communication, discourse, language, effability, and so on—but the real problem is not so much which object has to be appointed as the central one; the problem is, rather, to decide whether there is a unified object or not. Now, this object can become the central object of a general semiotics insofar as one decides that such a category can explain a series of human (and maybe animal) behaviors, be they vocal, visual, thermal, gestural, or other. In this sense the first question of a general semiotics is close to the capital question of any philosophy of language: what does it mean for human beings to speak, to express meanings, to convey ideas, or to mention states of the world? By what means do people perform the task? Only by words? And if not, what is there in common between verbal activity and other signifying or communicative activities?

I thought that a general semiotics improves some of the traditional approaches of the philosophy of language, but it assumes that it is impossible to speak about verbal language without comparing it to other forms of signification and/or communication. In this sense a general semiotics is fundamentally comparative in its approach. But it is enough to think, for instance, of Wittgenstein and Husserl, or of Cassirer, to realize that a good philosophy of language necessarily takes this stance. Semiotics also assumes that if comparison is possible between different ways of signifying, these ways should be described as systems. In this sense a general semiotics is influenced, more than any philosophy of language, by the experiences of many specific semiotics. A general semiotics is simply a philosophy of language that stresses the comparative and systematic approach to languages (and not only to verbal language) by exploiting the results of different, more local inquiries.

Not every philosopher of language would agree with such a project. Many of them assume that the categories provided in order to explain verbal language cannot hold when applied to other alleged phenomena of “signification.” Concerning this, let me quote a severe criticism made by Gilbert Harman (following a discussion we had during the Christian Gauss Seminars at Princeton):


 

Smoke means fire and the word combustion means fire, but not in the same sense of means. The word means is ambiguous. To say that smoke means fire is to say that smoke is a symptom, sign, indication, or evidence for fire. To say that the word combustion means fire is to say that people use the word to mean fire. Furthermore, there is no ordinary sense of the word mean in which a picture of a man means a man or means that man. This suggests that Peirce’s theory of signs would comprise at least three rather different subjects: a theory of intended meaning, a theory of evidence, and a theory of pictorial depiction. There is no reason to think that these theories must contain common principles.5



I objected that Harman’s argument clashes first of all with linguistic usage. Why have people used the word sign for more than 2000 years to define phenomena that should be divided into three different categories? Second, Harman’s objection goes against the consensus gentium of the philosophical tradition. From the Stoics to the Middle Ages, from Locke to Peirce, from Husserl to Wittgenstein, there has been a constant attempt to find a common basis for the theory of linguistic meaning and the theory of “pictorial” representation, and also for the theory of meaning and the theory of inference.

When we examine the problem of the Stoic semeion, we will see how ambiguous and inextricable the relationship is between a fact (from which many consequences can be inferred), the proposition that represents it, and the sentence that expresses that proposition. In any event, what makes these problems difficult to separate is precisely the fact that in every case aliquid stat pro aliquo. The manner of standing for may vary, yet we still face a peculiar dialectic of presence and absence. Is this not a good enough reason to ask whether a common mechanism, however deep, might govern both phenomena?

At the time when I was discussing these points with Harman some people still used to wear a badge in their buttonhole with a hammer and sickle on it. Was this a case of “intended meaning” (the man wanted to say that he was a communist), of pictorial representation (the badge represented symbolically the union of workers and peasants), or of inferential proof (if he wears that badge, then he must be a communist)? The same event falls within the scope of what Harman sees as three different categories. It is true that the same phenomena can be the object of quite different researches. (The badge could be studied in terms of the material of which it was made, or by physics in terms of its being subject to gravitational laws, and so on.) But in our case the badge was the object of the three (presumed) theories of meaning, of representation, and of evidence only insofar as it did not stand for itself. It stood for something that was outside itself and for this reason it became the unique abstract object of the same inquiry, not of three different approaches.

Even though I dealt with specific semiotics in various written works, my basic interest has always been in a general semiotics. The Italian title of A Theory of Semiotics was Trattato di semiotica generale, that is, a “treatise of general semiotics,” and the book after that was titled Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language. In this sense I hold that general semiotics is a form of philosophy—in fact I have repeatedly suggested that it was the only form of philosophy permissible today—and in this I adhere to the idea that contemporary philosophy has been characterized by a “linguistic turn.”

After the First World Congress of IASS (many others followed, every five years) I began to realize that the ideas of general semiotics were in a minority compared to various studies on specific semiotics. In addition, in the 1970s many scholars were shifting their attention from the fundamentals (the nature of the sign, the signified, and iconic resemblance) to an analysis of texts. This was a most productive period but my impression was that, after having worked out a series of analytical instruments, the business of applying them to texts ran the risk of finding the same mechanism in every one. Think of the suggestions made by the Russian formalists, which were gradually rediscovered, or the theories of narratology. I held that, after Greimas’s suggestions and Genette’s narratology, every textual analysis seemed to appear as a mere tautology. In other words, whether one was analyzing Tolstoy or a detective story, it was always possible to identify the mechanisms brought to light by narratology in the sense in which the analysis of a tragedy can only highlight the narrative devices explained in Aristotle’s Poetics, which was so very much the theory of every narrative structure that, from the 1930s, Mortimer Adler was able to apply it even to film.

What people were losing sight of were the philosophical bases of a semiotics. I realized this many years later when I took part in the Congress held at the University of California at Berkeley in 1994. To quote only a few items, there were sessions on metatheory, artificial intelligence, the cognitive sciences, the analysis of political discourses, temporality, Japanese pragmatics, the semiotics of silence, the semiotics of death, cyberspace, legal semiotics, the media, the body, religion, marketing, calligraphy, humor, education, sign processes in human-computer interaction, the postmodern, library and information science, Other sexuality, the analysis of the Cold War, medical semiotics, and even symmetry in crystallography. Clearly, this program mirrored the coexistence of a plurality of interests in the most diverse topics. Not having followed all the meetings, I cannot say if there were common criteria for investigating both the semiotics of death and symmetry in crystallography. I think that the organizers’ purpose was not to provide (and impose) a unified theoretical framework, but, rather, to take account of a variety of subject matter and theoretical approaches. I also think that the choice of the topics was due to geographical accidents and I suspect that there was Japanese pragmatics and not Eskimo semantics because the Congress took place on the Pacific Coast and not in the Arctic Circle. However, all these scholars certainly believed that there were family resemblances between so many disconnected interests and methods, as if they were trying to produce a new Diderot’s Encyclopédie, which considered together the Gobelin tapestry and God, Egyptian hieroglyphs and windmills. Can we still speak, at this point, of a discipline or should we accept the idea that we are not so much interested in discovering a unified semiotic approach but in browsing through the semiotic web?

Thus I became more and more convinced that “semiotics” is not the name of a single science or discipline, but, rather, that of a department or a school—just as there is no single science called “medicine” but instead “schools of medicine” in the academic sense of the expression. In a school of medicine we have surgery, biochemistry, dietetics, immunology, psychiatry, and so on (and sometimes even acupuncture and homeopathy). In such a school experts in a given branch tend more and more not to understand the purposes and the language of other specialists but, in spite of such discrepancies, they can all work together because they have a common object, the human body, and a common purpose, its health.

Semiotics is perhaps something similar, a field in which different approaches have, at the higher level of generality, a common object: semiosis. I do not know if there are cases of semiosis in crystallography but there certainly are instances of semiosis even in the decision to keep silent in order to express perplexity or to refuse to agree with a given opinion. The only problem is how to define semiosis and to provide criteria for identifying it every time it shows up. This remains the purpose of a general semiotics, and I do not think that one can study Japanese pragmatics without entertaining a rigorous (and philosophical) concept of semiosis. In fact a collection of semiotic studies I edit for the Italian publisher Bompiani is titled “Il campo semiotico,” the semiotic field.

The possibility of continuing to develop a general semiotics remained my principal problem, and new ideas came to me through contact with cognitive studies. In 1985 the little republic of San Marino (which is probably the oldest republic in the world, and lies in the Emilia Romagna region of the Italian peninsula) established a university. For many years I took part in the activities of a Center for Cognitive and Semiotic Studies, directed by Patrizia Violi (my successor as the Chair of Semiotics at the University of Bologna), and in a series of symposia held between 1988 and 2006 I was able to exchange ideas with philosophers working in a variety of areas as well as top experts in cognition. (I limit myself to mentioning Quine, Putnam, Bruner, Halliday, Searle, Davidson, Kripke, Føllesdal, Kaplan, Dennett, Varela, Churchland, Roasch, Fillmore, Bierwisch, Edelman, Fodor, Rorty, and Lewontin.) It was a valuable experience, some traces of which can be found in my Kant and the Platypus, and it oriented me more and more toward a meeting between semiotics and the cognitive sciences. Moreover, my young colleague Massimo Bonfantini, who has made a profound study of Peirce and has edited the Italian translations of a great many of his works, had been talking for some time about Peircean semiotics as a cognitive semiotics.

But the development of my semiotic ideas, especially with reference to analytic philosophy, is also due to the various positions as lecturer or visiting professor that I held between 1969 and 2008 at several American universities, including New York University, Yale University, Columbia University, Northwestern University, the University of California San Diego, Harvard University, Emory University, the University of California at Berkeley, Cornell University, Princeton University (the Christian Gauss Seminars), Indiana University, and the University of Texas at Austin, as well as other universities such as Oxford University, Cambridge University, the University of Toronto, the Collège de France, the École Normale Supérieure, and in other countries from Argentina and Brazil to Estonia, Germany, Israel, Russia, and so on.

XII. FROM DICTIONARY TO ENCYCLOPEDIA

Keeping faith with the project for a general semiotics, for a long time I worked on the problem of meaning, and I have devoted many of my writings to this. In fact I dare say that the debate on meaning, my polemic against the notion of the dictionary, and my theory of the encyclopedia represent the most important contributions I have made to semiotic studies. And so it strikes me as essential to go into a more detailed discussion of the argument that I first tabled in A Theory of Semiotics, picked up again in Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language, and (perhaps) concluded in From the Tree to the Labyrinth.

The notions of dictionary and encyclopedia have been used for some time in semiotics, linguistics, the philosophy of language, and the cognitive sciences, not to mention computer science, to identify two models of semantic representation, models that in turn refer back to a general representation of knowledge and/or the world. In defining a term (and its corresponding concept), the dictionary model is expected to take into account only those properties necessary and sufficient to distinguish that particular concept from others; in other words, it ought to contain only those properties defined by Kant as analytical. According to such a perspective, a definition does not assign to the dog the properties of barking or being domesticated: these are not considered as necessary properties and part of our knowledge of a language but part of our knowledge of the world. They are therefore matters for an encyclopedia.

Yet again I managed to sort out my ideas by returning to the history of semiotics. In Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language I examined the purest form of dictionary-type representation (which served as a model for all subsequent ones), in other words, the Arbor Porphyriana or Porphyrian Tree, namely the commentary on Aristotle’s Categories written in the third century AD by the Neoplatonist Porphyry in his Isagoge.

Aristotle says that defining a substance means deciding, among its attributes, which of them appear to be essential and in particular those that are the cause of the fact that the substance is what it is, in other words, its substantial form.6 If we define human beings as MORTAL, ANIMAL, and RATIONAL, each of these attributes, taken on its own, can also be applied to other beings (horses, for example) but, taken altogether, as a defining “group,” MORTAL ANIMAL RATIONAL applies only to human beings, and in a way that is absolutely reciprocal. To find the right way to construct good definitions, Aristotle develops the theory of predicables, that is, of the ways in which categories can be predicated of a subject. In his Topics he identifies only four predicables (genus, proprium or unique property, definition, and accident), while Porphyry spoke of five predicables (genus, species, difference, proprium, and accident).

Porphyry delineates a single tree of substances but it is possible to imagine ten Porphyrian trees: one for substances and one for each of the other nine categories (a tree of qualities, for example, in which purple is defined as a species of the genus red).

The definition Porphyry gives of genus is purely formal: a genus is that to which a species is subordinate. Conversely, a species is that which is subordinate to a genus. Genus and species are mutually definable and therefore complementary. Every genus placed on a high node of the tree includes the species that depend upon it, every species subordinate to a genus is a genus for the species subordinate to it, down to the base of the tree, where the species specialissimae or “second substances,” such as humans, for instance, are collocated. At the highest fork is the genus generalissimum (represented by the name of the category), which cannot be a species of anything else. A genus can be a predicate of its own species, whereas the species belong to a genus.

The relationship of species to their superior genera is a relationship of hyponyms to hyperonyms. This phenomenon would guarantee the finite structure of the tree since, granted a given number of species specialissimae, and given that for two (or more) species there is only one genus, so, as we proceed upwards, in the end the tree inevitably tapers off until it reaches the root node. In this sense the tree would fulfill all the functions required of a good dictionary.

But a Porphyrian tree cannot be made up only of genera and species. If it could, it would take the form illustrated in Figure 1. In a tree of this kind, human and horse (or human and cat) could not be distinguished from one another. A human is different from a horse because, though both may be animals, the first is rational and the second is not. Rationality is the difference for human beings. Difference is the crucial element because accidents are not required to produce a definition.


[image: Figure 1. A tree of genera and species (from Umberto Eco, Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language).]


Figure 1. A tree of genera and species (from Umberto Eco, Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language).

Differences may be separable from the subject (such as being hot or being sick), in which case they are simply “accidents”; they may be inseparable but still accidental (like having a snub nose); others belong essentially to the subject (like being rational or mortal) and these are the specific differences. They are added to the genus to form the definition of the species. Thus the genus LIVING BEING is potentially divisible into the differences sensitive/insensitive, but the sensitive difference may be compounded with the genus LIVING to constitute the species ANIMAL. In its turn ANIMAL becomes a genus divisible into rational/irrational but the rational difference is constitutive, with the genus that it divides, of the species RATIONAL ANIMAL.

The Isagoge suggests the idea of the tree only verbally, but medieval tradition visualized the project as seen in Figure 2. In this tree the dotted lines mark the dividing differences, while the solid lines mark the constitutive differences (god appears both as an animal and as a body because, in the Platonic theology that constitutes Porphyry’s frame of reference, the gods are intermediary natural forces and are not identified with the One).


[image: Figure 2. The Isagoge Tree as visualized in the medieval tradition (from Umberto Eco, Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language).]


Figure 2. The Isagoge Tree as visualized in the medieval tradition (from Umberto Eco, Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language).

From the contemporary point of view of a distinction between dictionary and encyclopedia, the Porphyrian tree certainly introduces, with its differences, encyclopedic properties into a dictionary structure. In fact being Sensitive, Animate, Rational, and Mortal are accidents identifiable in terms of knowledge of the world, and it is on the basis of a being’s behavior that we decide whether it is animate or rational, that is, whether it expresses ratiocinative capabilities by means of language.

In its canonical version this tree reveals its inadequacy because it distinguishes, in a logically satisfactory fashion, God from humans, but not, let’s say, a person from a horse. If we had to define the horse, the tree would have to be enriched with further disjunctions: we would need, for example, to divide ANIMALS into mortal and immortal, and the next species down—that of MORTAL ANIMALS—into rational (humans) and irrational (horses, for instance), even though, unfortunately, this subdivision would not allow us to distinguish horses from donkeys, cats, or dogs. Even if we were willing to pay this price, however, we still could not reintroduce God into the tree. The only solution would be to insert the same difference twice (at least) under two different genera.

Thus the conclusion of my research was that if the tree had considered only genera and species, it would have given rise only to a taxonomy, which classifies concepts but does not explain their meaning. So Porphyry introduced the specific differences that, by combining with the genera, define the species. These specific differences seem very similar to encyclopedic properties. I had been struck by the fact that in contemporary proposals for semantic models, already critiqued in A Theory of Semiotics, such as the one in which Katz and Fodor defined the four meanings of bachelor, the analytic properties were insufficient to define the meaning and it was necessary to introduce undoubtedly encyclopedic properties such as “never married,” “knight,” and even the so-called “distinguishers,” such as “serving under the standard of another” or “when without a mate during their breeding time.” It was exactly what Porphyry had done by introducing specific differences as mediators between genera and species. But my analysis showed that the same specific difference could occur many times in defining different species, and this was what happened in many medieval authors who had set themselves the same problem, from Boethius to Abelard.

Porphyry would not have discouraged this decision given that he himself says that the same difference “can often be observed in different species, such as having four legs in many animals that belong to different species.”7 If the same difference can recur a number of times, the finiteness and logical purity of the tree—which runs the risk of exploding into a dust cloud of differences reproduced identically under different genera—are compromised. Indeed, if we reflect that species are a combination of genus and difference, and the genus higher up is in its turn a combination of another genus plus a difference (and therefore genera and species are abstractions, intellectual figments that serve to sum up various organizations of differences or accidents), the most logical solution would be for the tree to be made up solely of differences, properties that can be arranged into different trees according to the things to be defined, jettisoning the distinction between substances and accidents.

Many interpreters of the Isagoge appeared to endorse this conclusion. Boethius suggests that substances like pearl, ebony, or milk and some accidents like white or liquid may give rise to alternative trees.8 In one, for example, given a genus LIQUIDS, with the differences White/Black, we would have the two species Milk and Ink; in the other, the genus WHITE THINGS, with the differences Liquid/Solid, would generate the two species of Milk and Pearl. The same happens, for instance, with Abelard where he reminds us that ANIMAL can be divided into rational and irrational; RATIONAL into mortal and immortal; MORTAL into rational and irrational.9

Thus, if we follow its inner logic, the tree of genera and species, however constructed, explodes into a swirl of accidents, into a nonhierarchizable network of qualia. As a result of internal tensions the dictionary dissolves of necessity into a potentially orderless and limitless galaxy of elements of knowledge of the world. It becomes, in other words, an encyclopedia, and it does so because it was already in fact an encyclopedia without knowing it.

The flaws of a Porphyrian tree explain the limits of every modern system of definitions based upon a dictionary model. This happens when one claims to define the contents expressed by the terms of a natural language by a finite system of figures possessing the same characteristics as a phonological system (based on a limited number of phonemes and their systematic oppositions). This generates a feature semantics (features being primitive semantic atoms) designed to establish the conditions necessary and sufficient for a definition of meaning, excluding knowledge of the world. Something along these lines was anticipated by Hjelmslev in 1943 when he proposed to analyze the concepts corresponding to the terms ram, ewe, boy, girl, stallion, mare through a combination of the male/female opposition and the assumed primitives SHEEP, HUMAN BEING, CHILD, HORSE.10

Hjelmslev’s was not the only modern proposal for a dictionary representation, although many others that were proposed in the area of linguistics or of analytic philosophy, almost always in ignorance of Hjelmslev’s proposal, did no more than repropose his model. Even before my critique of the Porphyrian Tree, I had identified such a failure, in A Theory of Semiotics, in the examples of definition provided by Katz and Fodor in 1963.11

A dictionary representation would allow us to solve the following problems (as Katz will suggest later in 1972):12 synonymy and paraphrase (a ewe is a female ovine); similarity and difference (the pairs ewe and mare and mare and stallion have some features in common, while they are distinguished by other features); antonymy; complementarity, and contrariety (stallion is the antonym of mare); hyponymia and hyperonymia (equine is the hyperonym of which stallion is the hyponym); meaningfulness and semantic anomaly (stallions are male makes sense while a female stallion is semantically anomalous); redundancy (male stallion); ambiguity (ram can have more than one sense); analytical truth (stallions are male is analytically true); contradictoriness (there are no male mares); syntheticity (that ewes produce wool depends on our knowledge of the world); inconsistency (this is a ewe and this is a ram cannot be equally true if referred to the same individual); semantic entailment (if ram, then ovine). Unfortunately, this model does not permit us to represent what we must know about sheep and horses if we are to understand many discourses about them. It does not tell us that sheep bleat or have four legs; it does not allow us, for instance, to reject expressions like the stallion was bleating desperately like a ram (justifiable only in a metaphorical context given that the mechanism of definition does not explain what sound horses naturally emit).

And this is not all. How many primitive features would be needed to define all the terms in any given lexicon? And how do we define a “primitive” feature? It has been said that primitives are innate ideas of a Platonic nature, but not even Plato succeeded in satisfactorily deciding how many universally innate ideas there were or of what kind they were. It has been said that primitives are elements of a whole that, by virtue of the systematic relationship between its terms, cannot be anything but finite: but this would be a simplified Porphyrian tree or a tree of genera and species good only for the purposes of classification. It is hard to define primitiveness by distinguishing between analytical and synthetic properties, a distinction severely criticized by Quine, in part because the notion of analyticity is completely circular (if a property contained in the definition of a term is analytic it cannot be a criterion for establishing the appropriateness of a dictionary definition).

The possibility of positing a difference between necessary and contingent properties must also be excluded because if it were necessary for a cat to be mammiferous and contingent for it to meow, then “necessary” would again mean “analytic.” It has been proposed that finiteness is a requirement for a packet of primitives (primitives ought to be limited in number, considering that it would be antieconomical to have as many primitives as there are lemmata to define), but it is precisely the cataloging of this finite number of semantic atoms that has turned out so far to be problematic.

It has been suggested that primitives are simple concepts but it is difficult to define a simple concept (the concept of mouse seems simpler and more immediate than that of mammifer, and it is easier to define concepts like emphyteusis than verbs like to do). It has been suggested that they depend on our experience of the world or that there are (as Russell suggested) “object-words” whose meaning we learn directly by ostension and “dictionary-words” that can be defined by other dictionary-words—but Russell was the first to recognize that pentagram is a dictionary-word for most speakers but would be an object-word for a child who grew up in a room in which the wallpaper was decorated with pentagrams.13

The requirement of adequacy has been proposed (primitives should serve to define all words) but if we consider features like HUMAN MALE ADULT UNMARRIED as primitives sufficient to define the concept of “bachelor,” why does it seem inadequate to call a Benedictine monk a bachelor? If we add other constrictions (such as that a bachelor is an adult human unmarried male who has not taken a vow of chastity) we have introduced encyclopedic elements into our dictionary.

The requirements of independence (primitives should not depend for their definition on other primitives) and absence of further interpretability have been proposed but not even HUMAN seems without further interpretability if we consider the whole debate over abortion and cloning that is taking place today precisely on the subject of what it means to be human. In reality, in any lexicon any term is potentially interpretable by means of other terms in the same lexicon, or other semantic devices, according to the criterion of interpretance and unlimited semiosis established by Peirce.

It has been suggested that primitives are universals of language, rooted in our way of thinking. There is no doubt that certain experiences related to our bodies are universal, such as above/below, eat/sleep, be born/die, but it would be unthinkable for us to define all the objects and events in the universe in terms of these ideas, and universal does not mean primitive, given that a universally understood concept such as dying needs to be further defined, as is demonstrated by the debates on end-of-life decisions.

In the face of these criticisms, since the middle of the twentieth century the conviction has made more and more headway, especially among theorists of cognitive semantics, that linguistic competence is always encyclopedic and that in semantic representation no distinction can be made (except on a provisional basis and for the purpose of specific analyses) between linguistic knowledge and knowledge of the world.14

To define my semiotic notion of encyclopedia I was inspired by D’Alembert who, in his “Preliminary Discourse” to the Encyclopédie, while providing information concerning the criteria according to which the work was organized, speaks of a “terrestrial globe” and of a “labyrinth.”

As soon as one takes the route of the encyclopedia, two theoretically crucial distinctions are lost: (1) in the first place, that between natural language and other semiotic systems since properties expressed in nonverbal form can also constitute part of the encyclopedic representation of a given term or corresponding concept (in the sense that a potentially infinite number of images of dogs is part of the encyclopedic representation of the notion “dog”); (2) in the second place, the distinction between a semiotic system as object and theoretical metalanguage. In fact it is impossible to create a metalanguage as a theoretical construct composed of a finite number of universal primitives: such a construct, as we have seen, explodes, and when it explodes it reveals that its own metalinguistic terms are none other than terms of the object language—though they may be used provisionally as being not susceptible of further definition.

The encyclopedia is dominated by the Peircean principle of interpretation and consequently of unlimited semiosis. Every expression of the semiotic system is interpretable by other expressions, and these by others again, in a self-sustaining semiotic process, even if from a Peircean point of view this series of interpretants generates habits and hence modalities of transformation of the natural world. Every result of this action on the world must, however, be interpreted in its turn, and in this way the circle of semiosis is, on the one hand, constantly opening up outside of itself and, on the other, constantly reproducing itself from within.

Furthermore, the encyclopedia generates ever new interpretations that depend on changing contexts and circumstances (hence within it semantics incorporates pragmatics). Therefore we can never give it a definitive and closed representation: an encyclopedic representation is never global but invariably local and is activated as a function of determined contexts and circumstances. The expression “dog” occurring in a universe of discourse regarding fireplace furniture generates different interpretants from the same expression occurring in a universe of discourse regarding animals; while, within a discourse on animals, the same expression generates different ramifications of interpretants depending on whether the subject is zoology or hunting.

D’Alembert spoke of a labyrinth without being able to speak of the topological model of a polydimensional network. Labyrinths come in three varieties. The classical labyrinth of Knossos is unicursal: there is only one path. Once you enter you cannot help reaching the center, and from the center you cannot help finding the way out. The labyrinth of Knossos is the Ariadne’s thread of itself and the only problem (for Theseus) is represented by the central presence of the Minotaur. The second type is the Mannerist labyrinth or Irrweg. The structure of an Irrweg is the same as that of a flow chart. The Irrweg proposes alternative choices by binary disjunctions, all the paths leading to a dead end except one, which leads to the way out. If it were “unrolled” the Irrweg would assume the form of a tree, where you can commit errors and are obliged to retrace your steps. The third kind of labyrinth is a network in which every point may be connected with any other point. A network cannot be “unrolled.” Whereas the first two kinds of labyrinth have an inside and an outside from which one enters and towards which one exits, the third kind, infinitely extendible, has no inside and no outside. Since every one of its points can be connected to any other, and since the process of connection is also a constant process of correction of the connections, its structure will always be different from what it was a moment ago and it could be traversed by taking a different route each time. Those who travel in it, therefore, must also learn to constantly correct the image they have of it, whether this be a concrete (local) image of one of its sections or the hypothetical regulatory image concerning its global structure.

So, in various books, I developed the notion of encyclopedia, like a galaxy of knowledge that does not take the form of a tree but that of a network. An illuminating idea had already come to me in A Theory of Semiotics from a model suggested by Ross Quillian, and later in the idea of a rhizome, suggested, albeit in a decidedly metaphorical way, by Deleuze and Guattari. Every point of the rhizome can be connected to any other point; it is said that in the rhizome there are no points or positions, only lines; this characteristic is doubtful, however, because every intersection of two lines makes it possible to identify a point; the rhizome can be broken and reconnected at any point; the rhizome is antigenealogical (it is not a hierarchized tree); if the rhizome had an outside, with that outside it could produce another rhizome, therefore it has neither an inside nor an outside; the rhizome can be taken to pieces and inverted; it is susceptible to modification according to the growth of our knowledge; a multidimensional network of trees, open in all directions, creates rhizomes, which means that every local section of the rhizome can be represented as a tree as long as we bear in mind that this is a fiction we indulge in for the sake of our temporary convenience; a global description of the rhizome is not possible, either in time or in space; the rhizome justifies and encourages contradictions; if every one of its nodes can be connected with every other node, from every node we can reach all the other nodes, but loops can also occur; only local descriptions of the rhizome are possible; in a rhizomic structure without an outside, every perspective (every point of view on the rhizome) is always obtained from an internal point in the sense that every local description tends to be a mere hypothesis about the network as a whole. Within the rhizome thinking means feeling one’s way by conjecture.

In this sense the encyclopedia is potentially infinite because it is in movement and the discourses we construct on its basis constantly call it into question (in the same way in which the latest article by a nuclear scientist presupposes a series of encyclopedic notions concerning the structure of the atom, but at the same time introduces new ones that render old ones moot). The maximal encyclopedia does not merely record what is considered to be true, but records everything that has been claimed in a social context, including what has been accepted as imaginary and what, accepted in a first moment as true, was later proved to be false. In this sense elements of our maximal encyclopedia include Bohr’s model of the atom, Zeus, and Ptolemaic astronomy.

It has been said that if we assume a maximal notion of competence regarding the world, the meaning of a term would then consist of all the true propositions in which it has appeared or could appear. In fact this would presuppose the ideal model of the encyclopedia. But in scientific practice and the way in which, in our daily lives, we try to make sense of sentences, we do not make a global appeal to the encyclopedia for every sentence and it is the context that selects the local zones of competence that must be activated.

The conclusion was that every type of knowledge calls for various kinds of encyclopedic properties, which are to be organized each time in accordance with the meaning to be defined, and which cannot be structured in a tree of semantic primitives.

In light of my theory of encyclopedia I have also written many essays on metaphors, providing a model for justifying both their production and interpretation (once again by elaborating my personal views on the grounds of a rereading of Aristotelian ideas on this subject—see, for instance, From the Tree to the Labyrinth). I was also inspired by Black when he said that metaphors often require us to reorganize our categories (“some metaphors enable us to see aspects of reality that the metaphor production helps to constitute”).15 In other words, a creative and original use of language obliges us to invent a new organization of our encyclopedia. In this vein I can mention my old reading of some passages of Joyce’s Finnegans Wake (from Le forme del contenuto in 1971 to From the Tree to the Labyrinth).

XIII. MEANING, REFERENCE, AND TRUTH

In my first semiotic writings, in particular (from La struttura assente to The Role of the Reader down to A Theory of Semiotics), I came out very skeptically with regard to two hotly debated topics in analytic philosophy, namely truth-conditional semantics and the semantics of reference. In point of fact the two problems should be kept well apart. If a truth-conditional semantics is concerned with all the illative consequences that can be drawn from a proposition if it is true, then, albeit in a far more formalized way, it is none other than a theory of interpretants. But in certain authors truth-conditional semantics has often been associated with a semantics of reference and many theories of reference seem to have it that signs should be taken into consideration solely when they refer to objects or states of the world.

Naturally, languages (and not only the verbal kind) are often used to refer to objects and to what is the case. But what I insisted on in A Theory of Semiotics was the fact that every system of signs is such insofar as it allows us to lie. All I have to do is correct that formulation (which has also been widely cited) because it was too restrictive. To lie means saying p when you know that p is not the case. But a system of signs also makes it possible to say what is not the case even when we are not lying but believe in what we say, as may have happened with ancient advocates of the theory that Earth is motionless at the center of the universe or with those who believed in the existence of unicorns. Now, a semiotics concerned with meaning, more than reference, means explaining what an English-speaking person understands when he hears the sentence the present king of France is bald independently of whether he knows or not or whether he believes or not that there is a king in France today and that he is bald. In fact to be able to say why one believes that sentence not to be true, one has to have understood its meaning, and a theory of meaning must explain why it has been understood.

Undoubtedly the term semantics has a number of different meanings, several of which seem to be completely at odds with one another. Nevertheless, I hold that a semiotics can take account of the various meanings of semantics. In November 1997 I presented a paper at the symposium “La semantica fin de siècle: Dalla fondazione di Michel Bréal all’attualità della ricerca” at the Center for Semiotic and Cognitive Studies of the University of San Marino (now published as “Five Senses of Semantics” in From the Tree to the Labyrinth), observing that in current discussions in logic and the philosophy of language there appear five apparently irreconcilable notions of semantics.


 

      1.  Semantics as the study of the meaning of terms removed from any context (for instance, Carnap’s theory of meaning postulates, much of componential semantics, and the various forms of semic analysis, not to mention lexicography of every kind and tendency).

      2.  Semantics as the study of content systems or structural semantics (Hjelmslev and structural approaches to semantic fields in general, et similia).

      3.  Semantics as the study of the relation between terms (or sentences) and their referents (for instance, Morris, Ogden and Richards, much of analytic philosophy, and in primis Kripke). Moreover, in Kant and the Platypus I distinguish between (i) providing instructions to identify the possible referent of a term (which seems to be a particular duty of a semantics in the first sense) and (ii) the act of reference itself.

      4.  Semantics as the study of the truth conditions of propositions expressed by sentences.

      5.  Semantics as the study of the particular meaning that terms or sentences assume in the context or in a text as a whole (for which we may cite the later Wittgenstein as well as various cases of textual semiotics, etcetera).



I held that, even if they concern five different phenomena, these five senses must be put in contact with one another in the light of a general semiotics.

Sense 1 seems to be challenged by philosophers such as Davidson, according to whom terms do not have a meaning fixed by the community because what counts is that I take for granted that anyone speaking to me sees the world as I see it and intends to say what I would say in the same circumstances.16 It would therefore seem irrelevant if a boat is designated as a “boat,” because if someone were to say to me “let’s get on that wagon” while pointing to a boat, I understand, through the principle of charity, that he meant to refer to the boat and I don’t go splitting hairs about the “conventional” meaning of the terms. By advocating such a principle of charity it is clear that a proposition makes sense only within the context of a discursive exchange, and in this sense there are strong connections between semantics in sense 1 and semantics in sense 5. The example, however, presupposes that all we have in front of us is a boat and not a boat and a wagon, and that the direction in which the speaker is pointing is unambiguous. In the second case, and in the absence of any further circumstantial indicators, if the speaker says “let’s get on that wagon,” I understand that he wants to get on the wagon and not on the boat. This is a consequence of the fact that social and linguistic conventions assign two different meanings to the words “boat” and “wagon” independently of any context or act of charity. I thus assume that there is a semantics in sense 1 in which words have a certain meaning independently of any specific context. Not even Davidson denies this evidence, but he wonders if we really need a convention to tie every word to a fixed meaning for all speakers, and assumes that we can even understand terms we are not familiar with, and decides that all conventions are useful but not necessary. The argument is that we simply tend to speak like everyone else—and this would shift the problem of the existence of a code to that of consistency of usage.

To be frank, saying that we regularly associate the word “boat” with a floating vessel and saying that the code establishes that a boat is a floating vessel doesn’t change much. In fact when linguists speak of a code they are speaking of a statistical extrapolation from common usage: the code de la langue that Saussure talked about is a fiction based on consistency of usage.

Davidson does not deny that there are conventions according to which a “boat” always signifies a floating vessel. He simply decides that this is a marginal or obvious case (obvious because it is marginal and marginal because it is obvious) and he prefers to give his attention to the more dramatic cases (for instance, when one uses the word “boat” to indicate something other than a floating vessel). The most convincing example, of course, is that of metaphor (think of the example of “sauce boat”). But we cannot build a theory of a language on its use of metaphor, unless it is to say that the meaning of all linguistic terms is originally metaphorical—and I do not believe this was Davidson’s intention.

The confusion lies in demonstrating that what is dramatic is normal and what is normal is marginal, whereas in science the dramatic cases are always used as marginal examples to demonstrate that the normal cases are not as simple as we think. Were it true that there is no such thing as meaning in the sense of semantics 1, we would have no end of trouble understanding one other, and in fact Davidson has never defended this thesis. What we may be sure of is that, in terms of semantics 5, the principle of charity theory must be taken very seriously. It is then that we discover that Davidson, by suggesting that he is contesting semantics 1 (which he nevertheless presupposes) and seeming, for purely academic reasons, to put into question semantics 3 and 4, was actually proposing the principles of a semantics in sense number 5—in other words, a semantics not of terms or of sentences but of texts or of words uttered in a given circumstance.

For thinkers like Quine, semantics is not always concerned with the meaning of words (sense 1), and meaning can be shelved as long as one has a good theory of reference. In order to deny that semantics makes sense in meaning 1, in other words to affirm that words do not have meanings agreed upon by convention, it is customary to employ a quite fallacious argument. Meaning is identified with synonymy. No sensible person versed in languages can believe that there are two synonyms that really do mean the same thing (and every time the authors of dictionaries of synonyms offer their alternatives, these are possibilities faute de mieux). Once meaning and synonymy have been identified, however, the tendency is to demonstrate that since there is no such thing as absolute synonymy (which is obvious) there can be no meaning (which is not so obvious).

Let us consider a fairly curious text of Quine’s, “The Problem of Meaning in Linguistics,” which appears in From a Logical Point of View.17 In it Quine speaks of lexicography and lexicographers, saying that lexicographers seem to be interested in the problem of meaning, and he is certainly correct. After which he opines that a lexicographer “differs from the socalled formal linguists only in that he is concerned to correlate linguistic forms with one another in his own special way, namely, synonyms with synonyms.”18 Quine seems to think that the only thing the lexicographer is interested in is deciding which linguistic forms are synonymous, that is, “alike in meaning.” In this sense a lexicographer is identified with the author of a dictionary for tourists who tells us that “peach” is a synonym of pesca. On the contrary, the lexicographer’s first task is precisely to establish why the same expression may have different meanings in different contexts. Rather than cultivate the myth of synonymy, a good lexicographer contests it.

So “real” lexicographers are semanticists in sense 1, but they are above all semanticists in sense 2 when they try to decide the nature of our lexicographic conventions on the grounds of an inspection of the systems of content and basing their findings on a broad survey of previous texts and their meaning (sense 5).

Let us move on to sense 4. It goes without saying that if we have an impoverished notion of meaning as synonymy, we are free to experiment with phenomena such as the substitution of apparently synonymous terms in opaque contexts. These are exercises of considerable importance for the study of logic but not very important for understanding the way we speak. No speaker in his right mind, once it had been affirmed that Giorgione has three syllables, would affirm that Barbarelli also has three syllables.

As for the differences between sense 3 and sense 4, they have in common the feature that both are concerned not with terms but with propositions. Reference has to do with our ability to designate objects and states of the world—hence it also has something to do with sense 1, provided that the good lexicographic definition of a term also gives instruction on how to identify the corresponding referent (as I suggest in Kant and the Platypus). Thus the act of reference it is raining now is based on the conditions whereby we can assign the term rain to a given phenomenon, and obviously on the problem (which is not semiotic in itself) as to whether it really is raining now. A truth-conditional semantics is on the contrary concerned with all the illative consequences we can draw once it is admitted that that proposition is true.

This node between truth-conditional semantics, reference semantics, semantics of the sentence, and textual semantics compels us to revise a few concepts, something I attempted to do in Kant and the Platypus.

The meaning of a term like cat may contain categorial elements like mammal and feline but it also contains instructions indispensable for identifying the referent. But the referent of cat is not some individual cat but cats in general. In this sense terms that denote nonexistent objects may also contain reference instructions (to recognize a unicorn, if any, you should identify such and such an animal).

Reference is completely unconnected either with the empirical truth of the proposition or with any discussion of its truth value. To be sure, if there is a cat in the kitchen there is a feline mammal in the kitchen (semantics 4) and I am certainly referring to a specific cat, namely my cat (semantics 3) but it might not be true that my cat really is in the kitchen. Semantics like 1 and 2 are presupposed by semantics of type 3 and can be taken into consideration by semantics of type 4, but the converse is not true.

This whole discourse will no doubt lead someone to opine that there is no semantics that does not need to be backed up by a pragmatics. I can only agree, as I have always done, from A Theory of Semiotics to Kant and the Platypus.

By the way, on the grounds of my ideas about semantics I have repeatedly challenged the Kripkean idea of rigid designation and I share Searle’s opinion that proper names are pegs on which to hang descriptions.

XIV. FAKES AND TRUTH

I have devoted many texts to the problem of fakes, from an early essay on forgery in the Middle Ages to a more consistent chapter in The Limits of Interpretation, down to a conference in 1995 (now in On Literature) in which I dealt with the “power of falsehood,” that is, the way in which many historical fakes, from Prester John’s letter to the infamous Protocols of the Elders of Zion, have produced real historical events, sometimes in a positive way, sometimes tragically. Besides this, many of my novels deal with the production of a fake, be it an invented plot (as in Foucault’s Pendulum and The Prague Cemetery) or, as in Baudolino, a hero who is a creative and likeable forger who inspires many of the deeds of Frederick Barbarossa.

Even if I had never dealt with the problem of truth in an explicit way, my penchant for forgeries was undoubtedly due to my idea that signs are those instruments that make it possible to tell lies or in any case to say what is not the case. But I think it is impossible to speak of fakes if one does not have an underlying criterion for truth. Certainly in a semiotics that favors interpretations more than the correspondence between signs and real objects or facts, one might think (as many of my critics did) that I do not believe in the possibility of reaching any truth. I would first of all point out that I follow the Peircean principle according to which we produce interpretations and interpretations of interpretations, but the process of unlimited semiosis stops when we produce a habit that allows us to come to grips with the reality (the Peircean dynamical object). At this moment we realize that our interpretations were “good” and we have reached some truth—even though such a certainty is mitigated by the awareness that every discovery of a truth is subject to the principle of fallibilism. Such an underlying notion of truth is at the basis of my idea, as I have already said, that while it is not possible to say when an interpretation is correct or is the only one possible, it is always possible to say when it is untenable.

I also elaborated these principles in the course of a debate with my friend Gianni Vattimo, the philosopher of so-called “weak thought,” who in many instances has given the impression that he unhesitatingly shares the idea (which comes from Nietzsche) that there are no facts but only interpretations—even though in his recent writings Vattimo has shown that he is not entirely convinced by such an oversimplification of Nietzsche’s position. My definitive opinion on this matter developed in a series of meetings organized in many places (from New York to Turin, and elsewhere) by Vattimo’s main opponent, Maurizio Ferraris, who advocates a new realism. I definitively presented my concept of negative realism in a paper I presented at the 13th World Congress of Philosophy (in Athens in 2013).

XV. NEGATIVE REALISM

To start with, I am not convinced that it is possible to speak of a “new” realism. In the course of my philosophical career I was informed about an old or strong realism (and it was no accident that I made my debut working on Aquinas). Aquinas was certainly an “old” realist and, as we might say today, an external realist: for him the world is there outside us and it is as it is independently of our knowledge. But Aquinas was also advocating a correspondence theory of truth: we are able to know the world as if our mind were its mirror, by adaequatio rei et intellectus. This kind of realism was extolled by many other philosophers and what always flabbergasts me is that the same position was also maintained by Lenin in his Materialism and Empirio-Criticism. Aquinas was not obviously a Marxist and it seems hard to believe that Lenin was a Thomist but it simply means that over the centuries the ideas of old realism were circulating among various thinkers.

In my lifetime I have encountered, in opposition to old or strong realism, various forms of temperate realism, from holism and ontological relativity to internal realism. If I had to explain the attempts to propose a new realism to a student, I would say that the appeal to a so-called new realism is a form of reaction to so-called postmodern philosophy. But here we find ourselves faced with a new conundrum: I have never clearly understood what philosophical postmodernism is since it has nothing to do either with the literary postmodernism of John Barth, Donald Barthelme, and Leslie Fiedler or with the architectural postmodernism of Charles Jencks or Robert Venturi. Literary or architectural postmodernism was a way of reacting to modern conceptions, mainly those of the avant-gardes of the twentieth century: postmodern artists were trying to liquidate the rejection of the past tradition, returning to a sort of classical heritage that they revisited and retold through ironical quotations in many forms. If so, what did these artistic forms of postmodernism have to do with the so-called philosophical postmodernism extolled by philosophers like Lyotard? Certainly, postmodern philosophies celebrated the end of the grand narratives, of a transcendental notion of meaning and truth, welcoming multiplicity and disenchantment, advocating forms of fragmented or “weak” thought, but it seems to me that these currents were not directly concerned with the problem of realism. As a matter of fact your thought can be polymorphous and disenchanted, you can give up global narration in order to cultivate only local forms of description, without casting any doubt on the existence of an external world that stands in front of your inevitably “weak” interpretations. Simply put, you can be philosophically postmodern by assuming that we cannot have a comprehensive and global vision of an unattainable Ding an sich. In this sense a postmodern philosophy is merely Kantianism without the guarantee of a transcendental form of knowledge. The difference is certainly very important but it cannot eliminate the ghost of a thing in itself. When I try to reduce these philosophical currents to a simple and recognizable model, I only find Nietzsche’s alleged statement whereby there are no facts but only interpretations (but he added that this idea was in itself an interpretation).

I do not believe that even the most fundamentalist followers of weak thought really think that there are no facts at all since to make an interpretation one must have something to interpret, and if the series of interpretations has no final terminus ad quem it must have at least a terminus a quo—a starting point that, however matters stand, we can call a fact. They simply assume, in a Nietzschean vein, that we know facts only through our interpretations and by knowing only interpretations and interpretations of interpretations we’ll never be able to recognize the thing in itself—reduced to a sort of ghost that vanishes for as long as our interpretations continue.

In a debate held in 1990 at Cambridge University (now published in Interpretation and Overinterpretation), Richard Rorty—broadening the discourse to include criteria of interpretation of things that are in the world—denied that the use made of a screwdriver to tighten screws is imposed by the object itself since we can also use it to open a package. Thus the “nature” of the screwdriver is imposed by our subjectivity. In the oral debate Rorty also alluded to the right we would have to interpret a screwdriver as something useful to scratch our ears with. To be honest, in the printed version of the debate Rorty eliminated the allusion to ear scratching. Evidently he had interpreted it as a simple boutade, an off-the-cuff remark made in the course of the conversation, and therefore I abstain from attributing this no longer documented example to him. But if Rorty did not use it someone else might and therefore my counter-objection is still valid, and I reconfirm it in the light of the notion of affordance (in Gibson’s sense, but also in the sense of Prieto’s notion of pertinence).19 A screwdriver can also serve to open a package (given that it is an instrument with a cutting point, easy to use in order to exert force on something resistant) but it is inadvisable to use it for rummaging about in your ear precisely because it is sharp, and too long to allow the hand to control the action required for such a delicate operation, so it would be better to use a light stick with a wad of cotton wool at its tip. It suffices to imagine a possible world in which there is only a hand, a screwdriver, and an ear (and at most a package and a screw) for the argument to acquire all its ontological value: there is something in the conformation both of my body and of the screwdriver that prevents me from interpreting the latter at my whim.

Certainly the followers of weak thought would say that they have never denied the existence of the table on which they were putting their screwdriver. They would simply say that that table became an object of knowledge only in so far as it is interpreted as a desk, a chair, a dining table, a support for a surgical intervention, or as a four-legged wooden object, a mere ensemble of atoms, and even a raft in case of shipwreck. Obviously I agree but my objection is that this table cannot be interpreted as a vehicle that can be used to travel from Manhattan to Poughkeepsie. The problem is that such a severe limitation tells us that the table can be interpreted (and known) in many ways (including those that its producer was not thinking of) but not in just any way.

In On Truth and Lying in a Non-Moral Sense Nietzsche says that since nature has thrown away the key, the intellect plays with fictions that it calls truth, or a system of concepts, based on the legislation of language. We think we talk about (and know) trees, colors, snow, and flowers but they are metaphors that do not correspond to the original essences. Every word immediately becomes a concept, draining away with its pallid universality the differences between fundamentally unequal things: so we believe that compared to the multiplicity of individual leaves there exists a primordial leaf “from which all leaves were woven, drawn, delineated, dyed, curled, painted―but by a clumsy pair of hands, so that no single example turned out to be a faithful, correct, and reliable copy of the primal form.”20 It is difficult for us to admit that birds or insects perceive the world differently from us, nor does it make sense to say which perception is the correct one since this would call for that criterion of “correct perception” that does not exist because “nature knows neither forms nor concepts and hence no species, but only an ‘X’ which is inaccessible to us and indefinable by us.”21

Truth then becomes for Nietzsche “a mobile army of metaphors, metonymies, and anthropomorphisms,” produced poetically, only to become fossilized into knowledge, “illusions of which we have forgotten that they are illusions,” coins whose images have been rubbed away and are now considered simply as metal and no longer as coins.22 We thus become accustomed to lying according to convention, having reduced the metaphors to schemata and concepts. And hence a pyramidal order of castes and ranks, laws and demarcations, entirely constructed by language, an immense “Roman columbarium” of concepts, the graveyard of intuition. This is a fascinating account of how the edifice of language regiments the landscape of the world, but Nietzsche fails to consider two intuitively evident phenomena. One is that if we adapt ourselves to the constrictions of the columbarium we can still manage to give some kind of account of the world (if someone goes to see a doctor and tells him he has been bitten by a dog, the doctor knows what sort of injection to give him even if he is not familiar with the particular dog that bit him). The other is that every now and then the world forces us to adapt the columbarium or even to choose an alternative model to the columbarium (which is, at the end of the day, the problem of the revolution of cognitive paradigms).

Nietzsche acknowledged the existence of natural constrictions but these constrictions struck him as “fearful powers” that constantly press upon us, countering “scientific” truths with other truths of a different nature. He evidently refused to recognize them by conceptualizing them in their turn, given that it is in order to escape them that we have wrought, by way of a defense, our conceptual suit of armor. To change these terrible forces would be possible but only in the form of a permanent poetic revolution: “If each of us still had a different kind of sensuous perception, if we could only perceive things as, variously, a bird, a worm, or as a plant does, or if one of us were to see a stimulus as red, a second person were to see the same stimulus as blue, while a third were even to hear it as a sound, nobody would ever speak of nature as something conforming to laws.”23 Therefore art (and with it myth) “continually confuses the conceptual categories and cells by bringing forward new transferences, metaphors, and metonymies. It continually manifests an ardent desire to refashion the world that presents itself to waking man, so that it will be as colorful, irregular, lacking in results and coherence, charming, and eternally new as the world of dreams.”24

If these are the premises, our first option would be to reject what surrounds us (and the way in which we vainly try to reduce it to order) and take refuge in dreams as a flight from reality. Nietzsche in fact cites Pascal, for whom, in order to be happy, all it would take would be to dream every night of being king. But he then admits that this dominion of art over life, however delightful, would be a deception. Or else, and this is what Nietzsche’s heirs have accepted as his true lesson, art can say what it says because it is Being itself, in its weakness and generosity, that accepts any definition and enjoys seeing itself perceived as mutable, a dreamer, extenuatingly vigorous and victoriously weak, no longer as fullness, presence, or foundation, but, rather, as fracture, absence of foundation. Which is Gianni Vattimo’s position. Being can therefore only be spoken insofar as it is in decline; instead of imposing itself, it withdraws. Thus we have arrived at an ontology organized into “weak” categories. Nietzsche’s announcement of the death of God is nothing more than the proclamation of the end of the stable structure of Being. From now on, Being will present itself only as suspension and withdrawal.

The trouble with such a nihilistic position is, in the first place, that once we had settled our accounts with the world we would still find ourselves having to settle them with the subject that emits that flatus vocis (a problem which is in any case the limit of any magical idealism). And, in the second place, if we assume that there are no facts but only interpretations, this still does not exclude the possibility of “bad” interpretations. There is no winning hand at poker that has not been put together by a choice of the player (encouraged maybe by chance) but this does not mean that every hand assembled by the player is a winning hand. If my opponent replies to my three aces with a straight flush, my wager turns out to have been a bad bet. There are times in our game with the world when the world replies to our three aces with a straight flush. Furthermore, there are players who place a bet and are eventually obliged to show a hand that, according to the laws of poker, contains no valid combination of cards; and the others, in unison, observe that the player must be crazy or doesn’t know how to play or is bluffing. What is the status of bluffing in a universe in which one interpretation is as good as another? What are the intersubjective criteria that allow us to define that particular combination of cards as off the wall? What criterion allows us to distinguish between dreams, poetic inventions, and acid trips?

Getting back to Rorty’s screwdriver, my objection did not deny that it can permit manifold interpretations, so I could also use it to commit a homicide. And while I may use it to scratch my ear, which is at least possible but inexpedient, I cannot use it to transport a liquid as I could do with a glass. My remarks are not trivial at all even though they seem like mere truisms: what they mean is that a screwdriver responds positively (so to speak) to many of my possible interpretations but in certain cases it says “no.” This sort of refusal opposed by the objects of our world is the basis of my prudent idea of a negative realism.

Remember that not even Nietzsche denied the existence of terrible forces that constantly press upon us. In Kant and the Platypus I called these terrible forces the hard core of Being. In speaking of a “hard core” I did not mean something like a “stable kernel” that we might identify sooner or later, not the law of laws, but, more prudently, lines of resistance that render some of our approaches fruitless. It is precisely our faith in these lines of resistance that also ought to guide the discourse on hermeneutics because, if we assumed that one can say anything and that “anything goes,” the intellectual and moral tension that guides our continual interrogation of the world (even if we consider Being as something that continually vanishes and escapes our grasp) would no longer make sense. We should in any case admit the presence of that something even though that something shows up as mere absence.

When we claim to have learned from experience that nature exhibits stable tendencies, there is no need to think of complex laws like the law of universal gravity, but only of experiences that are simpler and more immediate like the apparent rising and setting of the sun, the fact that things fall downwards and not upwards, the existence of species. Universals may well be a figment and an infirmity of thought, and it could be a mistake to figure out such species as “cat” or “dog.” In spite of this we know by experience that if we unite one dog with another the result of their union is a dog and if we unite a dog with a cat nothing is born—and even if something were born it would be unable to reproduce. This does not yet mean that what we have recognized is the (Darwinian or Platonic) reality of genera and species. All it is meant to suggest is that speaking per generalia may well be a result of our penuria nominum (as the medievals said) but that something resistant has driven us to invent general terms (whose extension we can always revise and correct). The objection that biotechnology may one day render these tendencies obsolete and create a new species halfway between a cat and a dog is not relevant. The fact that a technology, which by definition alters the limits of nature, is required in order to violate them means that the limits of nature exist.

To state that there are lines of resistance merely means to say that even if it appears only as an effect of language, Being is not an effect of language in the sense that language freely constructs it. Even those who have stated that Being is pure chaos and is therefore susceptible to all discourse would at least have to exclude that it is order. Language does not construct Being ex novo: it questions it, in some way always finding something already given. Even if Being were moth-eaten (as Vattimo once suggested with a brilliant metaphor) there would always be a fabric whose warp and weft, confused by the infinite holes that have eaten into it, still subsist in some stubborn way. This already given is in fact what we have called the lines of resistance. The appearance of these Resistances is the nearest thing that can be found, before any first philosophy or theology, to the idea of God or Law. Certainly it is a God who manifests himself as pure negativity, pure limit, pure “no,” that of which language cannot or must not talk. In this sense it is something very different from the God of the revealed religions, or it assumes only His severest traits, those of the exclusive Lord of Interdiction, incapable of saying so much as “go forth and multiply,” but bent solely on repeating “thou shalt not eat from this tree.”

This idea of lines of resistance, whereby something that does not depend on our interpretations challenges them, can represent a form of minimal or negative realism according to which facts, while they certainly do not tell me when I am right, frequently tell me that I am wrong.

Suppose that on a wall we see a half-open door. Many interpretations are possible, first that it is a real door, second that it is a painted door—but if we entertain this second interpretation we must still decide whether it is a case of trompe-l’oeil, intended to deceive us, or whether it is an artistic representation of a door, a fresco that invites an aesthetic response. There are other possible interpretations. (Was the door painted recently, should we consider it a masterpiece or a daub?—And so on and so forth.) But suppose we entertain the interpretation that it is a real door and go straight ahead in order to pass through. The very fact that we bang our nose is the proof that our interpretation was wrong.

This negative realism concerns not only our knowledge of simple facts but also our knowledge of texts. There is an infinity of possible interpretations of Finnegans Wake but even the most savage deconstructionist cannot say that it tells the story of a French lady who reads love stories, commits adultery, and poisons herself. In The Limits of Interpretation I gave many examples of interpretations that are definitely disproved by the text we are trying to interpret. How can it be admitted that there are facts I am interpreting that can challenge me through some limits? This could be a mere postulate of interpretation since if we assumed that we can say everything about everything then the adventure of our continuous questioning of the world would lack any reason. At this point even the most radical of relativists would be justified in embracing the point of view of the most radical of old-fashioned realists because—if “anything goes”—there would be no philosophical difference between being a strong realist or a deconstructionist.

But we have the experience of an undeniable limit before which our languages evaporate into silence, and that is the experience of death. We question the world in the certainty, after thousands of years of experience, that all men are mortal and death is the limit after which all interpreting initiatives vanish. Therefore, in knowing for sure that there is at least one limit that challenges the infinite progress of our interpretation, we are encouraged to persist in suspecting that there are other limits to the freedom of our conjectures.

It is not necessary to back up what I am saying with any other metaphysical theory, but, rather, with a semiotic one, that of Hjelmslev. We use signs (or expressions) to convey a content, and this content is carved out and organized in different forms by different cultures (and languages). What is it made from? From an amorphous stuff, amorphous before language has carried out its vivisection of it. Let us say that such an amorphous stuff, which we will call the continuum of the content, is all that may be experienced, said, and thought: the infinite horizon, if you will, of that which is, has been, and will be, both out of necessity and contingency. It would seem that before a culture has organized it linguistically in the form of content, this continuum is everything and nothing and therefore eludes all determination.

Nevertheless, when Hjelmslev speaks of this amorphous continuum that every language organizes in a different way, he says that linguistic chains such as I do not know, je ne sais pas, en tiedä, naluvara, jeg véd det ikke, despite their differences, express the same mening, that is, the same thought. The Danish term mening could be translated as meaning but, probably in order to avoid possible misunderstandings, for the English version of his work Hjelmslev accepted the term purport. How can an amorphous continuum have a mening or a purport?

As a matter of fact Hjelmslev was not speaking of a linguistic phenomenon, but, rather, of an extralinguistic one: he said that the purport could be described by various extralinguistic disciplines. Thus languages are obliged to recognize extrasemiotic constrictions that they cannot ignore. In other words, different expressions such as it is raining, il pleut, and piove all refer to the same phenomenon. As if to say that in the magma of the continuum there are lines of resistance and possibilities for flow, like the grain in wood or marble that makes it easier to cut it one way rather than another. Every culture runs up against the extralinguistic problem of rain, it rains or doesn’t rain in every culture, and tertium datur only when it drizzles or when hoar-frost forms.

If the continuum itself has lines of tendency we are not entitled to say whatever we like. There are directions, maybe not compulsory directions but certainly directions that are forbidden. There are things we cannot say. It doesn’t matter if these things were once said. We subsequently “banged our heads into” evidence that convinced us that we could no longer say what we formerly said. If so, Being may not be comparable to a one-way street but to a network of multilane freeways along which one can travel in more than one direction; but despite this some roads will nonetheless remain dead ends.

I believe that there are some connections between my idea of a negative realism and Popper’s idea whereby the only real proof of the acceptability of our scientific hypotheses is the possibility of their supporting a test of falsifiability. But I also think that my notion of a minimal realism can be translated in terms of the philosophy of Peirce. As I have already said, for Peirce every one of our inquiries, as well as our perceptual explorations of the surrounding world, is elicited by a dynamical object. We do not know it if not through immediate objects, which are signs and their interpretants, and the series of interpretants never stops, producing a process of unlimited semiosis. However, by producing these interpretants we grow a habit, that is to say, an ability to act upon surrounding reality, and the proof that a given series of interpretants works is given by the fact that through our habit we can modify reality. If we do not succeed in this enterprise, the very possibility of a failure means that there is something controlling and limiting our interpretations.

Is it enough to entertain such a notion of minimal realism in order to conceive both of an open inquiry and of the hope of reaching a truth some day? Searle once said that realism means that we are convinced that things go in a certain way, and maybe we will never know definitely how they go but we are sure that they will go that way even if we shall never know how they go. Maybe this is not enough to believe, with Peirce, that in the long run we can perhaps attain some truth; but it is enough prudently to assume, through the idea of a negative realism, that there is something no one in their right mind would say.

XVI. KANT AND THE PLATYPUS

I consider Kant and the Platypus (1997, translated into English in 1999) to be my most significant work in recent years. In this book, on the one hand I criticized and corrected many of my previous positions, on the other I tried to make a definitive comparison of my semiotic positions with many problems in analytic philosophy. I tackle the problems of a cognitive semiotics—in fact the subtitle is Essays on Language and Cognition. It is an odd book because it is not intended to be systematic (actually comprising six essays that are apparently independent of one another), and in it I deal with the various problems in the form of narrations, starting from fictional examples rather than general ideas. Perhaps this preference was due to my experiences as a narrator or to the fear of writing another treatise as in A Theory of Semiotics.

Certain points of Kant and the Platypus strike me as most important to my research. Above all, in the first essay I tackle the matter of Being, in disagreement with Heidegger, and I outline the principles I have just set out with regard to my negative realism. The second essay deals with the problem of cognition by comparing the positions of Kant and Peirce, reexamining the Kantian notion of the schema in particular. At this point enter the platypus, an animal naturalists did not manage to define for many decades, failing to insert it in an existing classification. The title of the book is due to the fact that Kant could not have known the platypus because by the time it was discovered he was very old, and it was finally defined when he was already dead; but it struck me as interesting to try to understand what he would have said on finding himself faced with this unclassifiable animal. Hence the third essay reformulates the problems already discussed with regard to the encyclopedia, and analyzes different forms of knowledge.

In particular, I proposed a difference between a cognitive type, expressed as nuclear content—a set of interpretants on the basis of which both a lay person and a naturalist can agree on the properties evoked by the term mouse, both understanding in the same way the sentence there is a mouse in the kitchen—and molar content, which represents the specialized knowledge that a naturalist may have of a mouse. We are justified, then, in thinking that on the one hand there is a mean encyclopedia (shared in the present case by both the naturalist and the lay person) and on the other an unmanageable plethora of specialized encyclopedias, the complete collection of which would constitute the unattainable maximal encyclopedia. Accordingly, we could imagine the states (or strata) of what Putnam has called the social division of linguistic labor by hypothesizing a kind of solar system (the maximal encyclopedia) in which a great many specialized encyclopedias describe orbits of varying circumferences around a central nucleus (the median encyclopedia) but at the center of that nucleus we must also imagine a swarm of individual encyclopedias representing in sundry and unforeseeable ways the encyclopedic notions of each individual.

The fourth essay deals again with the difference between dictionary and encyclopedia and the problem of natural classifications. The fifth revises my old ideas about reference and introduces a fundamental concept that regulates every act of reference: negotiation. In interpreting a given sign or text we must negotiate our interpretation in order to be understood, and the same happens with acts of reference. Quine’s anthropologist who does not understand what the native means by gavagai must in some way negotiate with him to decide what the phenomenon he is referring to actually is. The principle of negotiation is also at the center of a book I devoted to translation (Dire quasi la stessa cosa, 2003, an Italian fusion and revision of two previous English texts, Experiences in Translation and Mouse or Rat? Translation as Negotiation). Finally, in the sixth essay I reconsidered my old theories about iconism.

XVII. DISCUSSIONS ABOUT ICONISM

In the 1960s I was interested not in stressing a sort of natural relationship between signs and things, but, rather, in studying the systems of cultural conventions that drew us to see reality as a cultural construct. I criticized a naïve distinction between symbols and icons according to which symbols were wholly conventional and icons worked through a sort of natural similarity with the things or situations they represented. Thus my effort consisted in showing all the elements of cultural convention on which the iconic effects were based. Such a conventional notion of icons triggered many polemical reactions and undoubtedly I was too radical. Thirty years later, in Kant and the Platypus, I admit that even though a visual image can be interpreted on the grounds of several cultural conventions, there are at least some phenomena between sensation and perception that work independently of any convention. Thus I conclude that an iconic sign also works by surrogate stimuli that produce a sort of perceptual Ersatz.

It is not by convention that the most abstract icon of the sun in a diagram represents it by a circle and not by a square. It is still possible to adopt a conventional system of representation whereby every item of the physical world is represented only by straight lines and squares, but if I trace a straight line to represent the ground and I put on the line a square representing a house, then the square representing the sun must be above and not below the straight line. If I want to represent a sunset with these elements, therefore putting the sun right on the straight line, I must at least distinguish it from the house by coloring it red and leaving the house white, perhaps coloring the space below the line in green. I mean to say that I must respect some natural perceptual experiences, either in terms of spatial orientation or in terms of chromatic differences.

One example of my iconoclastic vehemence was the polemic about outlines. Inspired by Gombrich’s observation, I maintained that if I take a sheet of paper and draw the outline of a horse, the only property that the pictured horse has (the continuous black line) is the only property that the real horse does not have. In 1982 even Gombrich corrected his original conventionalism. Outlines are a perceptual “surrogate” and serve as “indicators of discontinuity.” If, on looking at a horse standing against a landscape, I move my head or change my position, I see other aspects of the landscape that I did not see before, while the horse is still the same: and therefore the drawn outline accounts for this perceptual “boundary.”

My conclusion was that there are signs that, in order to be recognized as such, must be perceived (even if by virtue of surrogate stimuli) through basic semiosis, so that we could perceive them as such even if we did not decide we were dealing with a sign. Suppose we call this alpha mode. On the other hand, there are cases in which in order to perceive a substance as form I must first of all presume that it is an expression of a sign function, deliberately produced with a view to communicating. Suppose we call this beta mode. It is through alpha mode that we perceive pictures (or photos or a film image) as if they were the “scene” itself. It is only on subsequent reflection that we establish the fact that we are confronted with a sign. The alpha/beta distinction does not correspond to that between motivated and conventional signs. The face of a clock is a motivated expression of planetary movement or of what we know about it, and nevertheless we must first of all perceive that face as a sign (beta mode) before being able to read it as a motivated sign (so the position x of the hands is in motivated correspondence with the position y of the sun in the sky and vice versa). Alpha mode would only let me perceive a circular form across which two little rods move, and this is how one in a culture without clocks would first see one.

The distinction between alpha and beta mode could also be expanded to verbal phenomena. Given the sentence the dog bites the cat it is through beta mode that we recognize dog and cat as words, but what has been called a phenomenon of syntactic iconism is recognized through alpha mode: the fact that the sequence is “A + verb + B” tells us—through a perception of vectoriality—that A performs the action and B undergoes it. The cat bites the dog would change the meaning of the expression radically.

XVIII. WRITING NOVELS

I consider myself a philosopher, even though I have written about many other topics, and I am certainly a philosopher who has also written seven novels. This last fact, given its dimensions and the time it took me, from the end of the 1970s until today, cannot be considered a marginal accident. Nonetheless, this intellectual autobiography has not dealt with my novels except for brief mentions. I know very well that some of those who write about me in this book will take my novels into consideration too, both because they find many philosophical themes in them and because they see these writings as another of the ways in which I have philosophized.

I should say that when I started to write The Name of the Rose, even though I used a lot of medieval philosophy texts, I did not think there was any link between my literary and academic writing. In fact I took my narrative adventure as a vacation. I was certainly aware of the fact that, in narrating, I was dealing with philosophical questions, but they were questions that my philosophy could not answer. The jacket flap of the first Italian edition said, in conclusion: “If the author has written a novel it is because he has discovered, in his maturity, that what you cannot theorize about, you must narrate.” By paraphrasing Wittgenstein, I could have written: “Whereof one cannot theorize, thereof one must narrate.”

So I did not think of my novels as a demonstration of some philosophical theory. I knew that these works were often inspired by philosophical debates, but these could be mutually contradictory and, in narrating, I brought those contradictions into play. It then happened that many of my readers found philosophical positions in my novels. I accepted those readings without approving or rejecting them, starting from the principle that sometimes a text is more intelligent than its author and says things that the author had not thought of yet. In any case, I admit that in The Name of the Rose there is a debate on the problem of truth (but in the way this might have been seen by a fourteenth-century follower of Occam who was in crisis); in Foucault’s Pendulum there is a polemic against occultist thought and the various conspiracy syndromes; in The Prague Cemetery conspiracy theory is again the subject as I try to show the folly of antisemitism; The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana deals with questions about memory studied today by cognitive sciences; The Island of the Day Before has fun taking a new look at the various philosophies of the Baroque period and the situation of a universe without limits that is born with the discoveries of the new astronomy; Baudolino is an implicit reflection on the relationship between truth and the lie; and finally Numero Zero is an implicit debate about journalism and factual truth.

Here, however, I would prefer to deal, in terms of aesthetics and the theory of narrativity, with what I might define as my poetics as a narrator. When interviewers ask me “how did you write your novel?” I usually cut them short and reply “from left to right.” But this is a joke. In fact after my attempts at fiction I realized that a novel is not just a linguistic phenomenon. A novel (like every narrative we perform every day, explaining for instance why we arrived late that morning) uses words to convey narrated facts. Now, as far as fictional facts are concerned, the facts, or the story, are more important than words. Words are fundamental in poetry (and this is why poetry is so difficult to translate, because of the difference of sounds between two different languages). Thus in poetry it is the choice of the expression that determines the content. In prose the opposite happens: it is the world the author chooses, and the events that happen in it, that dictate rhythm, style, and even verbal choices. This is why in all of my novels my first endeavor was to design a world, and to design it as precisely as possible, so that I could move around in it with total confidence. For The Name of the Rose I drew hundreds of labyrinths and plans of abbeys. I needed to know how long it would take two characters to go from one place to another while conversing, and this also dictated the length of the dialogues. For Foucault’s Pendulum I spent evening after evening, right through to closing time, in the Conservatoire des Arts et Métiers, where some of the main events of the story took place. In order to talk about the Templars, I went to visit the Forêt d’Orient in France, where there are traces of their commanderies (which are vaguely alluded to in the novel). In order to describe Casaubon’s night walk through Paris, from the Conservatoire to Place des Vosges and then to the Eiffel Tower, I spent several nights between 2:00 and 3:00 in the morning walking along and dictating everything I could see into a pocket tape recorder, so as not to get the street names and intersections wrong. For The Island of the Day Before I naturally went to the South Seas, to the precise geographical location where the book is set, to see the colors of the sea, of the sky, of the fish, and the corals—at various times of day. But I also worked for two or three years on drawings and small models of ships of the period, to find out how big a cabin or cubby hole was and how one could move from one to the other. Probably I started thinking of Baudolino having wanted for a long time to visit Istanbul, and the beginning and the end of my novel are set in that city.

Once this world has been designed, the words will follow and they will be (if all goes well) those that that world and all the events that take place in it require. For this reason, the style in The Name of the Rose is—throughout—that of the medieval chronicler, precise, faithful, naïve, and amazed, flat when necessary (a humble fourteenth-century monk does not write like Joyce). In Foucault’s Pendulum, on the other hand, a plurality of languages had to come into play due to the different nationalities and cultures of the characters. In The Island of the Day Before it was the very nature of the world in which the story begins that determined not just the style but the very structure of the dialogue and the constant conflict between narrator and character.

Another feature of my poetics is that the writer must comply with some constraints. For instance, one of the constraints of Foucault’s Pendulum was that the characters had to have lived through 1968, but since Belbo then writes his files on computer—something that also plays a formal role in the whole story since it partly inspires its aleatory and combinatory nature—the final events absolutely had to take place between 1983 and 1984 and not before because the first personal computers with word-processing programs went on sale in Italy only in 1983. In order to make all that time elapse from 1968 to 1983 I was forced to send Casaubon somewhere else. Where? My memories of some magic rituals that I had witnessed in Brazil led me there. This was the reason for what many people thought was an overly long digression, but it was essential for me because it allowed me to have one character, Amparo, experience something in Brazil, while that same something would happen to the other characters in the course of the book.

In The Island of the Day Before the historical constraints were based on the fact that I needed Roberto to take part as a young man in the siege of Casale, to be present at Richelieu’s death, and then arrive at his island after December 1642, but not later than 1643, the year in which Tasman went there, even though this was some months earlier than the time in which my story was set. But I could set the story only between July and August because that was the period when I saw the Fiji Islands, and a ship took several months to get there. This explains the mischievous novelistic insinuations that I make in the final chapter, to convince myself and the reader that perhaps Tasman had come back later to that archipelago without saying anything to anybody. Here one sees the heuristic usefulness of constraints that force you to invent silences, conspiracies, and ambiguities. Why all these constraints? Was it really necessary for Roberto to be present at Richelieu’s death? Not at all. But it was necessary for me to set myself constraints. Otherwise the story could not have gone along under its own steam.

Still on the subject of constraints, the finale of Baudolino had to take place in 1204 because I wanted to narrate the conquest of Constantinople. But Prester John’s letter (which in my story is forged by Baudolino) is first mentioned around 1165. Why then did Baudolino not persuade Frederick Barbarossa to set off immediately for Prester John’s kingdom? Because I had to have him coming back from the kingdom only in 1204. What did I have to make Baudolino do in that interval of almost four decades? I made him constantly delay his departure. At the time it seemed like a waste to me. I had to insert a series of temporary stop-gaps into the story in order to arrive finally at that damned date of 1204. And yet, in doing so, I created the desire and the spasm. Baudolino’s desire for Prester John’s kingdom grows, as it does in the reader’s eyes, too (I hope). Once more the advantages of constraints. Narrators do not want to be free to invent anything they want. The construction of a world and the choice of some constraints obliges them to follow the internal logic of the story and to a certain extent the logic of the characters. These are the principles of my narrative and I think they are or should be common to every narrator. That’s why from fictions invented without any philosophical program one can draw at least some aesthetic and semiotic laws.

I must, however, quote some of my most recent writings (for instance, the chapter “Some Remarks on Fictional Characters” in Confessions of a Young Novelist) in which I drew some philosophical consequences from my narrative experiences—linking the problem of fiction with the problem of truth. In short, we can never be sure that, let’s say, assertions such as Napoleon died in 1821 or even water is H2O are definitely true since new historical documents or a radical change in Mendeleev’s table may oblige us to revise these beliefs. In contrast, assertions such as Superman is Clark Kent, Anna Karenina committed suicide, or Doctor Watson was wounded in Afghanistan can never be cast in doubt by any reasonable person. In this sense narrative truths are a sort of litmus paper test for any other kind of allegedly true assertion. An assertion about the real world is definitely true if it is as true as Superman is Clark Kent.

XIX. LAUGHTER AND DEATH

Until the age of fifty and throughout my youth I dreamt of writing a book on the theory of comedy. Why? Because every book on the subject has been unsuccessful. Every theoretician of comedy, from Freud to Bergson or Pirandello, explains some aspect of the phenomenon, but not all. This phenomenon is so complex that no theory is or has been able, thus far, to explain it completely. So I thought to myself that I would like to write the real theory of comedy, and I have written a few essays on the comic and humor. But then the task proved desperately difficult. Maybe it is for this reason that I wrote The Name of the Rose, a novel that deals with the lost Aristotelian book on comedy. It was a way to tell as a story what I was unable to say in philosophical terms. Once again, “whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must narrate.”

In ancient philosophy it was said (and Rabelais repeated) that laughter was the proprium of humans, that is, only humans have the prerogative of laughter. Animals are bereft of humor. Laughter is a typically human experience. We think that this is linked to the fact that we are the only animals who know they must die. The other animals can understand it only at the moment they die but they are unable to articulate anything like the statement “we are all mortal.” Humans are able to do this, however, and that is probably why there are religions and rituals. But the real point is that since we know that our destiny is death, we laugh. Laughing is a quintessentially human way to react to the human sense of death. In this way comedy becomes a chance to withstand tragedies, to limit our desires, to fight against fanaticism. Comedy (I am indirectly quoting Baudelaire) throws a diabolical shade of suspicion upon every proclamation of a dogmatic truth.

Preparation for death consists essentially in convincing yourself gradually that—as it says in Ecclesiastes—all is vanity. Yet, despite this, even the philosopher acknowledges one painful disadvantage of death. The beauty of growing and maturing is realizing that life is a marvelous accumulation of knowledge. We call this experience, and so in times gone by the elders were considered the wisest of the tribe and their task was to pass on their wisdom to their children and grandchildren. It is a wonderful feeling to realize that every day you learn something more, that your errors of the past have made you wiser, and that your mind (while perhaps your body gets weaker) is a library that grows larger every day with the addition of a new volume. I am one of those people who don’t miss their youth because today I feel more fulfilled than ever. But the thought that all that experience will be lost at the moment of my death is a cause of suffering. The thought that those who come after me will know as much as I do, and even more, does not console me. It’s like burning down the Library of Alexandria or destroying the Louvre . . .

We remedy this sadness by writing, painting, or building cities. Yet, no matter how much I pass on by writing about myself, or just by writing, even if I were Plato, Montaigne, or Einstein, I can never transmit the sum of my experience—for example, my feelings on seeing a beloved face or a revelation I have had on watching a sunset. This is the true disadvantage of death and even philosophers have to admit that there is something disagreeable about death. How to get around this problem? By winning immortality, some say. It is not for me to discuss whether immortality is a dream or a possibility, however small, whether it’s possible to live to over a hundred and fifty, whether old age is merely an illness that can be prevented. I limit myself to admitting the possibility of a very long or an endless life because only in that way can I reflect upon the advantages of death.

If I could choose I’d want to live, let’s say, ad infinitum. But it is on thinking of myself not at a thousand but merely at two hundred that I begin to discover the disadvantages of immortality. If it were granted only to me, I would witness the disappearance, one by one, of my dear ones, my own children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren. The aftermath of suffering and nostalgia that would accompany me in this protracted old age would be unbearable. And what if I realized I was the only one with memories in a world of scatterbrains who have regressed to prehistoric levels? How could I bear my intellectual and moral solitude? It would be even worse if the growth of my personal experience was slower than that of the collective experience and I had to live with my modest, dated wisdom in a community of young people who surpassed me intellectually in every way. But it would be worse still if immortality or an incredibly long life were granted to all. We would live in a world overcrowded with people over a hundred (or a thousand) years of age who rob the younger generations of vital space and I would find myself plunged into an atrocious struggle for life, in which my descendants would wish me finally dead. And who can say I wouldn’t get bored with all the things that in my first hundred years were a source of wonder, amazement, and the joy of discovery? Would I still take pleasure from reading the Iliad for the thousandth time or from listening uninterruptedly to the Well-Tempered Clavichord? Would I still be able to bear a dawn, a rose, a meadow in bloom, or the taste of honey?

I begin to suspect that the sadness that overcomes me when I think that, by dying, I would lose all my treasure of experience is much like the feeling I get when I think that, by surviving, this oppressive and moldy experience would begin to get on my nerves.

Perhaps it’s better to carry on, for the years that might be granted me, leaving messages in bottles for those who will come after me, as I wait for what Saint Francis called Sister Death.

UMBERTO ECO
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Umberto Eco

WHY PHILOSOPHY?

I. WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY

Apart from the original etymology where “philosophy” means “love of knowledge,” defining philosophy is a difficult task since the meaning of the word has changed over the centuries. In ancient Greece it was thought that people started philosophizing (as Aristotle put it) as a response to acts of wonder. But an act of wonder can be met by the question “who has done all these things that surround us?” (certainly a philosophical question even though one common to all religions) as well as by the question “how come ruminants have horns, except for the camel?” (a question that Aristotle had tried to answer but which today we leave to scientific research and not philosophy).

And yet, while it is now science that has to explain the origin and nature of ruminants, and can tell us that they are the product of natural evolution, a strictly philosophical question remains, which is still answered today in a great variety of ways, namely: “even if ruminants are the product of natural evolution, is there an intelligent design that has established laws of nature by which they have evolved in such a way (by which each ox, born at whatever time and in whatever place, has horns)?” You realize that this is once more the problem of the existence (or nonexistence) of God. Science may tell us that we don’t need to assume there’s a creator in order to explain the origin of the universe and of life, but it cannot prove that there is no God—in the same way that it cannot prove that God exists, even if, in the Middle Ages, St. Thomas Aquinas thought that reason could confirm faith and devised five (philosophical) proofs of the existence of God. But Kant then claimed that this type of proof was not rationally valid and that the presence of God could only be postulated for moral reasons. And this is why, however much science expands its own territory, philosophy still pokes its nose in (so to speak) everywhere.

We can therefore say that even if humanity since ancient times has given science the task of answering certain questions, there are other questions that science cannot answer (for example, what goodness and justice are, whether one notion of the state is better than others, why evil and death exist, and so forth), and these are the subject of philosophical research. So that someone has suggested that philosophy is the discipline that looks at questions to which there is no answer.

This definition goes too far. It is true that there are questions to which there is no answer but this is also true for the world of science—for example, what is the largest odd number? A problem examined by mathematics and at a level that we can describe as mathematical philosophy. But philosophy is concerned more with questions for which other disciplines cannot find answers, such as what does being mean? Is it different to say I am, in the sense that I exist, than to say that dogs are mammals, or that I am a certain age, or to ask what the weather is? Are there two different reasons as to why we accept the ideas that a right angle has ninety degrees and that all humans are mortal? If I think it is true that dogs are mammals, that it is now raining, that the Three Kings went to visit baby Jesus, that Napoleon died on St. Helena, and that the right angle has ninety degrees, are all my beliefs “true” in the same way? And what is truth? It is not that these questions have no answer but that they surely have had too many and that there are differing definitions of truth.

And perhaps the most far-reaching philosophical question is “why does something exist rather than nothing?”

Perhaps these are difficult problems and there are those who reckon philosophers are wasting time posing such questions. But let us imagine some unfortunate person, weighed down by poverty or sickness, who asks: “Why was I born? Why did my parents have to produce me?” This poor person is talking about something of crucial importance to him and yet he is talking philosophy even without realizing it, like the famous character in Molière who never realized he was talking in prose.

And here are other typically philosophical questions that people ask as a matter of course. Is there justice in this world? Why do people have to suffer? Is there a life after death in which my sufferings will be rewarded? The person I love seems the most beautiful of all, but what is “beauty”? Is it better that everyone is equal or that each person is rewarded according to merit? A right angle has ninety degrees, and I believe this, but is it equally true that all humans are mortal or would one immortal person be enough to upset this belief? If aliens came down to earth on a flying saucer, would they also think that a right angle has ninety degrees? And anyway, who told us that a right angle has ninety degrees? Do animals have a soul? And do I have one? And what is the soul? And where is it? And what is memory, seeing that if someone loses all their memory they seem no longer to have a soul? Why do I cry over what happens to characters in novels even if I know they aren’t real? Is it better to get rich telling everyone else to go to hell or to live as an altruist? I am told that a pig is more intelligent than a dog but why do I prefer taking a dog for a walk? Is it something to do with friendship, love, identification with someone else? But what are friendship, love, identification? Why do I think the person I love is the most perfect of all, whereas if she had been working in another office or living in another city I would have loved someone else? What difference is there between being convinced through the demonstration of a mathematical fact (for example, Pythagoras’s theorem) and through persuading someone (for example, to vote for one party rather than another)? If demonstrating a theorem seems “rational” to us, does convincing someone to vote depend on “irrational” choices? Or on only “reasonable” choices? The demonstration of the theorem doesn’t involve feeling, whereas the voting decision is based on preferences, feelings, emotions. Should I therefore have more trust in surveyors (in technicians) than in politicians? What are the differences between reason, intellect, feeling, belief, preference, habitual choice? To what extent does our body interfere with our brain?

We could carry on ad infinitum: these are all philosophical questions, and we don’t have to be professors of philosophy to pose them. Philosophical questions concern each one of us.

You could certainly decide that all these questions are a waste of time and that we can live perfectly well having fun, making money, or dying of hunger without such questions having much effect on us. But—apart from the fact that certain humans cannot resist the wonder that leads them to raise these questions—over the course of history these “irrelevant” questions have determined our way of life, have driven certain groups to religious wars, have profoundly influenced the investigations of scientists, have determined our way of understanding life, enjoyment, profit, and our sufferings, even for those who have never realized it.

Added to all this is the extremely important fact that practicing philosophy teaches us to reason, and reasoning in the correct way can lead us to feel satisfaction even if we have no practical success in life but have helped very many others to deal with practical problems. Nor should it be forgotten that great scientists such as Descartes, Pascal, Galileo, up to Einstein and beyond, have practiced philosophical reflection as well as scientific research.

A very young child sometimes says “given that . . .” (to the excitement of its parents) in order to reach certain conclusions. In this way the child is practicing the logical method of inference (if it rains then the ground will be wet, and it is raining, so the ground will be wet, and it’s a good idea not to go outside with bare feet) or even the Aristotelian syllogism (all storms wet the ground, a storm is expected, therefore it can be expected that the ground will be wet). And logic is one of the branches of philosophy. Everyone practices logic, without even realizing it. Except that there are erroneous logical reasonings such as, for example, all storms wet the ground, the ground is wet, therefore there has been a storm; the reasoning appears wrong even to someone who hasn’t studied logic since it is obvious that the ground can be wet because an irrigation machine has been over it. But logic has developed strict criteria to demonstrate why this reasoning is false; moreover, there are other erroneous reasonings that are much more difficult to recognize as such.

In short, it is worth practicing philosophical reflection for this simple reason alone, in the same way that it is worth doing gymnastics. In the latter case we avoid growing fat, in the former case we become more intelligent.

Philosophy accustoms us to one thing in particular: to abstract reasoning. All of us reason through abstraction, and so, for example, the vet who gives me an antirabies injection even without seeing the dog that has bitten me is applying a general concept about dogs (and their nature and habits) and knows what could generally happen if a dog bites us. But the vet is usually concerned with this or that dog. Whereas the philosopher is concerned not just with the concept of dog but with the concept of concept, namely the reasons why we develop concepts. This sometimes leads philosophy into working on abstractions that we cannot immediately understand, which induces us to think that the philosopher is living outside the real world. But many things that have greatly influenced our own world (including many scientific discoveries) have been understood precisely while working at very abstract levels of thought.

A child, in the early years of life, gets to know a Chihuahua, a Mastiff, and a Doberman and is soon able to call them all “dog.” Science, by studying our brain structures, is ready (more or less) to answer how and why this happens. But what is this idea of “dog” that even a child learns in the early years of life? Is it a construct of our brain, which functions in the same way at all times and in all countries? Is it something that exists outside this world (Platonists would encourage us to say that it is a hyperuranian idea, even if Plato never said this)? Is it a law of nature that would remain valid even if, by some accident, all dogs on this earth died in an epidemic and not a single dog was left in the world? Is it a construction of zoology? How is it that the child immediately understands there is an identity by genetic inheritance between a German Shepherd dog and a Pekinese and not between a Pekinese and a tabby cat? A philosopher will translate this problem (and has done so for centuries) in terms of “do universals exist, or are they a product of culture and of language?”

II. IN WHAT WAY IS PHILOSOPHY DIFFERENT FROM OTHER QUESTIONS ABOUT THE UNIVERSE?

In the history of humankind there have been other ways of responding to the wonder of what surrounds us. For example, religions, which are a matter of faith and have been passed down in the form of myths or revelations; whereas the philosophical answer is based on a use of reason. There have been philosophies that have sought to show how the revelations of religions do not conflict with “sane” reason (and we are reminded of how Thomas Aquinas developed five rational ways for proving the existence of God) in the same way that there have been cases in which philosophy has acted as a criticism of religions (as in Feuerbach or Marx). There have been cosmologies, more or less fantastical stories about how the universe was created, or about the genealogies of the gods (for example, Hesiod). All these “stories” were distinguished from philosophical reasoning, through which, instead, there was always an attempt to follow what were regarded as the laws of our mind.

We now know—though the Greeks didn’t know it before the birth of philosophy—that there were, and still are, other forms of knowledge, that there is Chinese wisdom, Indian thought, in the same way that there were forms of knowledge in ancient Egypt or between the Assyrians and the Babylonians. And it’s not enough to say that many of those forms of thought are expressed through myths or poems (and therefore relate to art or mythology but not to philosophical thought) since we regard Parmenides as a philosopher even though he spoke through poetry, and Plato often expressed himself through mythological tales. It’s often a shame we don’t know enough about non-Western forms of thought in the same way that we know little about the ancient wisdoms expressed by the mythologies of the American Indians or the many African ethnic groups. An ideal education would include knowledge of these forms of thought, just as schools should teach not just what the Greek philosophers said or what the Bible says but also what is said, for example, in the Quran. Otherwise we will never understand the thinking of Others who are gradually also becoming a part of our own world.

But there is a cultural reason why a history of philosophy begins with the Greeks. It was Greek thought that shaped the way of thinking in the Western world, and only by understanding what the Greeks thought can we understand how we have continued to think during the last three millennia or so. And if a Westerner who goes to work in China ought to understand something of the Chinese mentality, surely a Chinese person who comes to live among us should adapt to the forms of Western thought that originated in Greece. You may say it’s not right but it’s a fact that thousands and thousands of young people from the East who go to study in the United States teach themselves to understand Western thought and this flexibility of theirs is the basis on which they become more proficient than their American contemporaries and win the best positions in the fields of science and economics.

Indeed, it has been suggested that due to the structure of Western languages (subject, copula, and predicate, as in “the river is muddy”) we see the universe as a series of things to which we attribute certain properties. Certain primitive languages would recognize not things and properties but events, and would not speak of a thing-river that has the property of being muddy but rather of an uninterrupted flow of water, always different (and, after all, Heraclitus said that we never bathe twice in the same river). And yet Western philosophy spoke and continues to speak about things or substances or objects that have certain properties, and if we don’t understand how the notion of substance was born with Aristotle then we will not understand the cases in which contemporary physics disputes it. Even if the whole of Western thought was wrong, we would still need to know it in order to understand where we come from and what we are. Otherwise it is like saying to students and school children that it’s not worth studying Greek mythology because it’s a series of fantasies, but by doing this we would prevent them from understanding what Homer or Virgil were talking about; or like never talking at school about the Old and the New Testament, thus preventing young people from understanding ninety percent of the images created throughout the history of art, from nativity scenes to crucifixions.

III. THE ENVIRONMENT

Philosophers have never lived with their heads in the clouds as portrayed by the caricatures created by their critics, or by popular wisdom, which has always joked about the “absent-minded professor.” It is true that Plato in the Theaetetus told how Thales fell into a well while he was gazing up at the stars. But Aristotle, as if to save Thales from being known as a learned man with his head in the clouds, reported that, while his contemporaries reproached him for the pointlessness of philosophy, he, having predicted a plentiful olive harvest on the basis of astronomical calculations, had bought up all the olive presses in Miletus and Chios while it was still winter so that, when harvest came, he could rent them out at a high price, proving that even philosophers can make money if they wish. But the real problem is that each philosopher lives in a particular political, social, and cultural climate and his way of philosophizing does not escape many extra-philosophical influences. It mustn’t be forgotten that the first philosophers, while they sought to give rational explanations for the world around them, lived in a world where mysterious rites were practiced, gods were worshipped, wars were fought, where there were slaves and free men, where a certain kind of medicine was practiced, and this is true for the philosophers of today, some of whom have been influenced by social conflicts, by the rise of dictatorships, by new problems posed by the development of technology, in the same way that a large part of Renaissance and post-Renaissance philosophy was influenced by the astronomical discoveries of Copernicus, Galileo, and Kepler. Not to mention that the intuitions of these scientists had been broadly inspired by earlier or contemporary philosophical theories.

Perhaps there are many other reasons for understanding and studying philosophy. But we hope these few references are enough to encourage someone to understand what it means to think. For thinking, and philosophical thinking, is what distinguishes humans from animals.


[image: ]

Translated by Richard Dixon. This text is an example of Umberto Eco’s wide approach to culture—one of the poignant writings in which he took the “high and low” approach in an effort to make philosophy and high culture accessible to all [—Ed.].
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John Marenbon

UMBERTO ECO AND MEDIEVAL AESTHETICS

Before he was a pioneer of semiotics, a celebrated novelist, and a public intellectual, Umberto Eco was a medievalist. His thesis, written in 1954 and published two years later, was on the aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas,1 and shortly afterwards he contributed a book-length section on the Middle Ages to a general historical survey of aesthetics.2 As every reader of The Name of the Rose knows, he has retained his fascination for the period and, indeed, continued throughout his career to write learned articles about it.3 But, with regard to medieval aesthetics, the particular area that, as a young man, he marked out for himself, Eco has followed neither of the two obvious courses open to scholars who leave their original specialisms to make their name in different and more widely studied fields. He might well have left this rather obscure field behind him, regarding his two studies from the 1950s as juvenilia, of value now only to his biographers. Or he might have retained and developed his interest, modifying his approach in line with his changing theoretical horizons. Instead, Eco has allowed his youthful work on medieval aesthetics to remain available, with relatively minor changes, and in reach of a public far wider than he could have originally envisaged. He has clearly indicated that he still accepts the main conclusions he reached in this area over half a century ago.

In 1970 Eco published a new edition of his book on Aquinas.4 Apart from a new introduction and final chapter, the changes, although extensive, did not alter the book’s argument or conclusions. They consisted, rather, in adding material based on Eco’s slightly later, wide-ranging survey of medieval aesthetics, so as to put Aquinas more thoroughly into context. In 1988 this second edition was translated into English.5 Two years prior, an English translation of the survey had been published as an independent book.6 In his introduction to the translation Eco acknowledges the decades that have passed since the survey was first written, but defends its continued usefulness. Otherwise, Eco has written very little that is new about medieval aesthetics since the end of the 1950s. In an article from 1961 he repeated and elaborated the criticisms of Jacques Maritain that he had made in his thesis, adding some thoughts about their methodological implications.7 Much more recently, in 2003, Eco agreed to give a talk in honor of Edgar de Bruyne, whose monumental study of medieval aesthetics had been one of his main sources.8 This elegant and learned tribute shows that Eco had continued to read and learn from de Bruyne. Yet he still brings out exactly the same point of difference between their readings of Aquinas, and refers back to the interpretation for which he had argued in 1954 as his own view.

Eco can, then, be credited with a set of ideas about medieval aesthetics (especially those of Aquinas) that, from every indication, he still seems to uphold—ideas most fully set out in the second edition of The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas—to be read in light of the views proposed in its newly written conclusion and the two articles mentioned above.9 Although the details of interpreting Aquinas are far from the interests of most readers of the present book, not only does The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas show him beginning to develop his characteristic ideas about texts, their authors, and interpretation, but also, for reasons explained in the following pages, the study reveals more about its author than its supposed subject.

I begin in section I by outlining Eco’s views on Aquinas’s aesthetics, explaining what makes them an original contribution to the area. In section II, I put forward a critique, arguing that Eco credits Aquinas with a theory he never devised. In section III, I explain that Eco can easily respond to this critique with reference to his stated methodological principles, though not without having to accept some awkward consequences.

I. ECO’S INTERPRETATION OF AQUINAS’S AESTHETICS

When, in the 1950s, the young Eco turned his attention to medieval aesthetics, he observed two different, indeed apparently opposed, characteristics of the scholarly field. On the one hand, there existed many books studying or based on Aquinas’s aesthetics—the most famous of which, Jacques Maritain’s Art et scolastique (1918–19), was widely read by people interested in philosophy and art.10 On the other hand, as a subject, medieval aesthetics was in its infancy. Earlier writers on aesthetics such as Croce and Bosanquet had considered that aesthetics hardly existed at all during the Middle Ages.11 The year 1946 marked a turning point since it was then that both Edgar de Bruyne’s monumental, three-volume Études d’esthétique médiévale and Henri Pouillon’s article on beauty as a transcendental were published.12 After this point historians began to treat medieval aesthetics at length: what had been “an abyss left empty by so many historians and philosophers” had been turned into “a plain crossed by a motorway, which everyone today can take.”13 In Eco’s view, de Bruyne innovated not only by including a vast variety of material ranging from the early Middle Ages to the thirteenth century, rather than focusing narrowly on Aquinas as previous writers had done, but also because, despite his own training, he was the first “to forget his Thomism so that he could write a true history of aesthetic ideas in the Middle Ages, as they were put forward at the time, without trying to modernize them at all costs.”14 The many existing works on Aquinas’s aesthetics were not, Eco thought, based on the presuppositions “of a historical inquiry, but rather those of an autonomous and renovated body of theory.”15 Rather than asking historical questions about what Aquinas thought, these authors claimed to be putting forward the truth about, for example, aesthetics, which, as Neo-Thomists, they believed they would find in Aquinas. But—as Eco explained in some detail with regard to Maritain (see below)—in doing so they distorted his meaning, interpreting (and sometimes even altering) his texts in the light of anachronistic notions.

Although he never puts it in quite this way, Eco’s aim in his dissertation was to apply to Aquinas himself the historical and philological method de Bruyne had pioneered in dealing with the wider field of medieval aesthetics as a whole. He wanted to be “genuinely faithful” to Aquinas, avoiding “the falsifications and distortions” of “biased interpreters.”16 This method promised to be especially innovative because the one area where de Bruyne had allowed himself to be swayed from his historical stance was precisely in his reading of Aquinas’s central aesthetic idea. The interpretation of Aquinas’s aesthetics at which Eco arrives differs from earlier ones in three main ways. First, he insists—officially, at least—that Aquinas’s theory is not about the beauty of artifacts, but concerns, rather, the metaphysical beauty of all natural existing things. Second, he claims that, for Aquinas, this beauty is to be found in the concrete whole of matter informed by form. Third, he argues that, although Aquinas does have a place for a special, aesthetic way of looking at things—the “aesthetic visio”—it occurs only at the end of a complex intellectual process of apprehension and judgment.

1. Metaphysical Beauty

Eco knew that his readers expected a theory of aesthetics to be about beauty as found, principally or exclusively, in works of art, such as paintings, sculptures, buildings, poetry, and music. The Thomist expositors he criticized for anachronism had discovered such a theory in Aquinas. Maritain, in particular, linked what he believed to be Aquinas’s views with the most avant-garde developments in painting, poetry, and music.17 By contrast, Eco insists—although not, as will become clear, quite consistently—that Aquinas and the tradition to which he belonged lacked both a concept of the fine arts and the notion of the artist as creator.18 According to Eco, Aquinas’s aesthetics is, in the first instance at least, a theory about the beauty of natural things rather than artifacts, about the beauty of God’s creation rather than that of artistic contrivance. Indeed, the theory is based on the idea that beauty is a transcendental, a property of all things. It is a theory about metaphysical beauty.

In the thirteenth century theologians developed the idea that there are certain properties extensionally equivalent with being, though distinct in intension from it. Everything that exists, they said, is good, one, and true, although to say “x is good” does not mean the same as to say that “x is one” or “x is true.” To this list of what were called “transcendental” properties, some thinkers added beauty. In his fundamental article Henri Pouillon explored this development, arguing that beauty is treated as a transcendental by Franciscan thinkers such as Bonaventure, but also by Aquinas’s teacher Albert the Great and, though with some hesitations, by Aquinas himself.19 Eco follows this view. Aquinas, he says, “did believe that beauty was a transcendental, a constant property of being. He believed that being is what can be seen as beautiful. . . . He believed that all being contains the constant conditions of beauty.”20 But, Eco will argue (as the phrase “can be seen as beautiful” anticipates), Aquinas’s theory stretches beyond just seeing beauty as a transcendental. Not only does he develop a formal definition of beauty, which explains how it is that all things are beautiful, he also introduces an important psychological element into his theory, and it is this which, Eco believes, explains the hesitations Pouillon had noticed in Aquinas’s account of beauty as a transcendental.21

2. Form and Beauty

Almost without exception, thirteenth- and fourteenth-century university thinkers followed Aristotle in regarding bodily natural substances such as stones, plants, animals, and humans as hylomorphic, that is to say, as constituted by matter informed by a substantial form that accounts for the thing being the sort of thing—a stone, for instance, or a man—that it is. Albert the Great linked the discussion of beauty as a transcendental with hylomorphism by describing beauty as the “resplendence of the substantial or actual form over the parts of the matter proportioned [to it].”22 Aquinas apparently follows and develops this idea. According to Eco, one of Aquinas’s developments is to take “form,” when he discusses beauty, not to refer to the form which, in combination with matter, constitutes a substance, but rather to the substance itself so formed: “not the structural principle of beings, but rather those very structured beings.”23 Eco further explains the meaning of “form” (= substance): “The word signifies being (ens) thought of as something wholly complete, something endowed with a structure which can be analyzed, and which is an ontological unity. It means the existing organism in itself. . . . ‘Substance’ means the focal point of the organization, the selection, and the life of substance’s own multiple aspects. It means the structural constitution of a concrete thing.”24

Eco therefore attributes to Aquinas an aesthetics based on “a concrete synthesis of matter and form,” which he calls “an aesthetics of the organism.”25 Aquinas, he says, elaborates this aesthetics through the way he conceives the three characteristics of beauty in the classical tradition, generally adopted in the Middle Ages: proportion (proportio), wholeness (integritas), and clarity (claritas).26 Eco explains proportion in terms of the various kinds of fittingness Aquinas discusses in different places: not merely the sensibly perceptible relations of, for instance, musical harmony, but the suitability of matter for receiving a form, the fitness between essence and existence, the proportioning of moral actions according to reason, and the fit between an object and its function. Eco is careful to link this conception of proportion back to what he holds to be Aquinas’s special understanding of “form”: “In all the cases we have looked at so far, proportion is based upon the vital reality of form. . . . It is a dynamic unity because it involves a combining of living forces which do not annul or rigidify themselves when they combine; rather, they confer life upon a type of activity whose value derives from their several vigorous and operative energies.”27 Wholeness is seen by Eco as an aspect of proportion, the proportion of something “in respect to itself,” which it lacks if one of its parts—for instance, the limb of a human—is lacking.28 As for clarity, Eco admits that Aquinas’s illustrations of what he means usually suggest that he has in mind straightforwardly the brightness of color and of light.29 But, he argues: “If . . . we faithfully adhere to the spirit of the Thomist system and draw out his principles to their logical conclusion, we necessarily arrive at the following definition. Clarity is the fundamental communicability of form, which is made actual in relation to someone’s looking at or seeing of the object. The rationality that belongs to every form is the ‘light’ which manifests itself to aesthetic seeing.”30 This understanding of claritas leads back to the psychological twist given by Aquinas to Albert’s hylomorphic account of beauty, and what Eco calls “the aesthetic visio.”

3. The Aesthetic “Visio”

There is one passage from Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae on which Eco, along with almost every writer on Aquinas and aesthetics, places great weight (not surprisingly since it is one of the few places Aquinas says anything explicitly about beauty). After saying that the beautiful (pulchrum) and the good are the same “in subject” because they are based on form, he explains that they differ in definition (ratione). The good relates to desire (appetitus) because the good is the end that all things desire:


 

But the beautiful is in respect to the cognitive power, for things are called beautiful which please when seen. For this reason, the beautiful consists in due proportion, because the sense delights in duly proportioned things, because they are similar to it—for sense too is a certain ratio, as is every cognitive power. And, because cognition takes place through assimilation, and similarity is with regard to form, the beautiful properly speaking pertains to the definition of the formal cause.31



By declaring that pulchra enim dicuntur quae visa placent (“things are called beautiful which please when seen”) Aquinas clearly introduces a psychological element into his account of beauty. Maritain, who was already, says Eco, “on the way . . . to a conception of aesthetic experience as an almost mystical intuition, an absolute moment of creation,” was so keen to find this idea in Aquinas that, as Eco shows, he even changed the words of the text to read “the beautiful is that which pleases when it is seen” (pulchrum est id quod visum placet), identifying “that which pleases” with what is grasped, quasi mystically, by the artist or art lover.32 Eco rejects not only Maritain’s interpretation but also a notion of “intellectual intuition,” somewhat Kantian in tinge, used by de Bruyne to capture the psychological element in Aquinas’s aesthetics.33

Nonetheless, Eco too believes that, for Aquinas, there is a special aesthetic way of regarding things—what he calls the “aesthetic visio.” But it is not an intellectual intuition that occurs immediately when the object is perceived. Eco places it rather at the end of the complex process of intellectual abstraction and formation of judgments described by Aquinas. We aim to reach true judgments and, having done so, we experience aesthetic pleasure. This aesthetic pleasure, says Eco, “is total and complete because it is connected with a cessation of the efforts of abstraction and judgment. It signifies, not an absence, but a cessation, of effort.”34

The sketch given so far omits an important aspect of Eco’s theory, which runs in a different direction from the rest of it. Aquinas and other writers of his time, Eco has underlined, were concerned with the beauty of natural things, God’s creation, not human artifacts. But despite the emphasis on this point in the chapter of The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas on “The Theory of Art,” the chapter immediately preceding it on “Concrete Problems and Applications” points in a different direction. After sections on the beauty of the Son of God and that of humankind, Eco tries to apply Aquinas’s theory to music and to poetry, even going so far as to speculate “on the form which a Thomistic poetics might take, if it existed.”35 Moreover, when Eco looks beyond Aquinas to other medieval thinkers, he is sometimes inclined to draw parallels with artifacts, and even then to consider what such parallels would be for Aquinas himself. Thus he compares Scotus to the “Flamboyant Gothic, with its liking for the particular, for individuality in the person, for a detailed and analytical mode of vision, for a sense of particularity opposed to the grand and unifying works of the preceding period”; Aquinas, he says, is “more akin to the art of classical Gothic.”36

Since Eco immediately qualifies these comparisons, saying that they are always dangerous, it might seem uncharitable to draw attention to this strand in his thought, but did he not do so himself? In the “Conclusion” to The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas, which he wrote about fifteen years after the original thesis, he discovers “a central contradiction which undermines the Thomist aesthetic system from within”—he had already suspected it, when he first wrote, but felt it could legitimately be left in the background.37 Although the beauty of human artifacts is, in Aquinas’s view, merely superficial, true metaphysical beauty is so complex that it is beyond human grasp: “only God has the kind of knowledge of the formal structure of being which permits the perception of it sub specie pulchri.”38 By contrast, artificial forms are “aesthetically more congenial to mankind.”39 Although, then “aesthetic pleasure caused by artificial forms is impossible in theory . . . in virtue of the same theory, it is the only such pleasure that the theory regards as a practical possibility.”40

II. IS ECO’S INTERPRETATION CORRECT?

Eco, then, has an original way of reading Aquinas, on the basis of which he attributes to him an elaborate theory of aesthetics. But did Aquinas in fact propose such a theory? There are good reasons to think that none of the main elements in Eco’s interpretation—as set out above—corresponds to what Aquinas thought and tried to make clear in his writings.

The first element is the view that Aquinas was putting forward a theory about the metaphysical beauty of all things. There is no call to question the negative side of what Eco says (though then partly takes back): that Aquinas’s theory is not about the beauty of works of art. But can we be so sure that beauty is a transcendental? Transcendental properties are “convertible with” being. Jan Aertsen has argued powerfully that, for Aquinas, beauty—which is not in the list of transcendentals in the one set-piece discussion of the topic, in De veritate41—is not a way of being, but, rather, a way of being good. It is not a transcendental in its own right, and it can be understood only by being seen, not as the object of a distinct type of aesthetic investigation but as the result of the relationship between the good and the true.42

A central element in Eco’s reading is the claim that when Aquinas writes about “form” in connection with beauty, he is talking, not about forms which, with matter, compose concrete wholes, but about the concrete wholes themselves: particular natural substances such as this human or that tree. On the basis of this reading, Eco feels entitled to talk about “the aesthetics of the organism” and to link Aquinas to twentieth-century aesthetic theorizing, in particular to the ideas of his mentor, Luigi Pareyson, who is quoted at the beginning of the discussion.43 He supports this interpretation by saying that “Form . . . may refer to the actualizing principle of substance, but often for Aquinas refers to substance itself.”44 No references are given for examples of this usage, however.45 Certainly—though Eco does not mention this—Aquinas blurs the usually very sharp distinction made by Aristotelian thinkers between forms and the substances they compose by including in his universe two sorts of things, human souls, and angels, which, although forms, are like substances in that they are independent things, capable of existing without matter. But the theory of beauty is concerned with corporeal things, and here, although it would be rash to declare that a writer with as flexible a terminology as Aquinas’s never uses some word in a particular sense, it is hard to believe that he would talk about forms when he meant to refer to substances. In any case, there is just one passage in his work where Aquinas works out the connection between form and beauty.46 Here Aquinas argues for the relation between beauty and form by saying that beauty is linked especially to cognition and that cognition takes place by assimilation, which is in respect of form. This remark is based on the Aristotelian principle that cognition takes place by the matter of the cognizer being informed by the form of what is cognized: a sensible form in the case of sense perception and an intellectual form when something is grasped intellectually. Clearly, then, Aquinas must here have in mind the form of a substance as distinguished from the whole substance, since it is to the form alone that the cognizer is assimilated.

In developing his account of Aquinas’s “aesthetics of the organism,” Eco concentrates especially on two of the classical characteristics of beauty: proportion and claritas. There is no doubt that, in line with the whole ancient and medieval tradition, Aquinas thought of proportion as one of the characteristics of beauty.47 But the aesthetics of the organism that Eco attributes to Aquinas finds beauty in a special sort of proportion: the metaphysical proportions of physical things. Eco does, indeed, cite some passages that speak of proportion in relation to metaphysical structure: cases where Aquinas is speaking of the way in which matter needs to be “proportioned” to form.48 He also refers to a passage that alludes to the proportion between essence and existence.49 Aquinas does not, however, make any mention of beauty in these passages. (Eco also cites a passage that illustrates Aquinas’s idea of proportion as “the adequacy of a thing to itself,” but this passage mentions neither beauty nor even proportion!)50 From the fact that, for Aquinas, proportion is a feature of beauty, it in no way follows that whenever he talks of proportion he also has beauty in mind and so, in Eco’s terms, is developing an aesthetic theory. The passages about metaphysical proportion Eco cites therefore provide no evidence that Aquinas envisaged it as connected with beauty and aesthetics. Nor is his case helped by a couple of passages he quotes, where Aquinas links proportion to a nonphysical spiritual beauty: in one he says that there is spiritual beauty (pulchritudo spiritualis) when a person’s way of life and actions are well proportioned, according to the clarity (claritas) of spiritual reason; in another he connects proportion (and clarity) with the beauty of the contemplative life.51 It is one thing to describe, most probably here just by way of a loose metaphor, something incorporeal as beautiful; another to find beauty—as Eco wishes to claim Aquinas does—in the metaphysical underpinnings of corporeal things.

Eco’s understanding of claritas for Aquinas as “the fundamental communicability of form” is not given even the show of textual support provided for the theory of proportion. Eco admits that Aquinas’s texts suggest a straightforward, physical understanding of claritas as splendor of color and light. His argument for his own, quite different reading seems to be that because proportion and integrity are enough to account for the formal aspect of the aesthetics of the organism, Aquinas must have had something else in mind for claritas, and what is needed to complete the theory is something to relate the object to its perceivers.52 Even if the formal aspect of the aesthetics of the organism could safely be attributed to Aquinas, the weakness of a further quasi deduction like this, as a way of understanding what Aquinas meant, is obvious.53

Eco is clearly right to reject Maritain’s idea that a type of aesthetic intellectual intuition can be found in Aquinas. For Aquinas, as Eco explains, intellectual cognition is a complicated process, proceeding by means of abstraction to grasp the truth in a judgment.54 There is no room in his epistemology for an act of simple apprehension, before abstraction, by which the intellect would grasp the form in the matter. Instead, Eco discovers an aesthetic visio at the end of the cognitive process, based on the act of judgment. But is anything of this sort actually discussed by Aquinas? Eco merely cites some passages where Aquinas explains the process of cognition, with no reference at all to beauty or some special aesthetic visio,55 followed by two extracts from De veritate where Aquinas is explaining that to say that desire is fulfilled by peace and by what is beautiful is equivalent to saying that it is fulfilled by the good.56 Aquinas is not talking here about the complex process of cognition, and the comment Eco goes on to make, saying that “aesthetic pleasure” is “a sense of joy and triumph, of pleasure in a form which has been discerned, admired, and loved with a disinterested love, the love which is possible for a formal structure” has nothing to do with anything that Aquinas says anywhere, and links rather with the long quotation from Pareyson which he goes on to give.57 Moreover, the very same sort of objection that Eco makes against Maritain can be made against Eco’s own reading. Just as there is no place in Aquinas’s view of cognition for intellectual intuition, so there is no place for the type of aesthetic regard based on the judgment that “a particular form or act actually exists in a subject.”58 For Aquinas, our cognitive goal is to reach scientific knowledge in the Aristotelian sense: to grasp an ordered body of propositions about what is universally the case. Although he allows for a certain, indirect intellectual knowledge of particulars through the intellect’s ability to reflect back on its own act of abstracting from sensible images, such things are not at all the goal of Aquinas’s speculator. Aquinas has in mind the scientist who, after a process of rigorous demonstration, discovers that e = mc2, not the aesthete enraptured by this particular rose, however metaphysical the reason for his delight.

The final main element in Eco’s view of Aquinas’s aesthetics is that it is self-contradictory: beauty is found only in natural things but can be perceived there by God alone. Here Eco is unnecessarily critical of the coherence of his earlier interpretation. Eco’s discussion of organic wholes and the aesthetic visio explains exactly how humans can gain a grasp of the metaphysical beauty of natural things. By contrast, his discussion of abstractive, step-by-step cognition shows nothing whatsoever about the way in which God, who grasps all things in a single act of intuition, perceives beauty. Yet Eco is not mistaken to detect self-contradiction, or at least a serious tension, but it lies neither in Aquinas himself nor in the theory attributed to him but in the very nature of his own approach. Unlike Maritain or de Bruyne, Eco refuses, at least officially, to connect medieval ideas about beauty with works of art, yet he still insists that medieval aesthetics is a definite subject of study. He is right, of course, that medieval philosophers sometimes talked about beauty. But in general it is questionable whether, without distorting their thought, these discussions can be isolated from the theological or metaphysical contexts in which they occur and connected together to provide an aesthetics of natural things—and even more questionable in the particular case of Aquinas, who seems to have been peculiarly uninterested in the beautiful, hardly mentioning it except when his duties as commentator of pseudo-Dionysius compel him to do so, or in answer to some objection. The questions that Eco expects Aquinas to be answering and the connections he looks for are ones that occur naturally to someone brought up within the tradition of nineteenth- and twentieth-century aesthetics, which finds beauty primarily in works of art. No wonder, then, that despite his official position, Eco finds it constraining to limit Aquinas’s theory to natural beauty, and he either allows his discussion to extend to artifacts (see above, p. 83) or, by claiming to have found a self-contradiction, finds a way of suggesting that Aquinas, though against his own intention, has after all provided a theory of art.

Such contortions could have been avoided by moving further in the direction already suggested by Eco’s official position and accepting—as some revisionist historians would later do—that there is simply no such area as medieval aesthetics. Eco would have needed to reject the heritage of de Bruyne. Instead, despite the differences between his official position and de Bruyne’s, Eco has become de Bruyne’s most important popularizer. Whereas, for the revisionists, de Bruyne is a learned but undiscriminating scholar, who muddled together medieval theories about beauty, handbooks on various technical practices (such as music, poetry, and painting), and aims or ideas suggested by the medieval artifacts themselves to produce three large volumes on a nonexistent field, for Eco he is the pioneer who discovered medieval aesthetics as an historical phenomenon.

III. BUT WHAT IS IT FOR AN INTERPRETATION TO BE CORRECT?

All the objections in the last section come down to the same complaint: Eco attributes to Aquinas positions that he does not state. But Eco seems to have anticipated exactly such a criticism by putting forward a methodological position that allows him to answer it. Even in the body of his book, such as in the treatment of claritas, there are moments where Eco makes clear that he is not trying simply to summarize or analyze the points Aquinas actually makes, but to draw out what follows from his “system,” as when he comments: “If . . . we faithfully adhere to the spirit of the Thomist system and draw out his principles to their logical conclusion, we necessarily arrive at the following definition.”59 In his “Conclusion”—written a decade and a half later—Eco goes further. He admits that parts of Aquinas’s aesthetic theory “are missing because not explicitly stated,” but insists that “it can be completed nonetheless through the relations and connections which belong to the system as a whole.”60 He goes on to compare a medieval Summa to a computer, which, if questioned in the right way, can deliver answers that were not foreseen, even ones that contradict its own operating rules. A little further on in his “Conclusion,” Eco—talking generally about interpretation—returns to the machine analogy, but develops it in a way that stresses the variety of possible interpretations that can be generated from a text when it is envisaged in this way. “I must hope,” he says, “that books possess a life of a more varied kind than their authors’ myopia concedes to them. A book is a kind of machine which the reader can freely use as a generator of intellectual stimulation. It is enough that a book should be truly a machine for thinking, that it should generate a variety of possible conclusions without its author’s ordaining and limiting them in advance.”61 This comment will be no surprise for those familiar with how Eco’s views on interpretation had developed in the 1960s, with his emphasis on the role of the reader—though, as his later writings make very clear, unlike some radical deconstructionists, he has also always continued to uphold the role of the text itself as a constraint on possible interpretations.62

These methodological comments suggest two different strategies for Eco to answer the criticism that he attributes to Aquinas views he never held. Less radically—in concert with ideas in the main text of the book and at the beginning of the “Conclusion”—he can argue that, although not all the aesthetic theory he finds is actually in Aquinas’s text, it is virtually there—it is a matter of following the logic of the system and filling in the gaps. More radically—in line with the quotation just given and his later thinking—Eco can defend his presentation of Aquinas’s theory as one of the many possible readings that is generated by putting certain inputs into the machine of Aquinas’s texts.

The less radical line of defense is not, however, very satisfactory. There are philosophers, such as Proclus, Spinoza, and Leibniz, who propose a number of explicit fundamental principles, from which they claim to deduce the rest of their views. It would be reasonable to claim in these cases that all the consequences that follow from the basic principles are virtually part of the system, even when its originator has not himself reached them. But Aquinas does not go about philosophizing in this way. The sort of orderly Summa structure that Eco ascribes to his work might make possible reliable conjecture about any missing parts of the planned structure, but not about the shape of bits that were never envisaged. Moreover, this image itself of Aquinas’s thought owes more to the Aquinas of Neoscholasticism, when he was envisaged as providing a complete, settled, and integrated body of truths, rather than Thomas Aquinas, the thirteenth-century thinker, battling for his controversial ideas in the to-and-fro of debate and struggling, often unsuccessfully, to resolve contradictions.

By contrast, Eco’s view of Aquinas’s aesthetics can certainly be defended as one possible output from the machine of Aquinas’s texts when certain questions—those that would occur to someone steeped in the aesthetic theorizing of the early and mid-twentieth century—are used as inputs. If it is seen in this way, what does his book achieve?

The relations between texts, authors, and interpretations are usually studied, as for example by Eco himself, in connection mainly with literary texts. But those who work on philosophy of the past do not neglect these questions entirely. They are familiar with at least two main methods of textual interpretation (leaving aside the purely historical approach, practiced by historians who are not philosophers, which limits itself to considering the general conclusions and aims of thinkers, with no regard for the argumentative content of their texts). One approach uses these texts from the past in order to write about the history of philosophy; the other uses them in order to write about philosophy. Those who follow the first approach (the “Historians”) aim, as the basis for any further investigation, to understand as precisely as possible what the philosopher in question was arguing, which requires using both interpretive tools (such as a knowledge of the concepts and assumptions of the time) and philosophical ones (grasping the logical structure of the argument, considering both the counterarguments the author might have anticipated and those he or she would not have). The Historian claims, though always defeasibly, that such and such is what the past philosopher wanted to argue. Those who follow the second approach (the “Philosophers”) may base their discussions around a text from the past or may turn to the text when tackling a problem. In either case, their ultimate aims are philosophical. They are seeking ideas and arguments of interest in their own right, apart from any considerations about whether someone in the past thought them or not. As a matter of fact, the Philosopher might give a very accurate account of what Aristotle or Kant or Aquinas thought, but it would not seriously undermine their work if it were shown that the writer in question never had the thoughts attributed to him; Aristotle would simply become “Aristotle,” and the ideas credited to him remain equally stimulating.

Judging from Eco’s own remarks about his method in his “Preface,” he seems to envisage himself as an Historian. In a passage from the original preface, he says: “I believe that a philosopher’s significance appears most fully when he is placed in his own time, considered as a representative of his period, and when his ideas are seen as part of a problematic peculiar to that period.”63 Describing his methodology as he looked back in 1970, he explains: “I decided to explain and clarify every term and every concept in the original texts in the light of the historical circumstances to which they belonged. I wanted to be genuinely faithful to Aquinas, to avoid the falsifications and distortions of his words by his multitudes of biased interpreters. I returned him to his own time. In so doing, I rediscovered his authentic visage, his ‘truth.’”64

Yet in the light of the observations made above in section II, it is hard to accept his work as that of an Historian. If further proof is needed, here are two more pieces of evidence. First, there is the way he uses texts from Aquinas. The Historian seeks out the author’s line of argument. To do so requires looking at long passages as a whole and seeing how one point leads to another. By contrast, Eco never places a text within its larger argumentative context, and he shows scant enthusiasm for tracing out Aquinas’s line of thought. Rather, he assembles short passages from all over the corpus in order to illustrate a pattern of thinking he himself has devised. Second, historical knowledge develops. Historians of medieval philosophy today have a far wider knowledge of the texts and their setting, and better tools with which to understand the arguments in them, than their predecessors, however learned, of fifty years ago. Eco’s overall view of medieval philosophy, as found in The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas, is based on what was commonly accepted sixty or seventy years ago; hardly any aspect of it has not been brought into question by more recent research. If Eco were to take seriously his pledge to explain Aquinas in the light of his historical circumstances, he could not simply continue using the historical understanding of the 1950s years later. His decision to leave so much unchanged in 1970 would become questionable, and the decision to publish an unrevised translation thirty years after the original book incredible.

Charity therefore demands that his reading of Aquinas—or perhaps rather, of “Aquinas”—is taken as the reading of a Philosopher. According to the canons envisaged by Eco’s own more radical theory of interpretation suggested in his “Conclusion” (and developed at length in others of his work), such a reading is entirely acceptable. Yet there are two ironies, which may not be lost on an author who believes that “finding contradictions is not a defeat.”65 The first is that, although Eco set out to distance himself from Maritain’s approach, considering it an example of a primitivism in which the writer cannot distinguish between his own views and those of the author he is discussing,66 his own work turns out to be similar: an attempt to use Aquinas to contribute to the aesthetic thinking of his own day. The second irony is that, not long after he had written it, Eco himself came to think that the views he proposed in The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas were no longer interesting as philosophy because he had become detached from the wider system of beliefs into which they fitted. Perhaps this is why he was so keen to emphasize their historical character; wrongly, it has been contended. Still, with the passing of the decades, these writings have indeed taken on an historical character—but the period to which they are linked is the mid–twentieth century not the Middle Ages, and the philosopher not Aquinas but the young Umberto Eco.
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REPLY TO JOHN MARENBON

I am grateful to Professor Marenbon for the points he makes with regard to an old text of mine and agree immediately with two of them. This was a piece of juvenilia, written when I was twenty-two and even when I republished it fifteen years later (with a few corrections but, as Professor Marenbon says, with relatively minor changes) I immediately specified in the preface that this was an “old book” and a “typically youthful work.” So it could be understood, as Marenbon specifies at the end of his essay, not so much as a text on Aquinas but as a text on “the young Umberto Eco.”

At this point Professor Marenbon has the right to wonder, as he does, why I agreed to publish it in another four languages, including English and French, thirty years later. I could say that it was a form of vanity. Three hundred copies of the first Italian edition of the book were printed, while the second edition sold a few thousand. When, after the success of The Name of the Rose, a novel set in the Middle Ages, foreign publishers became aware that in my youth I had written a book on medieval subjects, they asked if they might have it translated. I agreed, still pointing out from the start that this was an old book, because I had a fondness for my first book. In fact I recall having said in some interview, when they asked me about the advantages of the success of The Name of the Rose, that the first one had been the chance to rescue the book I loved above all others from dusty bookshelves. Perhaps this was not a good move and, as Marenbon says, I should have left “this rather obscure field behind” me and should have regarded my early medieval studies as juvenilia. Yet I believed that my youthful studies were still partly valid.

First of all, I thought that we should pose the problem as to whether medieval man had any notions of aesthetics. Certainly, if aesthetics begins with Baumgarten and the German Idealist philosophers, then medieval man did not practice aesthetics in the modern sense. But is it sufficient to say, as Professor Marenbon does, referring to the revisionists, that Edgar de Bruyne was “a learned but undiscriminating scholar,” and that his Études d’esthétique médiévale are “three large volumes on a nonexistent field”?

I believe I have criticized many of de Bruyne’s positions, but if the problem was whether in the Middle Ages they paid any attention to the problems of beauty, de Bruyne had every reason to rescue from oblivion all the texts that dealt with that issue to any extent. If anything, de Bruyne’s limitation consisted of attributing the same meaning to apparently similar definitions, while it seemed to me that over the centuries certain positions had changed radically. There is no doubt that de Bruyne did not give sufficient consideration to the medieval custom whereby, even when an author was breaking new ground, he made every effort to show that he was keeping faith with the tradition. This is why I called my second book on medieval aesthetics Sviluppo dell’estetica medievale (The development of medieval aesthetics; later published as Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages).

But to say that de Bruyne had not given this aspect sufficient consideration does not mean denying that he had attempted a monumental enterprise when he wondered whether an epoch that produced immense works of art and that could appreciate natural beauty (countless texts show this) might not have, albeit in ways that are sometimes implicit, an idea of beauty and the joy of aesthetic contemplation. In this he put himself in a new position compared with those who, like Croce, had denied the existence of such problems in an epoch he maintained was obscure. Did Saint Bernard perhaps not scourge himself to atone for the pleasure (which he deemed illicit) that the capitals of the columns of the Cluniac cloisters gave him? Did Abbot Suger rejoice only at the material value of the objects in the treasury of Saint Denis or did he have authentic aesthetic ecstasies on contemplating those marvels?

Let’s move on to the substantial objections that Professor Marenbon raises about my youthful work. The fundamental one is that I allegedly attribute to Aquinas “an elaborate theory of aesthetics,” while “none of the main elements in Eco’s interpretation . . . corresponds to what Aquinas thought and tried to make clear in his writings.” Here Professor Marenbon introduces a fundamental problem. A remote epoch can be studied according to strictly historiographic criteria, and in that case I should have dealt only with what Aquinas explicitly said, argued with authors such as Maritain who made him say what he didn’t say, and shown, as I did, that it was historically untenable that medieval man, or at least Aquinas, had an idea of intuition similar to the modern one, and so on.

But shouldn’t historians of philosophy do a little more? According to me, they should not only clarify what a philosopher has written (for example, by producing a critical edition of his text) but they must also extrapolate his thought from his writings. In other terms, if a systematic philosopher like Aquinas proposes a system, then from that system you can also extrapolate the things he did not say explicitly, but could not have failed to think. Professor Marenbon holds that philosophers such as Proclus, Spinoza, and Leibniz have proposed certain explicit fundamental principles from which you can deduce the rest of their ideas, so that the consequences deriving from their principles are considered as virtual parts of their system, even if they had not realized that these consequences could be deduced from it. I am basically in agreement. Nonetheless, according to Professor Marenbon, “Aquinas does not go about philosophizing in this way.”

It is clear that we don’t agree on this point. It seems to me that over the last fifty years historians of medieval philosophy have taken no interest in the great systems of the thirteenth century while concentrating on the period that followed. Gilson’s La Philosophie au moyen âge (1922) devoted about twenty-five closely written pages to Aquinas, Bréhier’s La Philosophie au moyen âge (1937) gave Albertus Magnus and Aquinas forty pages, but Vasoli’s La filosofia medievale (1961) had only eleven pages for Aquinas. Yet it is not only the Neoscholastic thinkers who maintain that Aquinas’s system was intended to be a coherent one. See the entire structure of the Summa Theologiae, without letting yourself be deceived by the sequence of quaestiones as if they were a set of disconnected discussions. To say that Aquinas strove merely to solve certain marginal problems, often without success, and that he was “battling for his controversial ideas in the to-andfro of debate and struggling, often unsuccessfully, to resolve contradictions” does not strike me as correct. It is perfectly possible to maintain that the Thomist system was full of contradictions (and I identified some of them with regard to his ideas on art and the beautiful) without denying the author’s systematic intention.

It may be that at the time I was strongly influenced by Gilson, who presented Thomist philosophy as a system, and certainly Gilson was a Neoscholastic, but he was also a great historian of philosophy and I believe that his reconstruction is still indisputable. But evidently Professor Marenbon does not see things that way. However, if we admit that Aquinas constructed a system, it seems to me that we may take a thought held to be systematic and deduce from it that which, according to the logic of the system, the author leads us to think even when he did not write it.

This leads to a problem worthy of further debate: is an attempt to deduce from a system that which has not been said explicitly only the task of a philosopher who tries to interpret a text independently of the intentions of its author, or is this yet another way of making the history of philosophy? I refrain from answering and I admit that I interpreted Aquinas as a philosopher, trying to understand what could be deduced from his system, and certainly in that sense I was interested in demonstrating that sometimes what could be deduced led us to certain philosophical positions of our own times. But when I tried to show that the system had certain contradictions (and Professor Marenbon recognizes that I did that) I was also behaving as a historian of philosophy by demonstrating the limitations of a past system.

If this principle is not accepted, then it is possible to raise many of the objections that Professor Marenbon makes against my position. For example, regarding certain passages in my text, he tells me that in some points Aquinas is not talking about beauty at all even though he talks about proportio. Yet, and here we have some explicit texts, Aquinas had said that proportio was one of the characteristics of beauty. Why should I not have taken into consideration those passages on proportio even though the author was not talking about beauty?

Professor Marenbon observes that (whereas) for Aquinas, proportion is a feature of beauty, it in no way follows that, whenever he talks about proportion, he has beauty in mind. Sure about that? Very well, Aquinas does not develop an aesthetic theory, but when he talks about proportion he is talking about one of the characteristics that lead to an aesthetic visio. In such cases was Aquinas really not talking about beauty? I believe that a history of philosophy must also reconstruct the feelings and the ideas that the author had in mind when he used arguments that strike us as insufficient for a historical reconstruction of his position. I am convinced that in those cases Aquinas was thinking about beauty.

And if by chance he was not thinking about it, anyone reading his texts is induced to think that he was. Professor Marenbon rightly points out that in my later writings I make a distinction between the intention of the author and that of the text. It may be that a historian of philosophy ought to deal solely with the intentions of the author (even though I’m not sure about that) but a philosopher certainly must also deal with the intentions of the text. Naturally, the intentions of the text should be consistently framed in the context it springs from so as not to make the text say things that the author (in his own time) absolutely could never have said. And so we can infer from the Thomist system that each time Aquinas talks about proportion we ought in any case to maintain that those passages also refer to the concept of beauty that he, thinking as a philosopher of his own day, held.

Let us move on to another point. Professor Marenbon suggests that the idea of understanding form as substance and not only as form in the Aristotelian sense of the term is not expressly formulated by Aquinas. Instead, I maintained that the system proposed by Aquinas nonetheless induced us to believe that. I am thinking of passages such as “Forma igitur et materia semper oportet esse ad invicem proportionata, et quasi naturaliter coaptata,” (Contra gentiles) and “Proportio hujusmodi non est forma, sicut ipsi credebant, sed est dispositio materiam ad formam” (De anima);1 and Aquinas, even though he did not follow the suggestions of Albertus Magnus in De pulchro et bono, knew that in that text Albertus talked of “Splendorem formae substantialis vel actualis supra partes materiae proportionatas et terminates.”2

I will not offend the reader by translating the medieval Latin but it appears clearly from this and other texts that every time Aquinas talked about splendor, resplendence, and claritas he was thinking about the enjoyment of a proportion that comes to pass between substantial form and matter, and so he appreciated a proportion (criterion of beauty) that could be grasped only by contemplating the entire substance. He did not say so explicitly but I believed that if he had been asked (in the course of a Quaestio disputata) to talk about beauty ex professo (and not only parenthetically) he could have or should have done so. So mine is a philosophical interpretation rather than a historical one? But that’s how I had decided to question a systematic philosopher.

Moreover, it suffices to understand the words of a philosopher by supposing he was a person of good sense. If Aquinas maintained that a rose was beautiful, did he perhaps think that by enjoying its beauty he considered only the universal form “rose,” or merely the elements of some as yet uncoordinated matter? I believe that he intended to refer to the whole, to that concrete rose, a synthesis of matter and form, and hence substance.

Another observation made by Professor Marenbon is that after that youthful work and the compendium of essays in Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages I stopped dealing with medieval aesthetics. That would not in itself be a fault but the observation is contradicted by some bibliographical facts. I continued to deal with medieval studies, albeit not regularly, and a few years ago in Italy a book of mine was published containing everything I had written on medieval thought (Scritti sul pensiero medievale, 2012), a volume of over one thousand three hundred pages. There are, together with less important pieces, studies on Porphyry’s Tree, others on the reception of the Aristotelian theory of the metaphor in the Middle Ages, a study on Latratus canis, one on the medieval concept of denotation, and others on the theory of language and poetry in Dante, on falsification in the Middle Ages, on Llull, and on other subjects. In these essays many problems are tackled from a semiotic standpoint but there is no doubt that the two long essays on the medieval misunderstanding of Aristotelian texts on metaphor, the essays on Dante’s ideas on poetry, or on the way in which Joyce had (freely) used Aquinas’s aesthetic ideas to define the epiphany as an aesthetic ecstasy all had aesthetic relevance. Incidentally, those essays were also published in English in my recent From the Tree to the Labyrinth. A sign that over the years I returned every so often to my initial subjects.

Let us move on to other objections. It seems to Professor Marenbon that, as far as Aquinas is concerned, I dwelt on his ideas on natural beauty and left little room for art. But I did that because what Aquinas says about the arts merely repeats the ideas current in his day, whereas he offers us more original ideas when he talks about natural beauty. And I would observe that I insisted on this fact in order to dispute the idealist aesthetics of the 1950s, which considered that the aesthetic problem centered on the arts and gave little or no importance to natural beauty. Certainly medieval man had ideas about natural and artistic beauty that differed from our contemporary view and I think I showed that, but for them, the aesthetic problem was not a “nonexistent field.” It would be like saying that since cognitive studies were recognized as a scientific field only in our times Descartes did not pose himself the problem of cognition. Or that since we talk about semantics only today the Stoics did not pose themselves problems about semantics.

As for the problem of the visio, on one point I still disagree with Professor Marenbon, while on another I can only agree. The professor says that “Eco discovers an aesthetic visio at the end of the cognitive process, based on the act of judgment. But is anything of this sort actually discussed by Aquinas?” Here we return to the question whether it be legitimate to make deductions from what a systematic philosopher leaves implicit. I remain convinced that starting from Aquinas’s explicit principles you can only come to that conclusion. And on the other hand, I thought it was interesting to draw that conclusion in order to show how the medieval way of thinking about the pleasure of beauty was far distant from the modern one. In my interpretation there was an implicit issue, which I made explicit at various points in my work, namely, that the concept of aesthetic pleasure as intuition was extraneous to the medieval thinker, and I highlighted the typical medieval intellectualism, or at least the Thomist version of it.

On the other hand, I must admit that Professor Marenbon is right about the relationship between the idea of beauty as a transcendental and the function of the visio. I am convinced that, under the influence of Dionysius the Pseudo-Areopagite and the entire previous tradition, Aquinas was induced to consider beauty as a transcendental, namely, as a property common to all being. But when he makes the act of the visio essential through the experience of beauty, it can be deduced that at that point beauty is no longer a property of being as such because something is perceived as beautiful only if it is—so to speak—focused by an act of seeing. Without the (human) eye that sees, being cannot be called beautiful. In this sense there is a contradiction between the canonical attribution of beauty to transcendentals and the function of the aesthetic visio. Agreed. Perhaps I did not bring out this contradiction sufficiently but may I be permitted to say that I was aware of it. In the chapter on transcendentals in The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas I should have admitted that in the commentary to Pseudo-Dionysius Aquinas said explicitly “omne quod est, est ex pulchro et bono, quod est Deus” (but here Aquinas was explaining what Dionysius meant) and in that commentary he states something that Dionysius had not said, namely that beauty and good are the same thing, but ratione differunt: in fact “pulchrum addit supra bonum ordinem ad vim cognoscitivam.” This idea is picked up again in a far more explicit manner in the Summa Theologiae (for example in I q. 5 a. 4 ad 1), where, repeating that beauty regards the vis cognoscitiva, he concludes with “pulchra enim dicuntur quae visa placent.” And I also gave De Munnynck’s opinion whereby, as soon as you introduce the concept of visio, the debate about transcendentals becomes less important.

So Professor Marenbon is right about the fact that the concept of visio throws into crisis the attribution of beauty to transcendentals and maybe he is right in saying that I did not stress this point enough. But I think I was aware of it and my reply to Professor Marenbon’s objection should be clear from the sum of my interpretation of Thomist thought.

In conclusion, I admit that I am defending a piece of juvenilia and, if I had to rewrite that work today, I would have to take into account how much successive research has explained over the last seventy years. But I repeat, I am still fond of that work, as long as it is read bearing in mind the date when it was written. In those years I had gone through a full immersion course in Aquinas and, as happens to divers, too deep a dive can cause vertigo and visions. Perhaps I expected too much of my philosopher. But as we know, you never forget or repudiate your youthful loves, even when they lead to a few ecstasies that others find excessive.

U.E.

NOTES

  1. Thomas Aquinas, Contra gentiles II, 81; De anima I, 9.

  2. Albertus Magnus, De pulchro et bono, q. 1, a. 2 co.
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Costantino Marmo

ECO’S SEMIOTICS AND MEDIEVAL PHILOSOPHY

I. INTRODUCTION

In 2000 the renowned French medieval historian Jacques Le Goff published an article about the relationship between Umberto Eco and the Middle Ages,1 focusing mainly on his first works on medieval aesthetics2 and his first three novels.3 Section 2 of that article bears an interesting title: “Il medioevo, grande epoca semiotica” (The Middle Ages: a great semiotic era).4 As it turns out from its first line, however, it just plays the role of a placeholder: “the reader will forgive me”—Le Goff says—“if I shall turn this component of Umberto Eco’s Middle Ages into ‘the missing part’ of my [narrative] walk.”5 The aim of my essay is exactly that: to fill up this lacuna. After providing a review of the references to medieval philosophy in Eco’s (presemiotic) theoretical works, I will focus mainly on the relationships between his semiotics and medieval philosophy in general, and between medieval philosophy of language and semiotics in particular. As will be shown, the interest of this review lies not only in the (few) points of doctrine that have been, directly or indirectly, derived from medieval philosophy, but also in some semiotic theories, which, autonomously worked out by Eco, display a striking similarity with some medieval theories, notwithstanding the radical difference between the general theoretical frameworks in which they are rooted. I will conclude with some reflections on the uselessness/usefulness of the history of semiotics (or of any other discipline).

II. IN THE BEGINNING: MEDIEVAL PHILOSOPHY IN ECO’S PRESEMIOTIC WORKS (1956–1967)

Leaving aside two works—the one on Aquinas’s aesthetics (The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas) and the one on the development of medieval aesthetics (Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages)—many references to medieval philosophy can be found in his very first theoretical contribution to the Italian debate on the new trends in the conception of the work of art (music, visual arts, and literature): The Open Work (Opera aperta, 1962), especially in the section devoted to James Joyce, which was published as a separate work a few years later.6 In this work (especially in the 1976 edition of Opera aperta) medieval theories of aesthetics and hermeneutics are mainly a point of comparison, a background against which to evaluate the novelty of the new trends.7 While medieval biblical hermeneutics offered a theory of interpretation somehow closed to new senses (the three/four senses being highly codified, that is, rooted in the hermeneutical tradition), the open works present themselves not only as endowed with a plurality of senses (ambiguity being a general character of any work of art) but also as “unplanned or physically incomplete structural units” in which the interpreter cooperates with the author in making the composition itself.8 In his book on Joyce, Aquinas’s aesthetics mainly represent the beginning point of the artistic and aesthetic evolution of Joyce from A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man to Finnegans Wake.9

In a conclusion added to the 1970 edition of his study on Aquinas’s aesthetics, Eco develops the parallelism between Thomistic (scholastic) and structural methodologies in an attempt to give a further sense—that of a kind of usefulness—to his first research on Aquinas and scholasticism. On one side, structuralism can certainly find an ancestry in scholasticism: “for instance, there is the Structuralist claim to be an interdisciplinary discourse, its claim to be a kind of universal logic, its claim to reduce all human sciences to a single master science [theology] . . . which the other sciences follow.” On the other side, scholastic thought has two properties that link it to structuralism. The first is that “it proceeds by way of binary divisions . . . and it thinks synchronically,” even though synchrony in medieval thought is a necessity derived more from metaphysical premises than from a methodological choice.10 The second is that the debate among structuralists about the ontological consistence of the universal structures parallels the long-lasting medieval debate on universals.11 Furthermore, becoming conscious of its medieval predecessors, structuralism (in those days) would benefit from an intellectual demystification: after all—as he reminds us at the very end of his book—“we are dwarfs standing on the shoulders of giants.”12

III. GROWING UP: MEDIEVAL PHILOSOPHY IN ECO’S FIRST SEMIOTIC WORKS (1968–1975)

La struttura assente (The absent structure) might be considered as Eco’s first explicitly semiotic work. Its subtitle stresses his semiotic and structural turn: La ricerca semiotica e il metodo strutturale (Semiotic research and structural methodology).13 This work, whose reelaboration would produce A Theory of Semiotics (Trattato di semiotica generale), contains just a few references to medieval thought or to his own and others’ studies on medieval aesthetics, which could be used to support his reflections about the structures of signification in various fields.14 For instance, at the beginning of section C, devoted to architectural communication, a reference to Suger of St. Denis exemplifies the superposition of “symbolic connotations” over the first and functional architectural “denotations.”15 Aristotle, more than scholasticism, plays the role of “father of the structural reflection,”16 and in his notion of form (eidos) Eco finds the same wavering between “structural model” (methodological aspect) and “structured object” (ontological aspect) present in the structural reflections of the late 1960s.17

Between La struttura assente and A Theory of Semiotics Eco published a pair of booklets that represent his semiotic turn very well: Le forme del contenuto (The forms of the content) and Il segno (The sign), where he focuses, more clearly than before, on the key notion of his general semiotics, namely, the notion of sign, trying to summarize the result of previous, recent, and less recent attempts to define and classify it, and finally proposing the outlines of a general theory of signs. While the first three chapters of the second booklet (devoted to the definition of sign/semiosis, the classification of signs, and the structure of linguistic signs) are mainly based on contemporary literature, the fourth discusses some philosophical problems, sketching short overviews of some theories from the past, including medieval theories. In one part some “old friends” such as medieval symbolism and biblical allegory, together with other medieval authors and theories (and many others), enter the picture.18 Recalling the antecedent of Plato’s Phaedrus, Eco exemplifies the secular confusion between phonic and written expressions (phoné and grámma) in Isidor of Seville’s Etymologies often based on written Latin (for example, lapis as laedens pedem: that is, “stone” as “something hurting our foot”).19

Dealing with the relationship between signs and thought, he recalls the long-lasting process of identification of the parts of speech from the Greek grammarians (such as Dionysius Thrax, second century BC) to the Modistae (thirteenth century AD). According to a now outdated scheme still current in the 1970s, the Modists’ contribution appears to be crucial as an antecedent of Chomskyan linguistics since they tried to single out the universal structures common to all historical languages in the modes of signifying (modi significandi), which correspond to the ways we think (modi intelligendi) and the ways things outside us are organized (modi essendi), rightly pointing out Port-Royal Grammar’s debt to the medievals. In this context Roger Bacon—who actually presents more divergences from than affinities with the Modistae—is associated with them in his search for a universal grammar.20

Dealing with concepts as signs of things, Eco gives his attention to some aspects of Aquinas’s philosophy that he did not directly touch on in his previous works. Aquinas’s theory of knowledge is linked to the debate on universals insofar as it explains how the real essences existing outside the mind in individual things can be abstracted by human intellect through a complex process that he qualifies as semiotic, even though medievals perhaps wouldn’t have admitted this qualification. In this framework Eco adds that while, for Aquinas, the relationship between words and concepts (that is, intelligible species) is arbitrary (ad placitum), the relationship between concepts and things (from which they are abstracted) is motivated. He then contrasts this theory with that of William of Ockham. Ockham’s philosophy is presented here as the culmination of the crisis of scholastic realism: according to Ockham, Eco affirms, scientific propositions do not deal with things but rather with concepts, which are simple signs of individual things, “that is, a kind of stenographic device through which we unite a multiplicity of individuals under a generic rubric.”21 Thus “the linguistic sign is a signifier whose signified is the concept, but the concept is itself a sign, an abridged and abstract signifier whose signified (or referent) are the things themselves.”22 This view of Ockham’s philosophy of language and semiotics is inaccurate on at least two accounts: (1) he did not hold that linguistic signs have concepts as their signified, but, rather, said that they are direct signs of individual things subordinated to concepts, while concepts are natural signs of them and constitute our first knowledge of the things themselves; (2) concepts are in no way (artificial or voluntary) abridgments of anything; they are, rather, the natural products of the contact between human beings and the world of individuals, a contact that cognitively starts with intuition (notitia intuitiva).23 Ockham’s philosophy of language is probably read through the distorting lenses of later empiricism, Locke’s in particular. In Ockham the concept is just the sign par excellence, contrasted with (spoken or written) words and with images that are only re-presentative signs, that is, signs that require some previous knowledge of both the signifier and the signified thing in order to work (this being traditional Augustinian semiotics). According to Ockham, concepts are exactly the primary knowledge required for other signs to present again their meaning to human beings.24 Finally, dealing with the myth of the sign’s univocity, Eco refers to Peter of Spain’s Summulae logicales (first half of the thirteenth century) as the first attempt to distinguish supposition (roughly, extension) from signification (intension): while the signification of a word is the corresponding concept, its supposition corresponds to the reference to a thing or a state of affairs. Ockham again fits the picture when he distinguishes between the simple supposition of a term standing for its corresponding concept (as in “man is a species”), its personal supposition where it refers to individual objects (as in “a man runs”), and its material supposition where it stands for itself or for another term (as in “man has three letters”).25 In Eco’s short account Ockham appears to say the same thing as Peter of Spain, but it isn’t so: supposition theory actually plays a key role in Ockham’s philosophy of language since he thinks that concepts, too, have supposition, as their natural way of referring to individual things. The interest of this short essay, devoted to a nonspecialist audience (and never translated into English, probably because it was a kind of anticipation/simplification of his A Theory of Semiotics), probably lies in the stress given to Charles Sanders Peirce’s contribution to semiotics, an author who was much less prominent in Eco’s previous works.

Concluding this section, one can notice that in A Theory of Semiotics there is almost no reference to medieval philosophers. Only Ockham’s name appears in the index of authors; and in the pages where Ockham shows up, Eco repeats, along the same interpretive lines offered in Il segno, that the Venerabilis Inceptor thought that concepts are the contents (meanings) of linguistic signs, and at the same time concepts are signs of things. To understand the increasing relevance ascribed to Peirce, it must be said that these annotations are part of a digression showing that Peirce’s theory of concepts as signs has a long-lasting historical background, going back at least to the fourteenth century.26

IV. STILL GROWING UP: MEDIEVAL PHILOSOPHY IN ECO’S MATURE SEMIOTIC WORKS (1979–1984)

In Eco’s Lector in fabula the only relevant reference to medieval thought is to be found in his classification of the isotopies, where he exemplifies the “narrative isotopies connected with isotopic discursive disjunctions that generate complementary stories.”27 The best example of this kind of complex isotopy is the theory of the four scriptural senses worked out by medieval theologians from Augustine on.28 The different levels of interpretation of some verses from Psalm 113 (In exitu Israel de Egypto . . .), historically referring to the exodus of the Hebrews from Egypt, are perfectly fitting in Eco’s complex classification of isotopies. In the framework of that theory this text was not only historically interpreted but could also be and actually was taken as talking allegorically about Christ’s redemption of humanity, morally about the believer’s soul conversion from sin to grace, and anagogically about the final liberation of the soul from earthly corruption to eternal beatitude. Eco is quoting here from the Epistola XIII ascribed to Dante Alighieri, where the author explains how the four traditional scriptural senses might be used to understand Dante’s Commedia.29 The various senses are not mutually exclusive but coexist together in the same text, all piled up on the literal/historical sense: “the text can be read simultaneously in two or more ways, and one way reinforces the other rather than eliminates it.”30 References to the theory of the four senses of the scriptures emerge again in Eco’s Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language when he deals with symbols and proposes the difference between the experience of symbolism (reference to vague contents, often based on thin, analogical correlations between symbols and their meanings) and the highly codified Christian allegory, as it is exemplified here.31

In this case a piece of medieval theory is directly included in Eco’s theory of semiotics; and in his following works, medieval thought’s importance and presence definitely increase. As Eco explains in his introduction to the Italian version of Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language, philosophy as well as semiotics might proceed in two ways: either “trying to deduce somehow a system of semiosis, namely building a philosophy of man as symbolic animal,” or proposing, as Eco does, a sort of “archaeology of semiotic concepts” on the model of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, where the Stagirite grounds his philosophical endeavor on the premise that “being is said in many ways.”32 The notion of “sign,” according to him, is similar to that of “being,” and Eco proposes to read the linguistic and semiotic theories of the past, not in order to reject them as obsolete, but to understand what they said and what they could have said instead.33 The main historiographical point, according to Eco, is that “the original idea of sign was not grounded on equality, on a stable correlation established by a code, on the equivalence between expression and content, but rather on inference, on interpretation, on the dynamic of semiosis.”34 The emphasis assigned to historical understanding and reconstruction makes this work particularly interesting from my point of view.

Actually, references to (late ancient and) medieval thought play a pivotal role in some essays published in volume XII of the Enciclopedia Einaudi, and later reworked in “L’antiporfirio” and Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language (Semiotica e filosofia del linguaggio, chapters 1 and 2, devoted respectively to the notions of “sign” and “meaning”).35 Let’s start with the first one.

1. Augustine’s Solution: The Alleged Origin of the Instructional Model of Meaning

The essay on sign points to a crucial passage in the history of semiotics.36 The leading character is Augustine, bishop of Hippo, the late antique theologian and philosopher influenced by Neoplatonism. For the first time, at least in the Latin West, he proposes a definition and classification of “sign” that includes both the natural and the conventional ones, breaking with some centuries of common doctrine, from Aristotle to Sextus Empiricus (fourth century BC to second century AD), according to which words work differently from natural signs: words’ meanings are equivalent to their definitions, while natural signs refer to their meanings through inference.37 Augustine’s contribution to the history of semiotics can be read in at least three works: his juvenile De dialectica (an anonymous unfinished dialogue on dialectic unanimously ascribed to him, circa 387), his De magistro (a dialogue with his son Adeodatus, just following Augustine’s conversion to Christianity, about the real teacher, that is, Christ, circa 389), and the De doctrina christiana (a treatise in four books aimed at training good preachers, 396, except for the fourth book written in 425). In all three works he clearly expresses his views about words as signs, invented by human beings with the aim of communicating their thoughts to one another or to remember what we have learned.38 Words as signs are covered by a general definition and can be placed in a general tree-like taxonomy. His general definition runs like this: “a sign is a thing which, over and above the impression it makes on the senses, causes something else to come into the mind as a consequence of itself” (signum enim est res, praeter speciem quam ingerit sensibus, aliud aliquid ex se faciens in cogitationem venire).39 His classification presents, first, the division between natural signs (signa naturalia), such as smoke for fire or the imprints of an animal for its passage, and expressed signs (signa data—literally “given signs”), that is, signs that are put forward by living animals in order to communicate something that is hidden to others. Eco welcomes this theory as the “unification of the theories” of signs and words, and the beginning of the “predominance of linguistics” over other branches of general semiotics.40 In particular, according to Eco, Augustine provides a solution for a problem that was not clearly seen by the Stoics, namely that of “the difference between the relation of linguistic expressions to content on the one hand (what Hjelmslev will call denotation) and the relation of sign-proposition to consequent meaning on the other.”41 While the Stoics, perhaps under the influence of Aristotle, probably thought that the first level is based on equivalence, Augustine actually provides a solution, but fails “to stress it sufficiently to make it indisputable.”42 His De magistro, in Eco’s view, plays a crucial role in shaping this solution.

At the beginning of the dialogue, Augustine asks his son, Adeodatus, to analyze a verse of the Aeneid: Si nihil ex tanta superis placet urbi relinqui (“if it pleases the gods to leave nothing of our great city [Troy] standing”).43 Augustine labels the eight words of that verse as octo signa, and does not refrain from analyzing the meaning of the first one si, even though it is a conjunction: what later (in the fourth century) will be called (by Priscian) a syncategorema, that is, a word that has no meaning by itself but only modifies the independent meanings of other words (called categoremata).44 According to Augustine’s son, the conjunction si expresses the meaning of “doubt.” After that (and after some jokes about it) he also defines the meaning of the word nihil (nothing). Since it cannot be a thing and it is not possible that a sign does not signify anything, they agree on a sort of ad hoc solution that presents the meaning of this word as an affection of the soul, that is, a state of the mind that recognizes the absence of a possible existing referent.45 Here comes the crucial passage. Dealing with the third word (the preposition ex), Augustine rejects his son’s first answer, which—trying the shortcut of synonymy—gives as its meaning another preposition, de. As Augustine underlines, it is not acceptable to explain the meaning of a well-known word (vox) with another well-known one that supposedly has the same meaning (or at least he seems skeptical about it) since if someone asks you to explain the second word, you would then be caught in a (vicious) circle.46 Reformulating his question, therefore, Augustine asks his son about the common meaning of both. In line with the first answer given above about si, Adeodatus indicates as their meaning a kind of separation (secretionem quandam) from that in which something was included and “Augustine adds a further instruction for contextual decoding: the word can express separation from something which has ceased to exist, as when the city cited in the line by Virgil disappeared, or it can express separation from something which still exists, as when one says that some merchants are coming from (ex) Rome.”47 From these few lines of the dialogue, Eco draws a general conclusion: “The meaning of a syncategorematic term is, therefore, a set (a series, a system) of instructions for its possible contextual insertions and for its different semantic outputs in different contexts (all registered by the code).”48 Categoremes probably work similarly, so that the gap between natural (inferential) signs and words is finally filled up: all signs work according to the same formal scheme, that is, p → q.49 The Italian version expands this section a little, proposing an example:


 

it is only our sloppiness that makes us believe that /smoke/ ≡ /fumée/ ≡ “smoke” ≡ “gas produced by a combustion process.” Actually, the rule runs like this: if [the word /smoke/] occurs in contexts x, y, then “gas produced by a combustion process,” but in this case, then “fire”; otherwise in contexts z, k, then “activity of ingestion of gas produced by the combustion of particular herbs + agent subject + present time,” etc. [in sentences like I smoke]. A dictionary records various sets of instructions under different lexical entries considered as homonyms: but that is just a matter of didactic economy.50



I would like to point out some weaknesses of Eco’s argument, especially as regards the interpretation of Augustine’s dialogue. First, strictly speaking, the rule proposed by Adeodatus does not explain the meaning of the syncategoreme ex, but, rather, the common meaning of both ex and de, as Augustine says explicitly. Second, there is some inaccuracy in indicating who draws the conclusion: it is not Augustine—as Eco affirms—but his son.51 Third, perhaps for the sake of brevity, Eco does not propose an analysis of the whole dialogue (just mentioning some other passages in the following section), so that he does not record Augustine’s reaction to Adeodatus’s conclusion: “even supposing that I grant you these claims and do not enumerate how many exceptions to your rule may perhaps be discovered, surely it’s easy for you to notice that you have explained words by means of words. That is to say, you have explained signs by means of signs and familiar things by the same familiar things. I would like you to show me the very things of which these words are signs, if you can,”52 that is, without using other signs. In conclusion, taking into account the immediate context, the alleged inferential solution to the problem of the relation between sign and signified (denotation) appears not even to be held by Augustine himself. Fourth, considering the whole dialogue and other works by Augustine, this “solution” appears completely neglected, even nonexistent. Leaving aside the discussions about the complex structure of the dialogue,53 it is sufficient to see what Adeodatus says later on, summarizing the result of their previous analysis of Virgil’s verse: “Then, since I was hard pressed to explain the third word in this line of verse [‘from’], you urged me to show you not another word that had the same meaning but instead the thing itself signified by the word.”54 The inferential “solution” has simply disappeared: it is not even worth mentioning. Furthermore, the whole dialogue, which, in its first part, seems to maintain that signs are crucial for teaching, ends up saying that “we don’t learn anything by these signs called words” and that words can just recall a previously acquired knowledge of the signified thing rather than bringing new knowledge.55 To say the least, Augustine’s conclusion does not seem to be a good starting point for a revolution in the history of semiotics. Other works by Augustine deal with analogous problems, and do not present any instructional model of meaning. Even when, in his De doctrina christiana, Augustine quotes the classical example of the smoke naturally signifying a fire, one could hardly draw from this text that it is actually inferential in nature: “Natural signs are those which, apart from any intention or desire of using them as signs, do yet lead to the knowledge of something else, as, for example, smoke when it indicates fire. For it is not from any intention of making it a sign that it is so, but through attention to experience we come to know that fire is beneath, even when nothing but smoke can be seen.”56 What appears important to Augustine is the unintentional character of natural signs and their cognitive import: they actually share with all other signs the fact of leading the interpreter/addressee to some knowledge. In line with what he had already proved in his De magistro, however, the passage from the knowledge of the sign to that of the signified thing is based on a previous (direct) acquaintance with both the signifier and the signified thing. Not a word is spent on the type of relation holding between them: Augustine was probably unaware of the existence of two models, one based on equivalence and the other on inference; and if he was aware of that, his unification is then to be interpreted as blurring their distinction, rather than making clear the unified structure of signs.

Actually, when Augustine deals with the problem of ambiguity in his De dialectica, he appears to apply a contextual approach to the elimination of ambiguity: according to the dialecticians, he says, “every word is ambiguous.” He adds, however, that when these words occur combined with other words, that is, in sentences as they occur in conversations and disputes, they lose their ambiguity, so that we can actually explain the meaning of (ambiguous) words with other (ambiguous) words without trouble, since ambiguity does not affect sentences or arguments.57 However, this very interesting hint is not further developed by Augustine, nor by the few medieval authors who actually read and quoted this fragmentary work, such as Roger Bacon and Henry of Ghent.58 On the contrary, the medieval reception of Augustine’s semiotics keeps on distinguishing natural signs and intentional/conventional signs. Furthermore, philosophers like Roger Bacon explicitly indicate that only a subclass of natural signs is inferential in nature; all other signs follow a substitutional model (that is, an equivalence model): images, on the one hand, are conceived as objects similar to models for what they stand; words, on the other hand, are considered as either standing for the corresponding concept (as in Peter of Spain or Aquinas) or standing for the signified things (as in Bacon or Ockham, following the theory of supposition).59 As far as I know, there is no inferential model of meaning holding for all types of signs before Peirce and Eco. As will be shown below, an explicit inferential model actually will be worked out in the second half of the thirteenth century in the context of the debates about ambiguity in the commentaries on the Sophistical Refutations, but without any reference to Augustine’s De magistro, and with the aim of describing the behavior of a specific kind of word, that is, analogous terms.60

2. The Porphyrian-Tree Model of Dictionary-like Description of Meaning

References to late antiquity and medieval thought are also crucial in Eco’s discussion of the opposition between a dictionary and an encyclopedia model of semantic description.61 In Eco’s Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language, the Phoenician Porphyry, a Neoplatonist philosopher, pupil, and biographer of Plotinus (third century AD), is presented as the first, or at least the principal, supporter of the first option. Porphyry writes an introduction to Aristotle’s Organon (translated by Boethius and known to the Latin West as the Isagoge), where he presents the theory of the five praedicabilia (that is, types of predicates) inspired by Aristotle’s theory of definition as expounded in his Topics, but with some changes (rightly pointed out by Eco):62 while Aristotle lists only four predicables (genus, property, definition, and accident), Porphyry discusses five of them (genus, species, differentia, property, and accident). The inclusion of the differentia, in particular, causes some problems that—according to Eco—will lie at the origin of some contemporary theoretical “cramps.”63 Genus and differentia build up the definitions of the ultimate species that, according to Porphyry, correspond to the intelligible (Platonically separate) Forms, the universal causes and models of all existing things. Every species has, in principle, its own differentia, which distinguishes it from all other species that belong to the same or to a different genus: the species “man” (that is, human being), for instance, should be defined by the addition of the differentia “rational” to the genus “animal.” The problem is that Porphyry indicates more than one differentia in the definition of “man,” adding “mortal” to “rational” in order to distinguish human beings from both beasts (irrational and mortal animals) and gods (conceived of as rational but immortal animals). This is the starting point for Eco’s demonstration that:


 

        (1)  The Porphyrian tree, that is, the image of the descent from the summum genus “substance” to the ultimate species “man” through the series of intermediate species, such as “body,” “living body,” “sensible body,” and “animal”—each of them defined by the superior genus and a differentia—is nothing else but a tree that “is entirely made up with differentiae”:64 the species’ names are nothing else than labels or abbreviations that cover lists of differentiae, added to the summum genus.

        (2)  This tree is not actually a tree since the same couple of differentiae can occur in more than a branch, under diverse genera, so that the specific differentia loses its character of being equivalent to the species it defines.

        (3)  If the same differentia can be shared by many species, then it makes no sense to talk about the specific differentia as an essential property of the species; it is actually an accidental feature, which together with other accidental (that is, shared) properties, ends up defining one or more species.



This conclusion goes together with (i) Eco’s rejection of the theories of rigid designation and essentialism advocated by Kripke and other philosophers of language,65 (ii) his proposal to leave aside any attempt to describe the meaning or content in terms of definitions built up from a list of finite, primitive, and context-free traits, and (iii) his adoption of the encyclopedia model (as regulative hypothesis) in which the content of an expression can be explained by a cluster of properties without hierarchy among them: a set of properties that has the structure not of a tree, but, rather, of a net or rhizome where every node is connected to all other nodes. This model, however, does not prevent working out manageable representations of some portions of the global semantic space that actually can take the shape of a tree: what is certain, according to Eco, is that this is not the shape of the encyclopedia.66

Eco’s interpretation of Porphyry underwent various changes between his first version and the last one.67 An intermediate version appears to be Eco’s “L’antiporfirio,” a contribution simply titled “Antiporphyry” for a volume edited by Gianni Vattimo and Pier Aldo Rovatti on so-called “weak thought” (Il pensiero debole, 1983) and published again in Eco’s Sugli specchi e altri saggi (1985). Even after a cursory comparison, the most striking feature is that, leaving aside some slight corrections to the references to Porphyry’s Isagoge and a more careful reading of Aristotle’s Topics and Posterior Analytics, the 1983 version adds a section (titled “Differentiae as accidents and signs”) where Thomas Aquinas plays a central role. In the 1981 version the only medieval quotations were taken from Abelard’s Glosses on Porphyry, where he simply underlined what easily can be drawn from Porphyry’s Isagoge, namely, that there are cases in which differentiae can be combined to define a species (rational + mortal, as seen above) so that one cannot infer the latter from the former, and vice versa, a central point of Eco’s argument in the 1981 version.68 However—regrettably—this point cannot be generalized to other levels of the tree, as Eco suggests. That is probably why he adds to his arguments a reference to Boethius’s major commentary on the Isagoge (and to the commentary of its translator, Eleanor Stump), where he says that “immortal” (and “irrational” in Aristotle’s view) is a differentia of inanimate heavenly bodies, so that the differentia “immortal” is shared by species belonging to distant species of the Porphyrian tree (such as animate and inanimate substances).69

My first objection to Eco’s historical reconstruction is that, even if it partially agrees with some contemporary specialist interpretation, it does not seem to be an interpretation, but, rather, a use of Porphyry’s work.70 In my view, Porphyry and the ensuing medieval tradition do not appear interested in using the tree to describe the whole universe but only to find a manageable definition of the species “man” or “human being” (that is, a partial representation of the global semantic space) in terms of genus and specific differentia. As a matter of fact, in the thirteenth century only “rationality” will survive as differentia for the species “man,” and will be conceived of as its substantial form. (I’ll return to this point later.) Furthermore, Porphyry develops only the differences on one side of the tree, those expressed by positive terms (such as corporeal, animate, sensitive, rational, and mortal) and not those on the other side, expressed by means of negative or privative terms (such as incorporeal, inanimate, insensitive, irrational, and immortal). This suggests that Porphyry did not think of exploring the whole realm of substances under the form of a tree made up with binary differentiae. If he had pursued this goal, the arbor Porphyriana would have probably had a completely different look (perhaps closer to how Eco sees it). According to Porphyry’s Neoplatonic metaphysics, negative differentiae make no sense: a natural species must have a positive constitutive differentia, so that we can consider his listing of negative properties as a shortcut to get to his goal as quickly as possible. After all, everything that is inferior to the intelligible realm and can be known through experience should be known and named positively. Only the divine One and Its sphere is humanly unattainable and linguistically unsayable, so that we are obliged to refer to It negatively.

In general, Eco’s reading of Porphyry and his criticism, though not very sensitive to the historical and theoretical context of Porphyry’s endeavor, are fairly acceptable. What is inaccurate and unacceptable, in my opinion, is his appeal to Thomas Aquinas, in the section added to the 1983 version, in support of his last point, namely the reduction of all differentiae to accidents. As seen above, Boethius, probably conscious that Porphyry’s tree was not universal, notices that the same differentia can be distributed in various branches of the tree (while Abelard did not make this point). Many theologians and philosophers after him are also aware of the fact that human beings are not always able to know these differentiae, and thus come up with observations on the side, like those of Aquinas referred to by Eco.71 As Eco’s favorite hero (especially in the Italian versions), however, Aquinas must always be a step in advance of all the others and therefore—according to Eco—he sees what others simply cannot: he does understand differentiae as accidents, but for reasons of opportunity and caution he cannot explicitly assert it.72 As one reads his De ente et essentia, one can see that Aquinas holds, rather, that we humans do not actually know of essential differentiae (nobis ignotae sunt) but signify them through some accidental differentiae that are caused by them.73 As he suggests in his Summa Theologiae, we know of our inner faculties (rationality included) only through their outer manifestations, just as we know some causes by their effects.74 This is actually, as Eco rightly stresses, a semiotic inference (studied by medieval philosophers such as Roger Bacon, among others), but this does not eliminate the distinction between the two realities and the different weight they have in Aquinas’s philosophy: rationality remains for him the substantial form of human beings, and it is no accident, even though its exterior manifestations (such as verbal reasoning) are such. Acknowledging that in the realm of substances we cannot know or name all the specific differentiae does not mean to reduce them all to accidents. As a matter of fact, Aquinas rejects both the Averroistic idea of a separate intellect and the idea of a plurality of substantial forms in human beings, pointing out the role of substantial form played by the intellective soul, that is, rationality. In his discussions he also affirms that a substantial form is different from an accidental form since, while the latter just transforms a subject (so that a cold object, thanks to heat, becomes hot), the former gives it its proper being as the intellective soul does to humans, when added as differentia to an animated and sensitive body (that is, the genus “animal”).75

After all, in my opinion, Eco could make his point without pushing Aquinas onto his side: if the centrality of some semantic traits is determined for every expression by the context, then the appeal to Aquinas or to any other medieval philosopher, all staunch supporters of essentialism, becomes really superfluous, if not preposterous. In conclusion, however, the historiographical hypothesis of the existence of an opposition between two theories of meaning, whose traces Eco has tried to search for in the past, does not seem to hold.

V. UNSEARCHED CONVERGENCES

As seen above, references to late antiquity and medieval philosophers and theologians (not to mention Peirce) play a chief role in the development of Eco’s semiotic thought: they understandably give him the feeling of not being the first to work out certain theories and interpretations and of being part of a tradition, a minor (and hitherto neglected) stream in the great river of the history of philosophy.76 Putting the theoretical and argumentative relevance of these references into question might lead to the conclusion that Eco’s research in the field of history of semiotics is just nonsense.77 This is not the case, however. In my research as a historian of medieval semiotics, I have actually stumbled upon various semantic/semiotic theories that appear to be very close to those proposed by Eco.

1. The Role of the Interpreter in the Definition of Sign: Roger Bacon and Some Others

Even though a complete history of the reception of Augustine’s semiotics is still to be written, the main lines are clear and it is equally clear that the ninth- through eleventh-century discussions of the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist played an important part. Paradoxically, it was thanks to the heretic par excellence, Berengar of Tours, that Augustine’s definition of the sign entered the dossier of quotations pro and contra the real presence.78 After Peter Lombard inserted that definition and Augustine’s main classification of the sign at the beginning of his Sententiae, Book 4 (devoted to sacraments), which were to be adopted as textbook in the university teaching of theology, every schoolman who wanted to discuss sacraments had to cope with that definition and its problems.

In the first half of the thirteenth century an English Dominican theologian, Richard Fishacre, proposed some interesting reflections on and criticism of Augustine’s definition of sign, which were to be very influential on the theories that followed until at least the end of that century. After an interesting discussion about some problematic aspects of Augustine’s definition (the stress on the sensible nature of the sign, which makes it difficult to apply to concepts or to be used by angels, for instance), Fishacre points out that the word “sign” is relative and, along with other relative nouns, it signifies a double relation instead of a single one. Just as the participle “given” (datum) signifies a double relation, one directed to the giver and the other to the one who receives the given thing, so the word “sign” denotes a relation to the signified thing and a relation to the addressee (significat unam ad significatum et aliam ad eum cui significatur).79

Some Franciscan theologians and philosophers, such as Bonaventure of Bagnoregio and Roger Bacon, will adopt Fishacre’s point of view and debate whether the first relation or, rather, the second one is essential to the sign. Bonaventure says that “the relation to the thing is essential to every kind of sign, since the barrel-hoop hanging on the tavern’s door remains a sign even though no one is looking at it.”80 In contrast, in his treatise devoted to signs, Bacon maintains that, just as a father who has lost his child remains only potentially a father, a sign without an interpreter is only potentially such; therefore the relation to the addressee is essential to every type of sign, be it intentional or unintentional (that is, natural).81 This point makes Bacon’s semiotics very close to Peirce’s and Eco’s. On one side, Bacon—following Fishacre—holds that the word “sign” is relative and signifies a double relation. On the other, Peirce makes the same point but, using a radically different theory of relations, he thinks that a sign is a triadic relation connecting a representamen, a dynamic object, and an interpretant (the effect of the first element on the mind of an interpreter).82 According to his theory of relations, however, this relation is inherently triadic and cannot be reduced to couples of dyadic relations.83 This makes the (insurmountable) difference between Bacon’s (or medieval) semiotics and Peirce’s. The medievals, following Aristotle, adopted a theory of relation based on binary relationships, so that they could think of triadic relations only in terms of couples of dyadic ones. Apart from this, both semiotics stress the importance of all three elements in the process Peirce calls “semiosis.” Adopting (and using) Peirce’s semiotics, Eco makes exactly the same point that Bacon does: a text (that is, a sign) “presupposes its addressee as a necessary condition not only of its actual communicative effectiveness, but also of its own signifying potentiality.”84

2. The Autonomy of the Text: The Modists on Virtus Sermonis and Lexical Ambiguity

Among the Aristotelian texts commented upon by the Modists, the Sophistical Refutations (Sophistici elenchi) have a special place where the Stagirite expresses his theory of lexical and propositional ambiguity. From the twelfth century on, this text represents the starting point for many discussions on lexical ambiguity and its typology. The Modists propose a classification that places three types of lexical ambiguity on a ranking going from the strongest to the weakest: the first is considered to be dependent only on its original imposition (see below); the second one (a sort of middle term between the extremes) is conceived as analogy (or polysemy, in current linguistic terms); finally, the third is explained as ambiguity depending on the presence of multiple or incompatible grammatical properties. I will deal briefly with the first two types.85

Equivocity of the first type, or homonymy, is characterized by the Modists in a quite traditional way as signification of a plurality of meanings per aequalitatem (that is, equally or nonhierarchically considered).86 This plurality of independent meanings is caused by a plurality of different acts of imposition, which link that same utterance to each type of signified object. In the Modistic framework the impositio establishes a relation of reason between words and things (or concepts), which is called ratio significandi. Going against the theological tradition (reflected in Roger Bacon’s De signis, as seen above), which conceived of the signification relation as a double relation holding between a sign and a signified object, on the one side, and a sign and its interpreter/addressee, on the other side, the Modists consider only the first relation as relevant, namely the relation they call ratio significandi. A homonym has a variety of independent meanings that derive from a plurality of independent acts of imposition usually represented either as acts of baptism or on the model of Adam giving names to all the terrestrial animals at the beginning of Genesis. A homonymous name is only apparently a unique name, and actually hides a plurality of names or, to be precise, dictiones.87 As a consequence of this emphasis on encoding, the first Modistic commentators on Aristotle’s Sophistical Refutations (in the 1270s) end up adopting (i) a rigid conception of the relationship between syntax and semantics (only well-formed phrases can be used for an effective communication), and (ii) the idea that an ambiguous phrase (noun, verb, or sentence) always offers all its meaning to its audience. Let’s take a couple of examples: the sentences “this dog barks” and “the barking dog is running” are both ambiguous because the noun “dog” underwent a multiple imposition connecting it to the four-legged animal, to the homonymous constellation, and to a fish or marine animal (whether shark or seal, it is not clear). They refer to this fact as the virtus sermonis, literally “the virtue of speech,” meaning the properties that the original imposition objectively put in language. In the first case the noun presents all its meaning to the hearers, so that at the same time one can actually understand “this dog, that is, the four-legged animal, barks,” and another one can grasp “this dog, that is, the constellation, barks,” and so on. In the second case, in contrast, the immediate context (namely, the “-ing” form immediately attached to the noun) helps the hearer to understand what the speaker had in mind when using the word “dog,” that is, the four-legged animal. The solution to the problem of the elimination of this type of ambiguity actually varies from one generation to the next, so that an increasing role is given to the context as a relevant factor for the elimination of homonymy. An anonymous commentator known as the “Prague Anonymous” in the 1280s maintains a double perspective (as does John Duns Scotus in the 1290s) from the point of view of the code (that is, de virtute sermonis). On the one hand, there is no way to eliminate ambiguity, not even the immediate context will do. On the other hand, from a pragmatic point of view (labeled de bonitate intelligentis, literally “because of the goodness of the one who understands”), the verb or predicate can also be taken as a clue for understanding what the speaker has in mind when he/she utters a lexically ambiguous sentence.

What makes Modistic semantics akin to Eco’s is exactly this two-sided approach to lexical meaning. On the one hand, homonymy is a very widespread linguistic phenomenon that Eco’s theory intends to include in an encyclopedic semantic representation, so that we can explain how it happens that when you hear a word beginning a sentence you do not yet know the meaning the speaker intends to convey, but you are open to all the meaning the expression has in the actually spoken language. The Modistic stress on virtus sermonis in dealing with homonymy can be seen as the background premise to Eco’s proposal of an encyclopedic description of the meaning of any word (or sign) whatsoever: this description has to record all the meaning a word can convey in every context (either physical situation or cotext) it occurs in. Curiously enough, Eco’s example in Lector in fabula is that of the Italian word cane (dog). On the other hand, Eco’s pragmatic stance on lexical meaning is more akin to the de bonitate intelligentis approach, as the example of cane shows: “given a term like the Italian cane (dog or cock in a firearm), a good semantic representation has to take into consideration a contextual selection that reminds [the addressee] that, when the term occurs together with expressions like ‘shotgun’ (fucile), ‘trigger’ (grilletto), ‘butt’ (calcio) etc., it signifies a lever in a gun that can be raised to be released by the trigger. In a biological context, where traits like ‘animate’ and the like occur, the term will mean an exemplar of carnivorous, domestic animal, etc.”88 Even more interestingly, in a similar case, Duns Scotus speaks of a discursive reasoning that leads the hearer to guess the man the speaker is referring to when he utters “Peter Helias runs” (Petrus Helia currit). In this case—Scotus affirms—the qualification added to “Peter” (a very widespread proper name) does not eliminate its homonymy, transforming the name into an unambiguous one, but behaves instead like a sign producing the knowledge of that very man by a kind of discourse (per quendam discursum), namely, an inference, as Eco would say.89

3. An Explicit Theory of Instructional Meaning: Simon of Faversham on Analogy

As seen above, homonyms are not the only examples of lexical ambiguity. During the 1280s and 1290s a lively debate took place among the Modists in Paris concerning the second type of ambiguous terms. Our leading character here is an almost unknown English Master of Arts who teaches in Paris in the 1280s, Simon of Faversham. He adopts the traditional way of dealing with polysemous words, which the commentators on the Sophistical Refutations called analoga, but he adds a more complex theory of how their original imposition took place, working out an explicit instructional model of semantic description for these terms.

According to many Modists, analogous or polysemous terms react in exactly the opposite way to their occurrence in a linguistic context, as compared to homonyms. Analogous terms have a first and principal meaning (deriving directly from their imposition) and one or more secondary meanings (deriving from usage or custom). Taken by themselves (that is, outside any linguistic context), they only denote their first and principal meaning, so that they are just like univocal terms.90 Their occurrence in a linguistic context, however, makes them ambiguous, along with the assertion in which they occur. For instance, when taken in itself, a term like sanum (healthy) only denotes health as a quality of a living being (that is, the balance of the four humors in its body), but when associated with a predicate semantically linked to one of its secondary meanings the term becomes ambiguous.

The discussion of how an analogous term works when it occurs in a linguistic context gives Simon of Faversham the opportunity to think the original imposition anew. If the original imposition was traditionally represented as an act of simple labeling of objects (concepts, common natures, or even individual samples), Simon of Faversham represents it—at least for analogous terms—as a complex act that consists in giving instruction on the use of such terms: “this derives from imposition . . . that the analogous term, taken alone, has only one meaning [that is, its principal meaning], while taken with a qualification [relevant to one of its secondary meanings] it has a plurality of meanings.”91 Simon of Faversham does not spend many lines on this proposal, and we can get a clearer idea of its inferential and instructional nature by considering the criticism of other Masters such as Radulphus Brito, a Parisian Master of Arts active during the 1290s, and the young Duns Scotus. They both reject Simon’s picture of the original imposition together with the notion of analogous term. Radulphus Brito makes it clear that the original imposition could not be carried out by means of language (no language existed yet, at that time), so that it was impossible for the impositor even to formulate such a set of instructions, necessarily implying both a linguistic act and a complex cognitive act. Furthermore, first imposition had to be performed through an act of simple apprehension connecting a string of sound to a thing, perhaps with the help of a gesture.92 Finally, Duns Scotus stresses that, it being impossible to know exactly how things went at the time of the first imposition, those who defend the “instructional model” for the analogous terms “invent something about the act of imposition in order to avoid the difficulty of the problem.”93 For both of them, there is no analogous term: what previous philosophers called “analogous term” is therefore either univocal or equivocal (that is, homonymous). As seen above, however, Duns Scotus admits that, assuming the point of view of the hearer, the context of occurrence of an equivocal term can be taken as a hint to the right interpretation, that is, the inferential “reconstruction” of the speaker’s intention.94

The affinities between Simon’s model and Eco’s are striking, even taking into consideration the narrower scope of Simon’s proposal: for the first time, the encoding phase of language is explicitly conceived as a complex act of setting instructions for the contextual use of (some) words. The harsh refusal of the model by Brito and Scotus finds its motivation in a rigid application to the original impositor nominum of the competences he/she could have: no language and no complex mental operations like concept composition/division or argumentation. (One wonders, however, how this original name giver could have been a good metaphysician and a good grammarian, as many Modists pictured him, with all these cognitive limitations . . .) In conclusion, both Eco’s reflections on meaning and code can be compared with this medieval proposal, no matter how ephemeral it might have been.95

4. The Intention of the Text: Roger Bacon, Again

Not all the grammarians in the thirteenth century agree with the Modists in seeing well-formedness (congruitas) as a necessary condition for semantic acceptability (sensus) and communicative effectiveness (perfectio). The grammarians before the 1260s (probably when Modists like Boethius and Martin of Dacia wrote their treatises on the modi significandi) mainly agree on the fact that a figurative expression or an expression that does not respect the syntactic rules of Latin could be more effective than a well-formed phrase. Robert Kilwardby, Roger Bacon, and other anonymous grammarians develop a pragmatic approach to syntactic and semantic analyses, which takes into account the intention of the speaker or, generally, of those who make use of language, so that a sentence like turba ruunt (“people runs,” as we might translate in order to keep the disagreement between the subject’s number and the verb’s) might be considered more effective than its correct counterpart (turba ruit, “people run”). It is not only a question of finding a rationale for its composition (ratio qua potest fieri) such as the following: turba is collective, thus it refers to a plurality of individuals (that’s why one can add a verb in third person plural). It is also a question of justifying it from the point of view of its expediency (ratio qua oportet fieri), and this depends on the intentions of the speaker, often a poet or a wise man who certainly knows syntax rules but, in order to strike his audience, decides not to follow them.96

In his Summa Grammatica (written in the 1240s) Roger Bacon follows Kilwardby’s steps but also refers, in the discussions about the expediency of using figurative expressions, idioms, or proverbs (which are usually syntactically correct), to the notion of intentio textus. For instance, when Bacon discusses the phrase verbi gratia (“that is”), whose meaning is that of introducing an example, as in the sentence homo currit, verbi gratia Sor (“a man runs, that is, Socrates”), the intention of the text includes two features: (i) the speaker intends to connect Socrates to the act of running; (ii) he/she achieves this goal making use of the absolute nominative phrase verbi gratia, which introduces an explicative sentence (exponens). The intention of the text (that is, of the first sentence) is the following: homo currit, verbi gratia, dico quod Sor currit (“a man runs, that is, I say that Socrates runs”). The introduction of the verb dico (“I say”) in the explanation of the meaning of verbi gratia allows us to reduplicate the verb of the first sentence, making explicit the subject role of Socrates. The same happens with proverbs such as lupus in fabula (“talk of the devil”) or with sacramental or liturgical forms such as Benedicite dominum (“bless God”), Ite missa est (“go, the dismissal is made” or “go, you are sent on mission”), Dominus vobiscum (“God is with you”), per omnia saecula saeculorum (“down to the times of the times”), where verbs and other elements are dropped in order to achieve a greater effectiveness. The intention of the text does not coincide with the literal sense (virtus sermonis in this context), nor with the intention of the speaker/writer (in a strong psychological sense). As a matter of fact, using these sentences or phrases, which are elliptical or highly codified, the speaker/writer cannot but conform his/her communicative intention to the intention of those who encoded them or to common usage: his/her freedom in using these phrases or sentences is limited by what the language in its development has associated with them. The intention of the text therefore represents a limit on interpretation and perhaps corresponds to the intentio verbi. The latter was worked out in the contemporary sacramental theology by William of Meliton, who holds that the intention of the minister in administering the sacraments has to conform to the intentio verbi, that is, to the meaning that has been assigned to the sacramental forms when the sacraments were instituted; his personal, interior, or intended meaning, in this case as in that of proverbs and idioms, has no relevance for their interpretation.97

Bacon’s reflections on the intentio textus agree, particularly, with Eco’s interpretive semiotics, which also assigns intentions to texts (intentio operis), which characterizes the objective (and even multiple) sense of a text when it is uttered or written, and which is independent both of its author’s intentions (intentio auctoris), which remain out of reach (especially when the author cannot be asked about them), and of what its hearers/readers might project on to it (intentio lectoris). Once released, a text enjoys a complete autonomy that only depends on the interplay between all the meanings of the words/signs used in it.98

VI. CONCLUSIONS. A HISTORY OF SEMIOTICS: TO WHAT PURPOSE?

Umberto Eco, the last of the encyclopedic polygraphs, wrote an astonishing number of essays on many different subjects, including medieval philosophy and semiotics.99 I will not discuss here, however, his contribution to the knowledge and understanding of medieval philosophy, but, rather, try to evaluate his attitude as semiotician towards the history of semiotics. In an article devoted to the history and historiography of semiotics,100 Eco distinguishes the different attitudes developed in the field of natural sciences, on one side, and in the humanities, on the other, towards their own history: while in the former “it is possible to be a good researcher in chemistry . . . without knowing the story of the now obsolete phlogiston theory,” in humanities things are more complex, so that it seems expedient to philosophers to know how their predecessors dealt with the problems they are now interested in, assuming that these problems are (more or less) the same.101 Semiotics appears in an even more difficult situation since there are still discussions about the main categories of the field and, during its history, even what seems to be the most basic notion, that of sign, was not defined in a univocal way.102 His proposal is that of considering, in a very tolerant way, all relevant cases for a history of semiotics in which “one witnesses a relation of referral” (relation de renvoi, according to Jakobson’s views) and “every time an author is concerned with the nature of such relations.”103 He then examines the various kinds of sources the historian of semiotics can rely on: explicit general or particular semiotics, cosmological semiotics, implicit semiotics, and insights from semiotic experiences. After an examination of the historical development of the notion of the symbol, from Aristotle to the Renaissance, Eco draws some conclusions. First of all, the overview shows that under the same term a host of different meanings and incompatible theories are often hidden; furthermore, “this example shows at least two other things: (i) a historical reconstruction of semiotic concepts is not only an erudite contribution to archives for historians, but is one way to clarify many of our present theoretical puzzles,” and (ii) “a historical reconstruction of semiotics must be an interdisciplinary enterprise” that might “escape the competence of a single scholar,” so that the identification of primary sources “must be mediated by a comprehensive survey of secondary sources, that is, many historical works in various disciplinary fields.”104

While I partially subscribe to the second point, I mainly disagree on the first one. The main reason for my partial disagreement is best explained by an observation previously made by Eco about the aims of the history of semiotics: “One of the tasks of a history of semiotics will certainly be to show how and to what extent certain ideas, frequently believed to be very modern, have a millenary pedigree.”105 In this passage the search for ancient and noble roots appears to be taken for granted as one of the aims of the history of semiotics. And this is exactly the risk a history of semiotics should avoid: that of being an ancillary discipline to any current semiotics. In the first pioneering period of the discipline, this attitude towards history, together with an extensive use of secondary sources, might have been accepted.106 If it keeps relying on secondary sources, however, it runs the risk of accepting interpretations that might be wrong or devoid of grounds, as happens to Eco himself when he appears to accept Maria Corti’s interpretation of the influence of the Modistae on Dante’s De vulgari eloquentia, without questioning a highly controversial point of view.107 When the discipline grows up and receives scientific acknowledgment, as happened to semiotics from the mid-1960s on, its history must also develop, becoming a value in itself and an independent endeavor. At this stage of development, a history of semiotics cannot just search for forerunners of its major sister or limit itself to the surveys of secondary literature, but must work out its own tasks and research projects. The historians of semiotics must have a peer dialogue with the historians of other disciplines (philosophy, logic, linguistics, medicine, astronomy/astrology, alchemy, and so on), directly analyzing their primary sources and developing their own readings and interpretations. In a word, they must engage in “basic research,” leaving aside the research aimed at finding semiotics’ ancestors or predecessors. The problem of whether their research might be useful to semiotics and semioticians shouldn’t be of any concern to the historians of semiotics. This does not imply that semioticians could not profit from the result of the historians’ research for theoretical purposes; it should be clear, however, that this is a use of (ancient, medieval, or modern) texts rather than their interpretation. From this point of view, I see Eco’s permanent concern with the usefulness of historical research (be it in aesthetics or in semiotics) as simply misplaced. In comparison with a historian of philosophy, a historian of semiotics might also use the sophisticated tools and methods of interpretation developed in semiotics and bring into play his or her own sensibility in relation to contemporary semiotic problems in order to develop a sharper understanding of ancient, medieval, or modern texts, systems, or practices of signification, always keeping in mind that the texts of the past often cannot answer our questions because they were written for other purposes. The historian of semiotics (or of any other discipline) has to let the authors and texts of the past answer their own questions without superposing his or her own schemes.108 In this sense I think that the opposition between an equivalence model and an inference model of signs is not a good general historiographical scheme: it might be useful to interpret ancient, classical semiotic systems (such as Aristotle or the Stoics) but it is not apt for interpreting Augustine’s semiotics (see above) or medieval semiotics.109 Finally, I totally subscribe to what John H. Heiser said about Plotinus and would like to generalize his proposal to all authors and texts relevant for the history of semiotics: “I believe Plotinus has something to say to us which is worth hearing, but we will not hear him unless we are willing for the moment to suspend belief in our assumptions and let Plotinus answer the questions he himself asks. If this in turn inspires us to reexamine our own assumptions, so much the better for philosophy.”110
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David Boersema

NEGOTIATION AND REGULATION: ECO ON KNOWING

In 1967 Benoit Mandelbrot published a paper in which he asked, “How long is the coast of Britain?” Mandelbrot’s answer to the question was that there is no single correct answer. This is not because we are not careful enough in our measurements but because there is no single “thing” that is the coast of Britain. Nor is this because the coast keeps changing (say, with coastal waters washing some of it away or tides covering some of it up). Even if we could freeze time and physical events so that nothing changed, the length of the coast of Britain would depend on some chosen scale of measurement as well as just what physical parts of the world we included as being part of Britain. If our measuring scale is meters we get a different answer than if our measuring scale is miles. As we try to get more and more precise about just what object we want to measure, it becomes less and less clear just what the object is (much like magnifying a picture to get a closer and closer look at some detail; the overall picture gets more and more blurry) and the number we get as the answer gets larger and larger. The fact that there is no single, correct answer to the question does not mean that there are no incorrect answers. “Twelve miles” is an incorrect answer, as is “2.043 million kilometers.” We are measuring something “out there,” something real and independent of our measurements, our measuring devices, and our acts of measuring, that regulates (at least in part) why these answers are incorrect. Nonetheless, there is no single, correct answer.

Similarly, there is no single, correct interpretation of Shakespeare’s Hamlet (or, to put it another way, no single, correct answer to the question, “What is the meaning of Hamlet?”). But, as with the case of Britain’s coast, there are incorrect interpretations (answers). Hamlet is not about snowboarding, nor is it about the length of Britain’s coast. There are facts about the world that regulate these interpretations (answers) as well. Nonetheless, there is no single, correct interpretation of Hamlet. We can explain why some answers are incorrect and why we claim that some are correct—or, at least, more nearly correct—and these explanations involve and include facts about the world, but they also involve and include the negotiations that are inherent and necessary in meaningfully involving and including facts about the world.

Can we know the length of the coast of Britain or the meaning of Hamlet? Yes and no. This essay is an attempt to explain Umberto Eco’s epistemology, the nature of which is suggested by the questions above. I explicate what I take his epistemology to be, a view that addresses issues of what is known, how it is known, and why it is known. (The latter phrase, “why it is known,” no doubt sounds perplexing to some people; it will be explained below.) In addition, a unity—at least, a rejection of disunity—between cognitive and aesthetic concerns relating to knowledge will be spelled out, with interpretation appearing as a central aspect of Eco’s epistemology.

I. KNOWING AS NEGOTIATION

In one of his early works, The Open Work, Eco remarks that “knowledge is at once a process and an ‘openness.’”1 What he means by this, including what he means by process and by openness are spelled out below, but it is first worth noting that this simple remark points to an important and basic aspect of his epistemology, namely that it is the act of knowing that is primary; knowledge, as the product or outcome of that act, is secondary. Consequently, to the extent that epistemologists focus on knowledge—for example, on conditions of knowledge (such as justified true belief) in order to characterize its nature—they will find Eco’s approach and foci to be disconcerting, if not disorienting. Quite simply, for Eco, the question “What is knowledge?” is derivative upon the question “What is knowing?” It is to this latter question that he addresses his attention. For Eco, then, what is knowing? It is a relationship, an engagement of an agent in and with the world. At the most basic level, it involves both negotiation and regulation.

What is involved in the process/act of knowing? In addressing this question it is important to note that, for Eco (as well as for others), “knowing” (as well as “knowledge”) is both a normative term and a descriptive one. We distinguish between knowledge and opinion, between knowledge and mere belief. Because there is a level or kind of warrant for certain claims or beliefs, we label them as being known rather than being merely believed or entertained or held. This normative aspect of knowing is fundamental. It is also the case that, while knowing involves levels or kinds of warrant, those levels or kinds clearly vary; what it is to know one’s name is different than what it is to know that 2 + 2 = 4, and both are different than what it is to know how to ride a bicycle. The levels and kinds of warrant obviously vary, but this variability does not mean that “anything goes,” that there are no commonalities or standards. In addition, because knowing involves an agent—a knower—the levels and kinds of warrant will be, in part, dependent upon who the agent is. For example, a trained physician knows that a particular image on an x-ray picture is a tumor, but a philosophy professor might not know this, whereas the philosophy professor might know that [∀x(Gx → ~ Hx) & ∀x(Fx v Gx)] → (~ ∃x ~ Hx → ∃xFx), but the physician might not. Likewise, an adult might know that purchasing a home with a subprime loan will likely mean foreclosure of that home in the future, but a child might not know this. Although what counts as knowing varies—and is a matter of negotiation—there are criteria and standards of regulation, a point that Eco stresses repeatedly and that will be fleshed out below.

To say that knowing is a matter of negotiation means that knowing is not simply a dyadic relation between a given belief (or act of believing) and a given state of affairs or set of facts. That is, it is not simply a belief (or act of believing) correctly hooking up (corresponding) to the world. Knowing certainly does need to involve a relation between the agent and the world, but that relation also requires background assumptions and context. For Eco, knowing is not a dyadic relation but a triadic one, involving the given belief (or act of believing), the world, and also agreed upon criteria, standards, and epistemic values (such as consistency, verifiability, and so on). Knowing the length of the coast of Britain involves a set of beliefs (or acts of believing) and states of affairs (facts about the world), but in addition it involves agreeing upon standards of measurement as well as what exactly we count as being part of the coast itself. (Does this particular stretch of sand that lies under the water half of the year count as being part of the coast; does that small promontory count as being part of the coast?)

Two points are raised here: first the knowing relation is, as just stated, triadic not dyadic, and, second, the knowing relation requires agreement on the content of knowing (that is, on just what it is that is known). Both are a matter of negotiation, in particular semiotic negotiation, or agreement about signs, including what is signified and how it is signified. Semiotic negotiation is fundamental to—indeed, defining of—Eco’s views, and it is this notion that must first be explicated in order to grasp his epistemology.

In his 1984 Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language Eco stated that “inferential processes (mainly under the form of Peircean abduction) stand at the basis of every semiotic phenomenon.”2 A few years later, in The Limits of Interpretation, he noted: “The logic of interpretation is the Peircean logic of abduction.”3 These remarks point to a crucial feature of Eco’s conception of interpretation being at the core of all forms of knowledge and belief. To see this, Peirce’s notion of abduction (which he also at times calls “hypothesis”) first needs to be explained.

Peirce distinguished three types of inference: deduction, induction, and abduction. He outlines the difference among them in relation to what he calls a rule, a case, and a result. Peirce illustrates these notions with an example of white beans selected from a bag of beans. A deductive inference is characterized as follows:


 

            Rule: All the beans from this bag are white.

            Case: These beans are from this bag.

        Therefore:

            Result: These beans are white.



An inductive inference is characterized differently, as such:


 

            Case: These beans are from this bag.

            Result: These beans are white.

        Therefore (probably):

            Rule: All the beans from this bag are white.



Finally, an abductive inference has the form:


 

            Rule: All the beans from this bag are white.

            Result: These beans are white.

        Therefore (probably):

            Case: These beans are from this bag.



How this relates to knowledge is that the interpretation of signs is inescapably abductive. Eco draws an example from Augustine, pointing out the limitations and underlying presuppositions about ostension. Here Augustine asks Adeodatus how he would explain the meaning of the expression “to walk.” Adeodatus states that he would simply start walking (with, we imagine, some sort of verbal clue such as “it’s to do this!”). But what would he do to explain the expression if he were already walking, asks Augustine (that is, if the action and “do this” didn’t work). Adeodatus exclaims that he would just walk faster. Augustine, of course, notes that this would not distinguish “to walk” from “to hurry up,” noting that ostensive signs do not provide or clarify meaning by means of simple induction. Eco insists that a frame of reference is necessary, a metalinguistic (or, rather, a metasemiotic) rule expressed in some way prescribing what rule should be used in order to understand ostension. But at this point we have already arrived at the mechanism of abduction. Only via hypothesizing Adeodatus’s behavior (result) as a case of a rule will any sense be made. “Abduction,” Eco states, “is, therefore, the tentative and hazardous tracing of a system of signification rules which will allow the sign to acquire its meaning.”4

An example illustrates this conception of abductive inference. It is taken from Voltaire’s Zadig and involves the character Zadig making reference to a dog and a horse he had never encountered. One day while walking near a wood, Zadig is approached by the Queen’s Chief Eunuch who asks if Zadig has seen the Queen’s dog. Though he hadn’t, he replied that the dog was actually a bitch, a very small spaniel that had recently had puppies, that its left forefoot was lame, and it had very long ears. Just at that moment, the Master of the King’s Hounds came by and asked Zadig if he had seen the king’s horse pass by. Though he hadn’t, he replied that the horse was the best galloper in the stable, it was fifteen hands high, with a very small hoof; as well, its tail was three-and-one-half feet long, the studs on its bit were of twenty-three carat gold, and its shoes of eleven scruple silver. The Chief Eunuch and the Master of the King’s Hounds are astonished that Zadig could know these things about the animals, not having seen them. (Indeed, they did not believe he hadn’t seen them.) Zadig then explained how he inferred these properties of the animals. For example, he saw animal tracks on the sand and judged them (based on past experience) to be dog prints; the sand was always less hollowed by one paw than by the other three; the marks of horseshoes were all perfectly equally spaced; from the marks his hoofs made on certain pebbles he knew (based on past experience) the horse had been shod with eleven scruple silver, and so forth. Using certain designators as identity operators in the context of his discussions, for example, she had recently had puppies, its tail was a certain length, the dog, and so on, Zadig engaged in abductive reasoning while making reference to the unseen animals. (Eco’s “retelling” of this incident is incorporated in his The Name of the Rose.) The point here is that Zadig is able to refer based on his abductive inferences of semiological information.

Zadig’s ability to know here is dependent upon evidence culled, in this case, from nonlinguistic signs. Clearly what counts as evidence are signs carrying some recognized or enunciated similarity to other signs. Eco states three conditions on signs being so related: (1) it cannot be explained more economically, (2) it points to a single cause (or very limited set), and (3) it fits in with other evidence. The importance here is not so much for “normal” cases of evidence, for instance, clues leading to inferences about, say, a crime. Rather, the point about evidence relates to how even names can be used and understood, and that they are so used and understood only against a background of inference and interpretation.

In his 1983 essay “Horns, Hooves, Insteps: Some Hypotheses on Three Types of Abduction,” Eco expands upon Peirce’s discussion of abduction.5 Here he argues we are led to think of (at least) two different kinds of abduction, one that begins with one or more surprising facts and leads to the hypothesis of a general law, while the other begins with one or more surprising facts and leads to the hypothesis of another fact that is supposed to be the cause of the former fact. The first kind of abduction, he notes, is often, if not always, the case for scientific discoveries; the latter kind of abduction is the case of criminal detection. He remarks that the first kind of abduction can be said to be concerned with the nature of universes (or general categories and classifications), while the second kind can be said to be concerned with the nature of texts (or particular, coherent series of propositions linked by a common theme). However, says Eco, the general mechanism of abduction can be made clear only if we assume that we deal with universes as if they were texts and with texts as if they were universes. As he states:


 

When a single fact is taken as the explanatory hypothesis for another single fact, the former works (within a given textual universe) as the general law explaining the latter. General laws, insofar as they are open to falsification and potential conflict with alternative laws which could explain equally well the same facts, should be taken as facts of a particular nature, or as the general models of certain facts which cause the facts to be explained. Moreover, in scientific discovery one figures out laws through the mediating discovery of many further facts; and in text interpretation one identifies new relevant facts by presupposing certain general (intertextual) laws.6



The interplay between universes and texts is important both epistemologically and metaphysically, and points to Eco’s notion of what he calls “contractual realism.” At all levels of knowing and in all acts of knowing, what is known is never, conceptually, a “pure” fact or, perceptually, a bare particular. What is known is always an instance of a kind or type. The simple fact of an apple falling to the ground involves categorization; it is an apple falling, not a “mere x,” and it is falling, not merely doing something or other. A fortiori, knowing that an apple is falling to the ground involves categorization, the interplay of universes and texts, generalizations, and facts.

The contractual aspect of Eco’s contractual realism is the stance that there is no single, correct description of the world (or any part of it). As stated above, this does not mean that there is no incorrect description of the world (or any part of it). That aspect is the realism part of contractual realism and will be explored below. For now, the point is that the act of knowing, as well as what is known, is a matter of semiotic agreement. To see the point of denying any single, correct description, consider a simple sheet of paper. What is the correct description of it? Would the correct description include all of its physical properties, including not only its length and breadth but also its number of molecules? Would the correct description include its distance from Mars (or, perhaps more precisely, its distance from a specific set of spatial coordinates on, say, a given table on the Earth to the point on Mars that is the shortest distance to that table)? Would the correct description include its rest mass? Its relativistic mass, that is, its mass when accelerated after it has been wadded up and is being thrown into a wastebasket? Would the correct description include its history, that is, the specific time coordinates when it was cut from a given roll of paper at the manufacturer? Would the correct description include that it is being discussed at this moment in this essay? The point here is obvious: it is at best pointless to speak of a single, correct description simpliciter of a given sheet of paper, much less of anything else (just as it is pointless to state or assume that there is a single, correct answer simpliciter to the question of the length of Britain’s coast). Knowing and believing, as acts of engagement with the world, involve descriptions, characterizations, perceptions, inferences, and so on.

One means by which Eco demonstrates the contractual aspect of contractual realism is in his varied discussions about translating and translations. As he has noted in recent works, a good, even correct, translation can violate lexical and referential faithfulness because translation is a semiotic act, and the equivalence of meaning is not the same thing as lexical or referential equivalence.7 For instance, he has noted that if someone translated the English idiom “you’re pulling my leg” into Italian, it would miss the mark. One could transliterate it word for word but the result would be strange to Italian speakers. Rather, it should be translated as something closer to “you’re pulling my nose.” Likewise, there are contexts in which the same word in Italian (topo) would be more appropriately translated into English as mouse and in other contexts as rat. What is obvious in the case of translation—namely, the necessity and ineliminability of contractual agreement—might be less obvious but nonetheless true of other semiotic contexts and processes. Linguistic translation is, of course, just one form of interpretive action. So, too—and this is basic to Eco’s views, as has been noted above—are everyday actions of engaging in the world, including perception and inference. The following remarks (from Mouse or Rat?), though, capture Eco’s insistence on both the negotiation component of translation/interpretation and the regulation component (to which we will now turn):


 

It is curious to remark that, while so many philosophical discussions have cast doubt on the very possibility of translation, since each language represents an incommensurable structure, it is precisely the empirical evidence of translation that challenges the philosophical assertions about the dependence of world views on language. Thus translation re-proposes to philosophy its everlasting question, namely, whether there is a way in which things go, independently of the way our languages make them go.8



II. KNOWING AS REGULATION

Knowing is an active engagement by an agent in the world, but it is also a successful engagement since “merely” believing or having a lucky guess is also an active engagement by an agent in the world. When we say that a person knows something, as opposed to saying that a person believes or (correctly) guesses something, we are not describing states of affairs but are evaluating certain engagements as different, and in some sense better, than nonknowing engagements. We insist that there are criteria and standards of warrant or justification. I will discuss two such criteria/standards here: evidence and explanation.

To know that x is the case, one must have some evidence for x being the case. Again, merely believing or (correctly) guessing or hoping that x is the case does not constitute knowing that x is the case. What does it mean for some phenomenon to be evidence? In addressing this question it is important to first note that nothing is evidence per se; it is always evidence of something or evidence for something. Particular spots on one’s skin can be evidence of a toxic reaction; the observation of confirming or corroborating data can be evidence for the truth of some particular hypothesis. (Even the absence of some phenomenon can count as evidence, as famously known from the Sherlock Holmes story “Silver Blaze,” in which the fact that the dog did not bark was evidence for Holmes of the culprit’s identity.) However, as Eco repeatedly insists, what counts as evidence of or for something is always a matter of semiotic interpretation, housed in a semiotic system. The mere presence of particular spots on one’s skin could be legitimately accounted for in various ways and could be consistent with various, even conflicting, hypotheses. Perhaps the best known example given by Eco is his discussion (in Kant and the Platypus) of the first encounters (by nonaborigines) of the platypus. The animal did not fit into the classificatory schemas they used, and cognitive decisions needed to be made to account for this phenomenon. It was warm-blooded (hence a mammal) but it was egg-laying (hence not a mammal). Was the platypus evidence that some mammals (because this animal was warm-blooded) laid eggs? Was the platypus evidence that some warm-blooded animals were not mammals (because this warm-blooded animal laid eggs and so could not be a mammal)? Another example (not Eco’s) was the discovery of a surprising spike of the element of iridium at what is called the K-T boundary in the geological stratum (“K-T” for Cretaceous-Tertiary) in the early 1980s. Some scientists took this iridium spike as evidence that an extraterrestrial object (a comet or meteorite) had struck the Earth because comets and meteors were known to have higher levels of iridium than were present on the Earth’s surface. Other scientists took this iridium spike as evidence of massive volcanic activity because higher iridium levels were known to be correlated with subsurface volcanic activity. The point of these examples is that what counts as some phenomenon being evidentiary is its semiotic interpretation. Clearly negotiation is involved. Nevertheless, as Eco also insists, this negotiation is regulated. Scientists who defended competing hypotheses about the iridium spike had to point to agreed upon and settled information about the world in order to proceed and adjudicate between their conflicting hypotheses. As Eco remarked in The Role of the Reader, in one of his many attempts to reject wide-open idealism: “The possibilities which the work’s openness makes available always work within a given field of relations. As in the Einsteinian universe, in the ‘work in movement’ we may well deny that there is a single prescribed point of view. But this does not mean complete chaos in its internal relations. What it does imply is an organizing rule which governs these relations.”9

Besides the issue of evidence as an aspect of epistemic justification, and hence of regulation as an integral component of knowing, another component of such regulation is explanation. Just as Peirce’s work on abduction and inference is important for laying out Eco’s epistemological views, so, too, is Peirce’s work on explanation, in the sense that an explanation is an account of what it is to justify a claim to knowledge. As will be seen, Peirce’s understanding of explanation does indeed dovetail with Eco’s epistemology, especially with the insistence that explanation/justification is a semiotic act that involves not only categorization but also a normative component. First, then, a brief account of Peirce on explanation is in order.

There are a number of features of Peirce’s conception of explanation, features that are reflected in Eco’s conception of epistemic justification: (1) there is a structure to what constitutes an explanation, (2) explanations have an irreducible axiological aspect (they are the result of interested inquiry and involve surprise; in effect, they are a matter of what would arouse a need to be explained), and (3) explanations involve categorization(s).

With respect to Peirce’s notion that explanations have a structure, he claimed that an explanation is a syllogism. For example, in his analysis of “induction and hypothesis” he claims: “We have seen that Inductions and Hypotheses are inferences from the conclusion and one premise of a statistical syllogism to the other premiss [sic]. In the case of hypothesis, this syllogism is called the explanation.”10 Framing the structure of an explanation as a hypothetical (or abductive) inference is fundamental for Peirce, as it requires invoking law. Suppose my car does not start one morning. The explanation might be, say, that it is out of gas (or that the spark plugs are fouled and not working properly). However, for this to actually explain why the car does not start, there must be some connection (in this case, a causal connection) between the car not starting and being out of gas (or having fouled plugs). That is to say, there needs to be some account for why being out of gas (or having fouled plugs) prevents a car from starting. This needed account, for Peirce as well as for Eco, is the requirement of some sort of law (in this case, a causal law or generalization). In effect: so what if the car has no gas; what does that have to do with the car not starting? Well, there are laws (or, at least, lawlike properties) relating to internal combustion engines that are part of the explanation; something needs to relate the fact of a car not starting with the fact of its being out of gas. (See again Eco’s remarks above about texts and universes.)

Likewise, for justification, there is a syllogistic-like structure. This is easy to see for moral justification. What justifies the claim that capital punishment is, say, morally acceptable? One might argue that it reduces crime (at least the person executed won’t commit any more crimes, and the fear of execution will deter others from committing certain crimes). However, there is still the question of what the connection is between moral acceptability and the (purported) reduction of crime. Something in the form of a moral principle or generalization (that is, a law) is needed: perhaps in the form of a utilitarian principle or in the form of some deontological principle. The point is that there needs to be some feature of the justification that is lawlike. The same holds for epistemic justification: If one claims to know that p is the case (for example, “There is a book in front of me”), this will involve relating some warranting claim (“I see it!”) and also some lawlike feature that relates the claim and its (purported) warrant (for example, “In normal conditions, my visual apparatus functions reliably”).

These aspects of law (or connectedness) that speak to the structure of explanation also speak to the second feature of Peirce’s conception of explanation, that explanations have an irreducible axiological aspect. Only by seeing a fact as an instance of some contrast class of facts can the notion of explanation be relevant. Quite simply, what matters is what is expected—given background assumptions (and theory)—such that some explanandum is placed in the context of a contrast class that calls for explanation. Surprise, even the strength of surprise, of course, is not the measure of a logical need for explanation, for Peirce.11 It is, as he puts it, “merely the instinctive indication” of a logical situation.12 Nevertheless, prior expectation or probabilities (provided by experience or explicit theory) structure what is taken as needful and possible as explanation.

Along with the central element of surprise/expectation that is integral to the epistemic aspect of explanation is the notion of interest. Says Peirce: “we pay no attention to irregular relationships, as having no interest for us.”13 Simply put, explanation is interest-laden (or, perhaps, interest-guided). Explanation is part of inquiry, which, for Peirce and for Eco, is never disinterested. Just as they both reject Cartesian doubt as a serious undertaking, so, too, they reject explanation disconnected from genuine puzzlement as a serious undertaking (or desideratum). What is serious is the irreducible element of purpose. With respect to scientific explanation, and so the purpose(s) of science, knowledge and predictability are the desired end:


 

In order to define the circumstances under which a scientific explanation is really needed, the best way is to ask in what way explanation subserves the purpose of science. . . . Now what an explanation of a phenomenon does is to supply a proposition which, if it had been known to be true before the phenomenon presented itself, would have rendered that phenomenon predictable, if not with certainty, at least as something very likely to occur.14



Peirce continues: “It may, however, be objected that if we are to go back to the ultimate motive for explanation, I should have asked what the danger is to which error would expose us. . . . Restricting myself, as I do, to scientific reasoning, I need not go behind the recognized purpose of science, which stops at knowledge.”15

The emphasis noted earlier on law and necessary connection as integral to explanation points to the third aspect of Peirce’s position: that explanations involve categorizations and the replacement of complex predicates with simpler ones. “Complex” and “simple” are, of course, relative terms and what Peirce means by them in this context is broader or narrower reference classes. For example (though this is not one that Peirce gives), if Smith is thirty years old but dies within five years, we would be surprised and ask for an explanation. If we come to discover that Smith was a heavy smoker, we now think Smith’s death in such a short amount of time is explained. This is because we now place Smith into a narrower reference class (heavy smokers) rather than the broader reference class (thirty-year-olds) and our respective expectations about longevity are different. A constraint on the breadth or narrowness of the reference class is the element of relevance, though Peirce never states this explicitly. For example (again, not his), if the proffered explanation for why Smith got pregnant is because Smith failed to take birth control pills, that would function less felicitously if we learn that Smith is male than merely if we learn that Smith does not take pills.

This Peircean view of explanation resonates with the more contemporary pragmatic model of explanation, most often associated with Bas van Fraassen. The fundamental aspect of this model is that purpose and context are inherent parts of any explanation. In laying out a pragmatic model, he sees explanation as a relation of three parts: theory, fact, and context. Explanations, he says, are answers to why-questions and why-questions consist of three elements: a topic of concern, a contrast class, and a relevance relation. An example, provided by van Fraassen, to illustrate these features is the question, “Why is this conductor warped?” The topic of concern is the presupposition that, in fact, there is a warped conductor. The contrast class, or set of alternatives, in this case, is conductors. (We want to know why this, not that, conductor is warped.) The relevance relation is the feature that provides a context for the possibility of explanation. It is the pragmatic aspect of what we want explained. So, what question is being asked and, hence, what set of answers would be possible, depends on all three of these features. To give another (now well-worn) example: Willie Sutton, a notorious bank robber, when asked, “why do you rob banks?” replied, “that’s where the money is.” The topic here is robbing banks (or Sutton robbing banks); the contrast class is, for the questioner, occupations (bank robber versus philosophy professor) and, for Sutton, places to rob (banks versus boutiques). The relevance relation is, in this case, motivation.

With this summary of Peirce’s (and van Fraassen’s) notion of explanation, and how it mirrors aspects of justification, it becomes, again, obvious how Eco’s understanding of knowing involves not only negotiation but also regulation. If knowing is a matter of an agent engaging in the world, and having met appropriate criteria and standards for that engagement to be labeled as knowing (rather than believing or guessing), there are issues of how that person came to acquire a given cognitive state (or, if we allow noncognitive knowledge, how that person came to acquire a given affective state), including what would count as justifying evidence and explanation. Each of those components of a case of knowing, as has been argued, requires both negotiation and regulation.

III. PURPOSE AND VALUES

At the start of this essay, I noted that for Eco knowledge is derivative upon knowing; knowledge is the result of the active engagement of an agent in and with the world. This engagement is played out in two aspects of knowing: exploration and explanation. That is, one aspect of knowing is about finding out about the world; it is about exploration and acquiring knowledge. How do we come to know what we know? The other (or, at least, another) aspect of knowing is about accounting for what we find out; it is about explanation and justifying knowledge. Both are related to Eco’s two aspects of negotiation and regulation discussed above. How do we come to know that 2 + 2 = 4 or that Mars does (or does not) have life or that Abraham Lincoln was (or was not) left-handed, and so on? Answers to these questions involve the sort of abductive inference and interpretation that are noted earlier (negotiation) as well as the semiotic constraints also noted earlier (regulation).

These aspects and components of knowing have recently been the focus of attention for analytic epistemologists under the label of virtue epistemology. Beginning in the 1980s, especially in the work of Ernest Sosa, virtue epistemologists have argued that epistemological concerns should address “success through agency”; that is, they should be focused on how agents come to have knowledge and what it means to be successful (in other words, coming to have knowledge as opposed to mere opinion or lucky guesses). Just as virtue ethics is articulated as being distinguished from principle-based ethics, virtue epistemology does likewise with cognitive value(s). Just as virtue ethics stresses certain behavioral and character virtues (for example, honesty or truthfulness) over moral principles (for example, utility or duty) as the basis for genuine good action, as well as understanding and generating good action, so, too, virtue epistemology stresses certain epistemic virtues over epistemic principles for understanding and generating knowledge. For example, just as moral theorists have argued against moral luck as a measure of good moral action, so, too, have virtue epistemologists argued against “epistemic luck” (as found in the famous Gettier counterexamples to the justified true belief view of knowledge) as being “credit worthy” of being labeled cases of knowing. This movement from belief-based knowing to agent-based knowing has been fundamental to Eco’s views of epistemology from his earliest writings. Even more important is that Eco has spelled out the sorts of semiotic elements and processes, along the lines of Peirce’s analysis of abduction, that characterize agent-based knowing.

In his paper, “On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense,” Nietzsche remarked:


 

Once upon a time, in some out of the way corner of that universe which is dispersed into numberless twinkling solar systems, there was a star upon which clever beasts invented knowing. That was the most arrogant and mendacious minute of “world history,” but nevertheless, it was only a minute. After nature had drawn a few breaths, the star cooled and congealed, and the clever beasts had to die.16



Just as there are values in knowing—as insisted upon by virtue epistemologists as well as pragmatists, and by Eco—so, too, there is value of knowing. As the Nietzsche quote alludes to, knowing is normative and we place an importance on identifying an interaction as one of knowing (versus one of believing or guessing). At the start of this essay, I noted that Eco’s epistemological views involve addressing what is known, how it is known, and—perhaps paradoxically sounding—why it is known. The point of this last component is that knowing and believing are the results of active engagements with the world; they are the result of inquiry by agents and inquiry is never disinterested. Knowing and believing are not simply factual states of affairs of agents; they are normative and axiological. As is well known, even the simple act of perception involves selective attention and certainly belief, and knowledge that is perceptual (for instance, seeing an apple or tasting an apple) is selective. We simply do not and cannot attend to all physical stimuli in our environment at any given time. Selectivity is (at least part of) what makes knowing and believing possible. For conceptual and inferential knowing and believing, this selectivity is even more paramount and pervasive.

One facet of epistemology in which values and norms are obvious is the notion of epistemic values. Epistemic values are aspects of knowing that help toward the attainment of knowledge or, minimally, warranted belief. For example, we want reliable scientific data to be replicable, precise, and accurate. It is usual in science to expect that the results of experiments be clearly quantifiable. Yet these features of being replicable, precise, accurate, quantifiable (and others) are not “in the data themselves.” They are values that we hold regarding the validity and reliability of the data. Such values are inherent and inescapable for knowing.

Beyond epistemic values and the recognition that truth and justifiability are themselves values, so, too, there are value aspects of the process of (scientific) knowing, that is to say, values within science, values that are inherent to the “doing” of good scientific research. Among these values are—for lack of a better term—moral or social values. For example, the philosopher of science, Nicholas Rescher, has argued that moral values are inherent in scientific research. That is, he has claimed that scientific research simply cannot take place absent many moral decisions being made. And, again, these are not moral decisions regarding the uses of scientific information once it has been attained; rather, moral decisions permeate the very possibility of doing scientific research at all. Rescher identifies at least seven areas of scientific research in which values are an inherent part. Those seven areas are: (1) choice of research goals, (2) staffing of research activities, (3) research methods, (4) standards of proof, (5) dissemination of research findings, (6) control of misinformation, and (7) allocation of credit for research achievements. Far from values being in conflict with good science, and hence knowledge-producing, Rescher argues that values are inescapable for scientific research. Another philosopher of science, Richard Rudner, claimed that no hypothesis of science is ever completely verified. By accepting a hypothesis, scientists must make the decision that the evidence that supports the hypothesis is sufficiently good enough to justify accepting the hypothesis. This decision of what counts as being good enough evidence is a function of the importance—and, for Rudner, this importance is inescapably a matter of morality—of accepting or rejecting the hypothesis. If the hypothesis under consideration is about the effectiveness of some drug for treating a disease or ailment and could have potentially serious health consequences, then we would desire a very high degree of confidence in the level of support before accepting the hypothesis that the drug is safe for consumption. On the other hand, if the hypothesis were about whether or not one dye for fabrics is longer lasting than an alternative dye, the level of the desired degree of confidence in the hypothesis would be less. How sure we need to be before we accept a hypothesis, said Rudner, will depend on how serious a mistake would be. Scientists must make a value decision about the required level of confidence in the acceptability of evidence regarding any hypothesis. This is integral to the doing of scientific research. The main point of this argument is that values within science—and, yes, within good science—are inescapable. The inherent and ineliminable valueladenness of knowing related to science points to a fundamental aspect of Eco’s epistemology, namely, the rejection of a difference in kind between scientific knowing and aesthetic knowing. To this we now turn.

IV. KNOWING: SCIENCE AND ART

At the start of this essay I suggested that just as there is no single correct answer to Mandelbrot’s question (how long is the coast of Britain?), so, too, there is no single correct interpretation of Hamlet. The juxtaposition of these two examples might, at first glance, seem infelicitous since the former is a question about an empirical fact while the latter is a statement about a work of art. However, pace pragmatist-oriented philosophers such as Nelson Goodman and Hilary Putnam, Eco rejects a dichotomy between science and art with respect to epistemic issues and concerns. He does not conflate them by any means, but he does note and insist upon recognizing both as means of engaging with the world within semiotic systems. Goodman, for instance, refers to the “domineering dichotomy” between art and science, namely, that art is emotive and focused on feeling while science is cognitive and focused on knowing. Like Goodman, Eco rejects this dichotomy, arguing that, even though there are certainly differences between art and science, there is much more likeness and affinity than is usually recognized. In his Languages of Art Goodman says: “The difference between art and science is not that between feeling and fact, intuition and inference, delight and deliberation, synthesis and analysis, sensation and cerebration, concreteness and abstraction, passion and action, mediacy and immediacy, or truth and beauty, but rather a difference in domination of certain specific characteristics of symbols.”17 These sentiments are reiterated in Eco’s essay, “Horns, Hooves, Insteps: Some Hypotheses on Three Types of Abduction”:


 

Much contemporary research has identified abduction with the conjectural procedures of physicians and of historians. . . . Now a doctor looks both for general laws and for specific and idiosyncratic causes, and a historian works to identify both historical laws and particular causes of particular events. In either case historians and physicians are conjecturing about the textual quality of a series of apparently disconnected elements. They are operating a reductio ad unum of a plurality. Scientific discoveries, medical and criminal detections, historical reconstructions, philological interpretations of literary texts (attribution to a certain author on the grounds of stylistical keys, “fair guesses” about lost sentences or words) are all cases of conjectural thinking.

That is the reason why, I believe, analyzing the conjectural procedures in criminal detection can throw a new light upon the conjectural procedures in science, and describing the conjectural procedures in philology can throw a new light upon medical diagnoses.18



It is understanding, successful agency, which is the basic aim of scientific research as well as artistic enterprise. The epistemic values of truth, predictability, verifiability, and so on are valued because they lead to understanding and successful agency. For Eco, it is mistaken both to think that truth is the fundamental value of science and also that truth is not an important value of art. In fact, for both, understanding is the fundamental value. In any case both art and science include numerous and various epistemic values. Aesthetic experience, like science, is dynamic and involves symbol systems. Different arts have different sorts of symbols and different sciences have different sorts of symbols. In all of these cases interpretation is necessary and it is symbols that are being interpreted in the light of a structured system. In dance certain movements are the “medium” while in music it is sounds or tempos; sciences use other symbol systems (for instance, blips on a radar screen or rates of particle decay). Once again, Eco is not saying that art and science are identical or that there are no differences between them (either in terms of what they focus on, or how they do, or why). What he is saying is that both are endeavors within symbol systems and both are primarily concerned with interpretation of symbols and the understanding that results from interpretation. For this reason, how semiotic systems work in the context of art is relevant to how they work in the context of science, and understanding how semiotic systems work in the context of science—including how they pertain to knowing—is relevant to understanding how they work in the context of art. There is much to learn about the nature of knowing and the nature of knowledge via artistic engagement just as there is via scientific engagement. For Eco, the lessons to be learned by understanding issues of translation, of artistic representation, of aesthetic expression, of how the processes and products of art communicate and evoke and provoke responses, are not qualitatively distinct from similar scientific issues and concerns. Quite simply, the philosopher of science is wiser about science by listening to the philosopher of art about art and vice versa. More importantly, we as agents in the world are more successful as agents by appreciating that our acting and knowing involve such semiotic systems. In addition, to put it bluntly, this is what is involved in our agency whether or not we acknowledge or appreciate it.

V. CONCLUSION

For Eco, knowing is a case of (not always conscious) reflective equilibrium. There is a symbiotic relationship between knowledge of facts and knowledge of values; minimally, scientific knowledge presupposes epistemic values such as judgments of simplicity, coherence, and so on. On the other hand, value judgments are indeed judgments; they are valuings that presuppose criteria and standards of objective reasonableness. Knowledge of facts, for Eco, presupposes knowledge of theories (categorizations) and of values, just as knowledge of theories and values presupposes knowledge of facts. Truth is a normative term as well as a descriptive one. Simple correspondence between word and object (or sentence and state of affairs) provides no (or very little) explanatory force or value. Inquiry is never disinterested, so while, of course, facts in the world are a necessary feature of what it means to talk about truth, there are underlying ontological, epistemological, and axiological commitments in holding a term or sentence to be true. The pragmatist in Eco contends that since inquiry is never disinterested, questions of what and how and why are ineliminably intertwined. The realist in Eco contends that however inquiry is to be resolved and however the what, how, and why are to be addressed, there are objective and reasonable standards independent of any human interest but not independent of all human interest. As he says in The Open Work, reiterating that knowing is always a matter of both negotiation and regulation:


 

The impression of endless depth, of all-inclusive totality—in short, of openness—that we receive from every work of art is based on both the double nature of the communicative organization of the aesthetic form and the transactional nature of the process of comprehension. Neither openness nor totality is inherent in the objective stimulus, which is in itself materially determined, or in the subject, who is himself available to all sorts of openness and none; rather, they lie in the cognitive relationship that binds them, and in the course of which the object, consisting of stimuli organized according to a precise aesthetic intention, generates and directs various kinds of openness.19
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REPLY TO DAVID BOERSEMA

I am embarrassed to “reply” to David Boersema’s fine essay, for the simple fact that I fully agree with what he says. But “agree” does not just mean I believe that Boersema has interpreted my ideas well, but that his essay allows me to draw new implications from what I have written. In effect, here Boersema is playing a (felicitous) double game: on the one hand he tries to understand what I wrote, even over and above what I wrote, and on the other he makes personal extrapolations from what I thought, developing ideas that are more his than mine, but about which I can only concur.

I am glad that Boersema has developed and commented on my theory of negotiation, which has become ever more important in my writings, starting from the essay on translation down to Kant and the Platypus.1 I like it when he brings up authors with whom I have often found myself in agreement, either indirectly (Rescher) or through some discussion (van Fraassen).

I see that Boersema does not mention my recent essay on negative realism, “Di un realismo negativo” (2012), which I talk about in my autobiography, insisting that there is no truth in the dictum attributed to Nietzsche (who was not so radical on this point) according to which there are no facts but only interpretations. I do not think I used the term “regulation” but I think that it refers to the process whereby, in negotiating our knowledge, we are nonetheless obliged to take account of some refusals that the world of facts opposes to our interpretations.

I’m sorry to have nothing else to say: all I can do is reread Boersema’s essay many times so that I may draw suggestions for my future work from it.

U.E.

NOTE

  1. David Boersema refers in his essay to Umberto Eco, Mouse or Rat? Translation as Negotiation (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2003) and Eco, Experiences in Translation, trans. Alastair McEwen (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2001). [Ed.]
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Donald Phillip Verene

THE PURSUIT OF THE PURSUIT OF TRUTH

               Asked why people give to beggars but not to philosophers, Diogenes of Sinope said, “Because they think they may one day be lame or blind, but they do not expect to become philosophers.”

— Diogenes Laertius

I. THE EPISTEMOLOGY OF LAUGHTER

In Parts of Animals Aristotle says: “That man alone is affected by tickling is due firstly to the delicacy of his skin, and secondly to his being the only animal that laughs. For to be tickled is to be set in laughter, the laughter being produced by such a motion as mentioned of the region of the armpit.”1 Laughter, in this sense, is a physical action in response to a physical action that induces it. But it is a distinctly human physical response. Laughter as the result of tickling is human but it is not comic.

In the Poetics Aristotle says that Homer was “the first to outline for us the general forms of comedy by producing not a dramatic invective, but a dramatic picture of the ridiculous: his Margites in fact stands in the same relation to our comedies as the Iliad and Odyssey to our tragedies.”2 The Margites, now believed to be much later than Homer, was a burlesque epic poem with a blundering hero, a buffoon who knew many things, but all of them badly. Such a figure seems generally to fit Aristotle’s characterization of comedy as “an imitation of men worse than the average” who embody the fault of being ridiculous, not simply in the sense of being laughable but of falling within the category of shameful and base (aischros), a species of the ugly, exciting laughter without causing pain.3

Comedy differs from tickling in that what we perceive as comic incites the passions and the body responds with the action of laughter. What we perceive is not admirable or beautiful but conduct worse than the average, that, taken in itself, is undesirable and unseemly, but conduct that is nonetheless human and a part of ourselves. But to reduce the human to the comic is shameful. Plato claims it is inappropriate to make the young into lovers of laughter or for noteworthy human beings or gods to be portrayed as overcome by laughter.4

In the Rhetoric Aristotle says some jests “are becoming to a gentleman, others are not; see that you choose such as become you. Irony better befits a gentleman than buffoonery; the ironical man jokes to amuse himself, the buffoon to amuse other people.”5 It is human to laugh at jokes and jests and to make a joke or a jest of something—to allow our passions to be so affected—but it is shameful to make ourselves into buffoons. Irony is a trope of thought. It is a positioning of the mind in relation to itself or to its object. Irony juxtaposes a meaning against its opposite. It is wit or humor—a kind of thinking not a bodily act of laughing.

Philosophy has always had a particular problem with laughter. Little has been written on it as a problem. Philosophy seems haunted and disturbed by the ghost of Democritus, the laughing philosopher. In late antiquity Democritus was identified with laughter, perhaps because of his doctrine of “cheerfulness,” εύθυμíη, but this does not seem sufficient to account for his reputation as a laugher. Seneca claims it was said that Democritus “never appeared in public without laughing.”6 Democritus found all the foibles of human beings to be laughable.

Laurent Joubert, in his sixteenth-century Treatise on Laughter, goes against the tradition that Democritus’s dedication to laughing at humanity was a defect. He sees in Democritus that the wisest approach to the world is laughter. He says: “Democritus, so perfected in wisdom (as witnessed by Hippocrates) that he alone was able to make all the men in the world wise and prudent, laughed as a rule.”7 He sees Democritus’s laughter as a means to long life in which one is dissatisfied with nothing. Laughter is a kind of prudence for life that allows us to maintain ourselves and to hold the world at a distance. On this view, laughter allows us to attain a kind of moderation necessary for wisdom. In Joubert’s account Democritus appears to be a kind of cynic. But in Traité des causes physiques et morales du rire (1768) Louis Poinsinet de Sivry says that Democritus died with the secret of his mal (ailment).8 We do not know the cause of his laughter. It remains enigmatic.

Philosophers are not supposed to laugh. Johann Kaspar Lavater (1741–1801), thought to be one of the greatest scientific minds of his day by such figures as Wieland, Herder, and Goethe, and who founded physiognomy (which became a source for Franz Joseph Gall’s craniology or phrenology), gives us the modern picture of Democritus. Below an engraving of Democritus in Essays on Physiognomy, Lavater gives the inscription: “No; this is not the Democritus before us: it is the image of Democritus the Laugher, who grinn’d and grinn’d at everyone he met. He who laughs continually, and at every thing, is not only a fool, but a wicked wretch; as he who is always crying, and at every thing, is a child, a changeling, or a hypocrite. The face of the perpetual laugher must be degraded together with his mind, and become at length insupportable.”9 Democritus the Laugher cannot even be connected to the historical Democritus, who remains separate and a philosopher in a proper sense. Laughter is an infection of the mind that can only result in its degradation. Any connection between true philosophical thought and laughter is insupportable. The grinning philosopher is unacceptable. The proper mien for the pursuit of truth is not the grin but the grimace.

Lavater’s counter to the face of Democritus is René Descartes, whom he regards as the ideal of the great thinker and with whom he closes his work. His inscription below the drawing of Descartes is: “See how the soul of Descartes is painted in his physiognomy! It would be impossible to analyze each of the features which compose it, but everyone must feel the beautiful and the great in the whole. What can be more animated than these eyes, or more expressive than this nose?”10 On Descartes’s face are literally the contours of truth. His face is the face of truth. Descartes’s (grim) face is the most rare, perfectly thoughtful, and serious face possible. Both laughing and crying call out for a non-Cartesian understanding of our relation to the body. Emotion has no place in the grim approach to truth.

Umberto Eco attacks grimness as a condition of truth in The Name of the Rose, the theme of which concerns the discovery that Jorge, the librarian, has hidden from the world Aristotle’s lost treatise on comedy, the second book of the Poetics, in the “greatest library of Christendom.” At the end of the novel, when the abbey and its library burn to the ground as the result of an overturned lamp, Jorge is first seen eating the pages of the lost text on comedy, to keep it from the world, before he and what remains of the text perish in the flames. He hid the book in hopes of hiding laughter from the world because laughter transfers to the body what is proper to the mind. As the library burns, the protagonist, William, says: “Jorge feared the second book of Aristotle because it perhaps really did teach how to distort the face of every truth, so that we would not become slaves to our ghosts. Perhaps the mission of those who love mankind is to make people laugh at the truth, to make truth laugh [fare ridere la verità], because the only truth lies in learning to free ourselves from insane passion for the truth.”11 To make truth laugh may be William’s view and not Eco’s as such, but it is a view that deserves consideration. It fits, or at least partially fits, a feature of Eco’s works that is so original and valuable—his constant attention to the incongruities and ironies in human thought, history, and language.

The modern pursuit of truth—the Promethean act in which the work of the gods has been taken over by the human powers to command nature on one’s own terms—has not solved the problem of laughter. William says to Jorge: “The Devil is not the Prince of Matter: the Devil is the arrogance of the spirit, faith without smile, truth that is never seized by doubt. The Devil is grim [cupo] because he knows where he is going, and, in moving he always returns whence he came.”12 The devil is a man of method. Method always knows where it is going in principle, and it always returns to itself for its next application and solution.

William says that he would like to lead Jorge downstairs “naked, with fowl’s feathers stuck in your asshole and your face painted like a juggler and a buffoon, so the whole monastery would laugh at you and be afraid no longer. I would like to smear honey all over you and then roll you in feathers, and take you on a leash to fairs, to say to all: He was announcing the truth to you and telling you that the truth has the taste of death, and you believed, not in his words, but in his grimness [tetraggine].”13 William wishes to dress Jorge in the classic symbols of the fool: feathers and the harlequin suit. As Jorge begins to eat the lost text of Aristotle, he laughs for the first time, his mouth stuffed and dripping yellow slime from its dissolving pages.

Truth is the grim face that forbids laughter, the look of rationality that makes us think of “close readings” or arguments, of “decision procedures” or theories, but all that is really there is Jorge: all that is really there is grimness. Tetraggine is a dark humor of the soul (umore tetro), a horrible seriousness that is forbidding, even in its Latin root, foul, offensive. But we have come to sanitize it as the presence of intellectual seriousness. Laughter is a danger to the grim sense of truth because laughter humanizes the object toward which it is directed. The laughing face shows itself to be human. To make truth laugh is intolerable because it connects body and mind. But what is to stop us from so doing? William asks Jorge, at an earlier point, if he thought he could “eliminate laughter by eliminating the book.”14 Jorge replies, “This book could strike the Luciferine spark that would set a new fire to the whole world, and laughter would be defined as the new art, unknown even to Prometheus, for canceling fear [la paura].”15

If we move from Jorge’s medievalism of a divine truth that is not to be corrupted by its formulation in terms of Aristotelian philosophy to the modern fixation on method as the key to the pursuit of truth, we bring grimness with us. Grimness is based upon a fear of error. Method is a means whereby we are to sort out truth from error. Truth based on method is a single interpretation of experience, a monotone of thought. There can be no room for the disruption of laughter or irony in the single-minded pursuit of truth. But we can laugh at this single sense of the world. It is like the figure in a comedy who is so intent on one course of action and understanding that all else is missed.

We can step back and laugh at a sense of truth that does not grasp that it is nothing without its constant companion—error. The narrow-mindedness of the pursuit of truth that does not grasp that error always remains as part of truth, that all truths are partial, can never cease taking itself seriously. We can make truth laugh if we pursue truth as a process of opposites such that truth and error are constantly turning themselves into each other, and in so doing we realize that this turning into and returning is the truth about truth.

How might we comprehend these two senses of the pursuit of truth—one that is predicated on the fear of error and can never allow truth to involve the comic, and the other that is predicated on an attraction to error and regards truth as inseparable from the comic? To suggest an answer I wish to take a second look at laughter through the eyes of Giambattista Vico and then to consider two comic pursuits of truth, one by G. W. F. Hegel and the other by James Joyce. Finally, I wish to consider how such pursuits culminate in a sense of truth with a human face, a sense of self-knowledge.

In his remarks in “Pirandello Ridens” Eco says that the problem of the comic has always “caused embarrassment to those philosophers who had tried to define it.”16 He claims that, in pursuing the philosophical definition of the human and the comic, “We start by believing that this experience has at least one physiological manifestation, which is laughter, only to realize that there exist several instances of the Comic that are not accompanied by laughter at all.”17 I think this is correct. It is especially true of two important features of philosophical thinking that involve the comic—irony and the pun. Eco also points out that no philosophers who have written on the comic could be called comic writers themselves. He includes Aristotle in this claim, “who introduces the Comic precisely as a final explication of the Tragic. By a fluke of history, that part of the Poetics which deals with the Comic was lost. Was this a mere accident? At any rate, let me present my own ‘humorous’ hypothesis: as a thinker Aristotle was lucid enough to decide to lose a text in which he had not succeeded in being as lucid as he usually was.”18

Perhaps Aristotle’s implication at the beginning of the Poetics, that it would include a treatment of comedy, should not be taken as evidence that Aristotle ever wrote such an account, or that, if he did, as Eco suggests, he may have realized that it is an impossible topic to explore adequately in philosophical terms, and his text was lost on purpose. But if it was lost, how did it turn up in Jorge’s hands? That is a mystery. One thing is certain: that copy is lost forever, partly eaten by Jorge and the rest consumed in the abbey fire, along with Jorge. The loss of this text is just as much a certainty as the fact that Clark Kent is Superman, as Eco has told us.

II. VICO’S VINDICIAE

It is likely that philosophy cannot tell us what laughter or humor or comedy is. But it can say something about them, and, more importantly, philosophy is enriched by incorporating them in its thinking.

When Vico published his first version of La scienza nuova in October 1725 at Naples, he hoped for recognition not only from Italian scholars but also from the scholarly world of northern Europe. Instead he found an anonymously written, malevolent notice, describing him in false terms as the author and falsifying its contents, published in the August 1727 issue of the Leipzig Acta Eruditorum, perhaps the most prestigious such journal in Europe at the time. Vico was unaware of this false notice until four years later, when, in August 1729, he saw a copy of the issue that had just arrived in a Naples bookstore. Vico is mocked as the author, as the notice claims the “book conceals his name from the learned” but that “we have made certain from a friend” that he is an abbé of the Vico family. The work itself is described as indulging “more in ingenuity, than in truth,” as consisting of a “large shapeless mass” of conjectures that has been received by the Italians themselves “more with tedium than applause.”19

In November 1729 Vico printed a pamphlet in Latin that has come to be called Vici Vindiciae, replying to the fabrications in each phrase of the notice, one after the other, and heading his remarks with an epigraph from Tacitus’s Annals: “whose one dread was that they might seem to comprehend him.”20 The authorship of the false book notice remains unknown. Vico refers to the author as the ignotus erro, the “unknown vagabond,” leading readers to think he may have believed it was Pietro Giannone, who, because his Civil History of the Kingdom of Naples had been banned, was living in exile in Vienna. But more likely the notice was written and sent to the Leipzig Acta by Vico’s colleague and gran tormentatore, Nicola Capasso, in collaboration with some others from the University. Capasso was the source of the unflattering epithet that circulated in Naples, calling Vico “Mastro Tizzicuzzo” because of his tubercular skin-and-bones appearance (tisico = tubercular, an antique slur). Evidence exists that Vico knew that the notice originated in Naples but he may also have wished to implicate his nemico, Giannone.21

In the middle of his pamphlet Vico inserted a “Digression on Human Ingenuity, Acute and Argute Remarks, and Laughter Arising from the Foregoing.” He is concerned to claim that ingenuity (ingenium) is the basis of the proper pursuit of truth, “for philosophers agree with and approve of the popular saying that ingenuity is the divine source of all discoveries.”22 Furthermore, “we learn from philology that ingenuity in rhetoricians cannot exist without truth.”23 It is through our powers of acuity that we discover the connections among things that allow us to uncover the truth that lies hidden in things. Vico cites the Poetics: “This is why, according to Aristotle, we so much like acute remarks, because upon hearing such remarks, our mind, which by its very nature hungers for truth, learns many things in the brief span of a moment.”24 Vico has in mind the famous passage in which Aristotle defines metaphor as giving a thing a name that belongs to something else.25 And, as Aristotle says, this is a sign of genius and cannot be learned from others.

In contrast to acute remarks, which represent the true use of human wit, are argute remarks, which “are the product of a feeble and narrow imagination that either compares mere names of things, regarding only their external appearances (and not all of them), or presents some of them absurdly or unsuitably to an unthinking mind.”26 Argute remarks disorder the fibers of the brain, and this disorder is transferred to all parts of the nervous system, and the body shakes and is transported out of its normal state. Argute remarks do not bring things together, as do acute remarks; instead they make us pay attention to one object at a time, such that each is then expelled from our focus by a subsequent one. This movement makes us like animals that are incapable of acute thought and simply go from perception to perception, and in so doing they are incapable of laughter as well as reason. Serious thought pays attention to one thing at a time. Vico says that “laughing men [ridiculi] are halfway between austere, serious men and the animals.”27

Vico divides laughing men into two types: “cacklers” (risores), who just laugh, and “mockers” (derisores), who make others laugh. He regards mockers as the most remote from serious men and the closest to animals because they corrupt and in fact pervert the very appearance of truth. They turn “that which is” into something else. Vico says: “Gnatho, the parasite in Terence’s play [The Eunuch], speaks of this force when he says: ‘Whatever they say, I praise it; if they say the opposite, I praise that too.’”28

The ignotus erro of the false book notice is not a cackler but a mocker. The laughter of the mocker “stems from deception perpetrated on human ingenuity that hungers for truth, and consequently erupts the more profusely the greater the simulation of truth.”29 Philosophy, Vico claims, aims at overcoming the instability of mind that generates laughter, at least in the sense that it is mockery. Vico regards philosophy as a type of acute thinking based, as mentioned above, on the power of ingenium.

Neither cackling nor mocking laughter fits with William’s proposal to “make truth laugh.” We are left with the possibility of irony. Irony is not a form of laughter in the sense of a bodily act but it is a type of humor. In the second version of La scienza nuova (1730/44) Vico regards irony as one of four tropes that comprise his poetic logic: metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, and irony. The first three types are to be found in the original myths or fables by which the first humans form their experience. Irony arises with the appearance of reflection: “Irony certainly could not have begun until the period of reflection, because it is fashioned of falsehood by dint of a reflection which wears the mask of truth.”30 When humans thought solely in terms of fables there was no need for the pursuit of truth because fables, like perceptions themselves, are true in and of themselves: “the first fables could not feign anything false; they must therefore have been . . . true narrations.”31

Vico does not advocate returning to the “barbarism of sense,” from which the first fables are formed. But he is suspicious of the trope of irony, the key to philosophical humor, because reflection can turn into its own form of barbarism that can turn men “into beasts made more inhuman by the barbarism of reflection than the first men had been made by the barbarism of sense.”32 Vico sees the barbarism of sense as an honest barbarism in which one could defend oneself or take flight or be on one’s guard, but the barbarism of reflection creates a world in which there is “a base savagery [that] under soft words and embraces, plots against the life and fortune of friends and intimates.”33

In this second barbarism human wit is used maliciously to erode the very fabric of social relations, reminiscent of the lowest region of Dante’s Inferno, where there are those who have engaged in treachery against relatives and friends and against guests and hosts. Since the wit exercised in employing the trope of irony engages in a kind of falsehood it can, if unrestrained, become an instrument of malice. What begins as humor can end in deception. Yet Vico’s seriousness does not seem to approach Jorge’s grimness. Vico’s seriousness is not a form of concealment. He invites the reader to prove the new science by following the principle of the Muses. “We make bold to affirm that he who meditates this Science narrates to himself this ideal eternal history so far as he himself makes it for himself by that proof ‘it had, has, and will have to be.’”34 Meditation is narration and this equation is a corrective to the potential for malice that lies within the power of reflection. In this meditative narration, “the reader will experience in his mortal body a divine pleasure as he contemplates in the divine ideas this world of nations in all the extent of its places, times, and varieties.”35 The pursuit of truth is this narration of the whole of the human world as a single but internally diverse story.

Vico’s new science is predicated upon an enormous irony, captured in his famous verum ipsum factum est. What we thought was scientia, the results of the natural sciences, Vico shows was only conscientia, a kind of complicated “witnessing consciousness” of the objects, events, and processes in the world, because the pursuit of truth in the natural sciences is directed to what is, in principle, other than thought. The world of nature is the product of divine making but the objects of the civil world are of our own making. Thus we can make a knowledge of them in the sense of scientia. Since we have made them we can make what is true of them for ourselves, just as what is true in mathematics is true because we make it. Our standard for science must be ourselves, our human nature, not our knowledge of the external world.

Using his verum-factum principle, Vico turns Descartes’s first truth of the cogito into a joke by finding a precise precedent in the character of Sosia in Plautus’s Amphitryo. Sosia encounters a double of himself and becomes uncertain of his own existence but then reassures himself that he is himself by claiming: “But, when I think, indeed I am certain of this, that I am and have always been.”36 I have yet to find this precedent in Plautus mentioned by a Cartesian.

III. HEGEL’S NARRENSCHIFF

In the history of philosophy—at least in the history of modern philosophy, for in ancient philosophy one cannot overlook the cynic Lucian—my candidate for one who can make truth laugh is Hegel. In this view I am at odds with Eco’s judgment in “Pirandello Ridens,” where he lists Hegel among those who have written on the comic but cannot be called comic writers: “another philosopher who was just as austere, boring, and not at all inclined to joke, such as Hegel.”37 As a writer on the comic, Eco, I think, primarily has in mind Hegel’s comments on comedy in his Aesthetics, which are about the comic but not themselves comedic.38 But if we turn to the two main works of Hegel’s system, the Phänomenologie des Geistes and the Wissenschaft der Logik, we find Hegel the Swabian comic. As Hans-Georg Gadamer remarked: “Hegel is a Swabian and shocking people is his passion, as it is the passion of all Swabians.”39

Bertolt Brecht commented on Hegel’s Logic as a work of great humor. He says of Hegel:


 

He had the stuff of one of the greatest humorists among philosophers; Socrates is the only other one who had a similar method. . . . Eye twinkling was innate to him, so far as I can see, like a birth defect and he had it until death; without being conscious of it he continuously blinked his eyes like someone with St. Vitus’s dance. He had such humor that he could never think of something like order, for example, without disorder. It was clear to him that right next to the greatest order dwells the greatest disorder.40



Of Hegel’s dialectic, Brecht says:


 

He denied that one equals one, not only because everything that exists passes over ceaselessly and unremittingly into another and indeed into its opposite, but because in general nothing is identical with itself. Like every humorist he was especially interested in what becomes of things. You know the Berlin exclamation: “How you’ve changed, Emil!”. . . . For him concepts were always rocking in a rocking-chair, something that makes a very good impression until it falls over backwards.41



Of Hegel’s book itself Brecht says: “I once read his book, the ‘Larger Logic,’ as I had rheumatism and could not move myself. It is one of the most humorous works in world literature. It deals with the life of concepts, their slippery, unstable, irresponsible existence, how they revile each other and do battle with knives and then sit themselves down together at dinner as if nothing had happened.”42 Furthermore, Brecht says, Hegel’s opposites


 

appear, so to speak, in pairs; each is married to its opposite and they settle their affairs in pairs, that is, they sign contracts in pairs, enter into legal actions in pairs, contrive raids and burglaries in pairs, write books and give affidavits in pairs, and do so as pairs whose members are completely at odds with each other. What order affirms, disorder, its inseparable partner, opposes at once, in one breath where possible. They can neither live without one another nor with one another.43



Hegel realizes that to grasp experience we must always double up. Experience itself is a matter of doubling up, pairing off. In actuality nothing lives alone. Anything is, even to itself, something else—an other. We know ourselves by being our double. We cannot take ourselves seriously when it means thinking that who we are is simply thus and so, because to claim this we must pair up with the rest of ourselves, that which is not thus and so. Brecht concludes: “I have never met a person without a sense of humor who has understood Hegel’s dialectic.”44

We have become accustomed to regarding reflection as the key to philosophical thought. But reflection is humorless because it cannot account for pairs. Reflection can return from its object to itself but it cannot double up on itself as dialectic can. Hegel says that ancient philosophy was founded on the premise that thought could achieve knowledge of things but “reflective understanding took possession of philosophy [aber der reflektierende Verstand bemächtigte sich der Philosophie].” Hegel holds that in modern philosophy “reflection” has become a slogan (Schlagwort).45

As mentioned above, Vico coins the term “barbarism of reflection” (barbarie della riflessione) to describe the form of thought of the modern world. Vico’s counter to this barbarism, which originates with Descartes and Locke, is the joining of meditation with narration. To meditate (meditare) for Vico is to narrate (narrare). Hegel’s counterpart to Vico’s union of these is the union of the subject and predicate in the “speculative sentence” (speculativer Satz).46 Consciousness finds the meaning of the subject in its predicate but, once at the point of its predicate, consciousness can grasp the meaning of the predicate only by connecting it back to the subject. In circling back to itself, the subject is changed. The predicate has become aufgehoben (sublated) in the subject.

Hegel replaces reflection with speculation. Speculation is a kind of narration, for dialectic is inherently the logic of a story, that is, when dialectic is not the mere oscillation between opposites but when, instead, opposites transform (cancel and transcend) themselves through their confrontation with one another. Reflection is always simply of itself, without compound. Speculation always attempts to see into the inner form of experience.

In a well-known letter to Johann Heinrich Voss (May 1805) Hegel wrote: “Luther made the Bible, you have made Homer speak German—the greatest gift that can be made to a people . . . so I wish to say of my own endeavor, that I wish to attempt to teach philosophy to speak German.”47 Hegel wishes to overcome Kant’s Latinized German, and his philosophical language lesson is the Phenomenology of Spirit, which is an extended series of metaphors, word plays, and ironies, beginning with his characterization of Schelling’s absolute as “the night in which all cows are black.”

The Phenomenology is held together by three puns. The first is Hegel’s pun on das Meinen, in the stage of sense-certainty. Das Meinen ist mein. The sense of this fundamental pun cannot be translated directly into English because it depends upon the fact that to be of the opinion of, to mean in the sense of having an opinion, to opine—“meinen” in German—is close to the possessive of the first person in German, mein. Hegel is also punning on mein as the old genitive singular of ich and on das Mein in the sense of possession, my own property—das Mein und Dein, what is mine and thine. Hegel is playing with the irony of consciousness attempting to possess what it cannot possess, what slips through its hands—the sense particular. This pun generates the comic scene of the animals not having the problem of trying to think particulars, falling to and eating them up.

The second pun comes in the middle of the Phenomenology in the last sentence of the section of Hegel’s criticism of phrenology or, more precisely, craniology. Hegel says that the joining of the mind or Geist with the skull bone is no more than what “nature naively expresses when it combines the organ of its highest fulfillment, the organ of generation, with the organ of urination [Pissen].”48 Hegel’s pun is on Wissen generally and on the final stage of consciousness—das absolute Wissen.

The third pun is in the stage of absolute knowing, where Hegel uses the term Erinnerung four times, in the final paragraph, to explain that the whole Phenomenology, or “science of the experience of consciousness,” is a “gallery of images” (Galerie von Bildern) that is held together by recollection. In the second mention of Erinnerung Hegel hyphenates it as Er-Innerung.49 This hyphenation emphasizes that the process of recollection is “an inwardizing.” But, further, it makes the word itself internally dialectical. The substantive, Erinnerung, has as its corresponding verb erinnern; er is inseparable and generally indicates (i) the beginning of the action, but it can also indicate (ii) the achievement of the aim set by the action. Er in itself is a circle capable of indicating beginning as well as end. Er as hyphenated is a pun on Ur-, which, as a prefix to a noun, indicates origin, source, very old, or primitive. Er has within it a dialectical cycle whereby consciousness constantly comes back upon itself, an original and originating kind of memory.

These three puns are all held together by a pun on Schädellehre (craniology), Hegel’s term for what was later called phrenology, the false doctrine of mind or Geist, and Schädelstätte (Golgotha, the place of the skull), which Hegel uses to describe the nature of absolute knowing at the end of the Phenomenology. In the Golgotha of Geist, the divine or Godhead is left with its own infinity as its companion. Hegel glosses the lines of Schiller’s Die Freundschaft, that “from the chalice of this realm of spirits foams forth for Him his own infinitude.”50 God’s existence and absolute knowing are described by a final irony. God’s relation to his creation is that of a fellow sufferer. He suffers in the quest to make actual and determinate all the moments within His infinite. Consciousness must live with this final irony.

In making philosophy speak German Hegel has rewritten the first work of German world literature—the Narrenschiff (Ship of fools) of Sebastian Brant.51 The power of the Narr is to make us see that what we have taken for true in high seriousness is just as much a particular type of folly. The fool is a master of world inversion, the principle that Hegel derives in order to arrive at the beginning of self-consciousness—die verkehrte Welt. Hegel takes this term from Ludwig Tieck’s comedy, Die verkehrte Welt, which begins with an epilogue and ends with a prologue, in which the audience is packed with actors and the action moves from reversal to reversal. Each stage of the Phenomenology is a type of philosophical foolishness. Each stage attempts to bring the two moments of consciousness (in itself and for itself) together in a unity. But each stage ends with a recognition that its attempt has been an illusion, a foolishness. Then it engages in a greater foolishness and seizes on another version of the possible union of its two moments. It begins again in a continual act of forgetting.

One of the most amusing stages is that of “Das geistige Tierreich und der Betrug, oder die Sache selbst,” a title that even seems like a title of a comedy: “The spiritual zoo (or menagerie) and humbug or the matter at hand.” This is Hegel’s portrait of academic foolishness in which all are busy with their own projects with no higher truth guiding them. It is a world in which humbuggery reigns, each individual feigning interest in the projects of the others but with actual interest in just his own. Only as absolute knowing in its final moment of Golgotha does consciousness realize the irony of its existence. For Hegel, the True is the Bacchanalian revel at which no one is sober, but as each collapses and drops out the scene is one of transparent, unbroken calm.52

Hegel’s ultimate shock to his reader is that we must live with irony—with the fact, as Brecht points out, that right next to order is always disorder. Hegel’s Arbeit des Negativen, his labor of the negative, which causes consciousness to uncover the illusion within what at each stage it takes for truth, although developed phenomenologically, strikes me as close in principle to what Eco investigates as the “force of falsity” in historical terms. Eco recognizes the interdependence in human experience between truth and falsity. Eco asks: “Is it not possible that a similar force [similar to the force of truth] is displayed also by misunderstanding, whereby we can legitimately speak of a force of the false?”53 We live not simply in terms of the pursuit of truth; at the same time we allow ourselves to be influenced by what is false and to pursue it.

IV. JOYCE’S JOKE

The Danish writer Tom Kristensen asked James Joyce for help in reading Work in Progress—that would become Finnegans Wake. Joyce referred him to Vico. Kristensen asked: “But do you believe in the Scienza Nuova?” Joyce replied: “I don’t believe in any science, but my imagination grows when I read Vico as it doesn’t when I read Freud or Jung.” Joyce emphasized his book’s humor, and said: “Now they’re bombing Spain. Isn’t it better to make a great joke instead, as I have done?”54 Terence White Gervais, a visitor to Joyce in Paris, asked him if the book was a blending of literature and music. Joyce replied: “No, it’s pure music.” Gervais then asked whether there were levels of meaning to be explored. Joyce replied: “No, no, it’s meant to make you laugh.”55 He told Jacques Mercanton: “I am only an Irish clown, a great joker at the universe.”56 Joyce signed the letter to his benefactor, Harriet Weaver, accompanying a key to a draft of the first pages of the Wake: “Jeems Jokes.”57

As the ballad of Tim Finnegan says: “Lots of fun at Finnegan’s wake.”58 Speaking to one of his drinking companions, Joyce corrected “In vino veritas” to “In risu veritas.”59 Nora complained not only of Joyce’s drinking but that he sat up late at night writing, and laughing to himself.

To make truth laugh the philosopher must turn to the poet. Poetry, as Hegel says, must be the instructress of humanity (die Lehrerin der Menschheit). We must seek a mythology of reason (eine Mythologie der Vernunft). “The philosopher must have as much aesthetic power as the poet. Men without aesthetic sense are our literal-minded philosophers [unsere Buchstabenphilosophen].”60 The philosophers must go to school with the poets in order to find the divine comedy of reason. The philosopher must go to school with the poets, first, in order to grasp the power of metaphor, which will release the philosopher from the tendency of literal-mindedness. Once released from the grimness of the literal pursuit of truth, the philosopher can entertain the possibilities of the comic—through the power of irony and the pun. In our time there is no better teacher of these tropes than Joyce. In The Open Work Eco writes:


 

The defender of contemporary art could reply that when a work of art expresses certain ideas about the world, or man, or the relationship between the two in the way in which it is constructed, it always does so in a “total” sense, as if the work, or the structural model the work realizes, were a compendium of reality (as seen, for instance, in Finnegans Wake), whereas both science and philosophy (at least non-metaphysical philosophy) seem to proceed in terms of partial definitions, allowing us only a temporary knowledge of separate aspects of reality—since they cannot afford to give us a comprehensive synthesis, or they would become works of imagination and move into the realm of art.61



I much agree with this view of the restrictions inherent in science and nonmetaphysical philosophy. The partial always tends toward the thought of literal-mindedness. Metaphysical philosophy must aim at Cicero’s famous definition of wisdom as a knowledge of things divine and human. Metaphysical philosophy, properly pursued, follows Hegel’s dictum: “The True is the whole,” and, as Vico says: “The whole is really the flower of wisdom.”62 The pursuit of truth that takes the whole as its object joins reason to imagination.

To write a big book that takes the whole as its object it is useful to base it on another big book. Joyce does this with Ulysses and he does it with Finnegans Wake—he bases it on Vico’s La scienza nuova. But, as Joyce said, with Ulysses the ports of call were already established. To Padraic Colum he said: “Of course, I don’t take Vico’s speculations literally; I use his cycles as a trellis.”63 Etymologically, “trellis” is a fabric of coarse weave, but specifically trilicius (Vulgar Latin) is “woven with triple thread.” “Trellis” has the notion of three (tres) in it—Vico’s three ages.

Eco warns that we should not regard Finnegans Wake as simply the transposition of Vico’s science into different terms. “Joyce’s statements about his use of La Scienza Nuova should make us cautious. In Finnegans Wake we witness only the imaginative counterthrusts of cultural facts: we do not have a translation but a paraphrase. Since it is not the paraphrase of one conceptual system alone but of many disconnected and often mutually contradictory systems, its suggestions cannot be synthesized into a unitary cultural model.”64 As we know, there are many books at the Wake and there is also a great census of figures within it. Vico is a kind of constant companion—Shaun the postman to Joyce’s Shem the penman—passing through the night world of the Wake. We turn a corner and there is Vico, appearing through some play on his name or thought, helping Joyce deliver his jokes. We encounter Vico and his cycles immediately on beginning the book: “by a commodius vicus of recirculation.”65 The Vico road goes round and round, circling like the water in the commode.

But as I am writing this in Atlanta I also encounter myself near Dublin, Georgia, on the Oconee River in Laurens County. I can experience “the choicest and the cheapest from Atlanta to Oconee.”66 And I can report that the “Laurens County’s gorgios” have been still “doublin their mumper,” as there is now an East Dublin across the Oconee from Dublin. And as we turn one of the last corners of the Wake, about a dozen pages from the end, we encounter a summary of Vico’s doctrine in “Our wholemole millwheeling vicociclometer.”67 Joyce all along modifies Vico’s three ages of ideal eternal history into four, adding to Vico’s gods, heroes, and men a fourth, or Providence, an age in which the cycle disintegrates. In the vicociclometer these become known as “eggburst, eggblend, eggburial, and hatch-as-hatch-can”—eggburial incorporating the third of Vico’s three principles of humanity, religion, marriage, and burial, and eggburst and eggblend perhaps parallel to the first and second principles.

As a book of wisdom the Wake is about the whole, but it is not a whole in the sense of a unitary cultural model, as, to my mind, Eco correctly points out. If anything holds the Wake together it may be Joyce’s substitution of coincidence for causality or, even more, it is a work of “cocoincidences.”68 As the custodian of human knowledge and history, Joyce is “the double-joynted janitor.”69 His truth is always a “twone.”70 Coincidences are always cyclic, as they repeat something that has somehow been realized prior to their occurrence. The encountering of coincidence in human experience and affairs is usually surprising. It is a break in the normal course of events.

But coincidence is the stuff of literature and narrative, especially drama and comedy. It is also the order of dreams. Henri Bergson says: “Comic absurdity is of the same nature as that of dreams.”71 In the dream the self experiences what logic will not allow. The Wake is, in fact, a dream come true because by “putting truth and untruth together a shot may be made at what this hybrid actually was like to look at.”72 The dream can put two and two together and let us experience a “twofold truth.”73 The Wake provides us with “A scene at sight. Or dreamoneire. Which they shall memorise.”74

What caught Joyce’s attention in Vico, even more than thunder, cycles, or Providence, was this line in the Scienza nuova: “La memoria è la stessa che la fantasia” (“memory is the same as imagination”).75 This echoes Aristotle’s claim that “if asked, of which among the parts of the soul memory is a function, we reply: manifestly of that part to which imagination [phantasia] also appertains; and all objects of which there is imagination are in themselves objects of memory.”76

Vico’s formulation involves the unique sense of imagination as fantasia—a primordial power through which the original truths or universali fantastici (imaginative universals) are made. These universals are retained in memory as fables and are the archetypes out of which all else is made in thought and action. To imagine is to remember, in varying forms, these poetic universals. They are the common mental language through which coincidences occur and which circulate freely in dreams. They are Joyce’s “imaginable itinerary through the particular universal.”77

In addition to Joyce one other literary figure who has invoked Vico’s notion of cyclic memory is Jorge Luis Borges, in one of his writings, “The Immortal.”78 This fiction has an epigraph from Francis Bacon (one of Vico’s “four authors” whom he vowed always to have before him when meditating and writing).79 “Solomon saith: There is no new thing upon the earth. So that as Plato had an imagination, that all knowledge was but remembrance; so Solomon giveth his sentence, that all novelty is but oblivion.”80 Within the workings of memory, coincidence is repetition. There can be no novelty. In Bacon the sentence that follows where the epigraph leaves off is: “Whereby you may see that the river of Lethe runneth as well above ground as below.”81

The theme that runs through “The Immortal” is Homer. Vico’s equation of memory and imagination occurs in his section of “Philosophical Proofs for the Discovery of the True Homer.” The true Homer is not only the Greek people themselves, as Vico held; he is repeated throughout history. Borges’s narrator says: “In 1729 or thereabouts, I discussed the origin of that poem with a professor of rhetoric whose name, I believe, was Giambattista; his arguments struck me as irrefutable.”82

There is no novelty and there is no ordo in the sense of a hierarchy of being or events. In the dream of the Wake it is always “The seim anew. Ordovico or viricordo. Anna was, Livia is, Plurabelle’s to be.”83 Vico’s ordo is the ricordo in every self. But remembrance is always connected with its opposite: forgetting. Novelty is what is not remembered. The poet Giuseppe Ungaretti tells us, with complete clarity: “Tutto, tutto, tutto è memoria” (“Everything, everything, everything is memory”).84

The French critic Louis Gillet wrote: “Of course, it is no longer a question of Time and Space in this indivisible duration where the absolute reigns. These two comrades, who did their cooking for so long on the scrap-iron stove of Kantian categories, find their pot knocked over by a kick from James Joyce. Their soup is spilled out—chronology disappears and all centuries are contemporary.”85 In Ulysses Stephen remarks: “Maeterlinck says: If Socrates leave his house today he will find the sage seated on his doorstep. If Judas go forth tonight it is to Judas his steps will tend. Every life is many days, day after day. We walk through ourselves, meeting robbers, ghosts, giants, old men, young men, wives, widows, brothers-in-love, but always meeting ourselves.”86 Or, as the Wake puts it: “As who has come returns.”87

Joyce’s method is itself coincidence. As he once told Mercanton: “Chance furnishes me with what I need. I’m like a man who stumbles: my foot strikes something. I look down, and there is exactly what I’m in need of.”88 Joyce’s truth is provided by chance—juxtaposition, coincidence—the logic of the dream, the joke.

V. THE TRUTH OF SELF-KNOWLEDGE

In the Philebus Socrates says that the ridiculous (γέλοιος) is a kind of vice, the opposite of which is the condition of the soul captured in the Delphic inscription “Know thyself.” The opposite of the inscription would be not to know oneself. The person who does not know himself makes himself ridiculous, the cause of laughter. He may do this by thinking himself to be richer than he is or by thinking himself to be more handsome than he is. But the greatest number of people err by thinking they are wiser than they really are. Of all the virtues wisdom is the one that most people claim to possess, and since they do not truly possess it, they are led into all sorts of strife-filled situations. They make themselves ridiculous.89

In the Phaedrus Socrates is asked by Phaedrus if he believes a certain legend about the abduction of Orithuta by Boreas is true. Socrates replies that he could join other intellectuals in offering a more rational and plausible account of the events that the legend portrays, but to do so takes a great deal of time and effort. Socrates says: “But I have no time for such things; and the reason, my friend, is this. I am still unable, as the Delphic inscription orders, to know myself; and it really seems to me ridiculous [γέλοιος] to look into other things before I have understood that. This is why I do not concern myself with them. I accept what is generally believed, and, as I was just saying, I look not into them but into my own self.”90 Socrates then wonders whether he is a monstrous beast, more terrible than Typhon, or whether he is a tamer animal with a divine, gentle nature. Socrates’s question goes unanswered, perhaps implying that he is some of both, an ironic and paradoxical being—two animals in one.

In the Phaedo Socrates promotes the claim that those who philosophize rightly are practicing to die and that anyone would be a fool to pass happily into death unless it can be proved that the soul continues to exist after the death of the body. Socrates’s arguments with Simmias and Cebes about the soul are inconclusive. At the end of the dialogue, as Socrates passes into the silence of death, he uncovers his face, saying to Crito: “We owe a cock to Asclepius; make this offering to him and do not forget.” Crito replies that it shall be done and asks “if there is anything else.” Socrates makes no reply.91 The traditional interpretation of this passage is that, since Asclepius is the god of healing, Socrates may be saying that death is a cure for life. This may be true; but the cock—feathers and beak—is an archetype of human consciousness, and the sign of the fool throughout all literature.

Is it a joke? Crito, the decent, good, conventional, well-meaning follower of Socrates, does not get it and he asks if there is anything else. Socrates, having engaged in arguments in his last hours, even saying never to be an enemy of argument, offers a final assertion that logic cannot understand. As a master of metaphor and irony, he offers a joke. Is Socrates the sacrifice, the cock that has the power to open the day? Is death just another cure to be overseen by Asclepius? With a wink, Socrates’s soul is at peace. Although the cock is a characteristic sacrifice to Asclepius, could Socrates’s choice to sacrifice a cock to Asclepius also be a reference to Aristophanes’s use of a cock as an example, in The Clouds, in his spoof of Socrates’s lesson to Strapsiades on profound speaking?92

The laugh releases energies of consciousness that go back to the origin of consciousness, to its primordial scene of light and darkness. As the cock, with its crow, breaks the light of day, the laugh is a reaffirmation of beginning. The comic can connect life and death as the cock connects night and morning. Socrates dies at the end of the day, which is the beginning of the new day. Socrates’s joke is unforgettable; its image is impressed into memory, “mememormee!”93

Ernst Cassirer begins An Essay on Man with the claim: “That self-knowledge is the highest aim of philosophical inquiry appears to be generally acknowledged. To all the conflicts between the different philosophical schools this objective remained invariable and unshaken: it proved to be the Archimedean point, the fixed and immovable center, of all thought.”94 For Cassirer, as for Alexander Pope: “Know then thy self, presume not God to scan, / The proper study of mankind is man.”95 For Cassirer, the master key to the study of man is the symbol. Man is the animal symbolicum. Mankind makes itself in the symbolic forms of culture; thus man can know himself by knowing his Werk. As Vico says, the dictum “Know thyself,” attributed to Solon, is “a great counsel respecting metaphysical and moral things.”96 Philosophy, for Vico as for Cassirer and Hegel, is anthropological.

A glaring exception, in contemporary philosophy, to Cassirer’s claim that self-knowledge is the Archimedean point of all philosophical thought, is the phenomenology and fundamental ontology of Martin Heidegger. Heidegger bypasses both Solon and Socrates in Greek philosophy. He is not the philosopher of self-knowledge. Heidegger is the philosopher of Angst, Sorge, Geworfenheit, and Tod. He does not take Pope’s advice; he presumes Being to scan and he assigns the study of Mankind to the specific cultural sciences and not to his philosophy. He insists, as he did to Cassirer at their meeting at Davos, that his philosophy was not an anthropology.97 I have searched Heidegger’s writings and enlisted others in my search, and we have failed to find any laughs, jokes, ironies, or comedy. If they are there they are well hidden and able to resist all my interrogations. I am led to regard Heidegger as my candidate for the modern philosopher of grimness. Behind his words is a constant umore tetro, a darkness of spirit that looks away from the human comedy.

Cassirer paraphrases Fichte’s famous equation of the nature of a philosophy with its author: “The kind of philosophy a man chooses depends upon the kind of man he is. For a philosophic system is no piece of dead furniture one can acquire or discard at will. It is animated with the spirit of the man who possesses it.”98 So far as I can see, Heideggerianism is a humorless philosophy. Even Descartes, who regards laughter as only tangentially connected to joy, and who holds that in laughter “there is always some slight occasion for hatred, or at least for wonder,” sees himself ironically.99 As he entered in his private notebooks: “Just as comedians are warned not to allow shame to appear on their brows, and thus put on a mask: so I, about to step upon the theater of the world, where I have so far been a spectator, come forward in a mask.”100 In the third part of the Discourse Descartes says that in the nine years he roamed the world he attempted “to be a spectator rather than an actor in all the comedies that are played out there.”101 Heidegger looks at the world and never smiles. The world is not a theater for him.

Ernesto Grassi, the philosopher and Renaissance scholar who was for many years a close associate of Heidegger, relates an episode with Heidegger, which, as Grassi says, “is revealing of his character.”102 Grassi went to visit Heidegger one evening, after Heidegger had fallen out with the National Socialists and had resigned his university rectorship. Grassi asked him how he was. Heidegger replied: “Bad.” Heidegger had been removed as a member of the advisory committee of the Nietzsche archive. Grassi ironically pointed out that he was in good company because other quite distinguished figures had also been removed. To this remark Grassi records Heidegger’s verbatim response: “No, matters are not so simple. Because of what has happened I have taken revenge on posterity.” Grassi asked what this meant—to have taken revenge on posterity. Heidegger replied: “Today I have destroyed a new arrangement of Nietzsche’s Will to Power which contradicts the one made by his sister Elisabeth Förster and on which I have worked for a long time.”103 Grassi’s printed version differs in detail, regarding how Heidegger had taken revenge on posterity, from how he once related it to me in conversation. Grassi said to me that, as he came upon Heidegger, he was seated by a stove and burning the pages of his manuscript, one by one. He was not eating them like Jorge but he shares in Jorge’s fanaticism. And as with Jorge, if we believe, we believe not so much in the words of Heidegger’s philosophy as in the grimness that supports them.

Concerning Heidegger’s fixation with death, Cassirer says: “this might be a very ancient way of thinking, this might be found by some to be very heathen, but it is the truly philosophical solution, which takes death itself up among the realm of necessity, and through this thought of necessity, through amor fati, it is able to liberate us from anxiety about death [Todesangst]. And with this life itself is raised above the realm of mere ‘care’ [Sorge, anguish, apprehension] (Heidegger).”104 Of the grimness of Geworfenheit, Cassirer observed that, for Heidegger: “To be thrown into the stream of time is a fundamental and inalterable feature of our human situation. We cannot emerge from this stream and we cannot change its course. We have to accept the historical conditions of our existence. We can try to understand and to interpret them; but we cannot change them.”105 We cannot laugh at ourselves either; our situation is in Heideggerian sensibility perpetually dead serious. For those seeking authentic existence there is no fun to be had at Finnegan’s wake.

The distinction between Sein and Seiende is at the center of Heidegger’s philosophy. But Eco asks, in his chapter “On Being” in Kant and the Platypus, what if Heidegger had been born in Oklahoma and did not speak or think in German? Eco writes: “It is hard to separate Heidegger’s thought from the language in which he expresses himself, and he was well aware of this: proud as he was of the philosophical nature of his German, what would he have thought had he been born in Oklahoma, with an extremely vague to be and a single Being for Seiende and Sein?”106 Heidegger in Oklahoma is an image only Eco, with his sense of the human and the connection of thought to language, can give us. Heidegger—near an oil rig, perhaps in Western wear, or dining at the Cattlemen’s Steakhouse at Stockyards City in Oklahoma City. What a relief, to have the possibilities of the human intrude on ontology! Eco goes on to show how what Being is, for us, is tied to how we are able to speak about it. One is reminded of Joyce’s line: “Are we speachin d’anglas landadge or are you sprakin sea Djoytsch?”107

Eco writes: “One can only agree with Heidegger: the problem of being is posed only to those thrown into Being-there, into the Dasein, of which our disposition both to notice that something is there and to talk about it is a part. And in our Being-there we have the fundamental experience of a Limit that language can say in advance (and therefore only predict), in one way only, beyond which it fades into silence: it is the experience of Death.”108 Eco’s answer is to turn to the poets, whom he says are “liars by vocation . . . because for them tortoises can fly, and there can even be creatures that elude death.”109 The language of the poets can resist the limits of our Dasein and take us into a realm of freedom. Eco concludes: “What the Poets are really saying to us is that we need to encounter being with gaiety (and hopefully with science too), to question it, test its resistances, grasp its openings and its hints, which are never too explicit. The rest is conjecture.”110 Heidegger has his poets and has even been accused of reducing philosophy to poetry. But he would have the poets go to school with him. They are to be a confirmation of his ontology, not a source for it.

It is the poets that can make truth laugh, for they are inspired by the Muses, who sing both true and false songs but can sing true songs when they will. The philosophers are the children of Chronos, from which derives their natural melancholy. But this melancholy, which is a dark humor, must be balanced by a sense of the ridiculous, of how close truth is to its opposite, how much the being of anything is tied to what it is not, which offers us the beginning of self-knowledge.
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REPLY TO DONALD PHILLIP VERENE

I am glad that various, nonsystematic observations of mine on the comic have allowed Verene this fine panoramic view of the theories of the comic. Obviously Verene is vastly competent when it comes to Vico, and his reconstruction of Vico’s thinking on the comic represents a fundamental contribution to this volume. Likewise, I was enlightened and convinced by his recognition of Hegel’s humor, and I willingly admit that my old definition of Hegel (moreover incidental and parenthetic) as a “philosopher who was just as austere, boring, and not at all inclined to joke” was probably the result of a momentary bout of ill humor. I also admit that even though I have read Hegel on a few occasions (see, for example, the chapter “Form as Social Commitment” in The Open Work, where I deal with his concept of alienation or Entfremdung), Hegel never really influenced me and probably I let his humor fade away on a night in which all cows were black.

But let’s get to the fact that Verene has discovered many of my observations on the comic both in my fiction and in my essays, but without being able to identify a System of the Comic on my part. Such a system was the dream of a good part of my life. As I have said in my autobiography, I was always left dissatisfied by the fact that the most famous theorists of the comic from Bergson or Freud to Pirandello (who dealt more specifically with humor) have told us many things about this phenomenon, but not all. Aristotle can be added to this list. I dealt with the comic in an essay on Pirandello, which Verene cites, and in “The Comic and the Rule” (now in Travels in Hyperreality), previously published in another form as “The Frames of Comic ‘Freedom’” in Carnival! (1984); but that was a contribution to a symposium, and not a systematic work. It is no accident, after having tried to trace the boundaries between varieties of the comic (humor, comedy, grotesque, parody, satire, wit, and so on), that I concluded: “Perhaps I am confusing categories that must be further distinguished. In reflecting on this fact . . . I am perhaps opening the door, just a crack, onto a new genre, the humorous reflection on the mechanism of symposia, where one is asked to reveal in thirty minutes what is le propre de l’homme” (with an obvious reference to the definition of laughter by Rabelais).1

Consequently, I waited a long time for the book, which I would have wanted to write, on the comic. At a certain point I gave up and decided (with comical resolution) not to write it in expectation that after my death there would appear several doctoral dissertations on what that unwritten work of mine would have been like. (Verene, if he has nothing better to do, would make an excellent candidate for that undertaking. . .)

On the other hand, in my essay on Pirandello, I had ventured to suggest that Aristotle had come across a similar problem: “As a thinker, Aristotle was lucid enough to decide to lose a text in which he had not succeeded in being as lucid as he usually was.”2 Then as a writer of fiction, I wrote a novel (The Name of the Rose) on Aristotle’s lost work, which should have told us about the comic and laughter. In so doing perhaps I outlined various aspects of the book I never wrote.

What is more, I have also written parodies and ironical inversions of the theoretical and critical practices of others (see Misreadings, 1993).3 I made little mention of this in my autobiography because I felt they were literary divertissements without any philosophical intentions. But after reading Verene I fully realize that even there I had outlined a few philosophical ideas on the function of the comic, and in particular on the critical mission of parody. In various texts I parodied Nabokov’s style and turned the story of Lolita on its head, and wrote about a young character who could love only octogenarian ladies; I imagined how a vanished earthly civilization might have been reconstructed by aliens who had managed to salvage from the ruins of our planet only a little book of really trashy pop songs (in which they evidently found profound considerations on life and death); I parodied the style of the nouveau roman or researches in cultural anthropology (describing a Polynesian academic examining with ethnocentric amazement the primitive civilization of Milan), using the methods of Margaret Mead but also the philosophies of Husserl and Heidegger; I pessimistically reinterpreted the situation of Pericles’s Greece as if it were critiqued by Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno; and finally in the essay “My exagmination round his factification for incamination to reduplication with ridecolation of a portrait of the artist as Alessandro Manzoni,” I examined Manzoni’s The Betrothed (a classic that dates from the early nineteenth century, in style and narrative structure more like Walter Scott, for example, than Joyce) as if it had been the last work by the Irish writer after Finnegans Wake.4 Obviously I parodied a lot of Anglo-American criticism and, in presenting these writings, I concluded: “Today I realize that many recent exercises in ‘deconstructive reading’ read as if inspired by my parody. This is parody’s mission: it must never be afraid of going too far. If its aim is true, it simply heralds what others will later produce, unblushing, with impassive and assertive gravity.”5

Now, on reading Verene, I realize that in playing that way I was performing a sort of pre- (or post-) philosophical game, in order to show “how much the being of anything is tied to what it is not, which offers us the beginning of self-knowledge” (Verene). It is no accident that by way of an exergue to my Misreadings I put a quotation from Joyce: “Music-hall, not poetry, is a criticism of life.”

But this is obviously true only if you take it as a joke.

U.E.
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Piero Polidoro

THE REASONABLE’S THE LIMIT

               Now, if I go back and review the entire gist of my philosophical reflections, I realize that I always placed them under the sign of the limit.

— Umberto Eco, “Weak Thought versus the Limits of Interpretation”

I. THE DREAM OF REASON

In a short but very interesting essay dating back to the end of the 1970s, Ernst Gombrich investigated the iconography of “reason” during the French Revolution.1 Gombrich closes his article, almost incidentally, mentioning what is probably the most famous illustration of the Caprichos series by Francisco Goya, El sueño de la razón produce monstruos. He points out that in Spanish this title may mean “the sleep of reason produces monsters” (as it is usually interpreted) but also “the dream of reason produces monsters.” Gombrich alludes to the ambiguous and embarrassed attitude of twentieth-century culture towards reason and rationality (two concepts I will overlap here). From one side, reason is considered a fundamental human faculty, bringing progress and tolerance; from the other side, if treated as an end in itself or applied without control, it becomes an accomplice to or instrument of mass tragedies. This attitude is quite widespread, even in those who refuse to seek refuge in irrationality. Max Weber says that a capitalist society closes itself in the “iron cage” of rationality.2 And Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, who by no means can be suspected of being tempted by irrationality, open Dialectic of Enlightenment with an apocalyptic and unappealable verdict: “the wholly enlightened earth is radiant with triumphal calamity.”3

Gombrich’s words remind me that there is an expression I have always associated with Umberto Eco’s works, quite instinctively: this expression is “reasonableness.” And I now realize how often, and in what key positions, this word emerges in his writings. The aim of this essay is to understand what meaning Eco gives to the word “reasonableness” and where, in his theory, we can find this reasonableness. I only want to explore the possibility of a very specific point of view on Eco’s work and to observe links among elements that are already connected in other ways.

II. REASON AND REASONABLENESS

Oversimplifying, in philosophical language the term “reason” indicates either a general human faculty that leads us in our investigations and research or one of the specific ways in which this general faculty acts (for instance, reason as a discursive procedure). The term “reasonableness” usually has a connotation of limit; it indicates doubts about the infallibility of reason; or it restricts an argument’s validity to certain circumstances or fields. Eco never gives a definition of “reasonableness” or “reasonable” but he explains many times what he intends by “reason” as opposed to “reasonableness.” He does it very clearly in 1980, reviewing an Italian book titled The Crisis of Reason.4

According to Eco, if we consider reason as the ability to produce abstractions and to speak through abstractions, we cannot say it is in crisis. In this case reason is a “natural knowledge, characteristic of man, opposed on the one hand to mere instinctive reactions, and on the other to intuitive knowledge (such as mystical illuminations, faith, subjective experiences not communicable through language, and so on).”5 The kind of reason that is in crisis is the one that can be identified with the intuition of the absolute or with Platonism. In the first case reason is “a special faculty of knowing the Absolute by direct view; it is the self-knowledge of the idealistic ego; it is the intuition of the prime principles which both the cosmos and the human mind obey, and even the divine mind.”6 In the second case it is a system of universal principles that precedes human abstractive capacity; at most man may recognize these principles, “perhaps with difficulty and after long reflection.”7 So, what is in crisis is a classical or strong notion of reason; the kind of “reason” or “rationality” that may have contributed to disastrous events, as Gombrich knew. “The problem is not to kill reason, but to render bad reasons harmless, and to dissociate the notion of reason from that of truth.”8

We now have a clear idea of what Eco considers a “bad” reason or a not reasonable reason. But what I am looking for is what he means by “reasonableness.” As I have already said, there is not a general definition of “reasonableness” in Eco’s work; nevertheless, it is possible to trace the contours of this concept and to understand how it is implied by many of his writings. I think we can recognize the idea of “reasonableness” in at least three important aspects of Eco’s theory. I will briefly discuss the first two aspects because they have already been treated many times, and I will focus more on the third one.

III. FIRST REASONABLE ASPECT: A MINIMAL DEFINITION OF REALISM

The first reasonable feature I find in Eco’s thought is a general attitude based on a “minimal definition” of realism. It could seem strange to say this of a person who has been accused of extreme idealism for his theoretical positions,9 or of nihilism for his narrative works (above all for The Name of the Rose).10 But, as I will explain, it is very hard to think about Eco’s ideas in these terms and, besides, realism is one of the main pillars of the work of Charles Sanders Peirce, an author who plays a relevant role in Eco’s system.

What is a “minimal definition” of realism? “According [to it] a realist is someone who believes that things go a certain way—even though we may not know which way and may never succeed in knowing.”11 What we can do is produce interpretations of the world; we have to revise them, to set them against the resistance of the world, to never consider them definitive.


 

Though we may accept that the descriptions we give of the World (or of a text as World) are always prospective, this ought not to prevent our readings from attempting to keep pace with the world, at least from a certain point of view, without ever pretending that the said readings, even when they seem on the whole to be “good,” are to be considered definitive. And, since in this series of interpretations we stick to the parameters offered by the facts to be interpreted (even if only locally and from a certain perspective), we must presume that the readings we give of the facts may be accurate or they may be completely off the wall.12



It is in Kant and the Platypus, at the end of the 1990s, that Eco has more extensively treated this point.13 But this does not mean that he arrived at this position only then or that we cannot find some traces of these ideas before. In fact during the 1970s and 1980s semiotics was still a newborn discipline and it had to find its space and specificity. From this point of view, the problem of the relationship between our representation of the world and the world itself was not pertinent; it was more interesting to investigate how this representation of the world (or of a possible world) was organized and used. In other words, in the classical triangle expression–content–referent semiotics was interested by the expression‒content axis, while it left to other disciplines the investigation of the content‒referent axis. It was probably a wise choice, but some themes, such as the semiotic status of visual signs or, later, the cognitive basis of semantics, continued to pose the problem of the relationship between semiotic systems and the world. And when we come to it—that is, to an ontological problem—we cannot refuse to make an hypothesis, even if it is open-ended.

From the end of the 1960s to the early 1980s semiotics was deeply involved in the so-called “debate on iconism.”14 Oversimplifying, the question at stake was whether visual signs were conventional like words or were in some way “natural” or, better, “motivated.” Eco was one of the main actors in this debate and was accused of idealism (for instance, by Thomas Maldonado) because he had underlined how our mental schemas are shaped by cultural influences. But his position was very far from idealism and was essentially equivalent to that expressed in Kant and the Platypus. Underlining cultural influences on perception does not mean to deny that we perceive a world outside and that this world influences perception in its turn. Eco simply focused his attention on a different aspect of the problem. In the 1960s and 1970s a “specular,” Aristotelian conception of knowledge was still strong and perhaps dominant: mental schemas were considered to be perfectly in alignment with external reality and it was thus necessary to lay particular emphasis on the conventional aspects of vision. In the 1990s this necessity no longer existed and the attention shifted to the motivated origin of the schemas and on how they are modified through continual contact with reality. In other words, it shifted to the dialectic between an interpretation that tries adequately to represent the world and a world that stimulates us but cannot be completely grasped.

In the opposition between an Aristotelian realism and the arbitrary dogma that could lead to extreme idealism, Eco proposes a reasonable settlement on a minimal realism. Reasonableness is a theoretical style that is inclined to a synthetic approach and that renounces pure and strong concepts, preferring more complex and hybrid ones, such as, in Kant and the Platypus, hypoicons—iconic signs that result from mixing cultural factors and the pressure of reality.

IV. SECOND REASONABLE ASPECT: A LIMITED KNOWLEDGE OF THE (LIMITED) ENCYCLOPEDIA

The second aspect in which I recognize reasonableness in Eco’s thought is the passage from a semantic theory based on the model of the dictionary to the idea of encyclopedia, which is discussed in depth in this volume by Patrizia Violi. Dictionary semantics is founded on semantic primitives and on genus-species definitions. Encyclopedic semantics is founded on a highly interconnected network of units that can be used, according to the specific situation, as expressions, sememes (meanings to be defined), or semes (meanings used to interpret other meanings).

The relevant point for my discussion is that we can never get the whole encyclopedia (and thus the world it represents). There are two reasons for this incapacity. First, the global encyclopedia is so complex that we can only select partial and local structures of it, choosing a specific point of view. If we demanded something more, we would have to go beyond the capacity of every known discipline and technology: it would be like asking to “catch” the whole of Borges’s Aleph. The second reason for this incapacity is that the description of the encyclopedia would be part of the encyclopedia itself. It is a sort of cultural version of Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle: to describe the encyclopedia means to alter it and to make it something different from what we were describing.

In the theory of encyclopedic semantics, reasonableness consists of a double limit: a limit to the possibility of an absolute knowledge; and the consequent need to always limit our observations to a specific field.

V. THIRD REASONABLE ASPECT: THE INDETERMINACY OF INTERPRETATION

I would like to focus more on the third aspect of reasonableness. It concerns the indeterminacy of interpretation. In September 1986 Eco gave a talk at a symposium of semioticians and immunologists, organized to investigate if the immune system could be considered as a communication system among lymphoid cells. In his talk Eco compares two kinds of process:


 

Let us consider two different cases: (i) I push a button and a bell tolls; (ii) I say rose and somebody answers “you mean red flower.”

By pushing the button I implement a process that cannot but end with the tolling of the bell, while uttering rose I implement a process that can end with these (or other) responses: “you mean the past tense of to rise,” “you are quoting a word used by Gertrude Stein,” “And so what?” “I am not interested in what you are saying,” or “buru buru aba boom!” (in Macomba dialect: “what kind of damned language are you speaking?”).

The first phenomenon is based upon a stimulus-response mechanism, the second one requires a comparison between the received expression and a given sign-system, plus the decision of interpreting the expression.15



The stimulus-response process is dyadic: two elements, A and B, are copresent and one immediately brings us to the other; it is a causal sequence. The second process (which is the real semiotic process) is triadic and it implies three elements: A, B, and C. One of A or B has to be absent; if B is absent, A is used as a sign of B thanks to the third element C, which is a code or the interpretive process based on a code.

The dyadic relationship between A and B is necessary; once we recognize it, we know for certain what the response to A will be (it will be B). In other words, A causes B without any mediation, whereas in the interpretive process there is an unpredictable and potentially infinite series of C. The space of interpretation is called by Eco the “C space,” and he considers it a “space of choice and of supposed indeterminacy.”16

The opposition between a dyadic and a triadic model stimulates two reflections. The first one concerns the evolution of semiotic theory and Eco’s contribution to it. The distinction between these two processes is a direct consequence of the passage from a conception of sign as equivalence (smoke = gas produced by combustion) to one of sign as inference (if “smoke” is in contexts x or y then it means “gas produced by combustion,” while if it is in contexts z or k it means “the activity of a person ingesting gas produced by the combustion of tobacco”). This idea was already present in the 1970s but was fully developed by Eco in the 1980s.17

The second reflection needs a longer discussion and is strictly related to the idea of reasonableness. Talking about the C space as a “space of choice” and of “indeterminacy” might be intended as a theoretical surrender, or at least as a withdrawal. Interpretation would become a sort of black box into which semiotic inquiry is not allowed. We can know the input but we ignore how it is processed and, consequently, what the output is. Or, at least, it could be intended as an example of what cognitive sciences call the homunculus argument (or homunculus fallacy): an infinite regress where a phenomenon is accounted for in terms of the same phenomenon that has to be explained. In this case semiotic theory has to explain how the interpretation process occurs. To do this, it proposes rules and mechanisms of interpretation; but to explain how rules are chosen and applied it would need to suppose an interpretation activity that is internal to the interpretation process, thus falling into an infinite regress.

I do not think this can be said of Eco’s theory. Since the late 1950s, when it was an aesthetic theory that was at stake, Eco has always declared his impatience with theories that use the argument of “ineffability”;18 he has always preferred to outline disciplinary boundaries or to declare temporary impossibility of going further in the research. In the next pages I will try to support this point of view and to explain how this “indeterminacy” has to be conceived, and how reasonable this conception is.

From Eco’s point of view, the C space is not a black box. He has meticulously described the interpretive mechanisms that regulate the process of semiosis. He has done it in the first chapter of his Italian book Lector in fabula, where the fundamentals of an instructional semantics are outlined;19 he has come back to this theme in the second and third chapter of Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language (where he also gives a precise account of how metaphors work); he has given a really detailed description of the interpretive process in one of the essays of The Limits of Interpretation, where he pretends to report the amusing and instructive dialogue between a cognitive scientist and the Charles Sanders Personal, a computer equipped with an interpretive software.20

In these works Eco has given, as far as possible, an account of the interpretive process, and the aim of my discussion is also to understand what should be intended by “as far as possible.” But, certainly, it cannot be said that interpretation has been taken for granted and not deeply investigated. Eco gives at least two answers to a very central question: “How does interpretation work?” The first answer is offered by instructional semantics, as I have anticipated. The second is Peirce’s interpretant chain: this is a mechanism that is more difficult to handle and it may be more easily suspected of some kind of unsatisfactory theoretical indeterminacy.

An instructional semantics manages to represent contexts and circumstances, or, in other words, incorporates pragmatics into semantics. It may explain how we can disambiguate meaning and choose the right contextual and circumstantial selections, if we have the right encyclopedia. For instance, it lets us explain how we understand the difference between the sentences “should we take Junior back to the zoo?” and “should we take the lion back to the zoo?” From a syntactical point of view they are equivalent, as they are on the lexical level, except for the difference between “Junior,” which is probably the name of a young boy, and “lion,” which is the common name for an animal that usually lives in the savannah (and we presume he does not like living in a cage very much). On the basis of this difference (the presence of “Junior” or “lion” in the sentence) we can activate some aspects of the meaning of “zoo” and narcotize some others: for Junior the zoo is the place of extraordinary experiences, for the lion it is a place of detention. But even at this initial level we may have other possibilities, for Junior’s parents could be fervent animal-rights activists and they could take Junior to the zoo to show him what a horrible place it is. Even if I have just admitted some degree of flexibility, all these interpretive choices and the contexts that activate them should already be recorded in the encyclopedia (or they can be recorded as a result of an inferential activity or of an explication).

But this first-level disambiguation is only a part of the interpretation process. Further connotations will be activated, together with common or intertextual frames, which could, for instance, suggest how the story will continue (we could expect a final fight between the lion and the zoo custodian, or a clever trick devised by the latter); and each passage brings us towards other interpretations. This is exactly what is intended by the expression “interpretant chain.” The point, as Peirce knew, is that this chain is potentially infinite and this is, at the same time, its strength and its weakness. It is a strength because this unlimited and unpredictable succession of interpretants explains why meaning can be so rich, and stratified, and why multiple interpretations of the same text are possible. But it may also be a theoretical weakness because, if the interpretant chain is really unlimited and occurs in an encyclopedic space where everything is interconnected, we could suspect that it is a fascinating but useless hypothesis, a night in which all cows are black.

It is for this reason that both Peirce and Eco emphasize many times that, even if potentially infinite, in the actual interpretation process the interpretant chain stops when it arrives at a certain point or, more precisely, when a habit has been established that is fit for the present situation. But a theoretical problem remains unsolved: how does this process go ahead, how is the connection between an interpretant and the next one established?

The answer is easy to find: instructional semantics and the interpretant chain are not two different explanations, but, rather, complementary ones. First of all, it has to be considered that even if the cultural unities forming an encyclopedia are (potentially) all interconnected, it does not mean these connections have to be equiprobable. Instructional semantics shows how, when we come to a fork in the interpretive process, contextual and circumstantial information make us choose one road or the other; and if more than one choice is legitimate, it helps us understand the implications of the choice we made. In terms of the interpretant chain, an instructional semantics can contribute to explaining how the process of semiosis goes ahead and which directions it could take at any moment. From this point of view, the process of semiosis, far from being undetermined and uncontrollable, has a regularity.

As Patrizia Violi has pointed out in this volume, even if it is explained in terms of the interpretant chain, the interpretation process can be guided by a certain pragmatic “laziness” and tends to follow existing paths. At any step there are many (but not infinite, at least from a synchronic point of view) possible alternatives, and they could even be contradictory because an encyclopedia is so complex that it can contain both if p then q and if p then not q. This is not a problem, even when it occurs not in the same encyclopedia, but in the same text. Let’s think about aesthetic texts, where we are hit by a wave of emotions, connections, ideas, a complex and even confused (but still able to be analyzed) meaning. Aesthetic experience is—happily—contradictory, and contradiction is often what makes a text interesting. When we analyze a text we usually try to trace coherent interpretive lines and, after that, to connect them with other compatible lines or to compare them with contradictory ones. But the real interpretive process does not occur in this aseptic and simplified way, and exposes the reader (or, in general, the user) to the wholeness of these stimuli and possibilities, making him or her follow contradictory interpretations in parallel or repeatedly jump from one to the other so that contradictory lines can overlap or clash at any moment.

Anyway, if we do not consider idiosyncratic interpretations (we leave them to psychoanalysis) or radical inventions (we will come back to them soon), these interpretive paths should already be present in the encyclopedia we are using; or, at least, there should already be the parts that will form them, probably arranged in a way that suggests or fosters their connection. So, as a matter of principle, these interpretive paths should be predictable. This does not mean that we can know in advance the result of an interpretive process, but we can at least foresee the interpretive paths that a certain encyclopedia allows and that a text stimulates. Which direction will be taken at a certain textual fork cannot be said (it depends on too many factors, and part of them are idiosyncratic, so not of a semiotic pertinence) but we can say: (i) that at that point there will be a textual fork, (ii) which are the possible alternatives it offers, and perhaps (iii) which of them are more probable, ceteris paribus.

Thus the indeterminacy Eco talks about concerns our certainty about the result of the interpretive process, not our understanding of its mechanism, nor our capacity to approximately forecast possible results within a certain encyclopedia. It is thus an indeterminacy that is completely compatible with a clear and sound theoretical frame. An analogy will clarify this point. Geneticists know they have done their duty when they describe DNA structure and the mechanisms of meiosis; they do not feel guilty that they cannot exactly forecast the genetic sequence of a baby, because they know chromosomal crossover will always shuffle the cards. On the contrary, they think this is a good thing because it lets us have genetic variability.

In conclusion, to pass from a dyadic to a triadic process is not to renounce any precise and detailed theoretical model to explain interpretation. A dyadic relationship implies that the same stimulus will always have the same response. A “C” space, in contrast, explains why the interpretive process may bring us to different results (the indeterminacy). But this does not mean that the C space is made of uncontrollable and unknown random processes. Moreover, the difference between dyadic and triadic processes may exist only at a macroscopic level. The C space could be decomposed into smaller dyadic mechanisms. As Eco writes: “Perhaps some day science will demonstrate that C space is only a figment like ether, presupposed in order to fill up an ‘empty’ interval where deterministic phenomena—that escape our present knowledge—take place. But until that moment we have to deal with C space.”21 This deterministic project is simply impossible for at least two good reasons: (i) the C space, where contextual selections and other kinds of inference occur, is the space of the encyclopedia, and when it comes to single interpretations this encyclopedia is different from person to person; (ii) the amount of information and factors to be considered would be, once again, beyond the possibility of the human mind or machines. If these two problems are solved, then we will be able to forecast not the possible but the real result of an interpretation, and we will have a discipline very similar to the psychohistory described by Isaac Asimov in his science fiction Foundation saga. As for now, we have to accept the idea of indeterminacy and that it is compatible with a sound and respectable (and reasonable) theory of meaning.

VI. WHAT WE ARE NOT, WHAT WE DO NOT SAY22

I do not think we could use the attribute “postmodern” to label Eco’s semiotic theory but—forgive my pun—it is certainly a postindustrial one. What does this mean? As we know, the twentieth-century industrial society spirit lies in Taylorism, according to which there is always one best way to do a thing.23 In contrast, we can say that Eco renounces the comfortable idea of “one best way,” of a unique interpretation, and he describes processes that may lead to many possible results. But—this is a very important point—not to every result. According to Eco, a semiotic theory should above all be able to indicate those interpretations that we can certainly exclude.

This idea is extensively discussed in the essay “Weak Thought versus the Limits of Interpretation,” which I have already cited. This essay deepens two aspects of Eco’s theory. The first one is the moderate realism that I have already treated in section III. Eco reminds the reader how he has never maintained that only interpretations, and not facts, exist. Facts exist; the problem is that, if we intend them as Peirce’s dynamic object, we can never grasp them as such and we can only know them through interpretations.


 

Since the idea of a sequence of interpretations is conceivable and makes sense only if we admit that there is something to interpret, wouldn’t it make sense too to come to grips with that something?

This is the problem I came back to definitively in Kant and the Platypus, but even prior to that, it was hard to credit me with the idea that there are no facts, only interpretations, considering I had written a book entitled—no less!—The Limits of Interpretation. And the problem had already come up previously in some of my earlier writings.24



This passage brings us to the second main theme of Eco’s essay: not all interpretations are legitimate. Eco had already treated this point in Lector in fabula, where he distinguished the interpretation (that takes into account a dialectic between the model reader and the author strategy) from the use of a text (where the text is considered as a mere stimulus for imagination). “In the face of the affirmation that there are no facts only interpretations, I have always maintained that every fact is the occasion for diverse and conflicting interpretations, but one curious thing about facts is that they resist interpretations they do not legitimate or support. In other words, though it may be difficult to decide whether one interpretation is better than another, we can always recognize untenable interpretations.”25 Recognizing and marking some interpretations as untenable or not valid means to expel them from a well-ordered debate where texts and arguments are considered for their legitimate meaning(s) and not as pretexts. Thus the question of the limits of interpretation is directly connected with the possibility of a fruitful discussion in human society. This point had already been treated in the book review of the early 1980s I cited above, where Eco traces the contours of a “rational” or “reasonable” way to go beyond the classic idea of reason he had just criticized. Reason is not only a faculty we use to investigate the world but also the criterion that should inform our interaction with others in public life. Eco’s idea is that a critical reasonableness should be based on the sharing of rules; these rules would make possible a common and public discussion; they do not always have to be the same and they vary in their strength according to the situation.


 

Rationality is exercised through the very fact that we are expressing propositions regarding the world, and even before making sure that these propositions are “true,” we have to make sure that others can understand them. So we have to work out some rules for common speech, logical rules which are also linguistic rules. Which is not to assert that when we speak we have to say always and only one thing, without ambiguity or multiple meanings. On the contrary, it is rather rational and reasonable to recognize that there exist also discourses (in dreams, in poetry, in the expression of desires and passions) that mean several things at once, contradictory among themselves. But precisely because it is fortunately obvious that our speech is also open and has multiple meanings, every so often, and in certain matters, we have to work out agreed norms of speech, for specific situations where we all decide to adopt the same criteria for using words and for linking them in propositions which can then be debated. Can I reasonably assert that human beings love food? Yes, even if there are dyspeptics, ascetics, and anorexics. We must simply agree and establish that, in this area of problems, statistical evidence can be held reasonable.26



Before discussing this point more deeply, I would like to underline how this is a very important issue for our society. Digital media have multiplied information and sources but not all of them are fully reliable. Of course it has always been so, but the number of unreliable sources has probably increased both in absolute terms (for mere quantitative reasons) and in terms of percentage: the access to the public sphere is now easier thanks to blogs and social media and that means a greater freedom of expression for every citizen, but it also implies that the access to the public debate is no longer regulated by professionals such as journalists or politicians. Even if they may be considered as interested and biased actors, it is true that as gatekeepers they could also filter untrue news or arguments unfit for a decent debate. Thus digital media are an extraordinary opportunity but they also make verification efforts more necessary than ever. Here I do not mean a verification of facts (fact checking still ought to be done by journalists, even if they may be helped by citizens) but a verification of interpretations of facts, in order to free public debate from narrations based on stereotypes, subreptitious arguments, and uses of other people’s texts. In this situation the aberrant decoding is no more an effect of asymmetrical encyclopedic competence or a way to deconstruct power mechanisms, but it is used to create, sometimes on purpose, the opportunity for violent discussions in the public sphere.

VII. REASONABLE ANALOGIES BETWEEN UMBERTO ECO AND JOHN RAWLS

Eco is not the only one to have used the notion of reasonableness in recent decades. In political philosophy, and on similar themes, this term has been widely used by John Rawls.27 There are interesting analogies and differences in the ways Eco and Rawls talk about reasonableness.

Rawls aims to build a system that could support a democratic, free, and pluralistic society. This system is based on three pillars: (i) citizens as free and equal persons; (ii) the idea of a well-ordered society, that is, “a society effectively regulated by a public conception of justice”; and (iii) the idea of “a society as a fair system of social cooperation over time from one generation to the next.”28 Linguists and semioticians could not help comparing the idea of social cooperation with the cooperative principle stated by Paul Grice.29 Just as Grice founded his conversational maxims on this cooperative principle, so Rawls’s social cooperation “is guided by publicly recognized rules and procedures which those cooperating accept as appropriate to regulate their conduct.”30

The sharing of rules for a civilized public interaction is a common point for Rawls and Eco, but this is not the only analogy. Both authors underline the importance of reasonableness for the success of this cooperation. Reasonableness is one of the most central concepts in Rawls’s theory.


 

As applied to the simplest case, namely to persons engaged in cooperation and situated as equals in relevant respects (or symmetrically, for short), reasonable persons are ready to propose, or to acknowledge when proposed by others, the principles needed to specify what can be seen by all as fair terms of cooperation. Reasonable persons also understand that they are to honor these principles, even at the expense of their own interests as circumstances may require, provided others likewise may be expected to honor them. It is unreasonable not to be ready to propose such principles, or not to honor fair terms of cooperation that others may reasonably be expected to accept; it is worse than unreasonable if one merely seems, or pretends, to propose or honor them but is ready to violate them to one’s advantage as the occasion permits.

Yet while it is unreasonable, it is not, in general, not rational. For it may be that some have a superior political power or are placed in more fortunate circumstances; and though these conditions are irrelevant, let us assume, in distinguishing between the persons in question as equals, it may be rational for those so placed to take advantage of their situation.31



“Rationality” is a separate but complementary faculty and applies to single agents and to their ends and interests, and to the ways to reach them.32 “Reasonableness” is the acceptation of shared rules that may, sometimes, be against our interest, but in the long run they assure the fairness and the order of the society we live in. There is another passage in which this aspect emerges very clearly:


 

The reasonable is viewed as a basic intuitive moral idea; it may be applied to persons, their decisions and actions, as well as to principles and standards, to comprehensive doctrines and to much else. . . . What constraints, though, are reasonable? We say: those that arise from situating citizens’ representatives symmetrically when they are represented solely as free and equal, and not as belonging to this or that social class, or as possessing these or those native endowments, or this or that (comprehensive) conception of the good. While this conjecture may have an initial plausibility, only its detailed elaboration can show how far it is sound.33



Both Rawls and Eco share the idea that reasonableness includes some sort of limit or constraint. For Eco, as we have seen, a reasonable approach sets various limits to the philosophical investigation and to the certainty of its result, or, in the case of public discussion, it pushes us to negotiate our meanings with other people. For Rawls, reasonableness is the necessary self-limitation of our potential convenience.

In addition, both authors think that reasonableness is not only a preliminary condition for a fair public arena but also the criterion that should orient the public discussions occurring in it. Eco stated that we need shared rules to negotiate meanings and to link them in propositions to be debated. Statistical evidence is one of these rules but not the only one. “Is statistical evidence valid in establishing what is the ‘right’ meaning of the Iliad, or whether Bo Derek is more desirable than Sigourney Weaver? No, the rules change.”34 For his part, Rawls claims an agreement between the principles of reasoning and how to evaluate empirical data.


 

we allow the parties the general beliefs and forms of reasoning found in common sense, and the methods and conclusions of science, when not controversial. . . .

The second kind of political values—the values of public reason—fall under the guidelines for public inquiry and for the steps to be taken to ensure that inquiry is free and public as well as informed and reasonable. They include not only the appropriate use of the fundamental concepts of judgment, inference, and evidence, but also the virtues of reasonableness and fair-mindedness as shown in the adherence to the criteria and procedures of commonsense knowledge and to the methods and conclusions of science when not controversial. These values reflect an ideal of citizenship: our willingness to settle the fundamental political matters in ways that others as free and equal can acknowledge are reasonable and rational.35



VIII. HOW TO INTEND AND MANAGE REASONABLENESS?

For the sake of clarity, it is time to separate two different aspects of the notion of reasonableness. At a first level reasonableness is an attribute of Eco’s theory: it consists in the consciousness of the limit (the limit of what we can study; the limit of our forecasting capability) and in a knowledge style that is more inclined to compose thesis and antithesis than to bring an idea to its extreme consequences. At a second level reasonableness is a concept, an explicative instrument within Eco’s theory, and perhaps it should be further discussed.

Is reasonableness a new “black box” in interpretation theory? No, it is, rather, the public debate’s equivalent of the indeterminacy we have found in the single interpretive process (the “C space”).


 

In the face of the already given, we proceed by conjecture, and we do our best to get others to accept our conjectures. That is to say, we publicly compare our conjectures with what others know of the already given. It may be that this attitude does not define a “strong” thought, in the sense in which the various tribunals of Reason and Faith (more closely related than may appear at first blush) see themselves as strong. But it certainly defines a thought that continually runs up against the “forces” that oppose it. And since racing improves the breed, a conjectural thought, while it may not be strong, may not be weak either, but it will be well-tempered.36



The reasonableness of our conjectures is the first requisite to make them accepted and discussed by others. Even if we admit that this implies continual negotiations, it does not mean that the theory of meaning also has to be negotiated every time. It is the meaning about which we have to agree that is unstable; the mechanisms through which we discuss this meaning or, better, the models that we use to describe these negotiations have a certain stability; this stability fails only when the theory has to be modified, not each time we apply it. The Charles Sanders Personal software would probably say the problem is which of the possible and predictable results of a certain encyclopedia the interpretation process will bring us to; in our case, which of the possible and predictable results of the public negotiation of meaning and which of the reasonable conjectures in discussion will prevail. It is not how the system will work once we have chosen the encyclopedia, nor, perhaps, how the encyclopedia has to be chosen.

Thus semiotics can describe these processes; it cannot forecast their results but it can at least say which ones should not be possible because they would be untenable interpretations. The following points should explain how to intend, manage, or study reasonableness in the interpretation process, be it public or not.


 

     (1)  The basic case is the judgment about the legitimacy of a certain interpretation within a given encyclopedia. How can we recognize a reasonable interpretation? A good method would be to verify if that interpretation is the result of an interpretant chain whose existence is, at least partially, already documented in that culture (we do not have to decide if the interpretation is “true” but only if it is legitimate). This would mean an encyclopedia is condemned to repeat itself for ever. And what if an interpretation is not already present in the system? In that case it would be doomed to rejection and then oblivion (unless it reemerges later) or it could become stronger and stronger and, in the end, it would change the system. This leads us to the case of invention.

     (2)  If we have an invention,37 what we can do is try to understand how this invention originated within that encyclopedia. An example could be the iconologist investigating the formation of a new type, for instance Erwin Panofsky explaining why, between the sixteenth and the seventeenth century, we can find some representations of Judith holding a plate with the head of Holofernes on it (while the plate should be an attribute of Salome).38 Would this mean we can only produce an ex-post explanation? But we could also operate ex ante, forecasting an invention. I do not mean to exactly forecast when and how this invention will take place, but, rather to forecast the possible combinations of already existing elements. Following my example, we could find out that at a certain point in the fourteenth century some representations of the head of Saint John the Baptist on a plate began to appear alone, that is, without Salome; and the existence of this isolated and autonomous theme (the head of a man on a plate) made it easier to be absorbed by another type (that of Judith, which already included the head of a man). To explain an invention, we would need rules of cultural innovation, that is, rules describing ways in which a given culture tends to recombine elements to produce new cultural units. These rules will more probably be local (intracultural) rather than general, and I think they should be the main object of a semiotics of culture.

     (3)  A different case is the legitimacy of the interpretations a culture gives of the interpretations produced by another culture; for instance: what do Muslims mean by the term “jihad”? This case can be treated as a problem of translation, and it is certainly, again, a matter of the semiotics of culture.

     (4)  Finally, if the problem is how to face, judge, and govern the meeting and the clash between interpretations coming from different encyclopedias (a central issue in multicultural societies), that is definitely an extrasemiotic problem and it is more likely an issue for political philosophy. But I do think that the semiotic approach traced in the first three points of this list could help to solve these political problems.



IX. SAD AND REASONABLE AND FINAL

So far I have discussed reasonableness as an attribute of and a concept in Umberto Eco’s theory. But in the case of Eco it is quite impossible to isolate his theoretical activity from his narrative work. I will not even try a systematic investigation of reasonableness in his literary production, but I would like to hint at a comparison that I have always found very interesting and instructive.

As you all know, The Name of the Rose ends with the fire in the library and then in the whole abbey. All the books are destroyed. Facing this devastation, an overcome Guglielmo confesses his distrust regarding the possibility of finding order in the world. Even his cogent reasoning and his broad culture did not enable him to grasp the world; the solution of the case, too, was a matter of chance. The novel leaves us here, with an unarmed and powerless Guglielmo, no longer able to say anything; it is as if he could only wait for his end, which arrives many years later during the Black Death.

Confronting itself with the defeat of rationality (Guglielmo) against the elusive reality, reasonableness looks for a handhold, a clasp. It is in human nature to do this. Society hopes to find it in the principle of cooperation, in the confidence in shared values that make public debate and civil life possible. The individual, as a rational being, tries to grab the “marble veining” that crosses reality, tries to confront these “resistance lines” of the world to verify or modify his or her knowledge. But individuals do not only need gnoseological handholds; our attitude, our reasonableness forces us to look for a meaning, a base, in each aspect of our existence. The contrast has always struck me between Guglielmo, who will still live for a long time but gives in to the defeat of reason, and Casaubon, who—as far as we know and he knows—is waiting for his death and calmly seizes on the memory of a sensation (walking barefoot, with calloused heels, among Langhe vineyards) or on the contemplation of the hill; thinking “It’s so beautiful.”39

It is a semiotic rule not to ask for confirmation from the author, but I hope this can be considered as a legitimate interpretation.
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THE MODEL READER AND THE MUNDANITY OF READING PRACTICES

Umberto Eco’s theory of reading is usually referenced to his earlier writings in The Role of the Reader, his Italian Lector in fabula (unfortunately never fully translated into English), and The Limits of Interpretation.1 In those writings Eco describes how a text anticipates and directs its interpretations. He explains this working of a text by distinguishing between what he calls the “model reader” and the “empirical reader.” In elucidating the notion of the model reader, Eco talks about the interpretive paths that a text indicates for its readings. The empirical reader, on the other hand, primarily serves the rhetorical function of a contrastive element; in other words, Eco’s interest is not directed toward actual acts of engaging a text.

Eco’s later writings further develop this theory.2 Even if not specifically dedicated to the discussion of reading, those texts are of interest as they provide openings toward embodiment and the situatedness of reading practices. Here I foreground this dimension to explore possible intersections between Eco’s theory of reading and the mundanity of reading practice. I discuss an example from apprenticeship in scientific practice to suggest that attending to the empirical reader should not direct us away from deciphering strategies for reading inscribed in a text. Approached in such a manner, the model reader shows up as enacted across the text and its empirical readers, dynamically reconfigured relative to the specificity of the situation of reading in which it is instantiated.

I. THE MODEL READER

According to Eco’s writings on textual semiotics, every text is incomplete.3 Since not everything that constitutes a reading is present at the expressive surface of the text, the text needs its readers’ cooperation to gain its meaning. As the work of reading takes place, the reader fills in the blank spaces, completing what is left unsaid, what is implied, or what was mentioned earlier in the text. In a similar vein, the reader also connects the surface of the text with prior texts and those texts that will follow from it. Eco speaks of text as “a lazy machine that demands the bold cooperation of the reader to fill in a whole series of gaps” of unsaid or already said missing elements.4

In the 1970s, when Eco ushered the reader into the world of textual analysis, the implications were radical. If meaning is not a property of a text taken in isolation, it is legitimate to ask what the text is. By arguing for the interpretive cooperation as an intrinsic part of the text, Eco’s vision of the text expands: the meaning of a text is now pushed to the interstices, where the written or vocally emitted signs collide with their possible interpretations. Thus, to understand how the text functions, we must take into account when and how the text can be interpreted. This implies a questioning of the textual autonomy so dear to structuralists. In The Role of the Reader, Lector in fabula, and The Limits of Interpretation, Eco quotes at length an interview with Claude Lévi-Strauss from 1967 in which Lévi-Strauss expresses his contempt for this new turn of attention away from the text taken in isolation. Lévi-Strauss claims that a work of art is


 

an object endowed with precise properties, that must be analytically isolated, and this work can be entirely defined on the grounds of such properties. When Jakobson and myself tried to make a structural analysis of a Baudelaire sonnet, we did not approach it as an “open work” in which we could find everything that has been filled in by the following epochs; we approached it as an object which, once created, had the stiffness—so to speak—of a crystal; we confined ourselves to bringing into evidence these properties.5



As the quote indicates, Eco’s move signals an abandonment of the goal to isolate the rules for the production of a text that can be understood independently of its effects (typical of the generative theories). However, Eco did not upset the structuralist doctrine by taking into account the actual acts of reading. In other words, when he advocates the interpretive contribution of the reader, Eco is not interested in individuals who read the text. Instead, his intervention is an invitation to go beyond the “objective” structure of the text available at the textual surface: rather than focusing on manifest meaning, Eco invites an exploration of how the text organizes its interpretations. By providing indices that guide readers’ inferences, the text anticipates, directs, and even demands specific interpretations.

To unpack Eco’s proposal, it may be instructive to consider the experiment performed by John Bransford and Marcia Johnson in 1972—even though the experiment is a foray away from textual theory and definitely not a part of Eco’s argument. In their experiment Bransford and Johnson used textual examples such as the following:


 

The procedure is actually quite simple. First you arrange things into different groups. Of course, one pile may be sufficient depending on how much there is to do. If you have to go somewhere else due to lack of facilities, that is the next step; otherwise you are pretty well set. It is important not to overdo things. That is, it is better to do too few things at once than too many. In the short run this may not seem important, but complications can easily arise. A mistake can be expensive as well. At first the whole procedure will seem complicated. Soon, however, it will become just another facet of life. It is difficult to foresee any end to the necessity for this task in the immediate future, but then one never can tell. After the procedure is completed, one arranges the materials into different groups again. Then they can be put into their appropriate places. Eventually they will be used once more, and the whole cycle will then have to be repeated. However, that is part of life.6



After presenting the subjects of their experiment with this passage, Bransford and Johnson checked the subjects’ comprehension and recall of information. A key piece of context had been withheld from some subjects, namely, its topic. The paragraph was about doing laundry. Those participants who were presented only with the paragraph but were not told that it was about doing laundry before they heard it, had a much harder time making sense of and remembering ideas from the passage. Their difficulty with this passage did not derive from their lack of knowledge regarding the meaning of the words used or their unfamiliarity with the sentence structure employed in the paragraph. Instead, the difficulty arose from the lack of the relevant contextual knowledge. Bransford and Johnson claim that such knowledge is a prerequisite for comprehending prose paragraphs.7 Knowing the topic helped the participants make sense of the paragraph, and this allowed them to remember more about it.

From that, Bransford and Johnson hypothesize that the information their subjects use may stem from putting together bits from several related sentences while also potentially including information that is not directly expressed in the paragraph.8 According to the authors, that information must derive from greater context: “Many sentences provide cues that allow one to create contextual structures that are sufficient for processing sentences seemingly in isolation. In other cases one will need additional information such as that built up by perceptual context or previous linguistic context in order to comprehend.”9

In his approach to reading Eco looks at how exactly this functions. He is on a quest to find out the mechanisms by which the text allows the reader to accomplish acts of meaning-making. In his attempt to understand the cooperative activity between the reader and the text, Eco’s interest is in how the reader can identify what the text does not explicitly say, but presupposes, promises, or implies. These competencies are not internal elements relative to the psychology of an individual reader, but, rather, are generated through the work of signs and are publicly available via the architecture of the text.

In accordance with a larger trend in the semiotics of text that characterizes European semiotics of the 1970s (for example, Kristeva, Barthes, Greimas, and Petöfi), Eco’s discussion of how literary texts generate meaning focuses on sign structures.10 Consequently, Eco’s explanations do not resort either to authors’ intentions or to any actual instances of reading. Since he is not interested in adding extra textual elements to his analysis of the text, Eco does not investigate responses of actual readers, as Bransford and Johnson in the study cited above do. More generally, Eco’s argument is different from approaches in either experimental psychology (where the focus is on how an individual mind processes information) or ethnomethodology (where we want to know how the work of reading is accomplished; for example, Livingston).11 Instead, in bringing forth the role of interpretive cooperation, Eco focuses on how the text itself organizes its expected readings. Rather than looking at how a text is actually interpreted, Eco is interested in the character of semiotic conventions.12

In this sense, the reader—as an active part of the interpretive process—is an element of the text itself. This reader-in-the-text is what Eco calls the model reader. In other words, the model reader is an abstract element constituted by the text. As such, it refers to structural characteristics of the text that encourage but also regulate its interpretations. To identify the model reader, the analyst is expected to focus on the internal coherence of the text and the cultural knowledge that the text presupposes since these elements point out how the text itself inscribes its instructions for reading and what kinds of interpretive interventions it “expects.” The model reader is thus a way to establish how and in what conditions the empirical reader is authorized by a text to collaborate. It is a textual feature that allows the empirical reader to actualize that which virtually exists in the terms manifested at the surface of the text.13 Obviously, each empirical reader is free and often does accomplish readings that do not coincide with what the model reader indicates. Nevertheless, every text exercises control over its interpretations because, at the level of expression, it provides indices for its expected readings. These inscriptions of the preferable interpretive paths are also discussed by Eco in terms of “the limits of interpretation.”14

Eco’s Italian Lector in fabula evokes Roland Barthes’s discussion of how reading generates pleasure.15 However, Eco insists that his interests are not oriented in the direction of the phenomenological aspects of reading. Rather, he wants to establish what it is in the text that stimulates and regulates interpretations.16 In choosing between studying the pleasure of the text and how this pleasure is generated by the text, in 1979 Eco explicitly sides for the second.17

II. PHENOMENOLOGICAL ASPECTS OF READING: TWO EXAMPLES FROM ECO’S LATER WRITINGS

Despite this commitment to textual structures, Eco’s later writings point to openings in the direction of empirical readers and their phenomenological positioning in the reading field. In order to indicate how this blurring of the boundary between textual workings and experiential aspects of reading may take place, I discuss two examples from Eco’s later writings. The first example—centered on olfaction—discusses the problem of iconicity, and the second one is on the textual production of space in verbal, visual, and aural texts. While the first concerns perception more generally, the second is explicitly centered on reading.

I start with Eco’s example about a visit to a perfume factory. This example is used as a part of Eco’s discussion of iconicity in Kant and the Platypus, intended as a revision of his original—what he calls “iconoclast”—position. In the 1960s and 1970s semioticians argued against iconicity as a naïve idea of similarity characteristic of our intuitive understanding of visual images (Barthes, Eco, Volli).18 When analyzing realistic drawings, cinematic images, and magazine advertisements, semioticians highlighted cultural and conventional aspects of those signs. In Kant and the Platypus Eco laments that even though, since the peak of the debate, many have been influenced by Peirce’s semiotics, that influence is concerned primarily with the notion of unlimited semiosis, leaving the theorizing of iconism largely unexplored.19 To deal with this neglect, Eco directs attention toward Peirce’s suggestion that iconic signs generate “effects of similarity.” While Eco, with Peirce, maintains that the interpretation of the iconic sign contains a perceptual basis,20 the anchoring of the sign in the material world does not mean, however, that an iconic sign should be equated with the iconic nature of perception. To deal with the immediate impression of likeness that iconic signs generate, Eco talks about “surrogates for perceptual stimuli.”

Eco evokes a perfume factory visit to prove that—even if under certain conditions a sign generates effects of similarity—we have to acknowledge that such impressions are relative to the surrogates manufactured to generate the effects. Experiencing the manufacturing of a perfume highlights the difference between a perceptual iconism and an impression achieved by way of surrogate stimuli:


 

Anyone who has ever visited a perfume factory will have come up against a curious olfactory experience. We can easily recognize (on the level of perceptual experience) the difference between the scent of violets and that of lavender. But when we want to produce industrial quantities of essences of violets or lavender (which must produce the same sensation, albeit a little enhanced, stimulated by these plants), the visitor to the factory is assailed by intolerable stenches and foul odors. This means that in order to produce the impression of the scent of violets or lavender, one must mix chemical substances that are most disagreeable to the olfactory sense (even though the result is pleasant). I am not sure nature works like this, but what seems evident is that it is one thing to receive the sensation (fundamental iconism) of the scent of violets and another thing to produce the same impression. This second operation requires the application of various techniques with a view to producing surrogate stimuli.21



To figure out the methods that generate the impressions of similarity, Eco refers to the observer whose positioning makes the constructed character of the iconic sign obvious. A visitor to the perfume factory has a different olfactory experience than a customer buying a perfume in a department store. Similarly, we can experience a painting as veridical only if we stand at a certain distance from it; if we move too close, the illusion of reality disappears.

This means that the surrogate stimuli partly depend on the way in which we engage with them: in the perfume factory versus in the department store, too close to the painting versus at a certain distance from it.22 Thus, to discuss the problem of iconicity, Eco’s example indicates that we should consider the acts of perception as essential elements in the functioning of the sign. If the notion of a text can be stretched beyond the literary texts, as Eco seems to indicate,23 then a reading of an olfactory text (for example, a perfume) and a visual text (that is, a painting) is importantly accomplished through an embodied and worldly positioning of their readers.

The second example that challenges the presupposition that Eco’s idea of reading is bound to textual borders comes from his discussion of space in literature in “Les Sémaphores sous la pluie” (reprinted as a chapter in On Literature). Eco analyzes hypotyposis, a rhetorical device employed to verbally render space. While it may be difficult to explain what hypotyposis is, Eco points out that the workings of this rhetorical figure are often successfully rendered through examples.24 Even though the illustrations that Eco provides—for example, Quintilian’s description of the invasion and sacking of a city—use a variety of descriptive and narrative techniques, they all allow the addressee, if willing, to draw a visual impression from them.25

Eco lists denoting, detailed description, listing, accumulation, and description appealing to the addressee’s personal experience as techniques through which hypotyposis can be developed.26 Even if this may be so to a lesser degree in denoting, all of the techniques require an active involvement of the reader. While hypotyposis—differently from other rhetorical figures such as metonymy, metaphor, and synecdoche—cannot be reduced to a formula or a rule,27 its effects are realizable if the reader collaborates. For hypotyposis to work, the reader has to translate what the text indicates into a visual scene, to experience various arrangements of objects, actions, and moments in time. Eco states that hypotyposis is “not so much a representation as a technique for eliciting an effort to compose a visual representation (on the reader’s part).”28 What does this mean for the postulate of intentio operis?

Let’s consider one of the techniques that generate hypotyposis: the description appealing to the addressee’s personal experience. Eco explains that “this technique requires that the addressee bring to the discourse something he has already seen and suffered. This activates not only preexisting cognitive schemes but also preexisting bodily experiences. . . . Part of this technique involves the evocation of introceptive and proprioceptive experiences on the part of the addressee.”29 As an example, Eco uses a quote from Blaise Cedrars’s Prose du transsibérien:


 

        Toutes les femmes que j’ai rencontrées se dressent aux horizons

        Avec les gestes pitieux et les regards tristes des sémaphores sous la pluie . . .

        All the women I have met rise up on horizons

        With the piteous gestures and sad looks of signals in the rain . . .30



To see the signals along the railroad track as they slowly disappear in the rainy night, the reader has to evoke the experience of watching through the window of a slowly moving train. Eco grants that one does not need to have a specific memory of the exact event to which to refer: we are well able to evoke experiences that are not even human (the example is the movement of fog through streets of London). The point, however, is that the text needs the embodied and lived experiences of the reader to be realized (no matter how imaginative and nonspecific these experiences may be).

Curiously, however, Eco wraps up his discussion of hypotyposis with an example from Beati, the commentaries to Revelation, where he explains a failed hypotyposis in terms of a lack of cultural knowledge. The example concerns the difficulty of the Mozambique miniaturists in representing the four living creatures as “above and around the throne.” Eco explains that


 

this is because the miniaturists, having grown up using the Greco-Christian translation, thought that the prophet “saw” something similar to statues or paintings. But the culture of John the Apostle, like that of Ezekiel, from whose vision John drew inspiration, was a Hebraic culture, and moreover his was the imagination of a seer. Consequently, John was not describing pictures (or statues), but, if anything, dreams, and, if you like, films (those moving pictures that allow us to daydream, or in other words, visions adopted from the layman’s state). In a vision that was cinematic in nature, the four creatures can rotate and appear at one moment above and before the throne, at another around it.31



While this example is no doubt revealing, it appears that it is not fully comprehensive of the argument presented in the piece. If hypotyposis allows the reader not only to envision space and elements of space through words but also motivates the reader to experience these visions as though they were personal, then a failure to enact the figure cannot be fully explained in terms of cultural knowledge.

One of the central components in the architecture of the original argument for the model reader is the concept of encyclopedia. Encyclopedia is an exhaustive record of the world knowledge that a culture possesses. Eco describes it as an ideal library or universal archive that gathers all information virtually obtainable in a given historical moment. Different from the dictionary, “encyclopedic representation excludes the possibility of establishing a finite set of metasemiotic features and makes the analysis potentially infinite.”32 This potential openness is only bounded by the existence of other texts since encyclopedia is but a sum of other texts (in the form of macropropositions).33 The encyclopedia-like semantics is also paralleled with the models of meaning representation in forms of schemas, frames, and scripts championed by artificial intelligence.34

Even though Eco has largely worked with the concept of encyclopedia when describing the strategies of reading—that is, the meaning of terms that the reader encounters being inscribed in the form of encyclopedic knowledge that a given culture possesses—I suspect that his initial characterization of encyclopedia is not broad enough to cover the vastness of the field that his writing covers. While the model reader is defined in terms of cultural knowledge and references to other texts, some of Eco’s examples go beyond this characterization. His example of the visit to the perfume factory, and the understanding of what “the piteous gestures and sad looks of signals in the rain” may suggest, allow that reading is also about experiential elements. Does this possibly indicate a turn to the mundanity of embodied practice? Or have these elements, perhaps, always been present in Eco as a part of his orientation to the pragmatism of Charles Sanders Peirce?

III. PEIRCE AND PRAGMATIC ELEMENTS OF SEMIOSIS

The phenomenological bent detectable in Eco’s latest writings is surely in accordance with the philosophy of Peirce—one of the main forces shaping Eco’s thought. Before moving on to discussing an act of reading in scientific practice, let me briefly touch upon the discussion of meaning in Peirce’s pragmatism.

Peirce was keen to point out that signs acquire their meaning in respect of the specificity of the situation in which they are enacted. According to Peirce’s pragmatism (or, as he later called it, “pragmaticism”), the meaning of a sign can be identified when possible actions that the affirmation or negation of such a sign would imply are specified. Peirce’s example of two people speaking about a house on fire further elaborates this point:


 

Two men meet on a country road. One says to the other, “that house is on fire.” “What house?” “Why, the house about a mile to my right.” Let this speech be taken down and shown to anybody in the neighboring village, and it will appear that the language by itself does not fix the house. But the person addressed sees where the speaker is standing, recognizes his right hand side (a word having a most singular mode of signification), estimates a mile (a length having no geometrical properties different from other lengths), and looking there, sees the house. It is not the language alone, with its mere associations of similarity, but the language taken in connection with the auditor’s own experiential associations of contiguity, which determines for him what house is meant. It is requisite then, in order to show what we are talking or writing about, to put the hearer’s or reader’s mind into real, active connection with the concatenation of experience or of fiction with which we are dealing, and, further, to draw his attention to, and identify, a certain number of particular points in such concatenation.35



The description of the conversation, not dissimilar to Wittgenstein’s philosophy of ordinary language and the situated action of Lucy Suchman, suggests that the meaning of the speaker’s words needs to be anchored in and dynamically updated with respect to the interlocutor’s immediate experience of the world.36 Thus an understanding of the utterance—“that house is on fire”—depends on the specific local positioning of the interlocutors in the situation of action.

This embedding of signs in the features of the world links Peirce’s semiotics to his pragmatism, which, furthermore, he associates with his being an experimentalist. As an experimentalist, Peirce explains that, in order to understand the meaning of an expression, one must conceive of the empirically observable phenomena that the understanding of such an expression implies:


 

Endeavoring, as a man of that type naturally would, to formulate what he so approved, he framed the theory that a conception, that is, the rational purport of a word or other expression, lies exclusively in its conceivable bearing upon the conduct of life; so that, since obviously nothing that might not result from experiment can have any direct bearing upon conduct, if one can define accurately all the conceivable experimental phenomena which the affirmation or denial of a concept could imply, one will have therein a complete definition of the concept, and there is absolutely nothing more in it. For this doctrine he invented the name pragmatism.37



According to the pragmatist position, meaning—“conception, that is, the rational purport of the word”—concerns the understanding of its effects upon possible actions in the world. This is to say that a sense of a sign cannot be divorced from its practically relevant effects: as a dynamic coordination of signs referencing one another, an act of semiosis can be brought to an end only when a habit is formed. A habit, while not exclusively a mental fact, can be defined by describing possible actions that it gives rise to.38 In other words, meaning can be specified by describing an enactment of the habit in a situation of action.

When Eco talks about contextual and circumstantial aspects of reading, he primarily works with the idea of encyclopedia bounded to textual borders.39 Yet his reliance on Peirce’s semiotics positions him in the midst of everyday embodied action. Considered in that light, his theorizing of reading does not appear disconnected from the intricacies of the practical endeavors with which readers, as embodied actors, engage.

IV. ENACTING THE MODEL READER: AN EXAMPLE FROM APPRENTICESHIP IN SCIENTIFIC PRACTICE

The aim of this section is to bring together the textual and the mundane, encompassing at once how readers shape the text that they engage with while the text shapes that involvement. To do so, I couple Eco’s discussion of reading with ethnomethodology—a social science approach grounded in phenomenology that is attentive to social reality as enacted by ordinary actors through their local, embodied activities.40 That discussions of reading in ethnomethodology may underplay the workings of text is not to imply a resistance to linking the two approaches.41

Here I attempt to explore a possibility of such linkages by discussing an example of reading where the readers together—through their embodied involvement with digital technology—participate in realizing the text they read. This involvement concerns a moment of scientific practice where, as part of an apprenticeship session, two researchers of cognitive neuroscience read a visual rendering of the human brain displayed on a computer screen. In attending to how the reading activity unfolds, we may discern a model reader distributed across the text to be read and the bodies involved in the reading practice. This model reader—textual and mundane at once—is, furthermore, anchored in and dynamically updated relative to the readers’ specific local positioning in the reading situation.

The example concerns the use of functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) technology. Together with its forerunner MRI, fMRI is a key modern digital imaging technology used for medical and scientific purposes. The goal of MRI is to provide detailed static renderings of the anatomic structure of internal body parts, such as the brain. This technique uses radio frequency, magnetic fields, and computers to create visual renderings based on the varying local environments of water molecules in the body. To obtain such visuals, a person (or, in fMRI practitioners’ jargon, an experimental subject or a subject) is scanned.42 During a brain MRI scanning session, hydrogen protons in brain tissues are magnetically induced to emit a signal that is detected by the computer. Such signals, represented as numerical data, are then converted into visuals of the brain as the brain anatomy of the experimental subject is imaged. The mapping of human brain function by use of fMRI represents a newer dimension in the acquisition of physiological and biochemical information with MRI. The technique is used to observe dynamic processes in the brain that are demonstrated by visualization of the local changes in magnetic field properties occurring as a result of changes in blood oxygenation. The role of fMRI visuals is, thus, to display the degree of activity in various areas of the brain: if the experimental data are obtained while a subject is engaged in a particular cognitive task, the visual can indicate which parts of the brain are most active during that task.

To show these results, however, fMRI visuals require extensive analysis in the laboratory. During analysis sessions, fMRI practitioners use computers to engage with their data, shaping the appearance of fMRI visuals. These practices are actions of reading. To catch the details of those readings, it is advantageous to observe apprenticeship and instruction sections as they render available what otherwise may go unnoticed.

Here we join an apprenticeship between a postdoctoral student, the old-timer in the laboratory, Octavia (O), and the newcomer, Nick (N), a first-year graduate student in neuroscience spending a semester in the laboratory. Octavia guides Nick through the data analysis session so that he can acquire the performative ability to eventually proceed on his own. The laboratory studies visual areas by applying the method of retinotopic mapping. As the general topography and location of the early visual areas relative to one another are believed to be, by and large, consistent across individuals, the researchers use retinotopic mapping to identify the configuration of the visual areas on the fMRI rendering of the subject’s cortex. Once the organization of the early visual areas is identified, that information is used to analyze data from the main experiment. If during the main experiment the researchers investigate how the early visual areas respond to the specific experimental task, they first need to map out the location and borders of these areas.

The idea behind the concept of retinotopy is that there is an orderly mapping between locations in each retinotopically organized brain area and the locations in the visual field. In other words, the retinotopically organized visual areas are considered to be point-to-point copies of the topography of the retina, where what is of interest are the topographic correspondences generated through a translation of information between the eye and the brain. Nearly all visual information reaches the cortex via the primary visual area (V1). V1 is located in the posterior occipital lobe within each hemisphere and provides a precise retinotopic mapping of the visual fields. In the left-hemisphere V1, the right half of the visual field is represented, covering 180° of the field circle. V1 projects in a topographically well-ordered fashion to V2 (second visual area), to then connect to numerous visual areas: V3, V3A, VP, V4, V5 or MT, V7, V8, and so forth. Once the projections of visual stimuli in V1 are established, the other retinotopically organized visual areas can be determined with respect to it since the successive areas are considered to be mirror images of each other.

As a part of retinotopic mapping, Octavia and Nick are involved in identifying the organization of a phase map. The phase map is a static fMRI visual that shows the temporal relationship of the data to certain stimuli, where colors stand for the time at which neuronal activity occurred. When scientists want to obtain such a visual (or brain map), they present experimental subjects with dynamic visual stimuli intended to provoke waves of activation in their brains, such that variation in the temporal phase of the activation can be represented by changes of hue in a color map. Using the change in color, practitioners identify borders between visual areas on the human cortical rendering (as shown in Figure 1).

During the interaction reported in the following excerpt, Octavia and Nick are seated in front of a laboratory computer that displays phase maps, while I stand behind them with a video camera (Figure 2). The borders of the visual areas had already been traced (Figure 1) since the software that the laboratory members use allows practitioners to draw black lines directly on the fMRI visual. To identify these lines, the laboratory members use the color coding displayed on the screen. By understanding the response to the visual stimuli in terms of waves of activation that change in color over time, they employ the direction of the color change as an indication of the existence of the borders between visual areas.


[image: Figure 1. Phase map with the traced borders of visual areas.]


Figure 1. Phase map with the traced borders of visual areas.


[image: Figure 2. Nick and Octavia participating in the data analysis session.]


Figure 2. Nick and Octavia participating in the data analysis session.

Just before the reported interaction takes place, Nick expresses his uncertainty about the location of the borders indicated by Octavia. To explain further, Octavia first points to the horizontal array of colors situated above the brain scan (Figure 1) and designed to indicate the phase of the neuronal activity for voxels that are active as a response to experimental stimuli. Since the phase map may not reveal some of the colors, while the other colors may cover a very large portion of the map, she then takes advantage of the data’s digitality by “rotating the color map.” When practitioners talk about “the rotation of the color map,” they refer to a computational process that changes the correspondence between colors and the time of neuronal response so that, for example, a response phase that was represented in the original color map by red may become yellow in the rotated color map. Octavia exploits this feature of the software to find an alternative view of the data.

After she rotates the color map, Octavia attempts three consecutive times to recognize and point to the color change on the phase map so that her colleague can see the borders of the brain areas. The following excerpts from interaction report on these attempts:43


 

1   O:  So now it’s going from //re::d (.) red to pink to blue (3.5)

2   N//re   ::d

3   O:  and maybe it goes out to red to pink again ((while pointing different colors on the map to briefly place her hand on the desk)) (0.1)

4     (and up there where it breaks down) ((points again onto the upper portion of the map to briefly place her hand on the desk)) (1.5)

5     ((Mumbles while going over the color scheme)) ((points back and forth between different colors on the map))

6     ((she raises her voice, and her speech becomes clearer when she pronounces the name of the second and subsequent visual areas)) V2 V3 (1.0) V4 ((puts her hand down)) (3.0)

7     So ok so so one theory is that hahaha ((silently laughs)) ok V1 (.) so pink to blue is V2 (2.0) ventral then blue to pink (1.0) is V3 ventral and then pink back to blue is V4 ((points different colors on the map))

8     ((puts her hand down, and turns toward the newcomer))

9     That’s my best guess based on the data

10    N:  ((tries unsuccessfully to take the floor))

11O:  Even though it’s very unclear

12N:  So V1, V2v, V3, and V4 ((while pointing with the pencil on the map))



The excerpt shows Octavia using her hands to work on the computer and to gesture while she also pronounces the names of the colors as she matches their changes with the horizontal color array (located above the brain map). She starts by identifying the sequence of colors in line 1, placing her index finger on the map and pronouncing the word red with a prolonged “e” sound. The temporal organization of the action allows her to look at the horizontal color array and notice that, to identify the color sequence, the red should be followed by pink and blue colors. As Octavia pronounces the word red, Nick joins the enumeration of the colors by contemporarily uttering the word red (line 2); he shows that he can see what his colleague is indicating. However, Nick’s coparticipation in naming the colors ceases shortly thereafter; indicating to Octavia his difficulty in reading the configuration of the map.

After identifying the change from red to pink to blue, Octavia pauses for 3.5 seconds (line 1). While pausing she keeps her index finger, placed on the brain map, in the steady position. As she proceeds to indicate colors in the higher visual area (line 3), her finger is still on the map, while she prefaces her listing of the colors with “maybe.” At the same time, her talk becomes quieter and the moments of silence pervade the activity (lines 1, 3, 4).

Octavia’s second attempt to point out the change in colors starts in line 5. At this time her voice is so soft that she seems to be mumbling to herself, using speech as a self-regulatory process rather than talking to Nick. While mumbling, Octavia points back and forth between different colors on the map, continuing gesture and talk during the problem solving. In line 6, however, her mumbling turns into clear speech and her pointing becomes linear. As her semiotic conduct indicates that she finally sees the sequence of color that she knows needs to be identified, the practitioner starts to list the visual areas from V2 up: “V2 V3 (1.0) V4.” Thereafter, she takes her hand away from the computer to mark the momentary accomplishment of the task.

In line 7 Octavia resumes the action of listing colors on the map for the third time. By prefacing her pointing with the phrase “one theory is that,” followed by a sotto voce laugh, Octavia expresses the uncertain character of her quest to identify the areas on the brain map. After that, she turns toward the newcomer to check if he saw what she saw and what she had indicated to him (line 8). She then, once again, adds that the identification of the areas is still tentative. This can be seen in line 9, where Octavia explains, “That’s my best guess based on the data,” as she asserts again in line 11 “even though it’s very unclear.” Her remark “that’s my best guess based on the data” is followed by Nick’s demonstrations that he can start to read the structure of the data. After two unsuccessful attempts to take the floor (lines 7 and 10), Nick steps in and enumerates the areas on the map (line 12). He demonstrates that he sees what the old-timer claims exists on the map, as he is able to continue with the reading.44 At this point Nick appears to align with the model reader. This model reader is instantiated across the text, material resources, and the bodies involved in the reading practice.

First, the colors on the brain map are there to indicate the expected and culturally appropriate paths for reading. Just above the brain map that Octavia and Nick are looking at, there is the horizontal array of colors (Figure 1). The array guides the readers as it asks them to identify the same sequence of colors on the brain map. The colors inscribed in the map indicate the phase of the neuronal activity for voxels that are active as a response to experimental stimuli. As such, they should not be read as mimicking what they stand for (these colors are not what you would see if you were able to open a skull and look at the brain of a person involved in a visual task). By implying that there is an orderly temporal relationship between the fMRI data and the dynamic visual stimuli presented to the person who was scanned, the colors are instead a way to represent the changes in neuronal processes through time. These spatial renderings contain the knowledge about the organization and functioning of human visual cortex: they imply that the visual field is topographically organized and ordered in a series of successive areas arranged as mirror images of each other. These ideas are aspects of the model reader that Octavia and Nick try to align with. In this sense the colors inscribed in the fMRI visual and in the horizontal array not only allow the practitioners to engage in a certain way with what is on the computer screen but are also theory laden.

The aspects of the model reader can also be found in a variety of material objects in the laboratory. For example, in the practice of retinotopy, practitioners may use charts that exemplify the normative way of identifying the structure on the map. In fact prior to the interaction featured in the excerpt reported above, Octavia and Nick worked with such a chart (Figure 3). To analyze the digital visual, they first drew a chart on a piece of paper. Whereas on the brain map some areas look much larger than others as their shape frequently appears significantly distorted, on the chart the areas are represented as the same or similar in size. When the chart is adjoined to the map (as seen in Figure 4) its function is to allow practitioners to find an expected order in the messiness of the fMRI visual.

In addition to these textual-material elements, for Nick the model reader also involves Octavia. As Octavia’s multimodal actions guide Nick in accomplishing certain acts of meaning-making, they function as aspects of the model reader. It is not only colors and charts that inscribe expected readings, but also the signs performed through embodied interaction. These signs are publicly available as Octavia’s multimodal handling of the computer and orienting to her interlocutor are coordinated with the textual architecture in that specific situation of apprenticeship. Thus we can say that the text organizes its expected readings by coopting Octavia in its workings.


[image: Figure 3. The chart of the visual areas.]


Figure 3. The chart of the visual areas.

Gesturing and digitally “altering” the brain visual is a relevant step in allowing Octavia to gradually assemble a support for the proposed layout of the visual areas. To transform the not-yet-legible data into workable evidence, she coordinates the prosody and rhythm of her speech with her pointing toward and touching of the phase map as she changes the colors of the map. While Octavia enumerates the colors and keeps her pointing hands touching the screen, she takes advantage of the digitality that characterizes fMRI data.45 Reading the data, as she manipulates their visual features, involves clicking on the computer mouse, using keyboards to type commands, and gesturing over the screen. While gesturing and organizing the stream of her speech in coordination with the semiotic actions of her interlocutor, Octavia is also able, for example, to change the view of the data, adjust colors, and inscribe lines that stand for borders between visual brain areas.


[image: Figure 4. The chart adjoined to the brain map on the computer screen.]


Figure 4. The chart adjoined to the brain map on the computer screen.

As Octavia—who previously participated in numerous data analysis sessions—works with this data set, she can use as resources the laboratory knowledge and the knowledge of the larger neuroscience community, articulating them as paths for reading the brain map. To provide indices that guide Nick’s inferences, Octavia makes the shared knowledge of the community available to her colleague, encouraging and regulating his interpretations. Even when in lines 10, 12, and 13 she displays difficulties in identifying the borders between the brain areas, her effort parallels the larger trend in the field of brain mapping, where the existence and position of higher visual areas are regarded as more controversial than is the case for the earlier visual areas (whose borders are considered to be an accepted scientific fact).

However, Octavia’s involvement not only concerns cultural knowledge and reference to other texts (past and future) but is also about situated coordination in the moment of apprenticeship. The model reader—not entirely constituted by the text—is also constantly reformulated in the proceeding of the interaction. For example, as we follow Octavia and Nick, we are made aware of the complexities that characterize the production of intelligibility. This concerns not only the newcomer but the old-timer as well. As Octavia analyzes the data, the activity is filled with hesitations, prolongation of actions, and brief suspensions. In her effort to indicate how the brain visual should be read, her actions are tentative, hypothetical, and creative, or what Peirce calls “abductive.” In his discussion of pragmaticism, Peirce writes: “Its only justification is that from its suggestion deduction can draw a prediction which can be tested by induction, and that, if we are ever to learn anything or to understand phenomena at all, it must be by abduction that this is to be brought about.” Furthermore:


 

However man may have acquired his faculty of divining the ways of Nature, it has certainly not been by a self-controlled and critical logic. Even now he cannot give any exact reason for his best guesses. It appears to me that the clearest statement we can make of the logical situation—the freest from all questionable admixture—is to say that man has a certain Insight, not strong enough to be oftener right than wrong, but strong enough not to be overwhelmingly more often wrong than right, into the Thirdnesses, the general elements, of Nature. An Insight, I call it, because it is to be referred to the same general class of operations to which Perceptive Judgments belong.46



As seen above, Octavia cannot simply apply an already attained knowledge of how the brain rendering should be read to make the brain map visible. While she uses her pointing hands to indicate the existence of the borders on the brain map, she organizes her own seeing. In fact, when in line 9 Octavia talks about her “best guess,” she indicates her awareness that, despite the structure existing in fMRI visuals, reading brain scans is a complex and somewhat tentative process. This tentativeness is occasionally settled as Octavia practically engages the world. When Octavia uses her pointing hands to indicate the existence of the borders on the brain map, she organizes her own seeing. She also takes advantage of the digital quality of the data that allows her to change the view, adjust colors, and inscribe graphical features over the brain image, so that she can detect the paths for reading the text. In this sense, while Octavia enacts the knowledge of the community, she also further shapes that knowledge, relying on hypothetical thinking and creativity anchored in the practicality of the moment.

So what we end up with here is a model reader that is distributed not only across the text to be read with the artifacts and equipment in the laboratory, but also across the bodies of those involved. As she aligns with the knowledges of the laboratory and the larger scientific community, the experienced scientist anticipates, directs, and even demands specific interpretations of the imaging data. In this sense, her actions participate in how the text regulates its readings, and how it exercises control over its interpretations, as it provides indices for its expected readings. But this model reader is also constantly enacted and reenacted in interaction. Once the collision of the empirical and model reader is taken into account, the model reader appears not as a firm structure but as a phenomenon that, as the reading of a text proceeds, unfolds as a multiparty act in the specific environment of practice. Eco’s discussion of reading provides critical resources for dealing with this interplay. The challenge is to see how a complex set of positions may be fine-tuned as we describe the subtleties of the material and embodied features of actual reading practices.
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Patrizia Violi

ENCYCLOPEDIA: CRITICALITY AND ACTUALITY

I. GENEALOGY OF A CONCEPT

Reading the last gigantic opus by Umberto Eco on the Middle Ages, one might suspect that the idea of the encyclopedia—a central notion in Eco’s theoretical semiotic project and perhaps the most central notion—has its origins in the passion of the author for the medieval world, its forest of symbols and elements, and its rich and florid imagery.1 Indeed, the encyclopedia appears to act as a kind of red thread that traverses the whole of Eco’s scientific and literary production. First elaborated in his theoretical works, it migrates into the fictional world of Eco’s novels: from the immense and labyrinth-like library in The Name of the Rose, a magnificent figuration of what he described in more theoretical terms in his many essays, to the desperate search for his own lost encyclopedia carried out by Yambo in The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana, through the lists of The Island of the Day Before, to mention only a few examples, an implicit reference to encyclopedic forms of knowledge always seems to be present in Eco’s novels; indeed, to such a degree that his narratives, too, have been defined as “encyclopaedia superfictions.”2

Following more or less the same methodological approach often used by Eco, that is, an archaeological reconstruction of the roots of a given concept, I will map the origins of the notion of the encyclopedia in Eco’s writings, from its very first appearance and on through its subsequent developments, in order to discuss the theoretical actuality and criticality of this central notion.

Although the first detailed mention of this concept appears in 1976 in his seminal work A Theory of Semiotics, the idea of the encyclopedia is actually present in Eco’s work even before that: for example, in 1973, in a smaller work not yet translated into English, which is apparently a brief introduction to the notion of the sign, where Eco initiates an extended discussion and revision of the notion of code, moving from the rigid early structuralist idea of correlations between elements towards the idea of an open, potentially unlimited, global semantic system.3

Indeed, in the first half of the 1970s Eco’s theory undergoes a deep and radical rethinking of all the most basic concepts that constitute its foundational semiotic roots, from the notion of sign to that of code and on to the very idea of semantic representation and meaning. We can certainly say that the encyclopedia is the key notion at the core of this theoretical revolution: all the new formulations of the notions of meaning, semantic space, and the increasing role of interpretation processes are grounded in this fundamental conceptual assumption. Situated at the boundaries between a theory of knowledge and a theory of interpretation—two fundamental axes for the definition of semiosis—the encyclopedia fulfills a double theoretical function. On the one hand, it represents a departure from a semiotic model still dependent on the concept of code towards a more dynamic and open vision of semiosis as an inferential process. On the other hand, it provides a necessary framework for regulating interpretation.

“Culture” is the keyword for the opening passages of A Theory of Semiotics. The introduction of this work is explicitly titled “Toward a Logic of Culture,” and culture, from the very beginning, is identified as the upper threshold for the natural boundaries of the discipline of semiotics. Culture, however, is not for Eco a particular set of objects that can be defined on the basis of their essentialist character, but, rather, a particular perspective through which the question of meaning and semantic modeling can be redefined.

According to such an assumption, the meaning of a term is no longer a logical entity, nor a mental concept, nor a referent. “From a semiotic point of view it [meaning] can only be a cultural unit.”4 Making a radical move from any kind of referential, logicist, or mentalistic approach to meaning, a cultural perspective is adopted here together with all its corollaries, primarily the fact that meaning must always be contextualized and localized within a given civilization and that language is always a social phenomenon.

Defining the meaning of a term as a cultural unit has an immediate consequence at the level of semantic representation since it shows the irredeemable limits of the previously developed “classical” componential semantic models, whether they be structuralist models such as that of Hjelmslev or the models proposed by Katz and Fodor in the 1960s within the framework of Chomsky’s generative grammar.5 All these models, in spite of their internal variants, described meaning as a set of necessary and sufficient conditions, drawing a very precise line between linguistic and cultural features, that is, between linguistic knowledge and world knowledge.6 Eco draws up a cahier de doléances about similar models, in particular that of Katz and Fodor, in order to outline his own revised model. The first doléance, which is the one that concerns us most in this context, is “a dictionary-like rigidity.”7 Against the “crystal-like perfection” of a model exclusively based on the ideal linguistic competence of an ideal speaker, Eco claims that meanings “are common social beliefs, sometimes mutually contradictory and historically rooted, rather than undated and theoretically fixed constructs.”8 Factual beliefs therefore have to be included in semantic representation, which can no longer maintain its dictionary-like structure and will need to open up for a more encyclopedically oriented perspective. The encyclopedia, however, does not imply an unstructured, idiosyncratic mass, but, rather, quite the opposite: “factual beliefs, even if widespread, must be coded, or in some way conventionally recognized by a society.”9 As such they will always be representable. This is a very important point since one of the main concerns of Eco’s work has always been the need to control and regulate the potentially endless openness of interpretations and idiosyncratic meanings; the encyclopedia is designed precisely as one of the most important tools for executing this regulative function. In order to accomplish such a function, however, knowledge has to be capable of being represented.

Once the need to include cultural coded beliefs into semantic representation has been established, Eco can proceed to outline his revised semantic model (RSM). Based on the idea of the sememe as encyclopedic, the RSM opens up for the inclusion of all types of contextual and circumstantial selections in semantic representations.10 This transformation, however, is not only a quantitative one: Eco is well aware that enlarging the amount of coded information is not enough, in se, to escape the same criticism regarding the status of semantic markers to which the Katz and Fodor model has also been subjected. The most profoundly innovative aspect of the RSM resides precisely on this plane since semantic markers are no longer metasemiotic constructs: there is no essential difference between sememes and markers since “every semantic unit used in order to analyze a sememe is in its turn a sememe to be analyzed.”11 Semantic markers do not have a separate status as such, they do not belong to any metaphysical metalanguage; they are Peircean interpretants, as Eco states clearly in many sections of A Theory of Semiotics.

There is still, however, a kind of terminological ambiguity or perhaps conceptual tension in A Theory of Semiotics between a purely semantic model, although it is revised and open, and a model of a completely different nature, which is to be further developed in Eco’s subsequent works. The RSM still appears as a model of the plane of content, described using notions such as the sememe or semantic marker, all of which belong to the terminology of traditional semantic analysis. However, the interpretant is something qualitatively different, a “full” sign, so to speak, and not just a unit of content. The use of the notion of the Peircean interpretant shifts the confines of the model, prefiguring the unlimited openness of the encyclopedia.

In order to represent such a circular, potentially unlimited semantic universe, Eco borrows the semantic memory model developed by M. Ross Quillian, based on a massive number of nodes interconnected by various types of associative networks, generating an enormous aggregation of interconnected planes.12 There are no longer principled differences in such a model between node types and node tokens since each token can in its turn become the type for a further definition.


 

For the meaning of every lexeme there has to exist, in the memory, a node which has as its “patriarch” the term to be defined, here called a type. The definition of a type A foresees the employment, as its interpretants, of a series of other sign-vehicles which are included as tokens (and which in the models are other lexemes). The configuration of the meaning of the lexeme is given by the multiplicity of its links with various tokens, each of which, however, becomes in turn a type B, that is, the patriarch of a new configuration which includes as tokens many other lexemes, some of which were also tokens of type A, and which can include as tokens the same type A.13



This is an important point since it states in a very clear way that types and tokens are not inherently different to any degree: types are not more general or more abstract or more comprehensive; all the nodes are just lexemes, and it is only local interpretation processes that assign them a role of type or token.

One could wonder at this point if we really need a distinction between types and tokens at all, given that the “typification” process is a local, very temporary attribution of type status to some given lexeme, which does not change its basic character. A stronger claim could be made, however, that is, that the true structure of semantic space does not have to foresee any type at all; rather, it can be seen as composed solely of interconnected lexemes-tokens, attracted by one another with various degrees of intensity. We could say that, in a way, the very nature of the interpretants is what prevents them from being types. I will develop this point in a more detailed way later. For the time being we can merely observe that in Eco’s A Theory of Semiotics the interconnections that each node can establish with any other node is not predetermined a priori but locally activated, from moment to moment, by any single act of interpretation.

A model of this kind can be represented as a bidimensional graphical configuration as long as only one single aspect of it is taken into consideration—it is never representable in all its complexity: “the creation of a complete semantic structure must thus remain a mere regulative hypothesis.”14

In this way, by 1976, a general framework for the notion of encyclopedia has already been established and it is ready for its full development in subsequent works. Let us briefly summarize the most important features that have emerged so far:


 

       •  The cultural “vocation” of the model: the sememe is defined from the outset as a “cultural unit”;

       •  The openness of the representational model, which is unlimited and virtually includes all possible information and interconnections;

       •  The circularity of the model and subsequent abandonment of any kind of metalinguistic descriptive apparatus;

       •  The situatedness of meaning, which is always contextualized and locally determined;

       •  The replacement of the idea of code as a predefined set of correlations in favor of a model based on processes of unlimited semiosis;

       •  The creative nature of the representational model (“the model Q is a model of linguistic creativity”).15



All these points are to be further developed and deepened in 1984 in Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language, another theoretically foundational work, which collocates a series of articles originally planned as entries for the Italian Enciclopedia Einaudi.

Before 1984, however, there is another important contribution to the question of semantic representation: Lector in fabula, partially translated into English as The Role of the Reader. Two things are worth highlighting here for our present discussion: first, the definition of the sememe as a virtual text, a slight but significant reformulation of the previous definition of the sememe as a cultural unit; second, the idea of a textually oriented instructional semantics, that is, a semantic representation able to analyze single lexemes as systems of instructions oriented toward a text and its interpretation. Lector in fabula is an exploration of textual interpretation and the cooperative, inferential, and abductive work the model reader—here intended as a textual strategy and not an empirical reader—is required to perform in order to make sense of a given text. Interpretation is an abductive operation based, on the one hand, on the structure of the text itself and, on the other, on the reader’s activation of a generalized semantic knowledge base. The focus on textual interpretation explains the particular attention given to the connection between the semantic and the textual levels, but it does not imply a real shift from the position of A Theory of Semiotics and, despite appearances, does not represent a move toward a more textually based semantic theory.

Eco’s main concern remains strongly focused on the more general level of semantic representation: the question being how semantics can instruct interpretation of text, rather than the way in which each text constructs one specific, idiosyncratic semantic world. (It is not by chance that Eco in this work speaks of an “instructional semantics,” that is, a semantics able to point to, and guide, textual interpretation.)

Lector in fabula must be framed within the more general textual turn that characterizes semiotics in those years, and it is not by chance that it is probably this part of Eco’s work that interacts most intimately with Greimas’s theory of text. The very idea of the sememe as a virtual text is quite close to Greimas’s notion of thematic roles. But here there is a key difference. Simplifying substantially, we could say that Greimas’s theory is a theory about how text is structured, while Eco’s is a theory of knowledge and interpretation. More precisely, Eco’s is a theory about how our general cultural knowledge is organized and how we use it in order to interpret the world and the various texts that inhabit it. Texts are nodes in a potentially unlimited encyclopedic web, singularities that allow this web to be traversed as well as discrete points where activation of pragmatic interpretation processes occurs. Paradoxically, we could say that Eco’s theoretical project is never a textualist one even when one is actually analyzing texts.

II. FROM MODEL Q TO THE RHIZOME: SEMANTICS AND SEMIOTICS

This point will emerge even more clearly in Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language, published in 1984 in both English and Italian.16 This work is composed of a series of chapters that, although structured independently, represent a conclusive point of arrival of an intense process of revision of all the principal semiotic concepts. The topics of these chapters range from the sign and code to metaphor, symbol, dictionary, and encyclopedia: each of these concepts is profoundly rethought and reformulated in light of the crucial Peircean notion of the interpretability principle. The interpretability principle first and foremost affects the definition of the sign, which is no longer seen as a predetermined, fixed correlation between an expression and a content, but, rather, as a potentially always open inferential process passing from one interpretant to another.


 

The understanding of signs is not a mere matter of recognition (of a stable equivalence); it is a matter of interpretation. Thus substitution (aliquid stat pro aliquo) is not the only necessary condition for a sign: the possibility of interpretation is necessary as well. By interpretation (or criterion of interpretability) we mean the concept elaborated by Peirce, according to which every interpretant . . . beside translating the Immediate Object or the content of the sign, also increases our understanding of it.17



A number of consequences follow from this. First, as we shall see, code can no longer be seen as a generally given rule for establishing fixed significations, but is seen as merely a local system of possible correspondences within the more general format of an open, endless encyclopedic representational system, in the spirit of the Peircean idea of unlimited semiosis. Second, the shift from a notion of the sign as equivalence to one of the sign as inference rendered untenable any semantic representation in the format of a dictionary, as in classical structuralist models or the Porphyrian tree elaborated based on Boethius, throughout the whole Middle Ages, structured as genera, species, and differentiae. As Eco says, it could seem at first sight preposterous to criticize such an outdated model but it helps us discover the “remote origins of some contemporary theoretical ‘cramps’”18 since, as he also demonstrates in detail in the chapter “Dictionary vs Encyclopedia,” the Porphyrian tree is still alive and kicking in camouflaged forms in many contemporary semantic theories.

Although most of this chapter is devoted to a thorough deconstruction of the Porphyrian model, apparently referring back to medieval disputes, it must nonetheless be situated within the cultural background of Eco’s time of writing in an ongoing debate that took place at the turn of the 1970s and in the first half of the 1980s on the vexata quaestio of the opposition between semantics and pragmatics. The core questions of the discussion were as follows: how should the knowledge necessary for the correct interpretation of a sentence, or a text, be represented? Is such knowledge of a semantic nature or does it depend on some more general pragmatic device? Finally, and above all, how much information do we actually need in order to make sense of a given text? Is this knowledge constituted as a finite set or is it infinite and thus nonrepresentable? In artificial intelligence this problem was known as “the frame problem”: the description of any given frame requires other frames that in their turn imply other frames, and so on, in a circular regression ad infinitum, which is precisely the essence of unlimited semiosis; a circularity that can become vicious when the main objective is to feed a finite set of instructions to a computer, as was the purpose of AI at the time.

In the Italian version of Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language there is an enlightening passage, where Eco refers to a well-known argument by John Searle.19 The American philosopher claimed that the literal meaning of even the simplest sentence, such as ordering a hamburger in a restaurant, is not representable since it depends on a set of background assumptions that can never be fully specified in terms of either number or content. According to Searle, background assumptions cannot be semantically coded and represented but are part of a more general pragmatic competence.

Eco rejects any principled opposition between semantics and pragmatics, a position he has always maintained, and reasserts the possibility of coding and representing all necessary information within the semantic component.20 This point deserves to be stressed since it has often been misunderstood and could, indeed, be the origin of misreadings, forcing a more pragmatically oriented reading of Eco’s position than is actually the case. Eco’s position is very clearly stated in a number of places, and so it was even before Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language:


 

A semantic encyclopedia does not refuse to provide rules for the generation and interpretation of the expressions of a language, but these rules are geared to specific contexts, and semantics incorporates pragmatics.21

The hypothesis animating these writings is rather that we should postulate a language L that somehow contains within its own rules of signification pragmatically oriented instructions.22

In an encyclopedic representation, semantics must translate into its own terms most of the phenomena studied by pragmatics.23



This was certainly not a mainstream position at the time, when a quite opposite, pragmatically oriented perspective was dominant in linguistics, well represented, for example, by Sperber and Wilson’s Relevance.24 In the pragmatic view all inferences necessary for understanding are regulated by pragmatic principles, according to a reelaboration of Grice’s earlier intuitions.

Eco, on the contrary, takes a radical semanticist stance, collocating under semantics the whole range of phenomena generally attributed to pragmatics. This move forces a transformation of the very nature of semantic representation into something else; indeed, it necessarily implies the opening up of semantics to contain virtually all the knowledge we have access to, “enriching” it up to an ultimate extreme of unrepresentability. This is the most basic idea that lies at the very core of Eco’s notion of encyclopedia.

But of what exactly is the encyclopedia then composed? It is not that easy to discover one precise definition of it in Eco’s writings. The closest we can get to one is to be found in the Italian version of Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language, where it is described as an “immense and ideal library”: “The registered ensemble of all interpretations, conceivable in objective terms as the library of all libraries, where a library is also an archive of the non-verbal information that has somehow become recorded, from rock paintings to film archives.”25 More recently, in From the Tree to the Labyrinth, Eco defines the global encyclopedia as a maximal encyclopedia and describes it as follows:


 

The Maximal Encyclopedia is not content with merely recording what “is true” (whatever meaning we may choose to give to this expression). It records instead everything that has been claimed in a social context, not only what has been accepted as true, but also what has been accepted as imaginary. . . . This encyclopedia is not available for consultation in toto because it is the sum total of everything ever said by humankind, and yet it has a material existence, because what has been said has been deposited in the form of all the books ever written and all the images ever made and all the evidential items that act as reciprocal interpretants in the chain of semiosis.26



The maximal encyclopedia, as “everything ever said by humankind,” includes all the information belonging to all existent and prior cultures and is obviously unmanageable in all its enormity. To evoke its virtual existence, Eco uses a new image, that of the rhizome, which derives from the work of the French philosophers Deleuze and Guattari, not from cognitively and computationally oriented research.27

For Deleuze and Guattari, the rhizome is a structural space divided into various domains that, in particular, result from two spatial types: striated space and smooth space. If striated space defines an initial system of borders and configurations, smooth space “rewrites,” so to speak, this initial space as process, reconfiguring its borders and making new partitionings possible.28 Eco, however, does not refer to the important distinction between the two spaces described above and, instead, uses a more vividly dynamic image: “a rhizome is a tangle of bulbs and tubers appearing ‘like rats squirming one on top of the other.’”29

The rhizome is a special kind of labyrinth that adds a number of other relevant dimensions to the multidimensional circularity already present in the Q model, the most important of which appears to be the inherent contradictory, noncoherent nature of the model. Eco is quite clear on this particular point. In listing all the characteristics of a rhizomatic structure, Eco begins by mentioning its openness, connectivity, and circularity: “Every point of the rhizome can and must be connected with every other point. . . . The rhizome has its own outside with which it makes another rhizome. . . . The rhizome is not a calque but an open chart.” He then goes on to point out that: “in a structure in which every node can be connected with every other node, there is also the possibility of contradictory inferences: if p, then any possible consequence of p is possible, including the one that, instead of leading to new consequences, leads again to p, so that it is true at the same time both that if p, then q, and that if p, then non-q.”30

The encyclopedia is therefore a structure where many different planes or “cuts” can coexist dynamically in a way that is not necessarily coherent. A very similar description can be found in Lotman, whose semiosphere in many ways, although not all, reminds us of Eco’s encyclopedia. For Lotman, too, the enormously complex systems that underlie all human culture and life are characterized by the fluidity, dynamism, and contradictoriness of their own internal structure.31 The main difference between these two notions is that, for Lotman, a semiosphere is always defined in relation to something else that always remains outside its own borders and is therefore never unlimited. We could say, in other words, that a semiosphere is never a global or maximal encyclopedia, it is always local.32 Moreover, a semiosphere is always organized around some center. In Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language Eco, quoting d’Alembert and the Enlightenment encyclopedists, insists on the contrary on the lack of any center at all, an idea that goes back to Leibniz’s project, as Eco underlines in his more recent From the Tree to the Labyrinth.

The encyclopedia has often been taken as a pure model of semantic representation, as a new format for description of the content plane, in Hjelmslev’s sense. As such, the encyclopedia would stand in contrast to the dictionary, both in terms of format (tree versus rhizome or labyrinth) and for the extension of the information itself, which is not constrained to linguistic competence, but, rather, opens up for all possible varieties of contexts and circumstances (knowledge of language versus knowledge of the world). However important these differences might be, according to this reading the encyclopedia would remain only a way to represent the content plane of any given semiotic system.

I do not believe this is a correct way to interpret the much more powerful, revolutionary intent of the encyclopedic model, although my own interpretation perhaps relies more on the intentio auctoris than the intentio operis. Regarding the latter, there is good reason for a misunderstanding of this kind. There are many possible ambiguities in this way of interpreting this particular point and, as I pointed out above, these ambiguities are already present in A Theory of Semiotics, where there is continuous oscillation between the use of the term “interpretant” and other common terms such as “sememe,” “lexeme,” and “semantic marker.”

These terms are not equivalent: intepretants are signs and thus unify both content and expression, while sememes and semantic markers are not signs, but, rather, elements that belong to the content plane. If nodes are interpretants in Peirce’s sense, they cannot also be elements of the content plane only, pure semantic elements so to speak, since for Peirce no distinction between expression and content exists.33 But if interpretants are signs, this completely changes the whole nature of the encyclopedia, whereby it ceases to be a semantic model of the content plane of a given language and becomes a semiotic model of the whole knowledge system itself and its social and cultural functioning. In other words, it is no longer merely a model of semantics but a model of social semiosis itself.

This should appear even more evident if we consider Eco’s description of the encyclopedia as the “library of all libraries,” an archive containing every possible text, including images, paintings, films, and so on. Here the shift from semantics to semiotics is quite obvious, although in many passages Eco still introduces, in rather a confusing way, references to the semantic model and to an instructional semantics based on contextual and circumstantial selections, all pointing back to a more traditional, linguistically oriented approach. Despite such terminological ambiguities, the true novelty of the encyclopedia is the decisive move from semantics to semiotics. Two highly relevant consequences stem from this shift.

First of all, the encyclopedia no longer stands for the system of the plane of content, open though it may be, but, rather, for the system of all possible correlations between expression and content. Texts are nothing more than traces of already established correlations between the two s-codes: E and C.34 This means that all codes, and all systems of possible codes, are in fact part of the encyclopedia and thus not potentially in opposition to the notion of encyclopedia as is somehow assumed in the trivialized opposition of code versus encyclopedia.

This first consequence implies, in its turn, a quite revolutionary way of defining expression and content, which is by no means a recent trait of Eco’s work. In his approach the distinction between expression and content has never been defined in any kind of aprioristic, essentialist way, where the two planes coincide with a more general opposition of sensible versus intelligible. Quite the contrary, expression and content can only be locally defined and, according to this, correlations are actually realized and established in any given single text. Eco has always made very clear the distinction between the concrete level of material manifestation of an expression, which is necessary in order to communicate, and the formal oppositional feature of expression per se, which is positionally endowed and deprived of any essentialist ontological dimension. Such a stance can be found in A Theory of Semiotics as well as in Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language, and is reasserted in 1990 where Eco writes: “within semiosis any given content can become in its turn the expression of further content, and both expression and content can mutate, exchanging their respective roles.”35 Given an appropriate context, what was expression in some given correlation can become content in some new correlation, in accordance with a continuum of the two planes, explicitly formulated in Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language as an interpretation of Hjelmslev’s famous partition between E and C.36

This is the encyclopedia, an endless labyrinth where expression and content cannot be given any predetermined reciprocal positioning, but, rather, shift continuously according to local assignments—an open archive of all possible texts, in any type of format and substance and, since texts are merely the deposited traces of culturally established correlations, also the archive of all possible correlations. Given such an open and dynamic structure, the encyclopedia can never be fully represented but has merely to exist as a powerful hypothesis regarding the dynamic functioning of social semiosis.

III. GLOBAL AND LOCAL

In many passages Eco underlines the purely hypothetical nature of the encyclopedia. He states, for example, that “the Encyclopedia is a semiotic postulate. Not in the sense that it is not also a semiotic reality: it is the set of all recorded interpretations . . . but it must remain a postulate because it is not in fact describable in its entirety.”37 The reasons why the encyclopedia is not representable are not only quantitative but are also due to its infinite dimensionality, its continuously changing format, and its inherent contradictory nature. There is also a qualitative epistemological reason. Each and every attempt to describe the encyclopedia would immediately affect its internal structure, which, precisely because of this attempt, will no longer be the same as before. As a global representation, the encyclopedia is only a semiotic postulate, a regulative idea that can only be represented locally.

This distinction between global and local lies at the very core of the theoretical construction of Eco’s model, and is at the same time its most important, and most critical, point. It is the most important point since it allows an abstract principle to become an operative pragmatic device underlying concrete acts of interpretation. Before discussing possible criticalities, let us look in more detail at how the distinction between global and local levels of organization actually works.

While at the global level the encyclopedia is the archive of all texts and possible information, at local levels it constitutes the situated knowledge that regulates interpretation, as a kind of pragmatic device that constrains the specific inferences necessary for giving meaning to any individual text.38 One question that remains somehow unspecified here is the issue of the definition of the “size” of any given local encyclopedic environment: how local should it be? Or, to put it in other words, does it actually apply to single texts, or to entire portions of any given culture?

In a way, the answer to both these questions depends on the needs of any specific act of interpretation: each text and each culture, or portions of it, configures a local “cut,” so to speak, which determines possible interpretational environments. On the other hand, it seems possible to distinguish, in a more general way, between different levels or articulations of concepts, as I have suggested elsewhere.39

Eco returned to this question in a number of his writings, from Kant and the Platypus to From the Tree to the Labyrinth. In the latter work he distinguishes the maximal encyclopedia from the median encyclopedia, which corresponds to the average of the knowledge shared in a given community, which was called nuclear content in Kant and the Platypus. This, in its turn, is different from all the possible variants of specialized encyclopedias, corresponding to molar content in Kant and the Platypus, and also from the myriad of individual encyclopedias composed of the idiosyncratic knowledge of each single individual language user.


 

We could imagine the states (or strata) of what Putnam has called the social division of linguistic labor by hypothesizing a kind of solar system (the Maximal Encyclopedia) in which a great many Specialized Encyclopedias describe orbits of varying circumferences around a central nucleus (the Median Encyclopedia), but at the center of that nucleus we must also imagine a swarm of Individual Encyclopedias representing in sundry and unforeseeable ways the encyclopedic notions of each individual.40



As we will see, the most important layer of this complex system is certainly the median encyclopedia since it is this level that regulates interpretation in a more general way.

In the dialectic relationship between global and local levels we can see the bilateral functioning of the encyclopedia, which at one and the same time opens up for the unlimited dynamics of cultural semiosis, and “closes” interpretation, regulating local inferential processes and preventing an uncontrolled proliferation of readings, a constant worry in Eco’s theory. Indeed, while the encyclopedia embodies a principle of interpretive freedom, it also fulfills a regulatory function. The encyclopedia may be a rhizome, always open to dynamic, metamorphic change and transformation, but it is also an ordered, structured system, which imposes constraints upon the freedom of interpretation. In this way, the encyclopedia takes on the difficult task of guaranteeing interpretive freedom and interpretive regulation at one and the same time. This is a central concern in Eco’s work and in his twofold effort to free the text and the sign from the grip of an excessively rigid structuralism and to provide a principle to constrain the proliferation of uncontrolled interpretation. If, globally, the encyclopedia is an unordered connection of all possible paths, hierarchically unstructured, locally semiosis is regulated by many different codes that establish regularities of various kinds: norms, habits, stereotypes, genres, and so on, which represent the myriad background assumptions that structure all cultures.

We can find here the rationalist, illuminist belief system that characterizes Eco’s thought, the belief that everything that exists is produced by human culture and can be described, analyzed, and explained. As he puts it, “it is possible to think of an open matrix, of an unlimited rule, without assuming that it cannot be culturally produced. It is possible to think of the encyclopedia as a labyrinth without assuming necessarily that we cannot describe it, and explain its modes of birth and development.”41 At this point, however, the real question becomes how we can explain these “modes of birth and development.” So far I have always referred to “local encyclopedias” in order to indicate the local encyclopedic “cuts” necessary for any concrete act of interpretation. Eco, however, uses the notion of “dictionary” to refer to such local portions of the encyclopedia. This choice, as we shall see, is not entirely without its problems, as it opens up a first set of questions regarding the format of local representations. The reintroduction into the theoretical perspective of a dictionary-like representational model appears immediately problematic: why should local “cuts” be represented in a dictionary-like format?

Before discussing this critical point, however, we need to make an important clarification. There is a certain ambiguity in the use of the term “dictionary” in Eco’s writings since this very same term refers to two different notions, sometimes overlapping, sometimes not. In the first meaning, “dictionary” is used to refer to a restricted set of features belonging to our linguistic knowledge, as it was in Hjelmslev’s model. In the second meaning, “dictionary” refers to the tree-like structure of the model, constructed in terms of genus and species. Although these two senses are often connected, they do not necessarily need to be so. It is, however, important to bear in mind that, in the discussion that follows, “dictionary” refers to the tree structure of the model and not to a pure linguistic knowledge. The following example should clarify this point.

In Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language Eco discusses a fictional example where, during the night, a woman looking out of the window of her countryside home says to her husband that she fears there is a man outside in the garden. Eco argues that, in order to reassure his wife, it would not be sufficient for the man to merely say, “No, honey, it’s not a man . . .” He should in fact provide some more information, saying, for example, that what is outside is not a man but, alternatively, a dog, a tree, an object, and so on.42 Eco is certainly right in saying that the husband has to presuppose the same local knowledge implicitly outlined by his wife, and that he has to construct an ad hoc local representation that alters the hierarchy of properties in any generic Porphyrian tree related to the notion of “man.” It is less clear, however, why such a local representation should take the format of a dictionary with its hierarchical structure of genus and species. Eco writes: “The encyclopedia is the regulative hypothesis that allows both speakers to figure out the ‘local’ dictionary they need in order to ensure the good standing of their communicative interaction.”43 Indeed, the idea that local encyclopedic representations should have a dictionary format, albeit a provisional one, is affirmed repeatedly in Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language: “Thus, if the encyclopedia is an unordered set of markers . . . the dictionary-like arrangements we continuously provide are transitory and pragmatically useful hierarchical reassessments of it.”44 In the chapter devoted to the notion of metaphor, Eco reiterates that “one must rely also on dictionary-like representations” and the full treatment of metaphorical expressions is accordingly carried out.45

What is hidden behind the idea of a dictionary-like representation is the need to gather items into classes: “at the end (and even though transitorily) an item must be included in a given class, thus ‘freezing’ its representation in the format of a provisional dictionary.”46 This reduction to classes, however, reminds us strongly of a reductive inclusion of tokens into types, something we have already pointed out as problematic in an encyclopedia-like representation based on interpretants. The fact that partial encyclopedias are locally situated and not endlessly open makes a relevant difference at the quantitative level, but on this basis a genuine qualitative difference does not follow in any obvious way. In other words, why should the fact that the local is necessarily quantitatively more restricted than the global imply qualitative differences in the internal structure of the domain?

Criticism of dictionary models such as the Porphyrian tree grew out of a refusal to accept the idea that it is possible to distinguish and separate a hierarchically structured linguistic knowledge domain from the wider context constituted by the whole of our general knowledge. The explosion of any dictionary tree, so magisterially demonstrated by Eco, showed precisely that all such trees are nothing but disguised encyclopedias and that semantics always implies a complete cultural and encyclopedic knowledge. Such a totality is never globally activated in all its richness and complexity, but is only locally reconstructed, depending on the interpretive needs of ad hoc texts or situations. However, there are no reasons to argue that local encyclopedic portions are of a different kind or nature than the global: they are, indeed, merely local encyclopedias not dictionaries.47

A second question that needs to be discussed is the crucial notion of regularities, which also lies at the core of the vexata quaestio of literal meaning. Local encyclopedias, or dictionaries in Eco’s terms, seem to have a dual status: on the one hand, they are totally ad hoc constructs that are necessary in order to interpret any given communicative situation or text. These are often highly idiosyncratic constructions and do not need to refer to any presupposed regularity; on the contrary, they might precisely reorganize the usual structure of properties in unusual, deviant ways, as we have seen above in the example of the couple living in the countryside and worrying about mysterious presences in their garden. On the other hand, local encyclopedias have a rather more general stance, representing the regularities of the average knowledge of a given culture: its background assumptions; in other words, all that is taken for granted. This is precisely the notion of the median encyclopedia as described in From the Tree to the Labyrinth.

Both these forms of local encyclopedia are partial but they are nevertheless different in spirit: while in the former what is taken for granted is completely locally reconstructed, and contextually defined ad hoc, in the latter the aim is to regulate a more general interpretive process. It is at this level that the notion of “regularity” plays an essential role.

Undoubtedly, a certain pragmatic “laziness” guides all our interpretation processes; interpretation is always to some extent based on cultural stereotypes, norms, shared assumptions, background frames, textual genres, and so on. In other words, it is based on what Peirce called habits, a powerful concept that is central in explaining the regularity of interpretation, fixing its limits and putting a halt to the unlimited semiosis of the rhizome. We tend to give meaning to texts, and to our general experience of the world, according to these routines, at least unless something forces us to reconsider our assumptions and reorganize our basic knowledge. Texts often play with the laziness of our unquestioned assumptions, as Eco so convincingly showed in The Role of the Reader, in analyzing Un Drame bien parisien by Alphonse Allais.

Eco is certainly right in underlining the role that regularity plays as a device for limiting interpretations and organizing our actual understandings of the world: in this sense regularity is a key concept at the core of all cultural processes. The controversial point, in my opinion, is how locally such regularity should be defined. In Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language it appears to have a strong “local” character:


 

We can make up a dictionary-like representation in order to save definitional energies in any context in which certain “central” assumptions of a cultural system are taken for granted. We presuppose a local dictionary every time we want to recognize and to circumscribe an area of consensus within which a given discourse should stay, because no single discourse is designed to change globally our world view.48

Such a notion of encyclopaedia . . . provides only “local” and transitory systems of knowledge, which can be contradicted by alternative and equally “local” cultural organizations; every attempt to recognize these local organizations as unique and “global”—ignoring their partiality—produces an ideological bias.49



This is all very convincing. Some problems, however, might arise when the regularity loses its typical local character, as is very well indicated in the above passage from Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language, to become a more generalized notion, a kind of common sense endowed with a certain unquestionable self-evidence. This is the criticism that has been raised by some authors, especially in relation to other writings of Eco, in particular The Limits of Interpretation, where the central aim appears to be the regulation of interpretive processes in the face of the alleged total freedom advocated by deconstructionism.50

The main criticism that this particular book has given rise to is certainly not that interpretation should not be limited. No one really disagrees with this claim, and virtually everyone agrees that some interpretations are wrong. The main criticisms are rather that this statement is too obvious and requires further specification. As I just mentioned, in The Limits of Interpretation Eco’s main concern is to regulate and put a halt to the possible uncontrolled drift of interpretations: the “cancerogenous proliferation of connotations” that, according to him, are always an implicit risk for any kind of deconstructionist approach. In order to do this, Eco theorizes a stability of meaning based on literal sense: “Every discourse on the freedom of interpretation must start from a defence of literal sense.”51

Facing the indeterminacy of meaning that would derive from Derrida’s reading of Peirce’s interpretant, and its subsequent infinite regressions, Eco advocates the practical necessity of interpreting according to a common shared (and literal) meaning, and finds the ground on which such meaning could be anchored in the notion of the social community. The concept of the community as the regulative basis for interpretation comes from Peirce, and it is certainly a very important intuition; it risks, however, being at one and the same time both generic, since it is unspecified, and too general. Indeed, communities are plural and so are their meanings. The appeal to a literal sense “socially shared by a community” thus appears problematic since, as observed by Bal, “the community is not a monolithic entity.”52 The social anchoredness of grounds requires us “to theorize codes in intimate connections with social meanings” and these are always plural and difficult to reduce to any univocal, and singular, “literal sense.”53

That community consensus can be a means for determining correct interpretations has been criticized on a similar basis. According to Birchall, for example, interpretive communities are not exclusive realms but are constantly being negotiated through challenges to them.54 In such a perspective deviant interpretations and nonliteral meanings could be precisely what influence and challenge the “main” interpretive community or rational paradigm. “The coexistence of a number of communities, the internal consensus of each being constituted by dissensus, complicates the employment of community consensus as an anchor of interpretation.”55

The problem in this case is how exclusion will be arbitrated or, to put it in other words, what guarantees that the consensus of one community is better than that of any other. In answering this criticism, Eco recognizes that this is a powerful objection, and writes: “My response is that one should choose the community in which to trust. . . . I believe that there are rules of reasonableness that allow us to establish when an interpretation is not supported by the text.”56 But one could object that reasonableness, too, is a very variable “slippery” notion that is not necessarily easily sharable and that, at the end of the day, is open to exactly the same problems presented by the unproblematically unified social community. A perhaps too rationalistic belief seems to emphasize faith in a self-evident common sense as the basis for literal meaning, and for intersubjective agreement regarding interpretation.

It also has to be noticed that the ground where literal sense is typically anchored seems to mutate in Eco’s writings and is never fixed once and for all. If in The Limits of Interpretation the social community is the key notion that guarantees its stability, a few years later in Kant and the Platypus Eco seems to ground it in the apparently more “natural” basis of perception rather than in social life. However, it could also be observed that a similar shift depends in its turn on yet another locally and temporarily defined encyclopedic “cut,” the one dominated by a contemporary cognitively oriented episteme, with its system of hierarchical relevance in the perceptual dimension, as is convincingly argued by Paolucci.57 Literal sense appears in this way to be anchored in various, quite different grounds: sometimes in the social life of the community, sometimes in the natural processing of our perceptual faculties, and sometimes in a more textual basis—while all these groundings are by no means the same and lead us to quite different conceptual frameworks.

I want to clarify right away that I am not criticizing the idea that some meanings can be taken to be more basic than others. This is certainly not an unreasonable claim to make: our semiotic functioning is based on structured systems possessing more central and more peripheral regions. But center and periphery always have to be taken as relative concepts that are continuously redefining one another. Meanings can only be locally defined and they are always open to continuous processes of reformulation. It is difficult, if not impossible, to draw a principled line between literal and figurative since they can shift and change places.58 In other words, the problem is not in the idea of the existence of some basic meaning but in transforming what is a local regularity into a general rule. In the perspective I am suggesting here, literal meaning is not fixed and anchored in some ground that is given once and for all, but, rather, is a variable entity that is modifible according to the different local encyclopedias that are activated from time to time, and their consequent semantizations.

In principle Eco should not disagree on this point, as we have seen in the passages quoted above from Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language, but in the extremely prolific extension of his writings there are also a number of different positions to be found, which is certainly not surprising within such a fecund production. So it appears that there exists a kind of oscillation between two rather different ways of understanding the relationship between a very local definition of meaning and a more generalized assumption of literal sense per se. It might well just be a matter of different alternative weightings of one or other of the poles of the scale—a difference in perspective in a way: in one case, literal sense is seen as a self-evident notion unquestionably assumed as a starting point and ground for interpretation; in the other, it is more the result of the interpretive process, a sense effect, so to speak. I would personally claim that the apparent self-evidentiality of the notion of literal meaning is a misleading impression that depends on our interpretive “laziness.” Literal meaning and common sense are not the starting point for interpretation, but, rather, the results of an interpretive process, the effects of a habit, which only in the aftermath of the event assume the form of (illusionary) general meanings. In positing a general, univocal literal sense we risk losing the powerful intuition that constituted a basis for the notion of local encyclopedias, potentially open to continuous reconstructions, in favor of a more type-like structure where local tokens are always reduced to general types, as has become very evident in the more recent writings of Eco, especially in Kant and the Platypus with its architecture of cognitive types and nuclear contents.

However, other options are possible on the basis of the selfsame premises proposed by Eco’s notion of encyclopedia: for example, following precisely the suggestion of the encyclopedia that I have suggested elsewhere, that all meanings can be seen as endowed with an open, still undetermined meaning potential of an encyclopedic nature.59 This meaning potential becomes progressively specified following the different modes of its actual semiotic existence: first virtualized at a local encyclopedic level, then actualized in a specific textual dimension, and finally realized in some given interpretation.60 In this perspective words and texts represent local access points to the encyclopedic rhizome, which is the starting point for the construction of a local, partial, encyclopedic “cut.” Only within the local encyclopedia can we establish some meanings as more basic, or literal, than others, but this is very different from a reduction of tokens into preestablished general types.

Indeed, it should be remembered once again that the encyclopedia in its virtual potentiality is the archive of all texts, the library of all libraries, and is therefore an endless collection of tokens, never of types. At the local level meanings are reconstructed starting from a local system of differential relationships and hierarchies that establishes what is more basic in that particular encyclopedic “cut,” without the need to appeal to an underlying generalized type system. The notion of type grows out of the necessity to stabilize and regularize meaning, but if we accept the idea that stabilization and regularity are always local phenomena that depend on different situations and contexts, it follows that stability has a high degree of variability and that regularity cannot be totally regularized.

Indeed, the categorical level, that is, that of the type, is a system that is always “at risk” because it is in any case possible to reconfigure the basic principles that regulate its composition, thus constructing others that are diverse and more appropriate to a new situation. General categories, which at first glance might appear highly defined and structured, are in fact inherently equipped with a high degree of fragility and are capable of continual redefinition locally. The internal lack of homogeneity of categories (made occult by the construction of the type but based on the multiform variety of tokens on which our experience rests) can always reappear under the pressure of a different context that forces us to see the properties in another way, on the basis of which categorical similarities have been constructed. The stability of meaning is thus always relative and locally and temporally defined.61 If it came to be transformed into a structural stability, this was because of a trompe l’oeil effect—the “signifier illusion.” Since signifiers remain stable within a variety of contexts, this has generated the illusion that the same stability will always hold for the signified too, and that different tokens have to be reduced to a common general type, following a top-down path. This is what I have called the “ideology of the type,” an optic illusion that prevents us from seeing how the path of meaning goes in the opposite direction, from the bottom up, so to speak, as is the case in the language acquisition of young children, where meanings are learned before, and without, any type-like preexistent general knowledge. We can think of this process as “tokening the type,” an alternative perspective whereby the regular functioning of semiosis is quite similar to a continuous process of acquisition that can always modify already established interpretive habits and stabilizations of meaning.

I believe that a similar position is quite consistent with at least the more “localist” positions of Eco’s theories, and it is also consistent with his principal theoretical formulations. Interpreted in this present vein, the notion of encyclopedia also reveals its full actuality in the face of some of the more controversial issues now at play in the contemporary semiotic debate.

IV. ACTUALITY OF THE ENCYCLOPEDIA IN THE CONTEMPORARY SEMIOTIC DEBATE

In particular, I am thinking of the notion of immanence, a key notion for many semiotically oriented approaches today. Immanence has often been interpreted exclusively within a textual perspective, following the, oft misinterpreted, Greimasian mantra “there is no salvation outside of the text” (hors du texte pas de salut). In this perspective immanence is postulated as existing entirely within the boundary of any given text. There is, however, a different way to approach the problem, moving immanence from texts to a wider domain composed of texts and the local encyclopedias necessary for reconstructing their various meanings. In this way the encyclopedia becomes the regulative device that is able to guarantee translation processes within a given culture. If any given text organizes its meaning within a network of intertextual relationships regulated by a local encyclopedia, then we can think of its immanence as being projected onto a larger cultural background; the intentio operis becomes, at least to some extent, an encyclopedic and cultural intentio.62

In this perspective the well-known, highly problematic notion of context can also receive a different treatment. From a semiotic perspective the main critical aspect of the notion of context is the implicit idea that context is something “external” to the text, so to speak. This view opens up a series of unsolvable questions: not only is it not clear how extensive it should be, nor when one should stop in terms of analyzing it, but perhaps even more crucially it could render untenable the idea of textual immanence as this is usually defined and taken for granted in semiotics. A possible answer to this crucial question has been to say that context is nothing but a different definition of the extension of the text; in other words, a matter of the delimitation of the corpus.63

However, some questions still remain open in this perspective, in particular the relationship of a given text to the activation of a local encyclopedia governing its possible interpretations, which certainly cannot be resolved by reducing the problem to a question of gathering a larger corpus. By moving the level of immanence from the text itself to the local encyclopedia actualized by a given text, the context is no longer being arbitrarily defined by the analyst but becomes, instead, the “natural” and necessary environment where textual meaning can be defined. This view is very consistent with a “culturalist” semiotic stance such as the one proposed by Lotman. It is not merely a matter of emphasis on the intrinsic intertextuality of any text; it is instead a different way of looking at textual meaning, namely as always determined and constructed within some given cultural semiosphere, to use Lotman’s term, which is precisely what the encyclopedia can provide.

Lastly, I would like to address a final issue related to the theory of the encyclopedia, to show how we can yet again find among Eco’s foundational notions some very contemporarily relevant intuitions. I am referring here to the notions of subject and subjectivity. I would like to show how, rooted in the selfsame notion of the encyclopedia, a new understanding of subjectivity can be found, one different from the traditional view that is generally dominant in contemporary semiotics.

The subject has been a central concern for Eco since A Theory of Semiotics. In the concluding chapter of this work, in asking what would be the role of the subject in the framework of the theory outlined in the course of the work, Eco writes: “the subject of any semiotic enquiry being no more than the semiotic subject of semiosis, that is, the historical and social result of the segmentation of the world that a survey on Semantic Space makes available.” The subject is thus essentially a way of seeing the world and “can only be known as a way of segmenting the universe and of coupling semantic units with expression-units: by this labor it becomes entitled to continuously destroy and restructure its social and historical systematic concretions.”64

In A Theory of Semiotics the subject is thus nothing other than semiosis itself—as manifested in the encyclopedia—coinciding with meaning-creation and meaning-production processes. A similar formulation can be found in Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language, where the theme of the subject is again revisited in almost the same terms. Here the question of the subject is clearly connected to Eco’s proposal to rethink the concept of sign and code in an inferential, encyclopedic perspective. If the sign—understood as identity and equality—presupposes, along with a stronger, more objective notion of code, a more sclerotic subject as well, then a sign that functions as inference, involving continuous shifts between different language planes, thus opening up for an encyclopedic horizon, necessarily implies a far more fluid, omnipresent subject:


 

The sign as the locus (constantly interrogated) for the semiosic process constitutes . . . the instrument through which the subject is continuously made and unmade. . . . The subject is constantly reshaped by the endless resegmentation of the content. . . . As subjects, we are what the shape of the world produced by signs makes us become. . . . And yet we recognize ourselves only as semiosis in progress, signifying systems and communicational processes. The map of semiosis, as defined at a given stage of historical development (with the debris carried over from previous semiosis), tells us who we are and what (or how) we think.65



The subject is thus a diffuse configuration, neither circumscribed nor circumscribable. It is not reducible to a single instance determined once and for all; it is not static but dynamic and linked to practices of construction and transformation of meaning. But since these practices are historical and integrated into the practices and workings of humankind, subjectivity is also a materially based product of history.

This way of thinking about subjectivity is quite different from the semiolinguistic approach of the poststructuralist school of generative semiotics, where the subject is always framed within enunciation theory, first developed by Émile Benveniste and then Algirdas Greimas. The subject of enunciation is a general, universal principle, an abstract function of the linguistic mechanism with its theoretical roots in the transcendental “I” of the philosophy of Edmund Husserl, something quite different from the fluid figure in constant transformation described by Eco. Eco’s subject is not a transcendental consciousness, but, rather, a loose collection or network of multiple, dynamic relationships that, just like the semiosis with which it is identifiable, has the open, rhizomatic form of the encyclopedia, together “with the debris carried over,” from the history that produced it.

As we have already seen, the encyclopedia is composed of both production and interpretation practices since it includes not only all texts but also all codes and all possible correlations between expression and content. From this point of view, there is no qualitative difference between production and interpretation since production practices always imply interpretive work. Production and interpretation are coextensive terms: they are nothing but two different ways of looking at exactly one and the same activity, that is, semiosis in action. The “encyclopedic subject” thus coincides with actual production and interpretation practices; it is, in Eco’s words the “social result of the segmentation of the world.”66

We are here very far from an idea of the subject as a trace left in a text and are, instead, dealing with a diffused subjectivity inscribed in practices (both interpretive and productive) or, in other words, with semiosis in action. It is interesting to notice that such a conceptualization of subjectivity and practices of sign-production has more than one trait in common with the notion of enunciatory praxis recently developed in post-Greimasian circles by Fontanille and Zilberberg, precisely in order to move beyond the transcendental problems implicit in classical enunciation theory. Enunciatory practice focuses on conversion of “forms” into “operations,” and this is “a practice to the precise degree that it provides a certain reality status—definable—to the products of language activity.”67 This is not at all unlike how practices of sign-production function for Eco.

In making the subject coincide with the activity of semiosis—that is, with the foundational relationship between expression and content—Eco reinstalls the subject at the very center of the processuality of actual practices producing meaning. The encyclopedic subject and encyclopedic meaning are indeed strongly intertwined: just as the subject is situated in practices of production and interpretation rather than in traces deposited in texts, so meaning is diffused throughout the endless intertextual network that is the encyclopedia.

If subjectivity is no longer a textual trace, it is certainly also very far from any kind of individual consciousness per se: subjectivity is always culturally and historically constructed. Discussing the notion of “symbol” Eco offered an enlightening example of how individual subjectivity is shaped by cultural and historical constraints, analyzing the mystical experience of a symbolic vision described by Jung, that of Brother Klaus von der Flue.68 Eco shows how individual symbols had to be translated into the encyclopedia of their time, which operated as a kind of “normalization device,” so to speak. Brother Klaus came to inscribe his own personal visionary experience within the Trinitarian dogma, thus saving himself from that excess of individual subjectivity that might have carried him over into heresy or madness. But this was certainly not the result of a pragmatic, calculated convenience; it was, rather, the only possibility for Brother Klaus to voice his own subjectivity, by inscribing it in the culturally regulated forms of the encyclopedia of his own time. Once again, we can see that the encyclopedia is something more than a mere collection of contents; it is also the complex whole of speakability procedures that govern the very possibility of subjective expression.

There are certainly some limitations in a totally culturally constructed subject of this kind: it can hardly account for the more individual aspects of subjectivity, nor for the body and the unconscious. As I have pointed out elsewhere,69 subjective individuality indeed seems to be the unexpressed residue of theory: that which offers resistance, and that which remains as an opaque background that is definitively unspeakable. This issue is not unrelated to that which has been defined by Teresa de Lauretis as the pre-Freudian perspective characterizing Eco’s view of the subject, and its dichotomous notions of body and mind, matter and intellect, and physis and reason. According to de Lauretis, Eco’s perspective “would subsume the fields of cultural anthropology and political economy . . . but exclude the entire area of human physicality, the body, instincts, drives and their representations.”70

I am not sure whether the above aspects could be integrated in Eco’s theory or not. Certainly, the most challenging and actual parts of his theory lie elsewhere. Discussing the question of subjectivity in Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language, Eco advances the suspicion that we are not dealing with a singular subject at all but always with a “collectivity of subjects,” thus shifting focus from the individual to the collective sphere. This collectivity of subjects certainly reminds us of the Peircean notion of community, but it is also a central concern in contemporary approaches to human cognition. Recent developments in the cognitive sciences have radically distanced themselves from an abstract computational notion of cognition in favor of a more distributed perspective.71 According to this perspective, thoughts and cognition are not to be seen as localized exclusively in individual minds, nor solely within the body, but, rather, distributed within a far larger system of interrelated networks that reminds us strongly of an encyclopedic structure. At the very core of our cognitive system there does not reside an individual subject, but, rather, an extended mind, which seems very similar to the widely diffused subject that inhabits Eco’s encyclopedia.72
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ECO, PEIRCE, AND THE ANXIETY OF INFLUENCE: THE MOST KANTIAN OF THINKERS

I. A PEIRCEAN ENCYCLOPEDIST

A Peircean encyclopedist who “has spent his whole life with Milo Temesvar” maintains—perhaps mendaciously—that what he has written doesn’t contain a single word of his own,1 and that basically what he has done is to follow “Borges’ lesson,”2 thereby inviting many of the criticisms that came afterwards: that at bottom it had all been said before, that the encyclopedist is not a “code breaker,” that “he has not realized any salient theoretical innovations,”3 and that basically it was all there already in Pareyson, Borges, and Peirce. Yet it was not hard to spot elements of originality since, in one of his seminal works, the encyclopedist announced that he was no longer going to concern himself with what in various ways constituted his predecessors’ main concerns—langue and parole, competence and performance, the archaeology of knowledge, or the truth conditions of utterances—but would instead analyze “everything which can be used in order to lie.”4 A theory of the lie?5 Accustomed as they are to the other encyclopedists, it is normal if the critics are misled. Because what the critics perhaps do not realize is that when the encyclopedist says “there isn’t a single word of his own,” he is lying, a wholly natural procedure for someone who for years taught a “theory of the lie” at the University of Bologna. But if the encyclopedist is lying, what is then the constitutive mechanism of the lie? And above all, what does it reveal to us about the encyclopedist’s strategies?

As Eco’s readers know, the constitutive mechanism of the lie is the same as that of the sign, and Eco takes this from Peirce’s semiotics: what is constituted is a signifying surface that stands for an object = × and that says things about it.6 The things that are said can easily lie: they simply interpret the object and translate it into a heterogeneous system.7 Nonetheless, precisely by concealing the object and saying things about it, the signs illuminate it in some ways; they show its structure in perspective. This is the “power of falsehood”8 that makes its appearance many times in Eco’s novels: from the false plot in Foucault’s Pendulum, thought to be true by its own creators, to the forgers Baudolino and Simone Simonini, down to the extraordinary prologue in The Name of the Rose where a whole series of false authors or false works by true authors mendaciously show many true things about the real author of that book.

This is a mechanism that, as we shall see, is constitutive of the philosophy of Umberto Eco: the dialectic between what is said and what is only shown, often on another level. And this is the very structure of semiotics: in fact we know that the Indo-European root of the word “sign”—sak—means both “to say” and “to show.” And it is precisely on this dialectic, and on the primacy of “to say” over “to show,” that Peirce constructs his semiotics. According to Peirce, a sign can show things about an object, it can illuminate it in some ways, only referring it to previous knowledge that “says” something about the same object, even if this is not true. This is why Peirce thought that semiotics was inseparable from a phaneroscopy, in which what is manifested says it is one thing but can very well be lying. Far from being a “return to the things themselves,” Peirce’s phenomenology was the institution of a space of concealment that opens to a constitutive play of credentials: the signs illuminate the objects and make them come to presence, but they do this by saying some (not always true) things about them. This is why Peirce thought that everything that shows itself and makes itself “present to the consciousness” is “some feeling, image, conception, or other representation, which serves as a sign”9 and thus can always be used to lie.

So we can return to our initial problem: what do the encyclopedist’s lies show when he says “there isn’t a single word of his own”? And why could they be confused with the postmodern pastiche in which what has already been said is reread with irony,10 or with the incapacity to be a code breaker and to produce salient theoretical innovations?

Eco himself deals with this with great precision in his essay on “Borges and My Anxiety of Influence”: “Saying that there is no idea in Borges that did not exist before is like saying there is not a single note in Beethoven that had not already been produced before. What remains fundamental in Borges is his ability to use the most various debris of the encyclopedia to make the music of ideas. I certainly tried to imitate this example.”11 It was, moreover, the epigraph of Trattato di semiotica generale (oddly not present in the original English version, A Theory of Semiotics): “Let no one say that I have said nothing new: the arrangement of the subject is new.”12 Nonetheless, this mechanism must not be confused with a theory of creativity13 or—worse—with a theoretical or literary poetics. Here we are dealing with something else. What?

In structural semiotics, which Eco was close to before his decisive encounter with Peirce,14 there was a kind of black hole in the very heart of the sign-production mechanism. Ferdinand de Saussure taught us the distinction between langue, namely the shared, collective, and social aspect of language, and parole, the individual act that declines langue in its own way. Yet the problem was obviously how to switch from one to the other, that is to say, how the individual could take care of the social and shared aspects of the language. Some of the most important contemporary semiologists—including Benveniste, Greimas, and Fontanille—have worked a lot on this instance of mediation capable of converting langue into parole, and have called it the instance of enunciation. According to the standard semiotic theory of enunciation, language is appropriated through the projection of the category of the I, the here and now that an instance would project in its utterance (“creative schizia”), leaving in it traces or marks of its own activity of enunciation. Nonetheless, and Eco teaches us this, no “I” ever really has the first word. To utter is to use the “slime and the detritus of semiosis”15 to construct one’s own word in relation to that of others. Enunciative activity is always taken in a chain, in a grid of other utterances to which it unceasingly refers and within which all singular utterance fades away. Far more than a “creative schizia,” enunciation is a kind of “modulation of what has already been said” in which we link our own personal word with the thousand “impersonal” ones stored in the encyclopedia.16 Only in this way can utterances be produced. Utterances do not come from an “I” that would project its form on them, leaving marks or traces, but from an encyclopedic murmur within which the “I” links its own word to an “already-said” that proposes points of view on objects and represents the background of its enunciative activity. This is why, in Eco’s view, the subject is the “slime and detritus” of semiosis in which it leaves traces or marks.17 In Eco’s words, “to utter” is to use the “slime and detritus of semiosis” to produce a “music of ideas.”

Eco has often been criticized for never having worked out a theory of enunciation. But this is a second misunderstanding, and on due consideration it is perhaps a more serious one than the first. Because the commentators appear to stop yet again at the level of that which is said, without being able to arrive at that which is shown by Eco, often within another domain. The problem this time lies in the separation between theoretical activity (semiotic/philosophical) and the nontheoretical side of Eco’s production (novels, poetic reflections, essays on contemporary society, and so on) and in not knowing how to make the two domains interact.18 When Eco says he started to write novels in order to deal with something that could not be theorized about, he is not saying that it is necessary to keep the two worlds separate. On the contrary, he is saying that the domain of theory has some constitutive blind spots that can be got around only by referring to another domain, which has different semiotic particularities. It is no accident that the formula is couched in the imperative: “Whereof one cannot theorize, thereof one must narrate.”19 Nor is it an accident that narration comes to stand in for an impossibility of theory. There is a constitutive semiotic mechanism behind this division. Novels have the task of showing the answers to certain problems that theory can only pose. If you wish to deal with these problems, you have to leave one semiotic domain with its particularities and enter another semiotic domain, where certain things that cannot be said in the language of theory can be shown on another level. And “books made of quotations from other books,” texts “that are woven from other texts”20 in which people use the “detritus of the encyclopedia” to make a “music of ideas” show us, for example, the constitutive mechanism of semiotic enunciation, that is to say, of everything that can be said.

We could give many other examples of this mechanism (and we shall mention a few of them later in this essay). We shall see how Eco’s theoretical works constitute a form of Kantianism that only the nontheoretical works can complete, even though only on another level and with different particularities. The union of the theoretical and nontheoretical works constitute Eco’s philosophical legacy, his “philosophy.” This is wholly sui generis, as is evident, since a philosophy made by nonphilosophy builds up an original philosophy. A philosophy made of nonphilosophy? One might say a “philosophical platypus” in the sense in which the platypus is essentially an animal “made from the pieces of other animals.”21 And it seems to me that the constitutive originality of the thinking of this living philosopher gradually becomes more and more evident. So we think that a heuristic work on Umberto Eco ought to posit this enunciative mechanism as a modulation of the already-said, this “interpenetration in the distinction” between theoretical and nontheoretical, and this dialectic between what is shown and what is said (perhaps mendaciously) at the heart of its interpretation of Eco’s work. This essay, for the aims and objectives of the Library of Living Philosophers collection, will follow this line with regard to Eco and Peirce, trying to delineate the way in which Eco modulates Peirce’s thinking, linking his own word to the latter’s and constructing a polyphony in which the modulation of the “already-said” constructs something in which really nothing has truly been said already.

But what does Eco take from Peirce if it is to Peirce above all that he pays theoretical tribute in every one of his books? Some things are certainly wholly evident: from the theory of the sign to that of interpretants (it is precisely this “previous knowledge” that forms the Peircean antiintuitionism that in Eco’s view constitutes the encyclopedia), and from the pragmatism of interpretive habits to the logic of abduction. These are theoretical objects that are constitutive of Eco’s semiotics and philosophy, and Eco is indebted to Peirce for many good ideas, so much so that in practically every book of his he continues to pay his theoretical dues. Nonetheless, it is also a question of more superficial elements. In my opinion, what Eco inherits most from Peirce is the highly particular Kantian structure that is constitutive of the philosophy of a man who has always declared himself “the most Kantian of thinkers.” The reconstruction of this sui generis Kantianism will also allow us to understand very clearly in what sense Eco is a Peircean and in what sense he is not.

In other words, if Eco is a Peircean, (i) in what way does Peirce’s philosophy modulate that of Kant? And (ii) what is the brand of Kantianism that Eco’s philosophy inherits from Peirce?

II. DETERMINABLE AND DETERMINATION

As is known, in Peirce’s view semiotics is a theory of knowledge whose task is to answer the question “how we come to know the world” following the recognition of a series of cognitive shortcomings represented by “four incapacities” and by the demonstration of the absence of a “series of faculties” that for centuries “have been claimed for man.”22 Since (i) we do not have any capacity for introspection, (ii) we have no power of intuition, and (iii) we possess no concept of the absolutely incognizable, (iv) to know means to think through signs, moving inferentially within a series of things previously known, with the aim of constructing an immediate object that illuminates, in some ways and in a fallible and temporary manner, a dynamic object, which is to say, “the object as it really is.”

In proposing a cognitive theory based on radical antiintuitionism united to an equally radical rejection of the incognizable, Peirce built his semiotic gnoseology on constitutively anti-Kantian bases, on the one hand denying the difference in nature between (aesthetic) sensibility and (logical) intellect and, on the other, radically reformulating the distinction between noumenon and phenomenon (the dynamic object is absolutely cognizable through immediate objects, albeit fallibly and prospectively). But precisely as he seemed to be moving further away from them, Peirce drew infinitely nearer to his Kantian roots.

We shall try first of all to throw light on this fundamental point, which, as we shall see, represents the most genuine legacy that Umberto Eco’s philosophy has received from Peirce. In 1868 Peirce takes up the Kantian concept of “determination” (Bestimmung): “the original signification of bestimmt was ‘settled by vote’; or it may have been ‘pitched to a key.’ Thus its origin was quite different from that of ‘determined’; yet I believe that as philosophical terms their equivalence is exact. In general, they mean ‘fixed to be this (or thus), in contradistinction to being this, that, or the other (or in some way or other).’”23

So what must be determined (bestimmt)? What thing must be “fixed to be this (and not otherwise)”? In Kant’s words, “the synthesis [of the concepts of the understanding] is an act of spontaneity, determining, and not, like the senses, determinable only, and therefore able to determine a priori the senses, so far as their form is concerned, according to the unity of apperception.”24 In Kant aesthetic representations (intuitions) must therefore be determined (bestimmt): in the process of reduction to a unit of an intuitive multiplicity, the pure concept (category) will always be capable of exercising a form of determination with regard to the matter determinable by the senses provided by aesthetics (intuition).25 There being no intuitions in Peirce, it is the dynamic object that takes the place of any intuitive determinable matter, positing itself as the sole first premise not in its turn determined by starting from other previous conclusions.26 All the extraordinary complexity proper to this “taking the place of” was embodied within the Peircean notion of “substance.” In “On a New List of Categories” substance was in fact at the same time the place of the subject of the proposition (on a formal level), the place of the concept of the aesthetic multiplicity of impressions (on a gnoseological level), and, finally, the place of the external object (on an ontological level).27 In all these cases, it is a question of determinable matter that should have been determined by the determining form of the concept:


 

Whatever part impressions play in our knowledge, they need to be reduced by the understanding to the unity of consistency and therefore to be combined, and that not by chaotic aggregation but in a determinate form. This form or way of combining impressions is an element of cognition not given in the impressions combined, but added to them in order to reduce them to the requisite unity. . . . This element of cognition is termed conception. . . . Impression in general or as such, is itself by virtue of its generality not an impression but a conception. . . . This conception of the immediately present as such . . . is properly indicated by the term substance.28



But if substance is a determinable matter that must be subsumed under concepts (for example, “this stove”), what then is the form embodied in the concept that determines it (for example, “black”)? What is the form of determination that “fixes it to be this (and not otherwise)”?

In Peirce the immediate object, which is the reformulation of what in “On a New List of Categories” was called “ground,”29 precisely expresses the form through which the thought determines the object, the respect in which that object is presented, the immanent objectivity that defines the content that the thought immediately has as its object. If the immediate object is in fact the respect in which the external object is thought and if the thought-sign stands for its object only in a certain respect,30 the Peircean notion of the immediate object does not therefore express anything other than the light projected by the sign on the dynamic object. It is the perspective that is able to determine it from a certain point of view (and not from another), “fixing it to be this (and not otherwise).” Through the immediate object the sign therefore makes its dynamic object “seen,” it determines it in a certain respect, it makes it visible “insofar-as-something” (and not “insofar-as-something-else”).31

In this way, the Peircean immediate object claims a form of determination on the determinable matter of the dynamic object, which in Peirce, as we have seen, takes the place of intuitions in Kant. In fact it was the same thing in Kant, too, where the form of determination exercised by the pure concept made visible that which could not be seen within the determinable (in Kant intuitions are blind).

Let’s take for example the immediate objects “Ptolemaic system” and “Copernican system.” These are two different semiotic structures that illuminate the same dynamic object in different respects, depending on different capacities. While, on the one hand, each of these two semiotic structures certainly determines the dynamic object, “fixing it to be this (and not otherwise),” on the other hand, this determination does not at all imply a reduction of the dynamic object to the form defined by the immediate object (“Ptolemaic system,” for example) since, according to Peirce, both of the immediate objects in question spring from the form itself of the determinable, that is to say, from the dynamic object that “contrives to determine the Sign to its Representation.”32 In Peirce the dynamic object always possesses a primacy since it constitutes the prime mover of any cognitive process.33 In this way, even though it is already determined by the immediate object “Ptolemaic system,” the dynamic object must never have stopped opposing determination with its own form, to the point of actuating another sign capable of improving the visibility of its own organization (“Copernican system,” for example).

In his day, Kant had already tackled a similar problem: in the Critique of Pure Reason the spontaneity of the intellect exercised its own determination on the receptiveness of the intuition, but the latter continued to counter the form of the determinable, that is to say, its own form, with that of determination.

In Peirce we therefore find two new concepts of the determinable and determination: the ontological form of a dynamic object that obliges the sign to determine itself on its representation (determinable); and the semiotic form of an immediate object that determines in some way its external object, illuminating it only in a certain respect (determination).

Yet, in Peirce’s view “to determine” does not mean “to reduce” at all. “Fixed to be this (and not otherwise)” does not mean in any way “to proceed arbitrarily,” so much so that the dynamic object is in no way indeterminate since within it there is a form that “contrives to determine the Sign to its Representation.”34 And in this lay Kant’s great breach with Descartes: the form of the determination (the “cogito”) was no longer based on an indeterminate (“sum”) but on the pure form of a determinable (space-time). The problem was that of the coadaptation of two forms, or of two types of conditions, which differed in nature.

We find this same problem, transformed but identical, in Peirce, where the determination of the intellect, the cogito, gives way to the semiotic one of the immediate object, while the determinability of the intuition is replaced by the metaphysical determinability of the dynamic object (the mereological organization of the dynamic object as a new space-time).35 But above all we find this same problem, transformed but identical, in Umberto Eco, a common thread that runs through more than fifty years of philosophical and nonphilosophical reflection and constitutes the very fulcrum of his philosophy and the legacy he inherited from Peirce (and Kant).

In The Open Work the opening of the work makes it a nondetermined object that delegates the form of its structure to interpretation, execution, or reading. In this way interpretation, execution, and reading definitely exercise a form of determination on the work, but in any case the work continues to oppose its structure (the form of the determinable) to that of determination: it is certainly open but it is still a work. In the same way, in The Role of the Reader the text, inasmuch as it is a lazy machine that requires the reader to fill the blank spaces, is determinable but not yet determined, where interpretation exercises a form of determination on its determinable structure. Here, too, it is a matter of a relationship between two forms: interpretation does not determine an indeterminate but the form of a determinable (intentio operis). The text is not at all indeterminate: it is a fabric, a network with a mereology and an internal coherence that restores to it a determinable form that unceasingly opposes the structure of determination with its own structure. In this lies the difference between Eco’s position and Derrida’s deconstructionism,36 as Eco was later to show in The Limits of Interpretation.

Finally, in Kant and the Platypus different systems and semiotic practices tend to project provisional forms onto “something presemiotic,” fixing it to be this (and not otherwise). The systems and the semiotic practices doubtless exercise a form of determination on the “something that prompts us to speak,” but it is not an indeterminate, so that it continues to put its own form (“the hard core of Being”) in opposition to that of determination. It is no accident that in Eco’s view presemiotic matter is not an amorphous mass (the indeterminate) but a universal principle of formation37 (the determinable) that ensures that “some things we say about it and for it cannot and must not be taken as holding good.”38 Here, too, it is a question of the relationship between two forms: the semiotic form of signs (determination) that projects its “culture of cuts” on presemiotic matter, which in any case does not stop using its own form to oppose that of determination. As Eco puts it, “in the magma of the continuum there are lines of resistance and possibilities of flow, as in the grain of wood or marble, which make it easier to cut in one direction than in another.”39

This is why Eco can pick up Hjelmslev and maintain that the presemiotic something is no indeterminate but a purport preceding every semiotic meaning. It was, moreover, his master Luigi Pareyson’s lesson on formativity: any form of determination tends “toward a freedom that is constantly curtailed by the germ of formativity present in any form that wants to remain open to the free choice of the addressee.”40 And, besides, Eco says this explicitly: “I think that the almost obsessive subject of my work has been that of how we come to know the world. This perhaps explains the ever-growing attention I have devoted to narrative universes: they constitute an Ersatz, or rather, a substitute for the world.” Furthermore: “In my theoretical writings I think another problem emerges, that of how our systems and our semiotic practices tend to propose forms of order, albeit provisional, to chaos. On reading Kant and the Platypus . . . it is clear that I recognize lines of propensity that are opposed to the pure celebration of chaos.”41

In all of Eco’s work interpretation and abductive conjecture are forms of order that we try to impose on a universe that strikes us as disorderly but that in reality merely has an other form of order that continues to oppose that of interpretation, resisting it and giving it form at the same time. In Eco’s interpretive semiotics, signs with their interpretants always define a form of determination with which an attempt is made to impose an order on the universe, illuminating it in a certain respect and “fixing it to be this (and not otherwise).” Nonetheless the world resists this form of determination and unceasingly uses the form of the determinable—its own—to counter that of signs and interpretive conjecture. This is the great final lesson that William gives Adso in The Name of the Rose: pursuing a semblance of encyclopedic order that guided him in his conjectures (the prophecy of the Apocalypse), William discovers in the end that that order does not exist in the universe, but this is not to say that the power of conjecture—the semiotic power of falsehood—does not lead us to some result. This is why on an ontological level it must then be thrown away like Wittgenstein’s ladder, “because you discover that, even if it was useful, it was meaningless.”42

Hence a cardinal point in Umberto Eco’s thinking: order and the connection proper to the semiotic level are not the same order and the same connection proper to the ontological level. This is why in order to answer the central question “quid sit veritas,”43 it is necessary above all to study that which can be used to lie (semiotics) and not that which can be used to tell the truth, because the “power of falsehood” constructs much true knowledge, the signs “explain that which is there and construct that which is not there,” and languages tend to “disassemble and reassemble our way of seeing the world.”44 This is the original Peircean Kantianism of Umberto Eco: interpretation and signs show the world in a certain respect (the world is blind without the power of falsehood that illuminates it) but the world continues to oppose its form to the semiotic form of determination, imposing limits on that which can be said on a semiotic level (negative realism).45 This is why Eco deals first with the way in which a semiotic theory constructs a system of content that produces effects of truth, and only afterwards deals with how an ontological level can place “limits on our culture of cuts.”46 There is no isomorphism between the semiotic form of interpretation and the ontological form of the hard core of being. Between semiotic order (determination) and the order of the world (determinable) we must maintain all these aspects simultaneously: (i) the heterogeneity of the two forms, (ii) difference in nature, (iii) mutual influence (the object determines the sign, the sign makes the object visible “fixing it to be this (and not otherwise),” and (iv) anisomorphism.

Yet why can Eco say that narrative worlds constitute an ersatz of the real world or a substitute for them? What is different about them with respect to the other semiotic universes that make them so special as to be able to replace the real world? A form of determination that is also a form of the determinable? But, above all, why does Eco need narrative worlds and nonacademic writing to give voice to his philosophical obsession, namely, “how we come to know the world”? Why is philosophical reflection alone not enough to pose the question “quid sit veritas”? Why does semiotics, which is the very theory of knowledge deputed to answer all these questions, not seem enough for Eco? Why does he need to translate the world into a heterogeneous narrative-type system, the better to interpret and know it? A philosophy made of pieces of nonphilosophy? Yet again it is in his relationship with Peirce’s thinking that we find the answer to these fundamental questions.

III. ORDO ET CONNEXIO RERUM IDEM EST AC ORDO ET CONNEXIO IDEARUM47

In his mature years Peirce thought that semiotics was the first part of a more general theory of continuity (synechism) in which the semiotic order of ideas (mind) was thought to differ solely in degree—and not in nature—with the ontological order of the world (matter).

It is no accident that in “The Law of Mind” Peirce cited “Some Consequences of Four Incapacities” as the first attempt at formulation of the theory of continuity, and it is no accident that the first two constitutive principles of Peirce’s synechism consist precisely in antiintuitionism and the rejection of the incognizable, from which derived the whole of Peirce’s need to construct a semiotic gnoseology in which “it is not possible to think without signs.” But what does the “law of the mind” founded in synechism add to the “law of the semiotic mind,” according to which every thought is a sign that refers to an interpretant and so on ad infinitum?

The problem of Peirce’s semiotic gnoseology is very clear and Eco notes this perfectly in The Role of the Reader:


 

What remains to be asked is how, in the philosophy of a thinker who calls himself a Scotist realist, there can be something such as infinite semiotic regression, the object which has determined the sign never being apparently determined by it, if not in the phantasmatic form of Immediate Object. . . . How can a sign express a Dynamic Object, belonging to the Outer World (CP 5.45), since “from the nature of things” it cannot express it (CP 8.314)? How can a sign express the Dynamic Object (“the Object as it is,” CP 8.183, an object “independent of itself,” CP 1.538), since “it can only be a sign of that object in so far as that object is itself of the nature of a sign or thought” (CP 1.538)?48



How to avoid the object eluding the grasp of the semiotic series of interpretation? How to avoid the world’s remaining eternally determinable just as the immediate objects are determining it infinitely?

The first response Peirce attempted was that of pragmatism: the infinite series of interpretations through which a determined object is illuminated in a certain respect ends in the formation of a habit, namely, “a tendency actually to behave in a similar way under similar circumstances in the future.”49 Through the action set up by signs and guided by habits the world is modified. This modified world will then stimulate new signs and the process of interpretation will start again.

But this solution must have struck Peirce as totally insufficient since the order of ideas and the order of things certainly transformed themselves reciprocally, but they still did so wholly extrinsically. Synechism had to say more because the habits themselves were regularities, that is to say, forms of continuity, but the category of habit now had a dual sense, semiotic and cosmological. In Peirce’s view all the laws of nature are in fact “tendencies to behave in a similar way under similar circumstances” and the notion of habit founded in synechism transcends all distinction between the dynamic object and the immediate object, between mind and matter, between the semiotic order of ideas and the ontological order of things, thereby invalidating their difference in nature. Since the “final interpretant [habit] expresses the same law governing the Dynamic Object,”50 in fact ordo et connexio rerum idem est ac ordo et connexio idearum.

This, therefore, is the principle of synechism: there is continuity between mind and matter, between sign and object, between the immediate object and the dynamic object, and so the mind is that part of the world through which the world represents itself. This is why, for Peirce, there exists a “lume naturale” that makes us reason in natural accord with things. It is why, for Peirce, there exists a “natural instinct to guess right,” which guarantees our semiotic grip on the world. For Peirce, the mind is in natural accord with things: this is why semiotic interpretations will tend to approach the object and to construct a real belief in the long run. This is why semiosis is in its own way “destined,” and its destiny is not to lose the object but to represent its entelechy in the long run.51 And it is precisely this that Eco cannot accept in Peirce’s thinking. Or, better, he cannot accept it on a semiotic level since it will be precisely his activity as a novelist that declines these principles in his own way.

But on a level of “noncreative writing” Eco cannot follow Peirce on this point. The pattern of the Apocalypse in The Name of the Rose, the laundry list in Foucault’s Pendulum, and the forgers Baudolino and Simonini are ways of making fun of those who believe that the patterns of interpretation are in natural accord with things. The “lume naturale” and the “power of falsehood” mark the biggest gap between Peirce’s and Eco’s semiotics since the power of falsehood serves precisely to show how, by acting in a way completely disconnected from the structure of things, it is still possible to produce the real. Unlike Eco, Peirce has absolutely no belief in the power of falsehood, so that he would never have accepted a definition of semiotics as the “theory of the lie.” For Peirce, the structure of semiotics is the very structure of the real world (synechism) and the world itself is a sign in its turn: this is why we possess a “natural light” that tends to make us act in accordance with things and gives us a natural instinct to not infrequently guess correctly.52 As Trainito notes, for Eco, instead, “man runs the risk of remaining a victim of his own symbolic and cultural creations in the attempt to decipher the disorder of the world, succeeding sometimes in coming to rational forms of knowledge prompted by the same power of falsehood and error, to which he is structurally devoted.”53

This is why Eco cannot agree to think of semiotics as a part of the theory of the continuum (synechism). On this Eco cannot be a Peircean. Semiotics cannot be a part of the theory of the continuum because there is nothing in the structure of the real that allows us to choose one interpretation rather than another; we can only invalidate those that “cannot and must not be taken as good” (negative realism). The power of falsehood is not the lume naturale and the constitutive principle of synechism is invalidated on a semiotic level. Eco explains this aspect perfectly in some of his most brilliant pages—never republished—that we need to take a close look at.

In the introduction to the essay “L’antiporfirio” Eco distinguishes two possible ways of doing semiotics that he decides to oppose and thinks of as “unrealizable.”54


 

In a first case we aspire to a thought that is so complex (but organic at the same time) that it can explain the complexity (and the organicity) of the world of our experience, or the natural world. In the second case we aspire to construct a world-model reduced in such a way that a thought, not so complex as to be incontrollable intersubjectively, may reflect its structure. In this second case, in order to be intersubjectively controllable, the thought assumes the forms of a language L with its own rules, yet such that these rules are the same as those of the world-model that the language expresses. In the first case the thought presumes to proceed by given rules (and found in the making of the thought itself) that for some reason are the same (still unknown, however) as those of the “natural” world that it thinks. In the second case the rules of both the language and the world-model are fixed and both, insofar as they are fixed, must be known beforehand and formulated in some metalinguistic form. . . . The (fixed) world-model, whose structure is reflected by the language, must have ontologies with the natural world of our experience, at least in some aspects.55



The “first case” corresponds to Peircean synechism, in which the rules of thought are “the same as those of the natural world that it thinks.” The “second case” instead refers not only to “the formal semantics of the natural languages,” to Chomsky’s “generative-transformational grammars,” and Greimas’s “generative semantics,” which Eco cites explicitly,56 but also to that structuralism of the Ur-code from which Eco explicitly distanced himself right from La struttura assente (The absent structure).

There is a criticism of noninterpretive semiotics, including the Peircean type, in this fundamental passage: how can you think that interpretation can be simulated “artificially but well” through a generative route of a metalinguistic type (generative semiotics)? How can you think that there exists a homology of structure, when not an Ur-structure, capable of describing the symbolic laws of thought (structural semiotics)? How can you think that semiotics is a part of a theory of the continuum in which the order that structures the mind is the same order that structures matter (Peircean semiotics)?

Not being able to accept the isomorphism between the semiotic structure of ideas and the ontological structure of things (synechism), Eco had to find his own answer to the problem of his Peircean Kantianism. It was, moreover, the provocation of the fortunate title The Name of the Rose: every sign is definable and interpretable only through other signs in an infinite chain, “all that remains of the rose is only its name, naked names are all that we have (stat rosa pristine nomine, nomina nuda tenemus).”57 How to avoid, therefore, the object eluding the grasp of interpretation? How is it possible that the dynamic object does not escape, remaining eternally determinable, precisely when the interpretant signs determine it infinitely? In what way can we ensure that determination clings to the determinable and adapts to its form, since it is precisely the form of the immediate object that is irreducibly other with respect to the dynamic object?

Kant had run into a similar problem: the spontaneity of the intellect exercised its own determination on the receptiveness of the intuition, but this last continued to oppose the form of the determinable, that is to say, its own, to that of determination. It was therefore necessary to appeal, over and above these two forms, to a third instance that was essentially mysterious and capable of explaining the coadaptation between these two dimensions that differed in nature.58 Kant would find this new order in the schematism of the imagination.59

In Eco, too, it is necessary for a third instance to coadapt the determinable and determination, the semiotic order of interpretations (the name) and the ontological order of things (the rose), operating inside or outside their respective forms. And it is precisely for this reason that Eco’s theoretical work breaks off here, because it is not up to theory to present a common structure both to the semiotic order of interpretation and to the ontological order of the world. Is narration as schematism between the order of ideas and the order of things capable of explaining their mysterious adaptation?

IV. SCHEMATISM: “NARRATIVE”

Eco has always maintained that he started to write novels in order to deal with things that could not be theorized about. It is no accident that in all the interviews in which Eco was asked “why did you start writing novels?” he gave a false answer. Because, while theory “studies all that can be used to lie,” it is only on the level of narration that you can show a possible answer to the question “quid sit veritas,”60 as a coadaptation between the semiotic order of interpretation (determination) and the ontological order of the world (determinable). It is no accident that Eco proposes a strange inversion between “world” and “narrative world” on the level of a theory of truth, an inversion that is wholly incomprehensible if we do not understand the function of “narrative.” “Narrative universes promise a notion of truth that is comfortable and sure; the world does not. Yet we are induced to interpret the world as if it were a large story, in order to find some coherence in it. . . . The world is not a parameter according to which we should judge narrative universes . . . narrative universes are the parameter that enables us to judge our interpretations of the world.”61

According to Eco, when we move from the “power of falsehood” to the question “quid sit veritas,” the domain of theory shows some constitutive blind spots that can be closed only by referring to another domain, which has different particularities. It is no accident that, for Eco, narrative constitutes an ersatz world (the determinable) through the semiotic-linguistic form of language and interpretation (determination). It was that way in Kant, too, where the schema as “determination of time” had characteristics common to the determinable (time) and determination, guaranteeing their possible commensurability.

Nonetheless, the brilliance and complexity of Eco’s position are not minimally comprehensible if we do not understand the constitutive characteristics of “narrative.” According to Eco it has: (i) a “cosmogonic” structure—to narrate is always and above all to “construct a world”;62 (ii) a “surrogate” form—the world constructed constitutes an ersatz of the real world; (iii) a constitutive Spinozism—the narrative world, an ersatz real world, is constructed in such a way that within this posited “world-model” ordo et connexio rerum idem est ac ordo et connexio idearum,63 even if this structure is invalidated (as, for example, in The Name of the Rose and Foucault’s Pendulum); (iv) a regulative Kantianism—the structure of narrative is defined by a constitutive transposability that we use even on nonnarrative worlds. This transposability defines a Kantianism proper to narrative: “we are induced to interpret the world as if it were a large story, in order to find some coherence in it. . . . This does not mean, as some would have it, that the world is a text or a story; it means that we have to interpret it as if it were. This seems a rather Kantian idea to me.”64 So it will be necessary to throw light on all these points, which represent the constitutive “nonphilosophy” of Eco’s philosophy, which remains wholly incomprehensible without it.

For Eco the first constitutive dimension of narrative is the cosmogonic one of “construction of the world,” which will then determine the “rhythm,” the “style,” the “story,” the “verbal choices,” and the “ways of thinking and seeing.”65


 

This is why, when I wrote The Name of the Rose, I spent a full year, if I remember correctly, without writing a line (and for Foucault’s Pendulum I spent at least two, and the same for The Island of the Day Before). Instead I read, did drawings and diagrams, invented a world. This world had to be as precise as possible, so that I could move around it with total confidence. . . . I needed to know how long it would take two characters in conversation to go from one place to another. And this also dictated the length of the dialogues.66



As is evident, the constrictions and the limits of the “something” also exist in the cosmogonic process of constructing the world in novels. They define “the supporting structure of the novel.”67 In “How I Write” Eco tells us how right from his children’s novels “the choice of illustrations determined the story I would then have to write.”68 The choice of the illustrations, the diagrams, and the plans, the strolls through Paris and the commercialization of the computer, the siege of Casale and the structure of the ship, Prester John’s letter and the fire of Constantinople are all elements that serve to constitute the hard core of being of the world of the novel.

If we take a closer look, this is the constitutive structure of worlds insofar as they are worlds, whatever they may be: in every world there is a determinable that uses its own form to oppose that of determination (interpretation, reading, creative writing), which tentatively “fixes it to be this.” As we have said, this wholly sui generis form of Peircean Kantianism69 is the most fundamental principle that informs Eco’s thinking on all levels, but in the novels, and this brings us to point (iii), this structure is wholly particular.

In fact all of Eco’s novels are based on the structure criticized in the first pages of “L’antiporfirio,” that is to say, on that structure on which semiotic theory cannot be founded, namely on the homology between the natural world of our experience and the posited world-model, constructed in such a way that a thought, not so complex as to be uncontrollable intersubjectively, may reflect its structure. It is the schema of Death and the Compass, which Eco borrows from Borges in The Name of the Rose:70


 

To be sure that the detective’s mind has reconstructed the sequence of events and laws as they should have been, you have to harbor a profound persuasion that “ordo et connexio rerum idem est ac ordo et connexio idearum.” The movements of our mind that investigates follow the same laws of reality. If we think “well,” we are obliged to think according to the same rules that connect things among themselves. If a detective identifies with the mind of the murderer he can only get to the point to which the murderer gets. In this Spinozan universe the detective is not just the one who understands what the murderer has done (because he could not fail to do that, if there is a logic to the mind and things). In this Spinozan universe the detective will also know what the murderer will do tomorrow. And he will go to wait for him at the place of his next crime. But if the detective can reason this way, so can the murderer: who can do things in such a way that the detective goes to wait for him in the place of his next crime, except that the victim of the murderer’s next crime will be the detective himself. And this is what happens in “Death and the Compass.”71



Nonetheless, even when the correspondence between the order of ideas and the order of things within the world-model is not as evident as it is in The Name of the Rose:


 

in a narrative work . . . it is always possible to find a relatively solid order that acts as an underlying structure to discourse. I am thinking of Barranu’s essay that reconstructed the underlying structure of Foucault’s Pendulum. Well, she has discovered exactly what I tried to do, using a structured diagram that I followed constantly in the games of flashback, even to help me decide what tenses I should use. No Barranu can find an equally precise diagram to define the underlying order of the world.72



Eco explains this difference perfectly in his fundamental works on Peircean abduction, where he compares the logic of scientific discovery, the theory of definition, and conjectures proper to medical and historical discourse with the abductive activity of detective stories. In all these domains a rule or a possible course of events is hypothesized that gives a meaning to and an explanation of some characteristic elements that have been identified and are still without an explanation. If the hypothesis is verified, these elements will be made the case of a possible rule and will thus find a meaning. Yet with a fundamental difference: in the world of narrative, the risk of error in conjectural reasoning of an abductive type is reduced to being nonexistent because the author is sympathetic to his character, guarantees his conjectures and their effective correspondence with the world-model that he has created, something that cannot happen in the real world.73

As Rampi correctly notes: “a certain Peircean synechism seems necessary for all conjectural thinking. It is necessary to believe that there is a basic rationality regarding what happens in the universe—a logic—to be able to formulate an explanatory personal hypothesis concerning observations of the world that connects them in a consequential manner, hypothesizing what this logic may be.”74 Eco is prepared to allow this synechistic order only in those world-models constructed by “narrative” and not in the real world: novels contain things that do not exist in the world, that is to say, a certain correspondence between the conjectures of interpretation and the world-model. Illustrious semiotic-linguistic systems postulate this correspondence for the real world too (“lume naturale”) but Eco strongly rejects this idea: no writer in the world is capable of guaranteeing the conjectures of his own characters and their effective correspondence with the real world. And this is a question of fundamental prudence: in point of fact these semiotic-linguistic theories end up assuming the standpoint of God.

Nonetheless “whereof one cannot theorize, thereof one must narrate” and Eco here retrieves some of his old reflections on contemporary art, taking part in this genre narrating what theory cannot say:


 

Literature—like music, painting, cinema—expresses the discomfort of a certain human situation. On the other hand, we cannot reasonably expect that contemporary society be its only concern. Literature can also realize, in its structures, the image of the cosmos that is promoted by science, the last frontier of a metaphysical anxiety which, being unable to give unitary form to the world on a conceptual level, tries to elaborate its replacement on an aesthetic level, in an aesthetic form.75



This is Eco’s literature. It is precisely this surrogate (ersatz) of a cosmos in which ordo et connexio rerum idem est ac ordo et connexio idearum that appears in the novels. Unlike the Peircean variety of semiotics, it is not semiotics that can designate the order of this parallelism, but it is literature that can work out a surrogate in the aesthetic form, capable of showing what theory could not say. And this is his most exciting (non)philosophy, finally set free of so much bashfulness and caution.

Is not the reflection on truth in The Name of the Rose perhaps an essay on the philosophy of history? And does not William of Baskerville’s method embody that fallible art of conjecture that links semiosis and abduction? And are the last thirty pages of Foucault’s Pendulum not perhaps an essay on what can (not) be a theory of interpretation?76 And is the problem facing Roberto de la Grive—a new Marco Polo faced with the rhinoceros77—not that of “naming and knowing, with the conceptual and cultural instruments of a man of the Baroque period, a reality before him that he has never seen before”?78 And what can we say about the semiotic animal Baudolino, drawn from the upper and lower thresholds of a Theory of Semiotics, who uses “all that can be used to lie,” ending up believing in his own lies in a gigantic effect of reality? And does Yambo not perhaps describe perfectly that subject installed in the encyclopedia who follows the “slime and detritus” of semiosis to define its own subjectivity, of which Eco talked in Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language?79 And finally does not Simone Simonini delineate precisely that undecidability between fiction and reality, the lack of homological structure that ensures that the mendacious order of semiotics informs that of reality, until it makes it indistinguishable from it?80 And was not this very undecidability, this “sick Spinozan universe,” confessed by Roberto in The Island of the Day Before, when, on thinking about the siege of Casale and the Thirty Years’ War, he “came to realize that the whole siege was nothing but one more chapter in a meaningless history”?81 In Numero Zero Braggadocio will die for this, as Belbo died before in Foucault’s Pendulum.82

Here Eco is close to Wittgenstein: certain things cannot be “said” with the instruments of theorization but can still be “shown,” on another level, in an ersatz form. “A creative text stages a knot, instead of loosening it. The task of the scientific text is to loosen the knot. The task of the creative text, instead, is to decide to declare this knot, because declaring it and staging it is a way of thinking that you must think of knots and oscillations too and not just definite solutions.”83 Eco’s narrative shows what theorization cannot say and the novels come to stage those philosophical nuclei of which the semiotic works had traced the boundaries they could not cross.

Nonetheless, literature still has an explanatory power with respect to the world. For Eco it seems to have a power that scientific writing does not possess. It is as if, through the construction of a parallelism between the order of ideas and the order of things, not present in the real world, the novel showed by contrast what it is reasonable to think is the structure of reality, and taught us to accept it in its ineluctability. Eco is most explicit about this: where scientific writing “attempts to get around the limits the world imposes on us,” “the principle goal of creative writing is that of reminding us that the limits of being are insuperable.”84 The power and the fascination of books already written are given by the fact that they are already written, and that they can never be changed anymore. “The beauty of War and Peace lies in the fact that Prince Andrej’s agony ends with his death, however sorry it makes us. The painful wonder that every reading of the great tragedies evokes in us comes from the fact that their heroes, who could have escaped an atrocious fate, through weakness or blindness fail to realize where they are heading, and plunge into an abyss they have often dug with their own hands.”85 While the world always gives us the chance to take a different path, to interpret things from a different standpoint, to actualize another possibility, stories teach us that “against all our desires to change destiny, they make tangible the impossibility of changing it.”86

Nonetheless, if we restricted ourselves to supplying an ersatz version of the real world, narrative’s only function would be gymnastic, so to speak, and would be done either for the thrill of adopting God’s standpoint or for love of thought (for thought’s sake) and not for love of the world. In this way narrative could never perform that function of schematism sui generis between the ontological order of things and the semiotic order of interpretations that it has in Eco’s philosophy because, while it is true that narrative can guarantee the conjectures of our own characters through a structure in which thought is isomorphous with the posited world-model, we still have not understood in what way this world-model can have “homologies with the natural world of our experience, at least with regard to some aspects.”87 And this brings us to point (iv), the highest point of Eco’s “narrative” and his Peircean Kantianism.

We have seen how behind “narrative” there lies for Eco a “Kantian idea,” that is to say, we must interpret the world as if it were a story or a text.88 What is the Kantian idea in this passage? It consists of the fact that without our structuring it into “stories” and “texts” we could never have any knowledge or experience of the world. It is Eco’s highly particular form of transcendental deduction, his way of responding to Kant’s quid iuris: textuality and narration are forms of our knowledge without which we cannot have any experience of the world—an idea that is very topical today in the cognitive sciences. As Eco has shown with great rigor since The Role of the Reader, not by chance analyzing a text by Spinoza, narrativity is a deep form that is constitutive of every semiotic system and not a property only of narrative texts. Therefore, according to Eco, even in nonnarrative texts, in semiotic systems and “other” worlds, we put it to work with a view to making sense of the world, behaving “as if” that world or that semiotic system were a narrative world or a story, even though they are not. This is why the narrative world constitutes a surrogate version (ersatz) of the real world. And it is no accident that in chapter six of Kant and the Platypus Eco shows exactly how on a semiotic level the “surrogate stimuli” (ersatz) are “as relevant as the normal perception of the real object.”89 What then is the structure of this surrogate of the world that is “narrative,” seeing that it is “as good as if it were the real object,” seeing that it allows us to have experience of the world, and seeing that “it is narrative universes that allow us to judge our interpretations of the world”?

We have seen how “narrative” for Eco is a cosmogonic process in which we create a world-model in which the order of ideas corresponds to that of things, a synechistic universe that we cannot accept for the real world but which constitutes an ersatz version of it. Hence the “Kantian idea”: although we know that there is no order in the world, or rather, although we know that the order of the world does not necessarily correspond to that of thought, we must proceed as if this correspondence existed, seeking rules for abductions, subsuming tokens under types, and believing that our inferences, albeit fallible, are in some way destined to carry forward the torch of truth in the long run. The scientist, the researcher, or the doctor would not even embark on a research path if they were not ready to bet that the pattern they have designed, their story, may correspond to a possible interpretation of reality, that is to say, that the possible world they have outlined is the same as the real world. This then is a synechism that is not constitutive (as in Peirce) but only regulative of our inferences and interpretations, and here Eco truly reinterprets Peirce through Kant. It is the fundamental threshold of “as if,” the constitutive Kantian idea of “narrative” that is capable of coadapting the semiotic order of interpretations (determination) with the ontological order of things (determinable), guaranteeing them a possible commensurability.

Eco gives a masterful explanation of this aspect in “Horns, Hooves, Insteps,” analyzing the conjectures that allow Voltaire’s Zadig to construct a “normal story” starting from some surprising events and perceptions.90 Eco shows how Zadig could have interpreted the various “visual utterances” that he has to do with as a “disconnected series” or as a “coherent sequence, that’s to say a text.” And he shows how it is only by following this second path that Zadig manages to make sense of his experience.


 

Zadig does not possess the scientific certainty that his textual hypothesis is true: it is only textually verisimilar. Zadig pronounces, so to speak, a teleological judgment. He decides to interpret the data he had assembled as if they were harmoniously interrelated. He knew before that there was a horse and that there were four other unidentified agents. He knew that these five agents were individuals of the actual world of his own experience. Now he also believes that there was a horse with a long tail, fifteen hands high, with a golden bit and a silver hoof. But such a horse does not necessarily belong to the actual world of Zadig’s experience. It belongs to the textual possible world Zadig has built up, to the world of Zadig’s strongly motivated beliefs, to the world of Zadig’s propositional attitudes. Undercoded abductions, not to speak of the creative ones, are world-creating devices. . . . So Zadig can try a meta-abduction, that is, he is in a position to make a “fair guess” according to which both the horse and the dog of his own textual world are the same as those known by the officers. This kind of abduction is the one usually made by a detective: “The possible individual I have outlined as an inhabitant of the world of my beliefs is the same as the individual of the actual world someone is looking for.”91



It is the Kantian idea of “as if”: we interpret the world as if it were a “text” or a “story,” that is to say, as if the possible structure we have delineated with our interpretations is the same one that is constitutive of the real world. Even if this should not be true, it is the only way in which we can have fallible experience of it.

At this point the connection between theoretical and narrative works, the true fulcrum of Eco’s philosophy, is much clearer. Eco makes things clearer still when he rejects “considering my theoretical works as if they were written as a commentary to my novels, or vice versa,” going on to state that “they should instead be considered for their own merits.”92 And, what’s more, the connection cannot fail to be much more profound, and Eco himself explains this: “my theoretical writings do not speak of my novels, they speak—if it must be known—of the world, and of the way in which we interpret this through our languages.”93 Nonetheless, the world can be known and experienced through language only by interpreting it “as if” it were a story or a text. This is why narrative worlds constitute a surrogate that makes them as good “as if they were the real object.” It is why “narrative universes are the parameter that enables us to judge our interpretations of the world.”94 It is also why in the real world we act “as if,” that is, we bet that our conjectures are correct and adapt themselves to the structure of the world, tending to put the facts together coherently, so as to construct a “story that hangs together” among the many possible ones. Only in this way can we have experience of the world and “know something more about it.”

In this way, even if all this was not true, even if our story did not hang together, even if all was a deception, all a plot, all a fabrication, this attitude will lead us in any case to get results, just as William of Baskerville gets great results by following the false trail of the Apocalypse. It is the “power of falsehood,” perhaps the most central concept of Eco the philosopher if coupled with the “theory of the lie”: starting from false hypotheses we often discover many true consequences because the sign shows the structure of the object even when it refers to mendacious interpretants, which say false things about it. This is why in one of his finest suggestions, Eco compared semiosis and interpretation with Cinecittà: a factory that produces a theater that “can always be used to lie.”

If we take a closer look, this is an authentic revolution in the history of thought carried out by our living philosopher. The history of Western philosophy, from Plato to Heidegger, from Aquinas to the analytic philosophy of language, has always put the problem of truth at the center. To the contrary, Eco has taught us that “the mission of those who love mankind is to make people laugh at the truth, to make truth laugh, because the only truth lies in learning to free ourselves from insane passion for the truth.”95 A philosopher of the lie, who unmasks the insane passion of philosophy by studying “everything that can be used to lie.” A semiologist, because semiotics is what our living philosopher is doing to this day.
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Andrea Valle

MODES OF SIGN PRODUCTION

               According to Pareyson, all human life is the invention and production of forms.

— Umberto Eco, The Open Work

I. INTRODUCTION

There is an eccentric, theoretical object in the work of Umberto Eco. It occupies the third section of the Trattato di semiotica generale and bears the name of “theory of modes of sign production.”1 Its position within Eco’s A Theory of Semiotics is not marginal. While the first half of the book—largely occupied by the “theory of codes”—explicitly aimed at providing a theoretical systematization of a whole historical period (both in the author’s research and in semiotics), the second half (the “theory of sign production”) proved to be so advanced that it would not be read anymore for the next thirty years.2 The third section no longer discusses the static elements of cultures, such as the crystallized semiotic objects that they produce (the “codes”), but, rather, their dynamic ones. That is, instead of taking into account the products of the semiotic work, the theory of sign production directly investigates the modelization of this work, that is, the processes that lead to those products.

There are at least three problems that such a theory of sign production should try to address: (i) how to introduce a historical dimension into the crystalline building of the “system” as described by the theory of codes; as a consequence, sign production paves a theoretical way to studying semiotic practices as specifications of a more general semiotic “labor”; thus, a phenomenology of semiotic production becomes possible; (ii) how to define the articulation of the sign-function procedurally and not systemically, so that it becomes evident that the same sign-function that relates expression and content is only a momentary stabilization of a restless movement; (iii) how to provide a definition of some semiotic forms of subjectivity, according to the assumption that “semiotics is entitled to recognize these subjects only insofar as they manifest themselves through sign-functions, producing sign-functions, criticizing other sign-functions and restructuring the pre-existing sign-functions.”3 As precisely observed in Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language: “We recognize ourselves only as semiosis in progress, signifying systems and communicational processes. The map of semiosis, as defined at a given stage of historical development (with the debris carried over from previous semiosis), tells us who we are and what (or how) we think. The science of signs is the science of how the subject is historically constituted.”4

In the theory of sign production such a semiotic constitution of the subject is theoretically described by a typology of modes of sign production. The following contribution aims at providing a critical introduction to Eco’s theory of modes, trying to show that, though hidden, it is a key point in Eco’s semiotic thought.

II. TYPOLOGY OF MODES OF SIGN PRODUCTION: PRELIMINARY NOTES

As noted, section three of A Theory of Semiotics is dedicated programmatically to a “theory of sign production,” and yet “production” is a notion that is not entirely obvious in Eco’s masterpiece. An examination of the concept requires us to discuss at least three oppositions: the theory of codes versus the theory of sign production, semiotic versus physical, and production versus interpretation.

1. The Theory of Codes versus the Theory of Sign Production

The opposition between the theory of codes and the theory of sign production is based on the axis “signification” versus “communication.” Signification concerns the “socially conventionalized possibility of generating sign-functions,” while production deals with the work required “in order to physically produce expressions for many practical purposes.”5 A definition of a theory of sign production assumes that the latter takes into account “a large range of phenomena such as the common use of languages, the evolution of codes, aesthetic communication, different types of interactional communicative behavior, the use of signs in order to mention things or states of the world, and so on.”6

In this sense production indicates when history becomes relevant for a theory of codes. Compared with Eco’s model of the semantic space as the magnetization of marbles in a box,7 “a semiotics of the code is only interested in the results of this game, after the intervention of the magnetization,” while “a semiotics of sign production . . . is interested in the process by which a rule is imposed upon the indeterminacy of the source.”8 Consequently, “whereas a theory of codes was concerned both with the structure of sign-function and with the general possibility of coding and decoding, a theory of sign production will thus be concerned with all the problems outlined in Table 31.” The table in question “concerns the kind of labor required in order to produce and interpret signs, messages or texts,” and lists a plethora of semiotic phenomena and activities.9 With regard to the relation between systems and processes, Eco initially states a theoretical priority of signification (that is, of the system) over communication (that is, over the process): “It is possible, if not perhaps particularly desirable, to establish a semiotics of signification independently of a semiotics of communication: but it is impossible to establish a semiotics of communication without a semiotics of signification.”10

And yet, exactly at the end of the theory of codes, Eco states that “a semiotics of the code is an operational device in the service of a semiotics of sign production.”11 It cannot be otherwise, given the “indeterminacy principle” at work in semiosis, for which every act of interpretation, including the ones that stem from theoretical practices, inevitably changes the conditions of observation.12 But if the defining condition of semiotic interpretation is not that there is a sender, but, rather, a human recipient,13 then any interpretation is a production: as a consequence, semiotic production is in principle superordinate to signification. So, in truth, the priority of a theory of codes over a theory of sign production is just a methodological artifact, the latter being the point of arrival of the former, so that the theory of production is not only a correlate, but properly exceeds the theory of codes. As often happens with the literary genre of the treatise, a symmetrical organization hides the linearity of a theoretical path moving from some initial conditions to final conclusions. In relation to this point, the reader can consider an “example” of sign production ante litteram, the recognition of the stone as a tool: in this case, Eco initially states the priority of the system over the process, of signification over communication.14 However, what is shown in the description provided by the author is exactly the phenomenon of “code institution,” based on the technical mechanism of “recognition” as described by the theory of modes of sign production that will be presented later in the book.

The relevance of production is also apparent in the semantic models that de iure should belong to a theory of codes. In Eco’s semiotic theory the first definition of the “sememe as encyclopedia” appears in A Theory of Semiotics.15 Here the compositional nature of each sememe is said to reveal a “synchronico-diachronical spectrum,” having to account for the contradictory multiplicity of uses.16 This definition is very far from the atemporal purity of structuralist models.

2. Semiotic versus Physical

Production is therefore the “labor required in order to produce and interpret signs”: it exists through an “effort” that is both “physical” and “psychological.”17 The “physicality” to which Eco refers is related to the energy required to create the signal. At several points Eco insists on this aspect, which potentially bears semiotically paradoxical implications. As an example there would be a “privileged status” of the expression with respect to content: “Any expression unit can be defined in itself, not only independently of its combinational possibilities but also of its material qualities as a functive.”18 A consequence of such a status is that the typology deals with the “labor performed on the expression continuum in order to physically produce signals.” Signals are “produced” or “selected among pre-existing entities.”19 Thus there is at least a twofold meaning of production: a physical production (which does not concern the recognition of the signal as a possible sign, being the “expression” in this case independent of the “content”) and a semiotic production (which in fact includes recognition as a selection of expression with respect to a content). Eco’s semiotic theory originates from the separation—stated for the first time in La struttura assente (1968)—between the sign and the signal as defined by information theory. Even more, “the criterion of interpretability”20 states that what is relevant to semiotics is constitutively semiotic. This means that uniplanar signals are to be taken into account by semiotics only as they could enter into a biplanar relation with content units, thus resulting in sign-functions. The insistence on this “physicality” therefore remains somewhat obscure. But if no one has raised the accusation of physicalism to Eco, it is because, as we shall see, there is a peculiar rhetoric of physics in A Theory of Semiotics. In any case, the “material” autonomy of expression is indisputably a key point.

3. Production versus Interpretation

In the previous discussion “production” and “interpretation” have been considered as synonyms according to the assumption, made explicit in A Theory of Semiotics, that “production” is actually the complex term that, in fact, subsumes both.21 For example, in the section dedicated to “overcoding and undercoding” Eco observes that the passage between semantic marks is an interpretation, in the form of an abductive inference that “would seem to enter into any act of decoding”: “it is the more evident instance of production of a sign function.”22 So at the very lowest level of encyclopedic functioning, the two notions of production and interpretation get blurred. And yet, as we shall see shortly, in the typology of sign production an opposition between the two terms is still at work: it seems that interpretation and production identify two different levels that Eco’s typology flattens by means of the graphic artifact of Table 39 in A Theory of Semiotics.

To summarize, the concept of production (i) is near and homogeneous with respect to that of enunciation; (ii) concerns the “physical” creation of the signal; and (iii) maintains an ambiguous relationship with interpretation, both of hypernymy and contrariety. It is urgent at this point to examine in depth chapter 3.6 of A Theory of Semiotics, “A Typology of Modes of Production.”

III. ON THE PRODUCTION OF SIGNS

I have already mentioned the emphasis that Eco places on the physicality of sign production. The “productive labor” is a real “physical stress”: “the labor of producing the signal; then the labor of choosing, among [a] set of signals . . . those that must be articulated.”23 Eco here finds an important reference in the Marxian approach to semiotics by Ferruccio Rossi-Landi. Rossi-Landi developed the idea of a “scheme of homological production” in which the labor performed by semiotic subjects (intended as historical subjects analogous to workers in the Marxian framework) is the pivotal notion for semiotics, prior to the materials on which the labor is exercised, for example, in the first place, language.24 “Labor is always labor”: labor is the invariant that makes it possible to build up homologies among different practices, including—of course—semiotic ones.25 Rossi-Landi, while declaring the exemplary bidirectionality of commodities as messages and messages as commodities,26 in fact considers messages as commodities. In contrast, at the opening of A Theory of Semiotics, Eco restores the semiotic centrality of the notion of value, maintained as superordinate to its economic assumption.27 That is, value is a semiotic primitive that receives specific determinations in different domains, for example, in the economic one. And yet in A Theory of Semiotics the Marxian reinterpretation of semiotics by Rossi-Landi is clearly present (and discussed in depth): not by chance, Eco proposes a notion of semiotic “labor” and not of “activity.”

The typology of sign production concerns the way in which the expression is produced: “the table records the way in which expressions are physically produced and not the way in which they are semiotically correlated to their content.” Therefore, the content in itself is not included among the relevant dimensions. Eventually, the way in which the content is correlated to expression may be “implied by two decisions,” which pertain respectively to the rationes (and in particular to ratio difficilis) and that bring into play the epistemic subject with respect to temporality, since they can be taken “either before or after the production of the expression.”28 This is a crucial and delicate point, and will be discussed in depth later. The independence from the content is stated explicitly since the table “speaks of physical procedures and entities that are ordered to the sign-function but that could subsist even if there were no code to correlate them to a content.”29 The passage is very complex and difficult to unravel. It postulates a principle of autonomy according to which an expression may exist per se as a consequence of its physical status: this feature can be expressed as “ordinability to function” (the term is indeed a hapax legomenon in Eco’s writing). It seems to indicate a possibility that characterizes the expression as what can be “put in order” in the semiotic function. In this sense it indicates what is entitled to be “ordained” as an expression of content, in the sense of a holy ordination. Thus the typology of sign production is offered as a theory of expression theoretically independent from the content (except for the oblique implication of the ratio): the semiotic map that Eco offers in A Theory of Semiotics reconnects the expression not to a phenomenology of perception but to a physics of production. Even if the purely functional definition of the sign-function by glossematics (Hjelmslev) is restated by Eco in many places, expression must be studied by its own proper physics. A specialized physics is needed because expression is a “natural” phenomenon, extraneous both to the passionate subject of phenomenology and to the natural object of physicalist reductionism: such a physics of expression seeks the most general laws that rule the interaction between semiotic bodies, as they exemplarily manifest themselves in the mechanics of imprints, but also in the reconfiguration of a syntax of interaction between subjects and objects as requested by clues, as well as in the selection for fragmentation implied by the sample, or even in the Pavlovian mechanics of programmed stimuli “intended to elicit an immediate response in the receiver.”30 This figurative framework does not at all imply a behaviorist or physicalist option. Rather, it proposes a theoretical landscape populated by subjects and objects playing the role of operators and operands respectively: sign production being precisely the physics of their interactions. So at the end the rhetoric of “physics” that abounds in A Theory of Semiotics is a strategic move that keeps dormant the censors of historical materialism from charging semiotics with the infamous accusation of idealism. As stated at the very end of the book: “There is sign production because there are empirical subjects which display labor in order to physically produce expressions, to correlate them to content, to segment content, and so on. But semiotics is entitled to recognize these subjects only insofar as they manifest themselves through sign-functions, producing sign-functions, criticizing other sign-functions and restructuring the pre-existing sign-functions. By accepting this limit, semiotics fully avoids any risk of idealism.”31

By means of this rhetoric of physics, Eco casts a spell on any Marxist censors, and continues to publish his encyclopedia files in the Monist. The following passage is still more revealing: “On the contrary semiotics recognizes as the only testable subject matter of its discourse the social existence of the universe of signification, as it is revealed by the physical testability of interpretants—which are, to reinforce this point for the last time, material expressions.”32

Here the interpretant is in itself a “material expression.” And it could not be otherwise, as in Eco’s interpretation of the Peircean dynamics of unlimited semiosis the interpretant is the expression of some content that in turn can be an interpretant, and so on.33 In this way, the purely functional definition of sign-function still holds, for which an expression is anything that opens the interpretation of a content, according to the “law of total reversibility” discussed by Eco both in A Theory of Semiotics and in I limiti dell’interpretazione.34 In fact “the matter segmented in order to express something expresses other segmentations of the matter.”35 In this model the sign-function acts as a sort of jumper cable on the matter, connecting two poles that, as a consequence, take the name of expression and content. To sum up, the theory set out in section 3.6 of Eco’s A Theory of Semiotics is not, then, so much a theory of expression sub specie materiae as it is a theory of matter sub specie expressionis: it describes the ways in which matter can be used as expression, classifying “types of productive activity that can give rise, by reciprocal and complex interrelations, to different sign-functions.”36

Once the problem of matter is discussed, it is possible to introduce the four dimensions whose combination yields the typology presented in Eco’s Table 39 (see Figure 1, below): “physical labor required to produce expressions,” “type/token ratio,” “continuum to be shaped,” and “mode and rate of articulation.”37 In this way it also becomes possible to disentangle the knot between production and interpretation.
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Figure 1. Classification of modes of production (from Umberto Eco, A Theory of Semiotics)

IV. LABOR

The first dimension that enters into the typology is labor. The term indicates “the physical labor needed to produce expressions (ranging from the simple recognition of a pre-existent object or event as a sign to the invention of previously non-existent and un-coded expressions).”38

This first parameter can be articulated in four modes: recognition, ostension, replica, and invention, distributed on a continuum ranging from the simplicity of recognition to the complexity of the invention. This sort of progression is indicated in Figure 1 by the positions of recognition and invention on opposite ends, while the continuity between modes is sanctioned by the co-belonging of two examples (fictive samples and programmed stimuli) to two modes, in a transition zone (respectively between ostension and replica and between replica and invention). To place recognition as a production labor is a policy statement for Eco’s semiotics, which considers interpretation as a form of production. However, it is not clear how recognition can be considered as a labor, that is, as already mentioned, “the labor of producing the signal”:39 in what way does to recognize a symptom mean to produce it physically? Yet the script that Eco has in mind when he speaks of labor is well demonstrated by other determinations that labor itself receives. For example, programmed stimuli are “intended to elicit an immediate response in the receiver”: “A flash of light during a theatrical performance, an unbearable sound, a subliminal excitation, and so on, are to be listed among stimuli rather than signs.”40

Thus they are “not semiotic” for the receiver. It is clear that the semiotic quality depends entirely on the sender: the receiver’s point of view is decisive for establishing the nature of the work since there is sign-function (for the receiver) when “the stimulus is the expression plane of a supposed effect functioning as its content plane.”41 Such semiotic artifacts are “productive operation[s] that are not usually considered as semiotically definable”:42 an obvious result since, as stated in the discussion on the boundaries of a semiotic theory, “we are . . . witnessing a process of signification—provided that the signal is not merely a stimulus but arouses an interpretative response in the addressee.”43 In the short reprise of the modes of sign production in Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language there is a compact enunciation of the problem: the programmed stimuli are those able to “produce or elicit a blind reaction,” and which have to be considered significant only for the sender, not for the receiver.44 It is clear that the semiotic point of view to be considered here is that of the sender: he or she is the subject of the semiotic labor. And yet unluckily things are not so clear, as Eco adds: “they are instead a case of weak sign that allows one to infer the actual cause from the possible and variably probable effect.”45 Here the problem becomes how to interpret the expression as a cause of an effect, its content: this operation has nothing to do with the preparation of the signal as it has no relation with the “physical” production of the expression. To sum up, in the typology of sign production (both in A Theory of Semiotics and in the following discussions by Eco) there is a constant oscillation between the points of view of the receiver and the sender.

Let’s start from the beginning, that is, from recognition. First of all, it should be stressed that recognition is to be fully considered as a mode of sign production: there is a production of recognition that takes place when the subject views “a given object or event . . . existing in a world of facts” as the “expression of a given content.”46 Recognition is a production because it is really a “re-constitution,” in a phenomenological sense, of the semiotic nature of the world: “In order to be considered as the functive of a sign-function the object or event must be considered as if it had been produced by ostension, replica or invention and correlated by a given kind of type/token ratio. Thus, the act of recognition may re-constitute the object or event as an imprint, a symptom or a clue.”47

The previous definition is absolutely dense. To unravel some of the issues: (i) there is a transcendental semiotic subjectivity, weak enough to be reduced to the impersonal subject of a “consideration,” an operative subject that constitutes the world as a biplanar semiotics; (ii) the semiotic quality of the world implies an “as if” that assumes an instituting mediation, which is, in turn, the very possibility of semiotics as a “theory of the lie”;48 (iii) this mediation is a labor—to be able to reconstitute the object, the subject must “consider as if” rather than passively receiving it; (iv) finally, the definition outlines a clear asymmetry between recognition, as the first mode of the productive labor of the expression, and the other three, ostension, replica, and invention. Indeed the goal of recognition consists exactly in a reconstitution of the object as if it had been produced by one of the other three possible labors. Therefore an ambiguous, double movement starts here. On the one hand, recognition is thought as a semiotic labor among others, as Figure 1 declares by placing it within the same series of the other three labors: recognition is therefore a full-fledged semiotic labor. But, on the other hand, recognition is intended as a semiotic metalabor, one would say a “metaproduction” as a “production of production.” This metaproduction is superordinate to the other three, as it can be intended as the presupposition of a semiotic quality that allows the passage to ostension, replica, and invention: such an interpretation of recognition may be confirmed by the circumstantial evidence of its initial position in the series of the four labors. The set of definitions given by Eco about the four productive labors emphasizes a real actantial asymmetry: on the one hand, in the definition of recognition the recognizer is the receiver of the object-sign that comes from the world, in turn recognized as the sender (producing ostensions, replicas, and inventions); on the other hand, the producer of ostension, replica, and invention is the sender that constructs the object-sign for a (theoretically) distinct receiver. In short, a two-level structure emerges. At the first level the subject of recognition is a metaoperator that establishes the semiotic quality of the world, thus practicing a semiotic metalabor. The metaoperator occupies the place of the receiver of semiosis. Second, assuming the set of positions given at the first level, the metaoperator installs at a second level an operative subject in place of the world: this subject is the subject of the other three semiotic labors. Thus recognition is a production because it is an interpretation (according to the equation between interpretation and production in Eco’s semiotics), while in the other three modes there is production in relation to an interpretation (presupposed by their definition). In these terms, even if recognition as production shares the same nature of the other modes of production, it is at the very same time separated from them. Hence the constant oscillation between the sender and the receiver while discussing examples of ostension, replica, and invention. The best example, as it includes all types of labor, occurs with invention: “A mode of production whereby the producer of the sign-function chooses a new material continuum not yet segmented for that purpose and proposes a new way of organizing (of giving form to) it in order to map within it the formal pertinent element of a content-type.”49

This definition, in which the relevance of the producer as the sender is quite explicit, is followed by the definitions of the other three previous labors of production, according to a rhetorical strategy of contrast. The first concerns recognition: “Everybody recognizes an expression produced by recognition because a previous experience has linked a given expression-unit with a given content-unit.”50 The definition explicitly connects recognition to a figurativeness of the world that precedes the subject, as I will discuss later. The two subsequent definitions are dedicated to ostension and replica: “Everybody recognizes an expression produced by a choice made on the basis of a common mechanism of abstraction, such as the acknowledging of a given item as a representative of the class to which it belongs. Everybody recognizes an expression produced by replica, because the replica replicates an expression-type which has already been conventionally correlated with a given content.”51 Now, a double perspective clearly pervades these definitions because the subject of recognition evidently subsumes the subjects of ostension and replica, as pointed out by the repetition of the phrase “it is clear that we recognize an expression produced.” The definitions of ostensions and replica are moved back to the first level, that of the semiotic metalabor of recognition: it is possible to recognize the expressions produced by someone else by means of the labor of ostension and replica.

That said, if there is clear dual focus, it is rather curious to note that the subject of recognition is played against the subject of invention, when it is rather obvious that two different levels are implicated. Still, a prominent example is that offered in the discussion of Gainsborough’s Mr. and Mrs. Andrews as an example of “moderate invention” in which two points of view are explicitly compared:


 

From the sender’s point of view, a perceptual structure is considered as a coded semantic model (even though nobody else would yet view it in this way), and its perceptual markers are mapped into an as yet unshaped continuum. . . . But from the addressee’s point of view the result is simply an expressive structure.

Using the painting as an imprint, he makes his way backward inferring and extrapolating similitude rules, and finally re-constitutes the original percept.52



To consider Gainsborough’s painting as an imprint means by definition to recognize (to reconstitute) it as an expression of a content given by the “class of all possible imprinters,”53 that is, to view it “as if” it were produced, in this case, by invention. The three labors of production that can be associated with “active signification” thus describe the syntax of production to be inferred by recognition (as a “passive signification”). This theoretical two-level device is optically flattened by Figure 1.

V. RECOGNITION AND ENUNCIATION

The asymmetry between recognition as a metaproduction and the other three forms of production could raise the suspicion that the common emblem of production hides an irreducible difference, an unbridgeable gap between levels. Put in these terms, the work of recognition seems to be the first step that follows a “postulate of enunciativeness,” where the barbarism indicates not enunciation but the condition of its possibility. This postulate can be described as follows: meaning is based on the labor of production—recognition—that applies to other productions. Something makes sense (that is, is semiotic) if it is recognized as the product of a semiotic labor. A similar assumption has interesting consequences with regard to a theory of communication.

The latter can be intended as the a posteriori reconstruction of an intentionality that ensures the presence of meaning (shown as a logic of production). Communication is the production of meaning through the recognition of someone else who literally “makes sense.” Thus a theory of communication follows a theory of enunciation. What is recognized (in the technical sense) as the product of a production is semiotic. In other words, recognition would be a framing labor that allows one to retrieve the other modes of production. However, although implicit in A Theory of Semiotics, it is perfectly possible that the labor to be recognized is not a replica, an ostension, nor an invention (the three forms of production tout court) but a further recognition. As it is possible to recognize the labor of setting up a replica or choosing an ostension, so it is possible to recognize the labor of recognition, which in turn will be the recognition of another labor. The situation can be formalized by proposing a very simple rewriting system, composed by the four terms (the metalabor Rec and the set of labors L: Ost, Rep, Inv) and by a unique “production rule” (to speak in the parlance of rewriting systems):

Li → Rec+Li, Li ∈ L

The rule states that, given as an initiator a labor Li belonging to the set L of ostension, replica, or invention, then an iteration process may start by applying recursively the production rule to its output. As an example, if Li is ostension:

n = 0: Ost

n = 1: Rec+Ost

n = 2: Rec+Rec+Ost

. . .

and so on. The first string (with the iteration n = 0) represents the theoretical possibility of a labor from the point of view of the producer, while the framing labor of recognition enters at the first iteration. In such a recursive schema the operation of recognition reapplies (potentially ad infinitum) to the result of a previous recognition.

Some preliminary remarks on such a recursive nature of recognition are possible. (i) Recognition certainly has a special status. First of all, because it allows access to the other labors; second, because it triggers the recursion. But it also shares the same status as the other three labors, as it can even be found on their same level (it can be recognized). (ii) This recursive formalization allows an explicit definition of representation. A representation is in fact a semiotic object or status that includes within itself the conditions for its readability: according to the etymological argument, a representation is the staging (repetition) of a “presentation,” that is, of the way in which the meaning has already been produced by a previous act of recognition. Thus the difference between a footprint and a photograph of the same footprint can be expressed in terms of the difference between the subjects of their respective productions: in the first case, an imprinter that may be described with respect to the productive labor of imprint; in the second case, an observer that in turn recognizes the labor produced by an imprinter. Instead of being reduced to a referential framework, representation is described as a specific form of semiotic production. (iii) Such a recursive operation can apply more times, and recognition may give birth to a chain of recognition acts (for example, a photograph showing a photograph). In short, modes of sign production can be nested in series. But at the same time, they can operate in a parallel fashion. As noted by Eco, empirically every text is the result of multiple labors. It would seem that the only labor capable of triggering a series of labors is recognition: in any case, for each recognition, an internal semiotic object is produced that in turn may trigger the discovery of multiple, parallel labors. The simultaneous presence of various semiotic labors, be they in series or in parallel, cannot be taken into account by the classic model of “text” that has been widely generalized—for example, in Greimasian theory—as a general model for semiotic objects. The main fallacy of the text model lies in its etymology that refers to fabric. In other words, this model assumes that the sign-text is the result of a single labor, weaving, performed by a single subject, the weaver. The notion of modes of production allows us to move to a different model that is not forced into the homogeneous nature of the sign-text. Here a semiotic object is not a text, but, rather, a territory. On its surface a plurality of traces of different subjects performing different operations (according to the modes of sign production) can be found.54

VI. ON MATTER SEMIOTICALLY RECONSIDERED

The third parameter of the typology concerns “the type of continuum to be shaped; this continuum can be either homomaterial or heteromaterial; a continuum being homomaterial when the expression is shaped within and by the same material stuff as that with which the possible referent of the sign-function could be made. . . . All the other cases imply a heteromaterial continuum which is arbitrarily selected.”55

To some extent paradoxically, the typology is a theory of expression that does not consider content as pertinent, but that assumes among its constituent features, by means of the “matter,” the possible referent of an expression without a content. Why mention the referent after tireless warnings about the risk of a “referential fallacy”?56 The discussion about the referent occupies chapters 3.2 and 3.3 of A Theory of Semiotics, where, according to the notorious “prudence” of Eco, the problem of facts is introduced by postulating the existence of “extra-semiotic circumstances” lying (in a Kantian fashion) “in the background of any phenomenon involving sign production”: it is exactly “the fact that semiosis lives as a fact in a world of facts [that] limits the absolute purity of the universe of codes.”57 Eco’s move consists in considering the referent as a cultural mediation, transforming the index-sensitive judgment into a metasemiotic relationship between two “semiotic entities” mutually related by means of toposensitive “pointers” that can make use of “marker[s] of proximity.”58 In the index-sensitive judgment “/ this is a cat /” two semiotic objects have to be compared, “the content of a linguistic expression with the content of a perceptual act.”59 The “perceptual act” as a whole indicates a sign-function, technically defined by the correlation between an expression and a content. As a final consequence, the act of referring shows a double relation with the same sememe: “the elements of the content plane of a code coincide with the elements of the content plane of another code.”60 The referent is brought back to the content, that is, to a description internal to semiotics. Or, rather, referentiality is a relationship between semiotic objects: in the case of the cat, between natural language and perception.

Back to typology. By defining the referent in this way, the “referential fallacy” is entirely avoided. It is not by chance that, in the typology, the referent is defined in terms of a “relation of referentiality.” The parameter is binary as it allows only two values: “homomateriality” versus “heteromateriality,” whose definition is, in fact, relational: there is no definition of matter per se but only as a relationship between two semiotic entities, expression and referent. However, if the referent is attributed to the content, then the latter again plays a relevant role in the construction of the typology, in contrast with what was said about the independence of the classification from the correlation between expression and content. It will be a matter of making a comparison between expression and content, designed as a selection of the features of materiality displayed by a possible producer (referentiality).

What then is the theory of sign production? It is a peculiar definition of interpretation (intended, as already discussed, as a “production”) as an abductive inference that correlates an expression to a content, in the semantic context—an isotopy—of “production.” It is possible to speak of isotopy because such an interpretation selects a starting location and a successive path on the encyclopedic graph that includes the semantic features related to the construction of the expression. In this sense, and only in this sense, can it be said that “the table records the way in which the expressions are physically produced and not the way in which they are semiotically correlated to their content.”61 It is not, for example, the whole of the semantic spectrum of the sememe “imprint” that is to be discussed, but only its “physical” component. The modes of sign production therefore seem to explain a “general formativeness” (to speak with Eco’s philosophical mentor, Pareyson),62 semiotically rearticulated and extended so as to include both the paintings by Gainsborough and the footprints of the hare and the rabbit (with basically the same range of phenomena that Pareyson included in his discussion of natural beauty).63

While approaching the dimension of the material continuum, two disjunctions emerge. First, “heteromaterial” is opposed to “homomaterial.” In the latter case the object is “viewed as an expression which is made with same stuff [sic] as its possible referent.”64 The definition allows us to understand what matter and referent mean: the latter is the unit of content conveyed. Being a sememe, this content will be equipped with a mark of “materiality” that, in the case of homomateriality, also belongs to expression. Homomateriality is opposed to heteromateriality, in which the componential representations of expression and content are assumed to be independent. In the case of heteromateriality a second opposition emerges between “motivated” and “arbitrarily selected,” detaching the first three regions from the last six. This opposition needs to be discussed further.

For example, let us consider symptoms and the combinational unit: in both cases there is a complete independence of the expression from the referent, and the prevalence of an encoding/decoding mood. On the one hand, “the best known kinds of replicas are phonemes and morphemes; expression-units constructed according to ratio facilis, using a continuum completely alien to their possible referents, and arbitrarily correlated to one or more content units.”65 On the other hand, medical semiotics defines a symptomatic alphabet whose deciphering seems to follow the model of verbal language. Now, in “recognition of the symptoms. . . . the content is the class of all possible causes (organic alterations),” while in the discussion of replicas Eco said that the expressions are “arbitrarily correlated to one or more content units.”66 Such a remark is particularly interesting because it should not concern the modes of production (which are by definition independent of the content, as mentioned several times). On the other hand, it could be said that the verbal language may be recognized “symptomatically” as a production activity that generates replicas of discrete units (a model of recognition that is at the base of motor theories of speech understanding). To add another element to the discussion, one can take into account the relationship between imprints and congruences or projections. An imprint “says: if a certain configuration on an imprintable surface, then a certain class of imprinting agents.”67 Take the case instead of congruences (or casts) and projections that are arranged along a “continuum of transformations.” The prototypical example of a congruence is a death mask in which “a point in the physical space of the expression corresponds to each point in the space of a real object.”68 In projections “points on the space of the expressive token correspond to selected points on the space of toposensitive perceptive or semantic models.”69 In contrast to what happens in the congruences, projections are based on a selection of points and on the absence of metrics. In the end, what is the difference between imprints and congruences/projections? Eco would say that the question is simply misplaced because to recognize an already produced artifact is one thing, to produce a not yet existing artifact another. However, this close relationship between imprints and projections is demonstrated by the fact that “any naive interpreter of a projection ‘reads’ it as an imprint, that is, as the direct mapping from the actual aspects of a thing! On the contrary, the projection is always the result of a mapping convention by means of which given traces on a surface are stimuli compelling one to map backward and to postulate a content-type where one only sees an expression-token.”70

In this definition of projections the focus is again on the interpreter, only in this context imprints and projections are comparable. And they are comparable because in both cases the problem is the inscription on a surface that requires a backwards transformation: the difference between imprint and projection consists, then, in the figurative properties of the “real thing.” In fact, “If, in Table 39 [Figure 1], imprints (even if accidentally replicated rather than recognized) were not classified as straightforward transformations under the heading of inventions, this was for good reason. In the case of an imprint the content-model already exists. . . . When replicating an imprint one is mapping from something known.”71

It is apparent that the difference consists only in the presence/absence of a preexisting, and thus established, “content [that is, cultural] model.” In the heteromaterial district, between the left and the right side of Figure 1, a kind of algebraic-geometric purification of the natural figurativeness takes place, so that the symptom is converted into a combinational unit and the imprint into a projection.

When a first figurative, “immediate” recognition fails (where the heteromateriality fails to be “motivated”), it becomes necessary to switch to a second form of figurativeness, a more abstract one, understood as the reconstruction of a geometric operator. There’s something imprinted in the ground: if the interpreter does not recognize the imprinter, the latter is recognized at least as an abstract operator (“arbitrariness” of heteromateriality). Or, in the opposite case, a stereotypical imprinter is naively recognized, where a watchful gaze might reconstruct an operation that would put in question that projection’s status as an imprint.

VII. MODES OF ARTICULATION

This aspect seems to be confirmed by the third parameter of the typology, which concerns “the mode and the complexity of articulation, ranging from systems in which there are precise combinational units that are duly coded or overcoded to those in which there are texts whose possible compositional units have not yet been further analyzed.”72 The range suggested by the definition actually seems to define a partition between two regions, that of the “pre-established (coded and overcoded) grammatical units (according to different modes of pertinence)” and the “proposed undercoded texts.”73 The first region includes all the modes up to combinational units, the second includes inventions; in the middle, two “difficult” categories, pseudo-combinational units (shared between two modes of articulation) and programmed stimuli (which would be already part of the “texts”). Undercoding and overcoding are discussed in the theory of codes, their place in this significantly occupying the penultimate chapter. To a certain extent, they are explicitly derived from the concept of encoding:


 

Overcoding proceeds in a twofold direction. It may be that, given a code assigning meaning to certain minimal expressions, overcoding will assign additional meanings to more macroscopic strings. . . . But it may also be that, given certain coded units, overcoding will analyze these units into more analytical entities.74

Undercoding may be defined as the operation by means of which in the absence of reliable pre-established rules, certain macroscopic portions of certain texts are provisionally assumed to be pertinent units of a code in formation, even though the combinational rules governing the more basic compositional items of the expressions, along with the corresponding content-units, remain unknown.75



If encoding rightfully belongs to the theory of codes because it is the map of a state of semiosis, overcoding and undercoding are operations carried out starting from encoding, and as such are related to a theory of sign production: hence their liminal position in A Theory of Semiotics, when the theory of codes (given in section 2) is declared useful only in view of the theory of sign production (given in section 3). Extracoding, which subsumes undercoding and overcoding, does not describe a state but, more properly, a process: “overcoding proceeds from existing codes to more analytic subcodes while undercoding proceeds from non-existent codes to potential codes.” This double nature of extracoding is intrinsically ambiguous, as “the movements of extra-coding are the subject matter of both a theory of codes and a theory of sign production.”76 It is an ambiguity that is rooted in two possible meanings of the terms “encoding,” both used by Eco. In the classic semiotic meaning, encoding specifies a certain state that has been established between expression-units and content-units. But from the perspective of information theory, encoding is rather the operation that establishes the code. Such an operation should be properly described, based on the semiotic perspective that Eco develops, as an extracoding, that is, an interpretation that produces a new encoding with respect to a previous state. Here the concept of interpretation as production clearly emerges: there is only extracoding, and enunciation is in itself an extracoding activity. This ambiguity between the state and the process seems to be at stake in the definition of the “modes of articulation,” as they are organized along the axis opposing “preestablished” to “proposed,”77 that is, between what is already stored in a cultural memory, immediately available for withdrawal (encoding, and overcoding in the first sense, in fact as a decoding) and that which requires an “inventive step” (undercoding, including many ambiguous cases where it is not easy to discriminate between overcoding and undercoding).78

To sum up, it can be said that a tension emerges between a sort of encoded foreground and an extracoded background—a tension describing the variation of the interpretive effort—and confirms what has been previously observed about the close relations between symptoms and combinational units, and imprints and projections, respectively. Not by chance, the examples prototypically discussed in relation to undercoding are precisely inventions.79

VIII. RATIONES ET MACHINAE

The same tension emerges in the discussion of the remaining parameter: the ratio, which indicates the relation by means of which a token is accorded to its type, that is, the type/token ratio.80 Two cases can be considered as relevant. (1) In the case of ratio facilis “an expression-token is accorded to an expression-type, duly recorded by an expression-system and, as such, foreseen by a given code.” (2) In the case of ratio difficilis “an expression-token is directly accorded to its content,” either “because the expression-type is identical with the content-type” or “because the corresponding expression-type does not exist as yet.”81 In other words, there are two subcases of ratio difficilis: the first involves the identity of types between expression and content; the second the absence of expression-type. (a) In the first situation (identity, at least partial, of the types), the physical construction of the expression depends on the organization of the sememe. As an example, in “toposensitivity,” for instance, a pointing finger, the “spatial co-ordinates of the conveyed content to some extent determine the spatial properties of the expression.”82 The ratio here indicates a relation of “motivation” (elsewhere, “projection” and “mapping”) between semantic markers (the content) and syntactic ones (which in Eco indicate the expression). (b) In the second situation (absence of expression-type), “the expression is a textual cluster that should convey imprecise portions of content or a content-nebula”: in this case, “given a content-type that is in some way cognizable, its pertinent features must be ‘projected’ into a given expression continuum by means of certain transformational rules.”83

As already discussed, the table shown in Figure 1 “records the way in which the expressions are physically produced and not the way in which they are semiotically correlated to their content.” The type/token ratio is to be considered exclusively from the side of the expression. Yet the way in which the content is related to the expression “is implied by two decisions” that concern the ratio—of course—and that may be taken “either before or after the production of the expression.”84 In the case of symptoms (where the content is the cause), the decision concerning the arbitrariness of the correlation between expression and content has to be taken before, while in the case of combinational units it has to be taken after. Why? Because the point of view in the case of symptoms is that of the subject of recognition, which deals with expression starting from a set of cultural conventions, while in the case of replicas of combinational units the point of view changes, shifting to the subject of production. To speak with Eco, the latter associates an expression s-code to a content s-code. Again, two different levels are clearly at stake here.

In order to cope with the difficult task of deciding whether the ratio is facilis or difficilis, Eco proposes a sort of Turing test:


 

      — In the case of ratio facilis objects “could be produced by a suitably instructed machine which only ‘knows’ expressions, while another machine could assign to each expression a given content, provided it was instructed to correlate functives.”85

      — In contrast, in the case of ratio difficilis “a machine instructed to produce these objects should be considered to have also received semantic instructions. One might say that since it is instructed to produce expressions, it is being fed with schematic semantic representations.”86



Exactly as in the Turing test, the Eco test requires building a specific abstract machinery. A modelization for the machinae facilis et difficilis is proposed in Figure 2.

The machinae are made up of two submachines, the expression- and content-generators respectively, receiving instructions from a type descriptor. A third submachine is the + operator that correlates the outputs from the generators.

In the case of the machina facilis the two generators are independent as they receive descriptions/instructions from distinct types, their resulting outputs (tokens) being correlated by the + operator into the sign-function. In the machina difficilis there are independent tokens but not independent types. There is only one type including instructions for both expression and content. Finally, the sign, whether produced by ratio facilis or difficilis, results in an “object,” a “fact in a world of facts.”
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Figure 2. Models of machinae facilis and difficilis (copyright 2017 by Andrea Valle)

A question must be raised: if the Eco test is aimed at discriminating between rationes, who is in charge of submitting it? In the discussion about rationes, Eco again mixes different perspectives. The point of view of the producer is at the origin of another definition: in systems working according to ratio facilis the content is realized (attualizzato) “by manipulating the plane of expression following its own rules,” while in systems working according to ratio difficilis, “formal rules proper to the content determine the realization [attualizzazione] of expression.”87 But the sign producer does not need to submit the Eco test, as s/he does not have to understand which the ratio is: he or she simply produces according to its ratio. Rather, the Eco test is submitted by a specific metaproducer, the interpreter, that is, the subject of recognition: he or she is the subject that makes the “two decisions” mentioned before. So the test is a procedure that, starting from objects in the world, aims at recognizing them as semiotic products produced by two specific behaviors, the rationes. This production model (the ratio) must be inferred by the metaproducer in reverse, that is, from the object to the sign-function up to the ratio. The Eco test is a tool to be used in the recognition labor that tries to answer which kind of machina the producer is. In Semiotica e filosofia del linguaggio Eco suggests a method of reconstruction, noting that in the ratio difficilis “provided that the projection rule is constant, the results obtained by manipulating the expression are diagnostic or prognostic with respect to the content.”88

So the process of inferring the type of the machine may work like this:


 

(i) collecting the objects as expression-units;

(ii) abducting a production rule for expression (the modus operandi for the expression-generator);

(iii) manipulating the abducted expression-generator;

(iv) checking if there are or have been changes in the content of the resulting sign-function (prognosis/diagnosis);

(v) in the positive case: it is a machina difficilis, where the content-generator shares the same type with the expression-generator; otherwise it is a machina facilis, where content- and expression-generators have each their own type.



Such a procedure is coherent with Eco’s statement that the table in Figure 1 does not list objects, but, rather, abductible activities: “they are short-hand formulas that should be re-translated so as ‘to produce imprints,’ ‘to impose a vectorial movement’ or ‘to replicate combinable units’ and so on.”89

Because the ratio in the Eco test is not evident per se but must be inferred, the issue of information available to the interpreter can be relevant. The second version of ratio difficilis is precisely a case in which the interpreter can analytically determine neither the expression-type—appearing as a “textual cluster”—nor the content-type, presenting itself as “a content-nebula in some way cognizable.” In this sense, ratio facilis versus difficilis may be interpreted as the opposition between analytically known versus analytically unknown sign systems. Only in analytically known systems can the types for expression and content be exhaustively described by a formal notation. Such an interpretation echoes Goodman’s notorious proposal: ratio facilis would define allographic systems, to be opposed to autographic ones, operating with ratio difficilis. But while Goodman mostly focuses on a theoretical description of the systems (or, with Eco, a theory of codes), here Eco is interested in interpreting their outputs (the theory of sign production).

A trace in the mud (an object in the world) is semiotically nothing until it is recognized as the figurative investment of a machina difficilis that operates by means of a projection on a heteromaterial continuum (figuratively motivated): the footprint (expression) of a rabbit (content). The footprint’s specific orientation is also predictive of the path followed by the rabbit (toposensitivity). The interpreter faces a sheet filled with signs. He or she thus submits the potential sign-function to the Eco test. The interpreter may assume that the signs are the output of a certain expression-generator, thus a certain content-generator is selected. The interpreter manipulates—though, indeed, not necessarily in a physical way—the expression-units he or she thought to have found. By slightly modifying a cross-like sign (and abducting that it is a “t”) the interpreter verifies that there is no variation on the content plane. So the reconstructed producer is a machina facilis, an aseptic grammatological correlator. With Saussure: it is well known that “the same person can write t, for instance, in different ways. . . . The only requirement is that the sign for t is not to be confused in his script with the sign used for l, d, etc.”90 Or, in the opposite case, the manipulation of the same expression “t” allows one to record a change in the content: this time, the producer is a machina difficilis, a pulsion-driven correlator, like those investigated by graphological studies, which links muscle motor behavior in writing to a psychoanalytic causal framework. To summarize, the modes of sign production are based on a double abduction. The first assumes an isotopy of production, the second outlines a phenomenology of the possible resulting correlations.

IX. SOME FINAL REMARKS ABOUT THE MODES OF SIGN PRODUCTION

In the end what question does the typology of modes of sign production try to answer? At least three aspects seem relevant, and they all concern history.

First, interpretation—that is, semiosis—is at any level a production because in principle there is not a level higher than production. Following the “indeterminacy principle” at the basis of A Theory of Semiotics,91 each interpretation (including the epistemological, metalinguistic ones) is a production because it necessarily modifies the landscape that it crosses.

Second, the notion of production can be included in semiotics only through an isotopy of production that unfolds its own specific figurative dimension: matter, producer, labor, imprint, trace, and so on. This isotopy of production is a path on the encyclopedic graph that recognizes/reconstructs history as the sign production of a semiotic subject. The typology is therefore the way in which the notion of history can be thought internally to semiotics in terms of the reconstruction, necessarily a posteriori, of the strategies to be adopted by such a subject. It is a matrix of possible histories of semiosis as a process.

Finally, semiotics as a form of sign production can rely on the notion of production to think about itself as a historical discipline: it is a condition that Eco first stated strongly in La struttura assente. In the famous section D, Eco urges us to replace the (comfortably semiotic) question “who is speaking?” with a very different one: “who is dying?”92 Apart from a quite unusual existential pathos, the issue raised here concerns how to think about history from within semiotics. The answer of A Theory of Semiotics states that semiotics as an interpretive practice is not to be thought as the exploration of the sea, “where a ship’s wake disappears as soon as it has passed,” but, rather, as the exploration of a forest: this means that, technically speaking, the interpretation leaves “footprints” and “cart-trails” that “modify the explored landscape.”93
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Rossella Fabbrichesi

ECO, PEIRCE, AND ICONISM: A PHILOSOPHICAL INQUIRY

I. INTRODUCTION

The theme of the icon has interested Umberto Eco since his earliest writings and his study of it has led him to important conceptual shifts and has further underlined the philosophical significance of his exploration of semiotics. Starting from this assumption it is possible to demonstrate that Eco’s most original theoretical proposition can be found within the debate on iconism. Clearly of no little significance in this respect is the fact that the philosophical tradition to which Eco most often refers is that of Peirce. Indeed, it is on his reassessment of Peirce and his cognitive semiotics that Eco’s “general” semiotics depends, in opposition to various instances of “regional” or banally empirical semiotics. It was an ambitious goal—as I shall try to demonstrate—and achieved by embracing the question of what Being and representation, infinity and threshold are, and how perception and cognition are to be understood in a post-Kantian and poststructuralist context.1 Instead of focusing primarily on the objects of technical investigation, Eco boldly goes further than this, setting his own discipline in between ontology, hermeneutics, and rationalism in his search for an autonomous theoretical space. This is, moreover, what Peirce himself did in his revision of Kantian philosophy when he laid down the need to develop a science of signs that would rise above the sole alternative of empiricism or rationalism.

So if we assume that what we have is a semiotic triangle, such as that attributed to Peirce several times but never actually identified, with sign, icon, and dynamical object (using Peirce’s own terminology) at its vertices, we can discern that area at the heart of which lies the most important philosophical kernel of Eco’s work.2 This applies not only to the theme of similarity and representation but also to what he himself defines as the “lower threshold” of semiotics, which can for now be roughly expressed thus: how is it that “something” offers itself for interpretation?3 If we create signs it is because “something” compels us to do so, literally “kicking” us and challenging us to translate the pain into words or figures.4 How is the threshold set where feeling pain turns into knowing you have been kicked?

Looking at it from a synthetic perspective, which I attempt to develop in this essay, it can therefore be asserted that the theme of iconism prompts Eco to deal with two essentially philosophical questions. What does it mean to recognize something as (similar to) something? And what is—or at what level of understanding is given—this first something, out there, which summons the sign and demands an interpretant response? As can be inferred, what is at stake here is no small matter, namely, the theme of the moment at which interpretation begins—the source of cognitive experience—and the limits of interpretation.

I shall thus proceed on the basis of certain assumptions. At the center of Peirce’s philosophical semiotics stands the towering idea of the icon, the key to interpreting the idea of reference to the object and figuration of what exists. Likewise, at the heart of Eco’s general semiotics there is a similar investigation that leads him to point his propositions in a precise direction and to reconfigure them in an original ontological format. So while iconism is the test bed for the writer’s first semiotic reflections, it certainly must be said that iconism also runs as a common thread through his later period and concurs in the forging of a highly rigorous philosophy of semiotics. What is more, I would go so far as to maintain that if Eco had not looked again at the question of the icon, neither Kant and the Platypus nor some of his other important writings in the first years of the twenty-first century would ever have been written. These works undoubtedly mark an important turning point in the Italian semiologist’s scientific work.

I shall then go on to consider three phases in Eco’s contemplation of this theme: the first from the earliest writings, from La struttura assente (The absent structure) to A Theory of Semiotics, and the second starting with Kant and the Platypus and continuing for ten years, up to the most recent phase initiated by “La soglia e l’infinito” (“The Threshold and the Infinite”), a short work of 2007 in which the whole question is clearly defined and partially reformulated. In each of these phases—as is his generous custom, but one that is not very common in the Italian academic world—Eco has taken into consideration the criticisms and observations of his readers (not only of his fellow academics) and patiently reshaped the space inside the triangle mentioned above.

Before proceeding with my analysis of Eco’s ideas, however, I would like to outline my own perspective on what is at stake in this particular complex semiotic theme. It has been manifest from the outset, even in narrowly semiotic circles, that to discuss iconism does not only involve investigating images, diagrams, metaphors, and the like. Also addressed is the question, closely interwoven with philosophical matters, of what the sign refers to and the legitimacy of representation. It is sufficient to recall that Peirce was very precise in defining the icon as the first sign in the relation with the object, and he talked of it as a first not only in the sense of category but also hierarchically speaking. In doing so, he wanted the discussion of semiotics first of all to clarify the aspect of how a “something” gives itself as a representamen of an other. Put more precisely, the problem of iconism is first and foremost the problem for thought of the relation between an object and its substitute, the problem of the assimilation between a datum and a significatum (or an event and its meaning). How is it that if I scald myself with coffee both one morning and then the next, I say it’s the “same” painful experience? How is it that when I look at the depiction of a cup, even a highly stylized one, I see the real china cup? How does it happen that I see the coffee cup I’m using as a cup for coffee? Finally, and even more starkly, how does any sign-figure offer itself to the mind or to the interpretant (sticking with the not very mentalist Peirce)? How does an event stand out against a background of what is senseless and impermanent, allowing me to exclaim, along with Whitehead, “Here it is again!” and thus initiate a sensible response to its occurrence? How, in short, is it that the world presents itself every morning in the figure of a coffee cup?5

It will not have escaped the reader’s attention that these various questions frame the different ways in which iconicity appears. The first entails a comparison of the similarities between different perceptual experiences. The second introduces references to the mechanism for the conventional production of similarities. The third, more broadly, presents the theme (also addressed with concern by Wittgenstein) of knowing as seeing as, as well as the theme of the universals of thought. The last question, even more general, seeks an explanation of cognition tout court and points towards an answer—again, perhaps, inevitably Platonic—that refers to cognition as re-cognition and repetition of what has already been seen. All the questions, however, imply that there is a question mark over what Eco defines as the lower threshold of primary iconism. This can be outlined by speaking of “protosemiotic disposition” towards encounter, or even, in a new sense of adaequatio, of aptitude for adapting to what is peculiar to us (what is our own),6 of the flow of perception along the nerves of Being, of near coercion into making the congruent response.7 We shall see how Eco tries out the various solutions and negotiates the most suitable terms. What is important here is that exactly the right question is being addressed, especially keeping Peirce’s work in mind. A radical approach to the theme of the icon entails maintaining a constructivist heuristics, though without demeaning the motivational hypothesis; or, in more theoretical terms, avoiding the drift of endless interpretation without yielding to the strong “ontological” hypothesis.8

The problem of iconism resides in the very dispositional nucleus mentioned above: the “primary” likeness is between the that of the something that is and the what this something is.9 The place (locus) of the image is that of the infinite translation of the world into gesture, sign, and figure: a figure that is and at the same time is not the world; that is both adequateness and distance within an identity-alterity also reintroduced an infinite number of times. Iconism is therefore more a transcendental and constitutive place than a particular aspect of the working of the sign. To use Eco’s words: “The icon is a phenomenon that founds all possible judgment of likeness, but it cannot be founded on likeness itself.”10

His reference to the themes opened up by Kantian schematism is still impressive, though Eco frequently points out with justification that Kant failed to grasp the radical nature of his own doubts. While the schema is “a hidden art in the depth of the human soul”—the art of manipulating monograms of pure a priori imagination, which makes images possible without being reduced to them—it has to be conceded that without opening out an iconic ground there would be no understanding of things. If, furthermore, as Wittgenstein believed, summing up centuries of philosophical reflection, logic depicts reality by proposing a picture-model of the facts, and the possibility of all similitude in expression lies within a logic of depiction, then the problem of the icon is the problem of logic (that is, of semiotics) par excellence.11 As we shall see below, this had been very clearly understood by Peirce—and Eco, on the basis thereof, presents us with a new map of this territory and brings into play a philosophy of iconism that is most probably unique.

II. THE DEBATE ON ICONISM IN THE 1970S

In the mid-1960s semiotics in Italy was a new discipline trying to make its own way in a context still dominated by idealist philosophies and their materialist-Marxist opponents. Its main theoretical point of reference was structuralism, given that Saussure had been the founder of the contemporary science of signs and had provided very effective tools for interpreting cultural phenomena.

An intense debate with widespread participation was sparked off by Christian Metz.12 Starting from a discussion on the specific nature of the cinematographic sign and the possibility or impossibility of its structural assimilation into linguistics, the debate involved many well-known figures in cultural life at that time—to mention just three, there was an inspired proposal from Pier Paolo Pasolini, the always very perceptive criticism of Ugo Volli, and the proud resistance to the idealistic drift by the artist and designer Tomás Maldonado. Arising out of the understandable need to apply signs in their multiple forms to classify and give discreet form to the “vague” world of images, the project of a semiological science worthy of the name staked its claim at the level of visual phenomena for almost a decade.

The “semiological battle”—as Eco calls it in La struttura assente, his most important work during those years—had to be conducted on the front of iconic phenomena because to single out, equally in this field, the modalities (though weak) of codification meant to become emancipated from the strictly linguistic context and to dominate an increasingly important area of cultural activity: think of the interest during that period in the research on media and images by McLuhan or, from another angle, by Baudrillard. The attempt was, unfortunately, only partially successful. Although a precise and working typology of sign production modalities was formulated and incorporated in the work that concluded this cultural period, A Theory of Semiotics, the dispute over iconism came into collision with the “older” but perhaps also unresolvable philosophical question concerning the relation between representation and reality. At this level one ended up expatiating on whether such representation could be viewed as mediated, perspectival, or even arbitrary, or whether it still contained traces of motivation, that is, of a natural link between expression and content. As Calabrese notes, the old clash between idealism and materialism was thus reenacted in the field of semiotics.13

Let us start, however, at the beginning. The semiological challenge was played out initially in terms of whether it was possible to employ the double linguistic articulation in relation to continuity in film narration, too. This is undoubtedly an arduous task and one that was quickly brought to an end by Eco in one of the most intensely semiotic chapters in La struttura assente. He singles out the obstinate insistence on reproposing the articulation shaped by the phoneme-moneme alternation as one of the elements that had made the debate sterile, and points a finger at the idea of motivation, even where phenomena seem to appeal to an evident analogy with their originals. His aim became that of going beyond these two dead ends at an earlier stage by stating that the first is characterized by relativity and, above all, that the second is not relevant within a semiotic perspective. What’s more, the problem of the icon soon turned into a test bed for semiology due to the fact that it does not lend itself to codification in structural terms since at first glance it appears to be naturally motivated, analogic, and spontaneous.14 Subjected to epistemic examination, the icon turns out to be organized by codes, but codes that are sui generis and not necessarily based on an articulation like that of linguistics.

Eco endeavored in the first place to debunk the myth of analogy: if the iconic sign has something in common with something else, this other thing is not the object but the “perceptual model” of this same object.15 An image can be constructed and recognized on the basis of the same mental operations that we carry out to elaborate a corresponding percept and, on closer inspection, we see that a graphic schema reproduces the relational properties of a mental schema (Kant would say of the pure imagination) and not of the object as it is “out there.” In fact Eco proceeded once and for all to clear up a misunderstanding that, in his view, caused confusion over the young science of signs and needed to be overcome. In semiotics the problem of the referent is irrelevant and to talk of things in themselves may be of interest to the metaphysician but not to the semiologist, who is interested in meanings and in the modes of sign production.16 So it is not a question of trying to be true to what is real in recording a visual experience, but, rather, of aiming for a true reconstruction of the same relational and “schematic” model that is activated in the mind in the presence of a real event. It is a model that therefore has to be reconstructed according to very sophisticated and conventional codes in order to give the impression of maximum adherence to the object.

The impression of likeness thus began to take shape as a sensation, by no means natural, but one that is heuristic and selective and tied to perception as a “process regulated by a code.” In those years Eco believed that this process should be taken as being entirely conventional: when I see an image that shows me a glass of chilled beer, I perceive beer, glass, and cold but I certainly do not feel them directly. The experience of the image communicates to me only visual, spatial, and color stimuli that I coordinate to the point of elaborating a complex perceptual structure that turns out to be exactly like the one perceived when the real glass is in front of me. Iconic signs, he concluded in marked contrast to the contemporary debate,17 reproduce some of the conditions for perceiving the object, “but after having selected them on the basis of codes of recognition and recorded them according to graphic conventions.”18 Later on, in his short but invaluable work Il segno (The sign), Eco expressed his thinking more clearly. The iconic sign does not resemble denoted reality because it offers itself as a gift to our perception; rather, it is a sign that is conventionally codified and produced so as to generate that appearance we call likeness: “the sense of causal dependence on the object is not an effect of the object but of the sign’s productive convention.”19 Hence the need, in order to work on the icon semiotically, to establish some features for recognizing the object that can be found at the cultural level, to decide that some graphic features correspond to these properties, and, lastly, to elaborate “the modalities of producing the perceptible correspondence between recognition features and graphic features.”20 The idea of iconic sign embraces a wide range of productive operations based on precise conventions and procedures, and the task of carrying out these operations is assigned to a more developed science of signs.

As rapidly occurred in other fields as well, Eco’s position became predominant among scholars and gradually led to the interpretation of likeness in terms of analogy, the natural reference to the “external” world being abandoned almost unanimously. It came to be believed that this approach is inevitably encrusted with metaphysics and that one should analyze the varied production of likenesses and study the conventional modalities by which similarity is constituted. The revision of the theme of the icon reached its peak with A Theory of Semiotics, in which it is established with great clarity that a typology of signs will have to give way to a typology of modalities of sign production, just as the notion of sign will need to be replaced by that of sign-function. This approach is thought to have resolved the “all-purpose” notion of iconism by referring to the “procedure instituting the basic conditions for a transformation.”21 The challenging “Critique of Iconism,” which takes up a long chapter, ends by getting rid of the overly vague and awkward notion of icon: “it is the very notion of sign which is untenable and which makes the derived notion of ‘iconic sign’ so puzzling.”22 It should be taken as an “umbrella term” so that, in the end, the traditional notion of sign is also unusable.23 It is better to refine and analyze it in its minimal elements, to try to subject it to tests of transformations and separate codifications and subtle operational testing, all of which eventually reveals that iconic signs “are strung out along a sort of gradated continuum from minimal convention ([as in] congruences. . .) to a maximal convention as in stylization.”24 They should be gotten “rid of” as such: indeed, rather than depending on a code, visual texts appear themselves to institute a code. The crisis of iconism thus leads to a profounder failure, and the old modi significandi (which mirrored the modi essendi) gives way to the more modern (and materialist) modi faciendi signa.

This phase in Eco’s research is explained very clearly in the sixth chapter of Kant and the Platypus.25 He says that in defense of a rigorous and antimetaphysical epistemic vision, opposition was put up against too uninhibited a use of the notion of likeness that dispensed with thinking about the rules for constructing similarity. But this meant embracing a perhaps worse form of metaphysics permeated with empiricism and scientism, rigidly conventionalist and blind to the modalities in which like appears as like, as the exact congruence of the response. In short, what was avoided was going beyond “the edge of semiosis” towards those phenomena that seemed to display an unchangeable likeness between percept and stimulus. Stated with great frankness many years later, the real nub of the misunderstanding lay “in the immediate passage from the primary iconism of perception (that is, from the evidence that relations of likeness exist perceptually) to an established theory of similarity, in other words, of the creation of the effect of likeness.”26 Moreover, even in these early writings there was a suggestion that iconic recognition might lie concealed in the very creases of sensible perception and perhaps find there a point of resistance beyond culture’s codified conventions. But what in the 1970s were just hints, put into circulation with some hesitation, would later become a solid foundation on which to present the theme of the icon in a different way. This does not of course detract from the value of the theoretical formulation of those years, which was audacious and very rewarding, as the long-lasting success of A Theory of Semiotics shows. Directed at a realism that had had its day, the fight against “ingenuous naturalism” in respect of iconism would achieve a definitive victory.

The fact that the theme of likeness was permeated by metaphysics, and unfortunately often bad metaphysics, is shown by the last diatribe to close this decade of debate. It consisted of a heated exchange of views between Eco and Maldonado on the relation between images and reality.27 From an entrenched Marxist position influenced by neopositivism, Maldonado maintained that similarity has a very high cognitive value and confronts us with “true” reality since it is tied naturaliter to that from which it emanates. To deny this means to take sides with Galileo’s opponents, who vehemently asserted that what the scientist saw through his telescope was not real. It therefore means falling back into the great idealist current that, especially in Italy, has never died out. Here is not the place to go over the entire debate, now only of documentary interest. Eco replied sharply to the attacks, distinguishing between the “technical” work of the semiologist and philosophical speculation (and between images seen directly and those reproduced). What in my opinion is noteworthy, however, is that Maldonado forced Eco to deal with the wide and unresolved background of questions behind any reflection on images. This background refers explicitly to the great ontological and epistemological questions in philosophy: what is reality and how can it be given representation? How does one reach the maximum possible adequateness between sign and object? Is cognition a mirroring of reality? And so on. In his attempt to tackle these huge questions, Maldonado quotes Wittgenstein: “we picture facts to ourselves.”28 But this is precisely the point. What does making a picture of a fact for oneself mean? How are we to understand these terms? The conflict between the two semiologists soon abated, overwhelmed by the enormity of the questions raised. However, once freed from any reference to them, which was considered too broad and so ineffective in practice, the technical investigation also lost momentum and tailed off into sterility. After 1975 the debate on iconism gradually faded out, now of interest only to a few specialists, as if there was nothing left to say about iconism once the philosophical research had been seen to be inconclusive.

Getting rid of the iconic sign (in the manner advocated in A Theory of Semiotics) would nevertheless weigh heavily on the development of Eco’s semiotics. Having emerged from philosophical questions and gone aground on the extremely theoretical shores of the conflict between conventionalism and representational naturalism, the concept of likeness needed to be reproposed in fully philosophical terms. The Italian semiologist did not skirt the problem and took up the challenge. His reformulation of the question of the icon would be more than simply a further investigation of the themes of the 1970s, and would induce him to reconstruct, radically in part, his own architecture of semiotics.

III. THE IDEA OF ICON IN PEIRCE

The limitation to the debate in the 1960s and 1970s (on which Eco reflects at length in chapter six of Kant and the Platypus) lay in having equated the level of iconism, in its general extension, with what Peirce defined as “hypoiconism.” The semiologists, in short, had been bad students of Peirce. When he looked again at the theme of the icon, Eco set about carefully rereading Peirce. The accusation that he had put true philosophy to one side and become entangled in bad philosophy was thus taken up with great vigor and reduced to silence after a challenging circumnavigation of the American writer’s voluminous Collected Papers and his more recent Writings of Charles S. Peirce.29

What, then, did Peirce really say about iconic signs?30 Anyone giving even a cursory look at some of the thousands of papers on the theme of iconism left by him will be stunned. Peirce did not concern himself very much with images, photographs, drawings, metaphors, and sensible reproductions, and set the theme within the broader framework of a very sophisticated phenomenology of similarity.31 According to Peirce, the icon names the sign in its first relation to the object: sign for likeness or “mere community in some quality” by virtue of an “internal” relation, where relate and correlate are not as yet distinguished.32 The icon is a categorial first (firstness), a representamen whose representative quality has the characteristics of the categorial firstnesses.33 I will now dwell briefly on these definitions and try to explain them. But let me say first that setting the problem within this framework leads Peirce to distinguish three levels of the (phenomenal) appearance of iconicity. First of all, the icon names the pure possibility that something stands for something else, namely is a sign of an other: “Anything is fit to be a Substitute for anything that it is like.”34 Whenever the talk is of what thought and reality have in common (perhaps the biggest issue in philosophy from Parmenides to the Tractatus) or of the act of substituting by representing the real (that is, in the very broad sense of “figuring in order to understand and understanding by figuring”), icons make their appearance.35 For Peirce, what we have is an internal relation: each agreement or community of characters is given only by virtue of a ground, a pure abstraction that is valid in an interpretive respect for the offering itself of substance, of the present, in general, for the unity of the proposition of Being.36 The ground is, according to a definition as acute as it is intricate, “self-abstracted from the concreteness which implies the possibility of an other.”37 It then changes meaning in Peirce’s philosophy and appears less and less in the semiotic definitions, though I think it is worth noting that iconism is developed first of all from this perspective.38 That is to say, there is not first a field of various events and then the appearance of likeness between two of them. That which is given, primarily, is the relation, the internal relation, namely the iconic relation: the ground that allows an other (a correlate, an object) to emerge, which in a particular respect, order, or quality shows itself to be the same (a sign for likeness). For this reason, Peirce can say that internal relations characterize likenesses whereas external relations, based on comparisons, are attributable to identities, differences, dissimilarities, and the like.

As a pure possibility of reference, iconicity is given as a relation that is neither comparative (namely, secondness) nor interpretational (thirdness); it does not specify concrete objects but paves the way for their individuation and constitution. It is on the basis of this clarification that we have access to the second level at which iconicity appears: the idea. Besides, as pure possibility of relation, every image presents itself as an idea.39 But idea understood in the Platonic sense of vision, opening up to intelligibility; idea more in the sense of resemblance, morphe, or appearance than as the logical content of thought.

Lastly, a sign can be iconic, it can be the representamen of its own object by virtue of a conventionally established similarity. These signs can be called “hypoicons” and Peirce includes among them images, diagrams, metaphors.40 It is, however, obvious that this is not the level he is chiefly interested in.

Hence icons are analyzed by Peirce as first, original signs: in icons the philosopher attempts to trace the source of the process of signification.41 This is why he says that anything can be the icon of anything else if it substitutes for it, if in some respect it has with it a relation of co-respondence and analogy. The icon never refers to precise objects in external reality since the objects of icons—far from being real like Galileo’s moon—are, for Peirce, “pure fiction[s],” mere possibilities, purely imaginary dreams.42 In short, the object of the icon is a pure firstness, “equivalent to ‘something.’”43

Let us put it like this: in its vagueness, the icon is the first figure of something. If the root of Being is unity,44 this unity is grasped from the viewpoint of the interpretant as sameness, as an (internally dual) relation able to activate an “attuned” response in harmony with the sound of the universe. Close examination shows that Eco would unreservedly adopt precisely these final propositions in Peirce’s speculative metaphysics.

IV. PEIRCE, ECO, AND THE PLATYPUS

Peirce himself considered his investigation to be “high philosophy.” It started out from semiotic and phenomenological reflections and led to a wider vision fed by ontology, cosmology, and phaneroscopy. In his analysis of the icon Peirce maintains, counter to every banal form of semiotics, that in order to be able to talk of similarity there must be a ground that, in manifesting itself, provides the place where the likeness and the object it resembles, the event and its figure, can appear. These are not separately existing entities; they do not have to be adequate to one another from irreducible distances. Instead, they are formed inside the association that names them, the sign relation that at the same time both distinguishes them and binds them closely together, and for which the icon names the first possibility. It is not the sign that resembles the object “out there”; it is the object that announces itself and becomes meaningful in the relations allowed by sign substitution. And it is the latter that makes the object an other by representing it as the limit of the sign’s reference.

In Kant and the Platypus Eco takes very seriously this primary phenomenological level at which Peirce keeps iconism. In addition, to some extent disregarding the ban on stepping beyond the lower threshold of semiotics, expressed in A Theory of Semiotics, he goes even further than the American philosopher in his thinking on the perceptual constitution that enables us to recognize something as something. His thesis is that there is a level of likeness intrinsic in all human understanding, so that when an image, impression, or inference is given, it is motivated in some respect and in some sense by a basic datum, which is “mirrored” in its relational form. This datum may well be a result (of another interpretation) but will, in any case, be a present extra-interpretationem event. “Precisely because one supports a theory of interpretation, it is necessary to admit that something is given to be interpreted.”45 We see, then, that Eco underlines the word given but, from his viewpoint, the word something should also be highlighted. Indeed, the word “something” is the keyword in Kant and the Platypus. When we speak, Eco says, there is something that drives us to speak (terminus a quo) while, at the same time imposing limits on our freedom to speak, it asks to be pinpointed (terminus ad quem). As first, something sets the chain of our inferences in motion and it resembles our entire perception to a reasonable extent. We have, in short, something as an other that calls to us, and the effort at comprehension is that of co-responding to it adequately. This does not mean in any way possible (as long as it works) but solely in those ways that conform to this otherness with some degree of congruence and analogy, which are appropriately in tune with it or, which is one and the same, sufficiently reasonable.46 How do we understand whether our way of proceeding is adequate? Being says a series of “no’s” to us, Eco maintains. It forces us to backtrack and stubbornly resists certain readings while appearing to be well disposed towards others. It “may not be comparable to a one-way street but to a network of multilane freeways along which one can travel in more than one direction; but despite this some roads will nevertheless remain dead ends.”47 The datum, the lower threshold of semiotics, measures only the resistance that the something puts up against our incorrect, that is, poorly resembling, inferences. It is a sort of “aesthetic” disgust at the iconically unshapely propositions. As Peirce expected, then, man is undeniably gifted with a certain “tropism for truth”—what the ancients called lumen naturale (natural illumination)—and it is this that explains the abductive success of much of our reasoning and the confidence that we have in iconic fiction.48

As we have seen, the problem of iconism involves entering into a very profound philosophical investigation that requires addressing the question of the true and the real with maximum ontological commitment. It is an ontology that attempts to maintain a dialogue with phenomenological hermeneutics. “That being places limits on the discourse through which we establish ourselves in its horizon is not the negation of hermeneutic activity: instead it is the condition for it.”49 And how is this horizon delineated ontologically? As a continuum that cannot be crossed at will but only according to the “lines of resistance and possibilities of flow” as if we were dealing with the grain of wood or marble.50 Again drawing on Peirce, Eco insists that the point is not whether we succeed in interpreting the world but whether we are able to interpret it correctly (to give a correct picture of the world in the terms of the Tractatus) and from where we start to do so. According to some recent research, Peirce himself seemed to move away from the radical antiintuitionism of the 1860s, which undoubtedly brought him close to a semiotic-colored form of idealism and led him to pay more attention to the role of the dynamical object, of experience, and of the perceptual datum in the formation of the semiotic process.51 Without going into matters concerning Peircean philology (or “Peirceanology,” as Eco puts it), we can accept this reading while still keeping in mind that in Peirce the semiotic path mediates between empiricism and idealism (or, better, goes beyond both). In fact his last philosophical proposal would adopt the very name of “ideal-realism.”52 Besides this, however, what Eco is interested in is determining how that (intuitive? immediate? natural?) correspondence takes shape by which a certain stimulus is represented in a certain sensation that reproduces it iconically with manifest fidelity.53 The examples given are crystal clear: when the housewife is overcome by the white of her freshly washed sheet and sees it as perfect (before comparing it with other whites); when I scald myself with hot coffee and the pain is the sign of a given heat. What is being referred to when these examples of what Eco calls “primary iconism” are put forward? An attempt is being made to reflect—as seen above—on what Peirce defined as firstness, which he saw as a kind of “auroral moment that starts the perceptual process.”54 It is firstness that is iconic from the moment it emerges because “any feeling must be identical with any exact duplicate of it” and “anything is fit to be a Substitute for anything that it is like.”55 Eco’s aim was precisely that of leading semiotics, which was rigidly conventionalist and constructivist until the publication of Kant and the Platypus, to think about the possibility of formulating schemata for unknown objects—as were, for example, the platypus and the rhinoceros when seen for the first time by Marco Polo; in other words, schemata that are formed by virtue of an unmediated apprehension that arises from an irrepressible repercussion and that Eco, in his search for a plausible definition, holds to be very similar to Kantian intuition or, even better, to the phenomenon of the cognitive scientists’ qualia. But can the quale really be assimilated to the Peircean first? Are there really no cultural a priori when we are exposed to the shock of a pure quality of sensation that invests us and is so like the world as to reproduce its exact coloring?

These kinds of questions take us well outside the framework of La struttura assente and other works of the same period. Despite this, Eco would not decide banally to fall back on embracing the realism reminiscent of Maldonado.

V. THRESHOLD AND PRIMARY ICONISM

The central question, then, is whether we have a primum from which each subsequent inferential process originates or whether it is always first in a chain, that is, a first in relation to, for a second, a third, and so on. Do we tend in epistemological analysis to inflate the hard core of Being or the role of the Interpretant, which an advanced semiotics cannot do without?56 It is not easy to give an answer, especially for someone whose reference point is a discipline that has flown the flag of antinaturalism and antireferentialism. In the last few years a young pupil of Eco’s, Claudio Paolucci, has shown his mentor a more thorough examination of Peirce’s thought, thereby forcing Eco to reformulate his own position once again (another example of his great quality of listening carefully to his pupils as well).57 Paolucci points out a basic principle of Peircean phaneroscopy, according to which, while it is true that there are three indecomposable elements of the phaneron, it is also the case that the first two exist only as traces on the background to the codified recursiveness of the third, and thus “the singular always emerges out of the regular from which it is detached by virtue of an instability effect.”58 Looking even more directly at the words used by Peirce, who is always very clear on the matter, we see that firstness is never given as such but always as content of thirdness. It is “so tender that you cannot touch it without spoiling it”; “the conception of the absolute first eludes every attempt to grasp it . . . but there is no absolute third, for the third is of its own nature relative, and this is what we are always thinking, even when we aim at the first or the second.”59 Can we then speak of a phenomenologically primary experience for Peirce, shining in its own immediateness and perceptible/expressible as such? For Paolucci the answer is no. He refers to the distinction between cognition and pure feeling: Peirce’s semiotics is grounded on an infinite reference from one act of cognition to another, that is, from one sign to another, with no possibility of reaching a primum or final moment (as stated very clearly already in “Questions Concerning Certain Faculties Claimed for Man”).60 “What presents itself to consciousness can only do so by representing itself through representamen . . . so the celebrated anti-intuitionism of Peirce consists precisely in this: each presentation is always a re-presentation (or mediated presentation).”61 In front of the white sheet, the housewife would not, in short, see it as white if she had not already seen whiteness and if whiteness, as ground, did not enable her to situate that quale as such. Least of all could she say, “There’s some white here.” The sensation of white is something that undeniably seizes her and that she finds striking. But it does so in an “absolute” way, as Peirce rightly notes—namely, with no relation and connection with an other, totus, teres, atque rotundus: the world in the pure form of white.62 Can we say then that this quale, such as it is, with its brutal irruption into the field of experience, is a precise perception or an icon, that is—let us recall—a sign that refers to its own object for an interpretant? I think not, because if this were the case, we would have a third, that is “something for its own nature relative,” the sensations of which represent only an indecomposable aspect. Here I want to mention a fundamental passage in “Some Consequences of Four Incapacities” where Peirce asks himself, following Hume, what kind of red he remembers when, after looking at a red book, he closes it and tries to reactivate the perception he had at the present moment of seeing the book.63 He points out that we see no precise color in the memory. What we bring with us of the image we saw is only the “consciousness that we could recognize it,” namely a precise and completed sign inference.64 He goes on to venture that not only do we not have thoughts as images in the mind, mental pictures à la Locke, but we do not have any even in actual perception since every image is in fact a judgment. I won’t go any further here into Peircean questions, and I acknowledge that the later Peirce has a much more varied position on perception.

As far as Eco’s thinking is concerned, what we need to focus on is how to explain the white (or red) in its sudden and forceful irruption into the field of consciousness. The percept stands only for itself, says Eco, again quoting Peirce: “It obtrudes itself upon my gaze; but not as a deputy for anything else, not ‘as’ anything. It simply knocks at the portal of my soul and stands there in the doorway.”65 In its “silence” and blunt resistance, the percept is insistent. It appeals for, it demands a possible response. But it is only when this response is forthcoming—following Peirce, I would lay greater emphasis on this point—that the space of the icon takes shape, which is a sign and therefore stands for an other.66 It is then only in substituting this other that such an other has the possibility to appear as something and to be perceived as a quale, initiating the sequence of semiotic and interpretive references. Prior to iconic reduplication there is no object and there is no sign; there is no object because there is no sign (which shows that there are objects).

The point, in conclusion, is to understand how to stand “in the doorway,” as Peirce puts it. The case of the sheet or of the scalding coffee-maker, on close scrutiny, confronts us not only with the ontological theme of the existence of something out there and of our original experience of it but also with that of the beginning of cognition. “It is so difficult to find the beginning. Or, better: it is difficult to begin at the beginning. And not try to go further back,” says Wittgenstein.67 And, with renewed vigor, Eco also tries to improve his aim.

In “La soglia e l’infinito” Eco defines a distinction that will turn out to be effective and address a complex idea in depth: that which differentiates between molecular and molar pertinentization. What are we dealing with here? When in La struttura assente, with reference precisely to the problem of iconism, we find the statement that in a drawing we reproduce exactly that feature of a real horse that it does not have in reality, namely the outline traced in black lines, this still says too little. It is true that we need to reconstruct conventionally the features that help us to perceive the real horse-pictured horse analogy. It is just as true, however, that once the horse is detached from a background made up of other animals and other things (and the problem may lie in this very detaching), from then on it really has an outline for us, in some respect or quality, consisting of a line that differentiates it from the rest of the world.68 Should such a line be considered an objective datum? From a molecular point of view, certainly not—says Eco—from a molar perspective, however, and for the purpose of my interpretation, yes it should. It has therefore to be understood as a nonnegotiable “starting point” and it “cannot be avoided” or eliminated.69 It acts as a sensible shock, a pure and unavoidable visual sensation. It is something different from an act of cognition, and this is why Peirce’s antiintuitionism (cognitive in nature) can exist alongside this idea of firstness, of sensation as a given stimulus, on which inference is then built “upwards.”70

The idea of threshold, of the “edge of semiosis,” below which a quale is perceived as pertinent or not, thus becomes crucial.71 It is not a rigid threshold but it is culturally fringed; it tells us that it is impossible for a given encyclopedic-interpretant subject to go any further in the molecularization of experience. It is itself the effect, the result of an interpretive act even though it has settled into a sediment to such an extent as to appear natural. That is to say, the origin is on close inspection a result; the point of departure is a point of arrival. It is the final stitchwork in the cutting and hemming that we constantly carry out, even inadvertently, on the material of experience for the purpose of governing it. The outline of the horse is pertinent to a rider and much less, presumably, to an ant that starts climbing up its rump. The assumed initial primum outlines, in the end, nothing more than our own incapacity: the incapacity to think without signs and stand before the incognizable (again following Peirce).72 Furthermore, the threshold cannot of course be seen panoramically from above, so as to have a clear view on both sides of this limit. The threshold appears iconically in the rebound of its duplication: a there for a here, a something, certainly, but only for an interpretant; something given (a datum), as repeatedly insisted on, but exactly in the sense of something that offers itself to someone in place of something else.

It is in this very direction, moreover, that it seems to me Eco’s long journey through iconism in both the ontological and even cosmological sense reaches its conclusion. By means of an eloquent quotation from Cusano—“infinite form is received only in a finite mode”—Eco reminds us that the infinite in semiotics is continually de-fined by the figures determined by the given interpretant practices.73 When viewed closely, the inescapable and unrevisable datum, whether initial or final, is nothing other than this, in my opinion. It is not the brute given datum of sensation, and even less so the fact as it is given, but the finite act into which is translated the given practice that we engage in often without knowing why we engage in it; the fact that “This is how we act. This is how we talk about it.”74 What we have is a constitutive practice that delimits thresholds and puts objects with their con-form subjects. What we have, therefore, is the continual production of a widespread iconism. The way I read the Cusano quotation is that it asserts in metaphysical language what the semiotics of Peirce and Eco state in contemporary terms: the infinite form of the world is expressed in the finite practice of every habit of response and is reflected as an icon in the sign of every figure.
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REPLY TO ROSSELLA FABBRICHESI

I have dedicated many pages to the issue of iconism, from 1967 (Appunti per una semiologia delle comunicazioni visive) to Kant and the Platypus (1999) and the essay “The Threshold and the Infinite” from 2007.1 It was not a linear path because my research progressed through successive corrections of my ideas on the subject—as Fabbrichesi’s reconstruction demonstrates very well.

At first my research was dominated by a prejudice that I would call structuralist. Since the linguistic model offered me the chance to analyze all semiotic phenomena in terms of oppositions and therefore of discrete features (in a digital way) it irritated me that something analogical could elude that possibility, hence the attempt to see so-called iconic signs, too, as cultural products attributable to a digital model. I even argued that, while the music track on a record is analogical, in the passage between the gramophone needle and the amplifiers an analogical trace is translated into digital terms. Similarly, an image can also be reduced, as happens in discrete element printing processes.

The whole argument was pointless. Even if it were possible to translate analogical traces into digital sequences, this does not preclude the process going back to being analogical again when a given musical or visual sequence is restored to us and we perceive it. Today, after having written “The Threshold and the Infinite,” I would say that it does not matter what an image is on a molecular level given that we perceive it on a molar level (and I see that Fabbrichesi has taken that distinction of mine very seriously).

Moreover, I soon abandoned this attempt—at the same time that I was beginning my critique of the structuralist model. But I had not stopped considering so-called iconic signs as being founded on convention. I was fascinated by the proofs provided by Gombrich (in his “conventionalist” phase) showing that a certain nineteenth-century artist who painted (from life) the medieval cathedral of Notre Dame in Chartres could not “see” it exactly as it was. The upper part of the cathedral is in the Gothic style while the lower part is Romanesque. But in the artist’s mind a medieval cathedral was Gothic by definition, and thus he could not “see” that the arches of the portal were rounded (as Romanesque ones are), and he painted them as if they were pointed.

In the same way the rhinoceros drawn by Dürer shows noticeable plates that a rhinoceros does not have; but Dürer was not the only one to see things that way because we too are inclined to think that his reproduction is a faithful one.

In light of my successive definitions of iconic signs, the painter did not portray what he saw, but, rather, the cultural model fixed in his mind. And naturally I continue to think that in the history of images we have witnessed similar processes. Hence my affirmation that in a drawing of the outline of a horse the only property that the horse exhibited was a continuous line, a sort of “boundary” that contained and delineated the horse—whereas the real horse had infinite features, except that continuous line.

Many years later Gombrich was to have second thoughts, and stated on the basis of other psychological research that while it was usually held that there are no lines in nature and that outlines are therefore a human artifice, it is not true that their comprehension must be learned just like any other code. Outlines are a perceptual “surrogate” and serve as “indicators of discontinuity.” In point of fact, he notes, “outlines can serve as an anticipation of the parallax effect of movement, because the objects within our reach will always detach themselves from the background, but maintain an intrinsic coherence even if we move our head slightly.”2 In other words, if on looking at a horse standing against a landscape I move my head or change my position, I see other aspects of the landscape that I did not see before, while the horse is still the same, and therefore the drawn outline accounts for this perceptual “boundary.”

I learned from these observations, and in Kant and the Platypus I developed a different concept of iconic signs, which takes account both of the perceptual, nonconventional elements and those that imply an interpretation of the data offered to perception. In simple terms, if we see a circle above a continuous straight line, we perceive circle and line before any interpretation (and I defined this phenomenon as the alpha mode). Only afterwards can we decide (perhaps helped by the context) that the image represents the sun lighting up the surface of the earth, and at that point we are in beta mode. Only in beta mode do we accept that a circle conventionally represents the sun while a line stands for the earth’s surface.

This is to say how and to what extent my ideas on iconic signs have developed over time, as Fabbrichesi has clearly demonstrated.

But all that research of mine concerned what Peirce called hypoicons, if we grant that the hypoicon as the image of a horse or a rhinoceros (usually drawings or photographs in which we recognize elements of similarity with the object) is already full of thirdness, in other words, symbolic elements, and hence of a conventional aspect. But, as Fabbrichesi observes, Peirce was never really interested in these phenomena. He was interested in the icon as a category, identified with firstness.

I tackled the problem of the icon as a category only recently in Kant and the Platypus and later in a few essays such as “The Threshold and the Infinite.” It is true that on rereading my previous texts I see that at various points I got close to the problem but without going into it any further. While I talked about the production of similarity through the arrangement of surrogate stimuli, I admitted that at the root even of hypoicons sensory stimuli were triggered that could not fail to produce a given effect, but this effect was only at the root of the possible interpretation of the image.

It is true that in La struttura assente (1968) I observed that if an advertisement showed a foaming glass of beer, which evoked a sense of pronounced coolness because on the glass you could see a film of icy vapor, the image reproduced some of the conditions of the perception of the object: where on perceiving the object I would have been struck by the incidence of light rays on a surface, in the image there were certain chromatic contrasts that produced the same effect or an effect that was satisfactorily equivalent.

It is true that when during the debate with Maldonado (1975) I pointed out that, on observing Saturn through a telescope, Galileo came up against sensory data he could not yet interpret, and that faced with the unheard-of phenomenon of the rings he first tried to describe the planet as being in the form of an olive, he gradually sensed that it was a matter of rings, but still in an intermediate interpretation he saw the planet as having two large ears like a kind of Mickey Mouse. And this meant to say that prior to the interpretation there was a sensory stimulus that could not be denied but still resisted interpretation.

But it is only in some recent works that I tackled the problem of primary iconism, something that offers itself to our perception before it is interpreted, a raw datum that comes to our attention or produces a physical reaction, such as when we burn ourselves—something given to be interpreted. This something given to be interpreted is very similar to the terminus a quo from which every interpretation springs (an initial moment that sets off the perceptual process before the semiotic one). There can be no interpretation that does not take account of this something.

Peirce says that the idea of firstness is “so tender that you cannot touch it without spoiling it.”3 Firstness is a presence “such as it is,” a positive characteristic,4 a “quality of feeling” like a purple color noticed without any sense of the beginning or the end of the experience; it is not an object nor is it initially inherent to any recognizable object; it has no generality,5 no simple possibility,6 in any case not the possibility of a perceptual process; it is “not rational, yet capable of rationalization,”7 something that cannot be thought in an articulated manner nor asserted.8 Elsewhere, by “feeling” Peirce means “that kind of consciousness which involves no analysis, comparison or any process whatsoever, nor consists in whole or in part of any act by which one stretch of consciousness is distinguished from another, which has its own positive quality which consists in nothing else, and which is of itself all that is.”9

It seemed to me that I had acknowledged that, while this firstness had the nature of a nonmediated comprehension, it nonetheless could not be likened to Kantian intuition: it is by no means an intuition of the manifold offering of experience, but, rather, something absolutely simple, which I attempted to liken to the phenomenon of qualia.

With regard to a quale Peirce is still not talking about perceptual judgment but about a mere “tone” of cognition, which he defines as beyond all possible criticism. Peirce does not say that a sensation of red is “infallible” but only that once it has been, even if this were an illusion of the senses, it is still incontrovertible that it has been. On that occasion I gave as an example (by no means flippant) the case of the housewife in the ads, who says “I thought my sheet was white, but then I saw yours . . .” Faced with the detergent ad, Peirce would have told us that the housewife saw the whiteness of the sheet initially (a pure “tone” of awareness); then, once she had moved on to recognition of the object (secondness), and having begun a comparison full of inferences (thirdness), she can state that the second sheet is whiter than the first; but she cannot erase the previous impression, which as a pure quality has been, and so she says “I was convinced (before) that I had seen white . . . but now I recognize that there are different degrees of whiteness.” Only at this point has the housewife, on reacting to the album of at least two different sheets, moved on to the predicate of the albedo, that is, a general, which can be named and for which there is an immediate object. We might say that it is one thing to feel that an object is white, without having become aware as yet that we are dealing with something external to our awareness, and it is another thing to perform the prescission whereby we predicate of that object the quality of being white.

Now, on reading Fabbrichesi’s essay I realize that even though she does not explicitly cite my recent theory on negative realism, it so to speak obliges the reader (and certainly obliges me) to connect the problem of primary iconism very closely to the idea that, before or after our interpretations, some facts appear that are there: the first appearance of the dynamic object, capable of stimulating or challenging our interpretations.

I must tell the truth: I had not connected my idea of primary iconism to that of negative realism, or at least it had not seemed as clear as it does to me now. And so Fabbrichesi’s essay has made an original contribution to my understanding of my own ideas.

No mean contribution, for which I must be grateful to her.

U.E.
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Jean Petitot

SEMIOTIC ENARGEIA: A TRIBUTE TO UMBERTO ECO

I. INTRODUCTION

In this tribute I would like to recall and synthesize a set of exchanges with Umberto Eco from the time when he welcomed me to Bologna in 1981—in order to write out a part of my doctoral thesis1—to the dialogue of 2009 that appeared in Il Protagora,2 and spanning the long years of my partnership with the Drama, Art, and Music Studies (DAMS)3 at the University of Bologna, the International Center of Semiotics and Linguistics at the University of Urbino,4 and the International Center for Semiotics and Cognitive Studies at the University of San Marino. These remarks bear principally on the semiotics of the relations between language and perception.

In his lecture “Spazialità e testo letterario,” dedicated to Prose of the Transsiberian by Blaise Cendrars, Umberto Eco underscores the importance and difficulty of this issue.5 He traces it back at least as far as the philosophical legitimation of the autonomy of plastic arts in relation to language accomplished by Lessing in 1766 in the resounding publication of his Laocoön: An Essay on the Limits of Painting and Poetry.6


 

The question of knowing how literature, or, more generally, linguistic expression, represents the visible is one of the most complex. Difficulties appear if one revisits the distinction introduced by Lessing in his Laocoön between temporal arts and spatial arts. It is easy to say that painting can represent space and not time, whereas linguistic expression can represent time and not space. But we should already take into consideration in this regard the distinction introduced by Genette between the spatiality of the signifier and the spatiality of the signified, and add to it the one between the temporality of the signifier and the temporality of the signified.7



This problem of the connections between verbal and visual semiotics is a multilayered one that leads from literary and aesthetic criticism to the deepest levels of human cognition. I would like to sketch its trajectory. First, I will proceed from classical rhetoric to contemporary sciences, and then I will return to the origin of structuralism.

II. DESCRIPTION, HYPOTYPOSIS, AND EKPHRASIS

The first place where perception and language meet is obviously in verbal description of the visible. Eco summarizes the issue thus in his text on Cendrars: “How is space represented in words? This problem has a history of its own, and the rhetorical tradition classifies the techniques of the verbal representation of space (as of every other visual experience) under the heading of hypotyposis, or ‘evidentia,’ which is sometimes considered the same as, and sometimes judged to have affinities with, ‘illustratio,’ ‘demonstratio,’ ‘ekphrasis’ or ‘descriptio,’ ‘enargeia,’ etcetera.”8

We know that the Greek ekphrasis (for example, in Imagines by Philostratus, Descriptiones by Callistratus, and so forth) is, like hypotyposis, one of the rhetorical methods of poetic and literary description of a work of the plastic arts or of a visual scene. It is a detailed and vivid presentation, so detailed and so vivid that it manages to bring what it describes into view. The detail is essential because it individuates and produces the referential illusion. As Eco notes, ekphrasis is “a technique for animating a description and rendering space visible as the place where things are produced.”9 Without a process of individuation, a text would not be able to take over a figurative dimension. Ekphrasis rests on a periegesis, a step-by-step progression that allows us, while traversing the visible realm through the temporal course of the gaze, to transform the spatial synchrony of the gaze into the temporal diachrony of the text. The “vivid” quality is just as essential since enargeia relates to illumination.

In his beautiful text “In the Name of Hypotyposis,” given at the Cerisy Colloquium “In the Name of Sense,” which was dedicated to Umberto Eco,10 Herman Parret dealt in depth with the definitions of hypotyposis that have been considered the classic ones since antiquity (Hermogenes, Longinus, Cicero, Quintilian). For Dumarsais, “hypotyposis means image, or painting, and . . . it comes about ‘when, in descriptions, one depicts facts that are spoken about as though what is described were genuinely before our eyes; the speaker displays, as it were, what he recounts.’”11 For Pierre Fontanier, “Hypotyposis paints things in a manner so vivid and energetic that it puts them somehow before one’s eyes, and creates an image, a picture, or even a living scene from a story or a description.”12 It is a matter, then, as Parret insists, of “making one see” with words by means of stylistic rhetorical techniques of amplification and intensification. As Barbara Cassin says, likewise, in ekphrasis discourse can not only “say what it sees” but also “make one see what it says.”13

An oft-cited example of hypotyposis is the famous description of the creation of Achilles’s shield by Hephaestus in Book 18 of Homer’s Iliad.14 Eco refers to it, and Lessing devotes to it some very beautiful pages that I have analyzed in Morphologie et Esthétique.15 But the hypotyposis that I personally prefer is that of King Lear (4.6), where Edgar (disguised as a fool, “poor Tom”) guides the steps of his father Count Gloucester (who has been blinded) over the plain, causing him to see the spectacle that one would see in the distance from the height of one of Dover’s vertiginous cliffs (“the dread summit of this chalky bourn”), a fake precipice rendered visible so well that Gloucester, in pain, jumps in order to commit suicide, only in fact falling from his own height to the ground.

But as successful and efficacious as an ekphrasis can be, the theoretical problem that it poses is insoluble, for every lexeme denoting things, actions, events, or states of affairs is, no matter how concrete it might appear, the name of an abstract conceptual category, whereas, in contrast, every perception is individuated, preconceptual, and intuitive. The rhetoric of referential illusion is a substitute for individuation but it cannot be anything other than an illusion. Right from the (very superficial) level of descriptions, one encounters an unbridgeable gap between textual and visual semiotics.

III. THE CIRCLE OF THE UT PICTURA POESIS

1. The Expression of the Intelligible

The possibility of a movement going back and forth between the textual and the visible corresponds to a classical conception of description: that of the ut pictura poesis (“as is painting, so is poetry”), which rests on the idea that texts and figures have a similar expressive function, that of expressing the intelligible. The expression ut pictura poesis has its origin in Horace’s Ars poetica.16 Horace was speaking of the primacy of painting, comparing it to poetry. In the Renaissance and the Classical age, the formula was reintroduced, albeit inversely: it is literature that takes precedence and painting that is subordinate. But the idea remains the same, that of “comparison” (of the “paragon”) and even of “sisterhood” between poetic and figurative arts.17 Elisabeth Décultot has analyzed “the classical age of description” very well as “a universe where one passes without difficulty from the system of plastic signs to the system of verbal signs. . . . In classical semiotic thought, describing a statue is a matter of tracing back from the work of art to the idea that has governed it, in order then to reformulate this idea by means of verbal signs.”18

“Ideas,” that is to say, mental contents, thus constitute a common conceptual dimension “of different art forms.”19 This can be taken quite far. In the classical ut pictura poesis the comparison is between painting (thus the visual signifier) and language. But if one prioritizes in poetry metric character, rhythm, melody, sonorous clarity, cadence, caesurae, and rhyme—in other words, the auditory figures—one could substitute the auditory for the visual and develop the variant ut musica poesis. As Laïla Ghermani has shown, the Elizabethan George Puttenham wanted to bestow upon vernacular poetry the pedigree of the court, as Du Bellay had previously done with French.20 In order to do this, he rethought the ut pictura poesis and redefined the conception of enargeia for prosodic effects “reaching no higher than the ear and forcing the mind little or nothing.”21 True poetry is no longer words conveying ideas but is now an emotional, expressive mode of affect, feeling, and passion, a technique for polishing and mirroring the language associated with the aesthetics of courtly power that Baldassare Castiglione—immortalized by his friend Raphael—had spread right across Europe through The Book of the Courtier in 1528. To that end, Puttenham uses the Greek term exergasia and the Latin expolitio to designate the polishers of the statuary marbles and porphyries. It is amusing to see that the classical ut pictura poesis was so pregnant that its elements became terms of discursive rhetoric, meaning to repeat the same idea by means of different utterances.

All signifying modes communicate with one another and become intertranslatable through ideas (the intelligible—abstract and disembodied metasignifieds). Ideas function somewhat like money. They are a general, indefinite, socially exchangeable equivalent, a circulating and shared exchange value. But, as in economics, there is a circle here: the circle of the ut pictura poesis, which explains, as Umberto Eco emphasizes, that every definition of hypotyposis is circular.

2. The Topicality of the Problem

The circularity comes from the fact that one uses the plane of content (“the intelligible”) in order to make heterogeneous planes of expression communicate with one another. The problem is particularly profound, and if we permit ourselves to skip ahead a few centuries, we note that it is still unresolved and that today the classical point of view persists in a certain philosophy of mind. This approach posits that there are abstract mental contents of a propositional format on which propositional attitudes operate.22 “To see” p, “to draw” p, “to understand” p, “to say” p, “to think” p, and so forth thus communicate with one another via the invariant propositional content p. In more cognitive terms, the idea, investigated at length by Jerry Fodor and Zenon Pylyshyn, for example, is that mind is multimodal and that the different modalities (perception, action, and so on) can communicate with one another through the abstract, amodal representations that are the propositions.23

It is certainly normal to accept, as cognitivists such as Ray Jackendoff have done, that there is a deep cognitive level where the different types of information can communicate: “There is a single level of mental representation, conceptual structure, at which linguistic, sensory, and motor information are compatible.”24 We will return to this later. But the broader issue is knowing how the conceptual structure is formatted. It has no reason to have a propositional format. More and more specialists consider that it comes under a schematizing mental imagery whose structures are closer to perceptual structures than linguistic ones.

As I have often insisted, the cognitive neurosciences seem to show that the “propositionalist” conception is not compatible with the experimental data.25 For example, during a renowned Colloquium—“Motivation in Language,” which was organized by Massimo Piatelli-Palmarini in 1990 at the International Center for Semiotic and Cognitive Studies directed by Umberto Eco and Patrizia Violi in San Marino—a particularly lively debate pitted Jerry Fodor and Gerald Edelman against each other on this question. The theoretical problem encountered here is critical and divides the contemporary cognitive sciences. It is not our purpose to tackle it here but let us say that it inherits the split between phenomenology and analytic philosophy concerning the conception of mind. We are familiar with Michael Dummett’s beautiful geographical analogy comparing this split to the separation of the Rhine and the Danube, two great rivers whose sources converge but whose courses diverge. In the analogy the common sources would be post-Bolzanian logic and Brentano’s psychology.26 When one passes from the mental to its implementation, analytic philosophy finds itself on the side of symbolic and computational conceptions of cognition and phenomenology on the side of the cognitive neurosciences.27

Certainly we know from brain imaging that there are conceptual contents in the prefrontal cortex. When one sees the image of a cat, draws a cat, hears the word “cat,” or says the word “cat,” the same region of the prefrontal cortex is active, in addition to visual, motor, and auditory areas. But the broader issue is that the different areas process the formatting of the information in a specific way, without sharing a common propositional format. Communications pass between the different areas through changes of form.

What is more, the “propositionalist” theory is not only neurocognitively erroneous but also semiotically insufficient. The subtle Hjelmslevian fourfold model—content/expression and form/substance—is here reduced to a mere binarism between an amodal content and different modes of manifestation, that is to say, a plane of universal mental content without any proper plane of expression, and planes of expression without specific planes of content.28

IV. THE EXPRESSIVITY OF FIGURES

The ut pictura poesis is primarily concerned with the expression of mental contents (ideas) by signs in the domains of poetic and figurative arts. However, besides this expression of the intelligible, other kinds of expressivity, particularly for visual signs, have been thought up and commented on abundantly since the Renaissance in Italy, then the seventeenth century in France, and then in Germany in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. As signs, visual signs continue to be conceived of as a mode of expressing the invisible by means of the visible—but the invisible is no longer necessarily the intelligible (ideas, mental contents). As Kant said in §59 of the Critique of Judgment, the process of symbolic hypotyposis generally consists in presenting in a sensible intuition that for which no sensible intuition is given.29 It renders visible not only ideas but also sentiments, as if they possessed schemata.

1. The Figures of Pathos

Let’s take Laocoön as an example. The debates on this sculpture group, which Michelangelo called “a miracle of art,” were considerable and led to thinking of the plastic arts no longer as an expression of intelligible ideas, but, rather, as sensible externalizations of internal emotions and passions.30 This calls to mind the discussions that took place at the behest of Jean-Baptiste Colbert at the Royal Academy for Painting and Sculpture in Paris between 1667 and 1676, during the grand siècle. Their purpose (especially the sessions of May 2, 1676 and August 2, 1670) was to clarify what made Laocoön—“a work preferable to all previous efforts in painting and sculpture,” according to Pliny—a masterpiece.31 Michel Anguier explained that “by means of the agitation and movement of muscles and veins” one was able to “become acquainted with the emotions and passions of the soul.”32 They returned to “the illustrious Monsieur Poussin,” who was intimately familiar with the Laocoön, “which he declared the most skillful of all the sculptures of Antiquity,” and Monier described the sculpture (the face, muscles, veins, strength, suffering, bite marks, and so forth), taking up the idea that the sculptures “make us see not only the external form of his body parts, but even the life and spirits that animate them and cause them to act.”33 “This noble figure . . . [enables] us to see the evil that he [Laocoön] suffers in his soul and body by means of the signs manifest in his face and everywhere else.”34

It was a question of putting the exteriority of the visible no longer in the service of the intelligible, but, rather, in the service of an impassioned interiority, and the Laocoön thus became the greatest exemplum doloris in the history of art, what Aby Warburg later calls a Pathosformel when he speaks of shapes expressing suffering via “a grammar of gesture.”35

2. The Figures of Exemplarity

One aspect of the dispute between Winckelmann and Lessing bears on the expression of corporeal violence in the works of the Rhodes sculptors Agesander, Polydoros, and Athenodoros. The nature of this violence closely resembled that of the terribilità figures of Michelangelo, who took part in the excavation of the Laocoön on the night of January 14, 1506 in the Gardens of Maecenas, near the “cisternae capaces” of Trajan’s Baths on the Esquiline Hill—an experience that had an enduring effect on him. For Lessing, this violence expresses suffering in a realistic and natural fashion. For Winckelmann, in contrast, despite extreme suffering, the attitude of the priest of Apollo expresses absolute mastery of the self, the force of will, the grandeur of the soul, the triumph of the spirit over physical pain—in brief, a “noble simplicity” and a “calm grandeur” (“eine edle Einfalt und eine stille Grösse”).36

3. The Perfection of Mimesis

But there is another kind of expressivity of an entirely different order, which is that of a perfection of the manifestation itself. It is no longer a matter of a semiotic reference of figures to meaning, but, rather, as in the aesthetics of beauty and the sublime, of an infinitization of the subjective impact of the figurative signifier itself. This thesis is rather strongly present in Winckelmann, for whom the plastic perfection of line and contour contains in itself—that is to say, without semiosis—an idealizing expressivity. The idealization rests, on the one hand, on the “perfection of lines” and, on the other hand, on a schematization that erases the excessive singularity of contingent individual details in order to aid in the constitution of an ideal type that is simultaneously exemplary and irreducibly singular. The problem of the unbridgeable gap between the generic concepts and the singular percepts is thus resolved by Winckelmann in thinking artistic beauty as an idealizing sublimation, as the materialization of a type. Ideal beauty is nature on the one hand spiritualized by “images conceived by intellect alone” and on the other hand individuated in the radical and unique singularity of models.

An elaboration of this problem, which corresponds to the staggering subjective experience of beauty and the sublime, would lead us to mimesis.37 One passes from the representation of an interior reality to a hypoiconic presentation mimicking the external appearance. We will return to this quite delicate question of the presentation of appearance. But what is perceptually enigmatic in mimetic aesthetics is that the effect of idealization is infinitely unstable, where even an infinitesimal displacement of lines would be enough to cause the viewer’s wonderment to dissipate. An infinitization of meaning can result from mimetic hypoiconicity, especially if one considers the hypoicon’s property of being an iconic sign lacking semiosis, mimicking its object in order to present virtual realities in a visual fiction. There are numerous artistic periods that have utilized this fictional, hypoiconic impetus: Greek, especially Hellenistic, sculpture (Lysippos, Scopas, Praxiteles, Leochares, Antigonus of Carystus, and the schools of Pergamum and Rhodes, inter alia); the Italian Renaissance perspective, following Brunelleschi’s travoletta (“tablet”) (circa 1415: aiming to render indistinguishable the actual appearance of the Florence Baptistery through the doors of the Duomo and its perspectival representation); drawing as a “divine sign” in the work of Raphael or da Vinci; the Dutch and Flemish still life paintings and vanitas (Jan de Heem, Pieter Claesz, and Willem Kalf, inter alia); the perfect precinematographic realism of painters of the second half of the nineteenth century (in England the pre-Raphaelites like John Everett Millais, John William Waterhouse, and Lawrence Alma-Tadema, in France Jean-Léon Gérôme and Jules Bastien-Lepage, and in Italy Cesari Maccari, inter alia); hyperrealism (Richard Estes, Don Eddy, and Mauro David, inter alia); and, today, the computer-generated images and virtual reality of films (for example, Avatar and The Lord of the Rings, inter alia) and games (for example, Myst: Riven, Exile, etc.).

V. A CRITICAL PROBLEM: DARSTELLUNG AND PRIMARY ICONISM

Hypotyposis and ekphrasis have led us to the expression of an interiority, and then to the problematic of the mimetic presentation of appearance. Leaving cultural aesthetics for natural aesthetics, we now want to jump over many theoretical levels and throw ourselves into a foundational problematic. It is a matter of reformulating the question of the describability of the visible as a general, and difficult, semiocognitive one within the framework of links between Eco and Peircean semiotics; and returning, in this context, to discussions presented in one of my papers from the Colloquium “Au Nom du Sens” honoring Eco.38 Our guiding thread will be the affirmation from Kant and the Platypus concerning the existence of presemiotic forms of reality: “There is something in the continuum of experience which imposes limits on our interpretations.”39

1. The Dynamic Object and the Two Infinites

Semiotically speaking, the problem can be linked back to Peirce’s dynamic object. Relative to the semiotic triangle of the representamen (somewhat like the Saussurean signifier), the interpretant, and the object, the Peircean concept of the object possesses several meanings. It is the object as a terminus a quo for meaning, the referent-object as a terminus ad quem, and the immediate object (somewhat like the Saussurean signified), which is the object such that it is represented by the representamen and interpreted by the interpretant—that is, such that it is put into perspective by the sign. In general, semiotics is quite distant from truth-conditional referential semantics in which the denotation (Frege’s Bedeutung) and truth values are fundamental to the constitution of meaning. Semiotics is antireferential. For example, in A Theory of Semiotics Eco eliminates the referent, dereferentializes it, and treats it phenomenologically as the correlate of a subjective experience (for example, perception).40 Semiotics is interested in the immediate object, defined by Eco in the following way in Semiotica e filosofia del linguaggio: “The Immediate Object is the way in which the Dynamic Object is given by the sign.”41

The immediate object is a perspective on the dynamic object. Moreover, one need not believe that this problematic distinguishing the object from the set of perspectives that intend it is unique to semiotics. It is encountered in very many, extremely heterogeneous domains. For example, in his theory of perception by “adumbrations” (Abschattungen) Husserl explains that the object perceived in external, three-dimensional space is only a noematic pole giving unity to the infinity of two-dimensional adumbrations of this object. In a wholly different register, that is, in quantum physics, the object is nothing but the principle of identity unifying the different measurements made of the object: each measurement extracts a type of information (but two measurements can be incompatible with one another).

But even dereferentialized the dynamic object remains an external limit of semiosis, the status of which remains quite ambiguous and poses a major theoretical problem. In effect, one can consider it as an inaccessible reality “in itself,” a terminus ad quem which makes the interpretant follow different perspectives to its place, form representations, and emit signs. This is the ad quem and “noumenal” aspect of the dynamic object as an extrasemiotic horizon of knowledge that serves as an asymptote for unlimited semiosis. If one considers semiosis a process analogous to language and, as such, aspectualizes it, one could say that this version of the dynamic object corresponds, relative to the indefinite process of semiosis, to the final aspect. It seems that it is this conception that had in the beginning prevailed for Eco regarding the interpretive and cultural semiotics that he developed in The Open Work, A Theory of Semiotics, and Lector in fabula, in which he insists on the infinity of possible interpretations of the text, the role of the reader-interpreter as cooperating with the author, and an aesthetics of reception.42

But the dynamic object can just as well be considered a pure terminus a quo, a presemiotic origin situated on the side of internal experience, this version of the dynamic object corresponding, relative to the indefinite process of semiosis, to the inchoative aspect. Then it becomes the concept of an undifferentiated continuum used by many semiotic theories. Whether Peirce, Saussure, Hjelmslev, or Greimas, the semioticians have in common an originary synechism. It seems that this is a variant of the synechological conception that prevails for Eco in The Limits of Interpretation and Kant and the Platypus.43

One could then say that, according to a sort of coincidentia oppositorum of the asymptotic limits of semiosis (retrograde and anterograde), Peirce conceives the dynamic object as simultaneously phenomenal and noumenal, initial and final, a quo and ad quem, presemiotic and postsemiotic, as an origin and a horizon. These identifications complete the circle in which the Peircean unlimited processes of semioses and inferences are produced. Peirce’s radical antiintuitionism seems to be the consequence of this coupling of two horizons.

2. The Lines of Resistance of Being

It seems that Eco does not share this Peircean pansemiotism, that he breaks the circle, and that it is rather as a presemiotic, phenomenal a quo instance that the dynamic object operates for him in Kant and the Platypus. As Patrizia Violi has deftly shown in her paper given at Cerisy, when one passes from the referent to the dynamic object, one arrives at an antepredicative and prejudicative structuring of the phenomenal world that is a condition of the possibility of meaning.44 This instance is a protosemiotic continuum that Eco beautifully called the “pulp” of matter.45

The fundamental point is that the underlying continuum of meaning is not amorphous and is even, on the contrary, a morphogenetic principle. It is prestructured, and it is on such prestructuring that the possibility of semiotization is founded. In other words, it is necessary to reformulate the traditional semiotic synechology: the continuum is not amorphous but morphogenic. The dynamic object possesses a “morphological” structure (we will return to this point in detail later) that does not result from the interpretation of the representamen by the interpretant.

In his 1996 paper “Il referimento revisitato” Eco speaks of “the lines of resistance of being.”46 He explains that the continuum of content is articulated, and he introduces a beautiful analogy. “In the magma of the continuum there are lines of resistance and possibilities of flow, as in the veins of wood or marble, which make it easier to cut in one direction than in another.”47 It is interesting, by the way, to note that this quite charming metaphor was used by one of the greatest mathematicians of the twentieth century, André Weil, who explained in a letter to his sister Simone Weil, dated February 29, 1940, that:


 

Mathematics . . . is nothing other than an art, a kind of sculpture in an extremely hard and resistant stone (like certain porphyries employed, I believe, by sculptors). . . . The mathematician is so subjugated to the thread, to the counterthread, to every curvature, and even to every accident of the subject matter he is working on, that this confers on his work a kind of objectivity. But the work that it becomes . . . is a work of art and is thereby inexplicable.48



Eco summarizes well what these “lines of resistance” mean. “To state that there are lines of resistance merely means to say that being, even if it appears only as an effect of language, is not an effect of language in the sense that language freely constructs it. . . . Language does not construct being ex novo.”49 As Patrizia Violi explains, the continuum is not radically extrasemiotic, but, rather, presemiotic or protosemiotic. It is not yet as such a semiosis but it is already an originary principle of organization for meaning: “The continuum ceases to be a totally extra-semiotic, numinous mystery by becoming an at least partially semiotized object insofar as it manifests lines of force which fix, so to speak, parameters for the organization of meaning; the object, the continuum, being, are no longer either a totally impenetrable and opaque limit of meaning or a pure linguistic construction.”50

3. Negative Realism

Eco is very careful not to turn his thesis about “the lines of resistance of being” back into some kind of externalist “old guard realism,” postulating—as was done in medieval philosophy (by Thomas Aquinas, for example)—that the external world is a transcendent “in itself” world and that knowledge is an adequatio rei et intellectus. This would take us back to the transcendent conception of the dynamic object as a “thing in itself.” Nor is this presemiotically structured being that of the sciences such as physics, chemistry, or biology. This would involve returning to the objectivist conception of the dynamic object.

As Eco explains in a note from 2012 in the journal Alfabeta, he wants to criticize “the hermeneutic primacy of interpretation” and the Nietzschean thesis that “facts do not exist, but only interpretations.” His realism concerning “a firm ground for being” is, he insists, a negative realism, logically analogous to Popperian fallibilism.51 Just as for Popper scientific assertions are not absolutely verifiable but only falsifiable (that is, confirmable only until a potential invalidation), so one cannot validate an interpretation as correct but, on the other hand, one can invalidate it as false. There is therefore in Eco the recovery of a certain non-Peircean intuitionism, but which is no realism at all, be it metaphysical or positivist.

4. Primary Iconism and Perceptual Schemata

In order to clarify these ideas it is especially necessary to elaborate the delicate concepts of ground and primary iconism.52 “The Ground” is, as Eco states repeatedly in Kant and the Platypus, “an instance that seems to constitute the initial moment of the cognitive process,” and “primary iconism” is “the lower threshold of semiotics,” the “material bases of signification” being “the first manifestation (not yet cognitive and certainly not mental) of primary iconism.”53 In particular, such a “firstness” in Peirce’s sense represents qualia as “qualities of feeling” but does not reduce to them.54

It is with the firstness of ground and primary iconism that one finds in Eco the possibility of articulating semiotics in relation to the presemiotic instance of perception as a correlation between the lived experiences of a subject and the phenomenal world. Sensory appearance is not a sign referring to a noumenal thing in itself or an underlying physical objectivity. As with Husserl, it is a givenness, a presentation (Darstellung). To know whether the perceived object is passively given or actively given (constituted) is another problem. What is essential is that it be presented presemiotically in its presence, that it link the dynamic object to the subject through an a quo phenomenality, and individuate this dynamic object, producing an infinity of possible immediate objects that aim, from different perspectives, at an ad quem referential horizon.

For Eco, the link between meaning and perception passes also through the concepts of abstract type and of scheme (in the sense of Kant’s schemata of empirical concepts): the abstract type is the unity that permits a highly diversified set of concrete occurrences—tokens, or Beispiele in Kant’s terms—to be conceived in accordance with rules. (Eco speaks, as Kant does, of “subsuming under rules.”) Using types enables one to subsume under concepts (for Kant, this is the synthesis of the recognition of the manifold of intuition in the concept), to represent sense data in conformity with concepts. Perception is situated at the lower semiotic threshold. Of course it causes a number of inferences to intervene, but, contrary to Peirce, for whom there exist only inferences, Eco figures that there exists a noninferential firstness in perception. If perception is considered semiotic, then it is a matter of a “semiotics without signs” (similar to Kant’s use of “purposiveness without a purpose” regarding biological organisms in the Critique of Judgment), where the standard semiotic processes of interpretation are replaced by cognitive processes of the schematic use of abstract types. This non-“sign-like” character evidently comes from the fact that here we introduce the lived experience of subjectivity.

Thus semiotics as a nexus of signs originates in lived experience and, in a way, Eco introduces beneath signs—which are social conventional contents—a subjective phenomenological ground for semiosis in operations of using abstract types, which make the link between perception and language. Therefore language cannot be considered autonomous.

In my view it is essential to grasp the point that primary iconism is in itself a differential principle on which semiotic differential features are based. In other words, there are not only qualia at the level of firstness but also qualitative spatiotemporal discontinuities. It is in this sense that we interpret the fact, emphasized above, that the continuum is a morphogenic principle. Differences of content semiotize more primitive perceptual differences. We will see that it is ultimately a matter of expanding transcendental aesthetics.

5. Perception and the Semiotics of the Natural World

For my part, Eco’s conception of the connections between perception and Peircean semiotics resonates with the innovation in structural—that is, no longer Peircean—semiotics I attempted to advance in the 1970s, following René Thom.55 In particular, this concerned what Greimas called the semiotics of the natural world. For Greimas, as for Hjelmslev, the link between the perceiving subject and the natural world emerges from a semiotics that is both figurative and exteroceptive.56 The perceptual structures were thus conceived as figures from the plane of expression of this semiotics. And since there could not be a plane of expression in semiotics without a plane of content, the alternative was straightforward. Either perception was radically extrasemiotic and dealt only with nonsemiotic objects of perception, or it was semiotic but only intrasemiotic, dealing only with signs and a plane of expression and breaking with all phenomenology of perception. Therefore it was not possible for there to be presemiotic or protosemiotic perception.

This decoupling of semiotics and phenomenology and/or cognitive psychology came from the fact that structural semiotics was intended to be a subjectless social science (even if it evidently studied the narrative subjects and the discursive agents in texts). In effect, if one excludes all reference to lived experience, then perceptions must become social conventional signs. With regard to the semiotics of the natural world, there was thus a convergence between structural semiotics and Peircean semiotics in the rejection of all phenomenology of perception and all qualitative macrophysics of the world.

6. The Morphodynamical Response to the Antinomy of Structure

In a certain sense everything that I have done in semiotics has consisted in rearticulating structural semiotics, the phenomenology of perception, and a scientific theory of natural morphologies like Thom’s in terms of one another. In the 1970s such a project met with strong resistance but it seems that things have developed favorably since then.

It was in order to resolve the dialectical antinomy of structure that Eco spoke in the following way in Trattato di semiotica generale: “Is structure an object insofar as it is structured, or is it rather the set of relations which structure the object but which can be abstracted from the object?”57 In order to resolve this antinomy, I have developed the following ideas:


 

      1.  The semiotic process of meaning is not autonomous. It is rooted, on the one hand, in the morphological structuring of the natural world and, on the other hand, in the embodied perception and action (vision, kinesthesia, proprioception, behavior in the ethological sense, and so on).

      2.  The dependence of meaning in relation to the natural world can be grasped only if this natural world is the result of a morphological organization to which we, as an animal species, were able to adapt ourselves ecologically (in Gibson’s sense) and ethologically as an Umwelt. Accessible to animals, such organization is synthetic, perceptual, dynamic, and morphological in a Gestaltist sense. The theoretical consequence of this is that structural approaches become dependent on theories of form in the dynamic, morphological sense.

      3.  The structural concept of form must be replaced by a genetic concept of form as an emergent self-organization. The response to the dialectical antinomy of structure is that form is the phenomenon of the organization of matter, which is to say, the phenomenon of substance.



VI. TRANSCENDENTAL MORPHOLOGICAL AESTHETICS

We can now reformulate the components of our architectonic in the context of Eco’s semiotics. Indeed, I have been arguing since the beginning that the “continuum” invoked by semiotics is not only structured morphologically but is even a transcendental form of intuition conceived as a condition for the possibility of meaning. In my view, as a “lower threshold” for semiotics, the dynamic object is a dynamic form. It is not merely a continuum; it is a continuum susceptible to being segmented by qualitative discontinuities. And semioses emerge from this segmentation. Let us examine the various components of this architectonic.

1. The Morphogenic Continuum

As I have insisted, the continuum as a presemiotic a quo instance of meaning is morphogenic. It owes this critical property to the fact that it is capable of being segmented. It is not divided in this or that specific way a priori but it is divisible a priori. Segmentability is for it a synthetic a priori property, like the fact, according to Kant, that space is intuitive because it can be broken into parts. As Husserl explains at length in several of his texts, in particular Thing and Space, it is part of transcendental aesthetics.58 And just as Peircean firstness is an aspect of transcendental aesthetics, one could also say that the segmentability of the continuum pertains to this firstness.

2. Erscheinung and Morphological Firstness

If all morphology is segmentation filled with qualities (qualia), then segmentability is a morphogenetic principle and thus, as we will see, a major component of firstness. Moreover, I would say that phenomenality qua “appearing”—precisely as appearance (Erscheinung) and not phenomenon (Phänomenon), which tended to be categorized and determined by categories (Kant), by the correlation of noetic syntheses and noematic poles of unity (Husserl), or by dyadic processes (Peirce)—is identified with this morphological firstness.

3. The Interface between Two Kinds of Science

Conceived in this way, phenomenality is an interface. It is presentation, Darstellung, and not representation, Vorstellung. Somewhat like the surface of the sea, it separates two phases, two deep systems, and it can become the object of a coherent scientific approach only if one brings together two kinds of science: on the side of the world, sciences of the phenomenalization of matter explaining the emergence of forms in physical and biochemical substrates (Thom), and on the side of the subject, cognitive neurosciences explaining the computational processing of sensory information (for Husserl, the noetic syntheses operating on the sensory hyle) resulting in perceptual structures.

In consequence, the scientific Peircean “secondness” at work here (in the sense of natural sciences that rely on mathematics and models) is twofold. Without it, the two “depths,” the two “phases” separated by the interface, fall apart from one another and are again disconnected by an unbridgeable “gap.” On the one hand, the physical sciences study nothing but the objective “depth” by treating the surface phenomenalization of objectivity as a simple, irrelevant epiphenomenon. On the other hand, phenomenology and the cognitive sciences study nothing but the subjective “depth” by bracketing—as in the Husserlian epoché—all objectivist realism as a bias. What is more, in disregarding the interface, one prevents semiotics itself from interfacing with the subject and the world. Hence the establishment of three independent and incommensurable realms: (i) biophysical matter, (ii) the cognitive subject, and (iii) the empire of signs. This separation is opposed by the fundamental scientific advancements that take the phenomenal interface into account.

A. Thom and Turing

In his classic Structural Stability and Morphogenesis René Thom departs explicitly from phenomenality, defining it morphologically as the emergence of qualitative discontinuities in substrates and proposing a theory based on the analysis of the dynamics internal to these substrates.59 The central idea consists in describing material (physical, biochemical) properties internal to the substrate by means of internal dynamics (systems of differential equations) that vary with the point considered in the spatiotemporal extension of the substrate: dynamics whose attractors become manifest phenomenologically via sensible qualities. The qualitative discontinuities are then modeled by bifurcations (in the mathematical sense of the theory of singularities and the theory of dynamical systems) of these attractors. It is indeed a theory of the phenomenalization of physical and biochemical processes, morphologies being interpreted as the spatiotemporal externalization of instabilities of internal dynamics.

Fifteen years before Thom, Alan Turing, in his pioneer article from 1952, “The Chemical Basis of Morphogenesis,” had introduced a similar but more limited idea, explaining how under certain conditions the dynamics of chemical reactions between “morphogenic” chemical substances could be destabilized by processes of spatial diffusion of these substances. This, too, is a theory of physical and biochemical processes by the externalization of internal instabilities. Moreover, in another text (unpublished because of his suicide) Turing says explicitly that in morphogenesis “the chemical information [is] converted into a geometrical form.”60 From then on, Turing’s reaction-diffusion models with instabilities have been commonly used to explain the emergence of patterns in biological tissues (leopard’s coats, shells, and so on).

All these theories (considering also the dissipative structures of Ilya Prigogine, the synergetics of Hermann Haken, and so forth) are theories of self-organization explaining the emergence of macroscopic structures in terms of highly complex interactions of microscopic units. They give a rigorous scientific content to what, in his desire to complete Husserlian phenomenology via a philosophy of nature, Merleau-Ponty called quite suitably a “phenomenological physis” regarding “the emergence of original macro-phenomena between micro-phenomena, ‘singular loci’ in space or ‘wrapping phenomena.’”61

Meanwhile, Per Aage Brandt has proposed calling the phenomenalization of physics “pheno-physics”—physics proper (matter, radiation, and so on) thus functioning as “geno-physics.”62

B. Morphodynamical Rationale of Gibson’s Ecologism

The works that we have just mentioned are scientifically essential not only for physics and biochemistry but also for the psychology of perception. In effect they allow one to justify an “ecologism” in the style of James Gibson, according to which perception extracts relevant structures directly from the environment.63 The Gibsonian thesis is very far from being obvious, and Jerry Fodor and Zenon Pylyshyn have cogently argued that it is circular insofar as “what we need, of course, is some criterion for being ecological other than perceptibility. This, however, Gibson fails to provide.”64 I have shown in Cognitive Morphodynamics that the morphological level is precisely “what we need” and that, consequently, once completed by the morphodynamical approach, Gibson’s ecologism becomes scientifically coherent.65

C. Neurogeometry of Vision

Likewise, on the subjective side, the comprehension of the phenomenal interface between the world and the subject and of perceptual morphologies on the basis of sensory inputs is extremely difficult. This is the business of the cognitive neurosciences. We have at our disposal a great deal of precise experimental data and a number of mathematical models of neurocomputational processing of peripheral information, from retinal transduction (photoreceptors, horizontal cells, bipolar cells, amacrine cells, ganglion cells) to the visual cortical areas where the percepts are formed. The entire issue is one of understanding how such computational processing can result in a morphological geometry of percepts. In Neurogéométrie de la vision I explain in detail the crucial role that the functional architectures (that is, the precise type of connectivity) of the visual areas play.66 These functional architectures of the neuronal hardware are so particular that their activation by sensory stimuli automatically produces the geometrization of these stimuli as Gestalten. In other words, they endow the stimuli with a morphological formatting; they neurally implement the forms of phenomenal manifestation, that is to say, transcendental aesthetics.

4. The Perceptual Anchoring of Language

Today, even the most formalist cognitivists agree about the anchoring of language in perception. What is more, a number of works show that in children there are categories for objects, spatial relations, and events that are preverbal (the works of Jean Mandler, for example).67 As I show in Cognitive Morphodynamics, these developmental psychologists agree with the anti-Chomskyan cognitive linguists like Charles Fillmore, Ron Langacker, or Len Talmy.68 By the way, Talmy’s works were the topic of the Colloquium “Topology and Dynamics in Cognition and Perception” that we were able to organize thanks to Umberto Eco and Patrizia Violi in December 1995 at the International Center for Semiotic and Cognitive Studies in San Marino.69

There are several approaches to the way that the syntax of natural languages grammaticalizes Gestalten and perceptual schemes (the localist hypothesis, case grammars, the “image-schemas” of cognitive linguistics, Herbert Simon’s mental imaging of contents, and so on).70 These can be grouped under the general theme of a primary iconicity of grammar, which allows us to bring perception and language together again.71 The nonpropositional form of iconic schemes is cognitively primary. As Peter Gärdenfors explains, “cognitive models are primarily image-schematic (not propositional).”72

These hypotheses about a perceptual anchoring of language are now beginning to be accepted even by the most formalist cognitivists. One striking example is that of Zenon Pylyshyn in his 2001 paper “Visual Indexes, Preconceptual Objects, and Situated Vision,” in which he affirms that:


 

Sooner or later concepts must be grounded in a primitive causal connection between thoughts and things. . . . The principle of grounding concepts in perception remains an essential requirement if we are to avoid an infinite regress. . . . Without such a preconceptual grounding, our percepts and our thoughts would be disconnected from causal links to the real-world objects of those thoughts.73

The visual system has a mechanism for picking out and accessing individual objects prior to encoding their properties.74



This thesis fits nicely with what Eco says, namely, that the indicalità primaria is a presemiotic phenomenon.75

One could give a considerable number of examples of perceptual anchorings of language. A group of particularly striking phenomena—which, by the way, I mathematized in 2011—concerns the spontaneous intentional actantialization of simple kinematic motions (accelerating trajectories and changes of direction) of geometric spots (squares, circles, triangles).76 Based on the pioneer experiments of Fritz Heider and Marianne Simmel in 1944,77 specialists have analyzed with precision the way that kinematics is perceived and described by means of a refined actantial syntax for actants endowed with intentionality (with the use of sophisticated action verbs like “to enter,” “to leave,” “to hide,” “to flee,” “to pursue,” “to attack,” “to give,” “to force,” and so forth). This low-level, nonconceptual, automatic, and modular perception of agency constitutes a fundamental cognitive process, studied by Brian Scholl, Patrice Tremoulet, David Premack, Sarah-Jayne Blakemore, and Jean Decety, inter alia.78

Another equally striking example—which I modeled in 2011 using algorithms of convexification, transversality, segmentation, skeletonization (in particular, the SKIZ, “skeleton by influence zones”) analogous to those encountered in vision for the morphological analysis of objects into parts79—is the way in which, in languages with prepositions, prepositions grammaticalize spatial relations.80 It has been shown (in particular by Stephen Kosslyn) that there are two kinds of processing of spatial relations, one continuous (a metric with an approximate measurement of distance, orientation, and size) and one categorical (above, beside, before, and so on).81 David Kemmerer has done comparative studies of six thousand languages and, with Hanna Damasio, has explored the “neuroanatomic correlates of linguistically encoded categorical spatial relations” by means of cerebral imaging (PET, fMRI).82 The two kinds of processing are lateralized: continuous processing occurring preferentially in the right hemisphere and categorical processing in the left hemisphere (in the supramarginal gyrus). This example is particularly interesting because it is a perfect analogue in the plane of content to what happens with categorical perception in phonetics at the plane of expression—categorical perception, which, since Saussure and Jakobson, is found at the root of structuralism.83

It is only on the basis of all these preliminaries that the possibility of a properly semiotic Peircean thirdness (triadicity) of representamen and interpretants, immediate objects, semioses, inferences, signifying nexuses, judgments, abductions, and so on, is opened up. A semiotics that economizes its moments of firstness and secondness would not have the capacity to be a well-formed science.84

VII. THE PROBLEMATIC OF MORPHOLOGICAL ORGANIZATION

One will note that what links perception and qualitative macrophysics to their phenomenological interface are the structures of morphological organization, and that our thesis is therefore that semiotics depends on this morphological organization of the objective world and of subjective minds. It is therefore indeed the problem of morphological organization that, on this view, becomes scientifically and philosophically central.

Organization in the physical, chemical, and biological domains (what Kant called the technē of nature), organization in perception, language, and the arts, organization in phenomena: it is essential to consider these different dimensions together. Very few thinkers have dedicated themselves to this. I have looked further into two of them in particular, Kant and Goethe, who were the focal points of the lezioni magistrali (keynote addresses) that I had the privilege of giving in Bologna in March and April 2007 at the invitation of Umberto Eco.

1. Kant, the Critique of Judgment and the Opus Postumum

In his third Critique Kant departs from the phenomenality of morphological organization, which is a massive empirical fact, and, in the context of the problematic of purposiveness, considers it as simultaneously having an objective side and a subjective side. Objectively, it is a question of the “objective internal purposiveness” of organized beings, in particular of living organisms; subjectively, it is a matter of the “formal subjective purposiveness” of works of art. It is thus a theory of organization that gives unity to this Critique. The immense difficulty of the problem is, as Leibniz had never stopped repeating throughout his life, knowing how to rethink principles of organization such as the Aristotelian entelechies and the medieval substantial forms in the aftermath of Galilean mechanics. At the time it was not clear how to explain the dynamics of form in terms of a mechanics of force. A symptom of this aporia is found in Kant’s usage of apparently contradictory concepts such as “purposiveness without a purpose” for teleological judgment or “judgment without a concept” for aesthetic judgment.

How should we understand the technē (and no longer the physis) of nature as a producer of organized forms? How should we think of nature as “art” and “poiesis”? If organized forms cannot be explained mechanically, then, in order to “legalize” them (for all knowledge is “lawful” for Kant), it is necessary to introduce the concept of purposiveness, these forms becoming “natural ends,” “ends” that are internal and immanent to nature. These “natural ends,” whose organization is a type of “spontaneity” (which means that they are self-organized), are empirically given but can be explained only by a “formative force,” a bildende Kraft (or a Bildungskraft), synthesizing forces and forms. And as this teleology does not really possess objective content, it “is only part of describing nature.”85

It is only in the Opus Postumum, the cardinal importance of which Eco emphasizes in his commentary from Il Protagora,86 that Kant imagines a system of “primitive” and “internally driving” forces internal to matter, which “are composed in the phenomenon” and could explain the emergence of forms as “a certain structure derived from matter.” The problematic of the phenomenalization of physics here gets the beautiful name of “the phenomenon of the phenomenon.”87

2. Goethean Morphology

I have also dealt at length with Goethe’s Morphologie88 because, in broadening Kant’s Critique of Judgment, Goethe was the first in the modern (that is, post-Galilean) era to develop a strict morphological monism applicable simultaneously to natural morphologies (that he had himself examined in The Metamorphosis of Plants) and to works of art (for example, in his “Über Laokoon”).89

In Goethe’s Morphologie the concept of phenomenal form (Gestalt) is inseparable from that of formation (Bildung), of formative force (bildende Kraft), and of structure in the sense of the mereological relations of parts in an organic whole. In an organism phenomenal appearance is governed by an internal dynamical principle producing this external spatial connection of parts. As Wilhelm von Humboldt explained in 1830 in his review of the “Second Roman Visit,”90 there is, according to Goethe, a “tendency to study form (Gestalt) and the exterior object on the basis of the interior essence of natural beings and laws of their genesis (Bildung).”91 In the Metamorphosis of Plants, in particular, Goethe explains the a priori “entelechial” principle presiding (according to him) over the formation of morphologically organized beings.

But Goethe held himself to the description of the phenomenal appearance of natural forms. He is a thinker of the interface, interested most of all in the mediation between the physics and physiology that generate morphologies and the mind that interprets them. There is for him a visibility of being in appearance, and the Morphologie is a treatment of this phenomenalization. Goethe thus limits the entelechial principle to Erscheinung, appearance expressing the entelechial principle in the play between Darstellung, Bildung, and Gestalt. There is indeed an “internal” principle of formation, but it is a question of understanding it on the basis of the very description of its “externalization.”

The Morphologie is a theory of functional correlations of parts in an organism. It proposes what we have called a schematism of composition. As a result, the same theory of organized structure applies to both works of art and natural forms. Regarding the Laocoön, Goethe speaks of a highly organized living nature. In short, as Danièle Cohn formulates it in La Lyre d’Orphée: “Goethe, who invented morphology in the natural sciences, thereby enables us to conceive a morphological aesthetics . . . and a morphological theory of culture.”92

3. Peirce on Self-Organization

But I would like to underscore that Peirce has just as profoundly conceived of self-organization in nature as had Lessing, Kant, and Goethe before him—as a system of natural signs—and as a result he developed a remarkable thesis about the semiosis internal to nature.

In a paper on Eco’s concept of the semiotic threshold presented at the Colloquium in Cerisy, Winfried Nöth delved quite deeply into the relations between natural signs and cultural semiotics in Eco’s thought.93 The enculturation of natural signs, as indexes allowing inferences, is brought about by sociopsychological interpretants (“minds” in the sense of consciousness or social conventions). But Nöth rightly recalls that according to Peirce the opposition between nonsemiotic and semiotic does not replicate the one between natural and cultural. There might be in effect natural minds acting as final causes. In a certain sense, every function attached to a structure is semiotic and causes an interpretant to intervene. For example, the complex physical-chemical reactions constitutive of the metabolism of a biological organism are “semiotic” in this sense. By virtue of the constitutive links between structure and function, the living being is a natural semiotic machine.94 According to Peirce, the fundamental threshold between nonsemiotics and semiotics is rather one between dyadic levels (of a stimulus-response type where efficient causes produce effects mechanically) and triadic levels (where an interpretant, a mind, selects the stimuli from its environment that are functionally relevant for it).

In a manner that was simultaneously semiotic and naturalistic, Peirce thus reformulated the question of genesis and evolutionary complexification of forms and natural structures. In his attempt to understand the enigma of the increasing diversification and complexification of organized beings, he reactivated in his own way the problematic of morphogenic entelechies. In a kind of new critique of teleological judgment he interpreted entelechies and their “internal purposiveness” as self-interpreting natural signs.

We can therefore see that the semiotic dimension internal to self-interpreting nature in Peirce corresponds rather precisely to objective internal purposiveness in Kant. This allows us to position ourselves better in relation to this semiotics. For Peirce, intranatural morphogenetic semiotics is one semiotics among others. Let us invert this conception and give primary consideration to the natural problematic of morphological self-organization that is as much objective as subjective, and treat cultural semiotics as an evolutionary derivation. In speaking of a “naturalization” of meaning, we are essentially claiming that the actual theories of morphogenetic self-organization allow us to confer scientific status upon the phenomenological threshold leading from the presemiotic to semiotics proper.95

VIII. THE MORPHOLOGICAL GENEALOGY OF STRUCTURALISM

It should be emphasized that the reference to Goethe is indispensable in this kind of reflection because the Morphologie is, along with phenomenology and linguistics, one of the principal origins of modern structuralism (Jakobsonian, Lévi-Straussian, and Thomian).96 As Tzvetan Todorov, Lubomir Doležel, Jean-Marie Schaeffer, Patrick Sériot, and Sergueï Tchougounnikov have each shown, the heritage continues by way of Russian formalism, which originally inspired the conception of the Prague Circle.97

The Goethean morphological tradition would have a considerable influence—first on the German rhetorical school of thought from 1900 to 1920 headed by Rob Riemann (with his 1902 thesis Goethes Romantechnik), Bernard Seuffert, and Otmar Schissel von Fleschenberg; as well as on the school of poetics of Wilhelm Dibelius, Oscar Walzel, and Wilhelm Worringer;98 and then on the Russian formalists Petrovskij (his analyses of Maupassant’s En voyage and of Pushkin in 1921), Vasily Gippius (his Urmorfologie of 1919 on roles and functions in Turgenev’s novels), Alexander Nikiforov (on roles and functions in folkloric tales), Alexander Reformatskij (who was Petrovskij’s student and author in 1922 of a narrative model of generative morphology joining structural categories with functional categories), and of course Vladimir Propp.99

Whereas in Romantic speculative idealism the “internal form” is a vital principle at once organic and spiritual (a vitalism that would last until the works of Hans Driesch on embryogenesis in his celebrated Philosophie des Organischen from 1909), in Russian formalism,100 which shows itself to be more functionalist and evolutionary in nature, it becomes on the contrary a transcendental principle (for example, in Heinrich Rickert’s Neo-Kantian sense). From transcendental it would later become metalinguistic and formal.

Even later, for André Jolles, whose Einfache Formen was a resounding success, Goethean morphology would be unified directly with structuralism.101 As Jean-Jacques Vincensini has reminded us,102 in his preface to Einfache Formen Jolles explicitly departs from Goethe’s concept of Gestalt as a “typical and morphologically determinate” phenomenal manifestation resulting from an “effective power,” in order to have it “serve as a basis for a morphological research with regard to literary criticism.” For Jolles, this sets the “task” of understanding “for each [kind of] poetry” how “the constitutive and limiting forces of its form have resulted in a composition that one can recognize and distinguish. . . . Determination and interpretation of Forms—such is the task of this method.”103

IX. CONCLUSION

Beginning with the refined classical cultural elements of ekphrasis and the ut pictura poesis, we have accompanied Umberto Eco on a semiotic journey enabling us to propose the problem of the conditions for the possibility of a protosemiotics of meaning. As regards “lines of resistance” and the “hard ground” of being, we have reunited Peircean firstness, a quo dynamic objects, the phenomenology of perception, and Thom’s morphodynamics as so many aspects of the morphological interface between a natural world and a semiotic subject. After that, further downstream, we reconnected this morphological interface with the purely scientific problems of the structural and functional self-organization of material substrates and functional neuronal architectures. Returning upstream the length of the philosophical genealogy of structuralism, we finally returned to Kant’s Critique of Judgment, his Opus Postumum, and Goethe’s morphological monism. In order to close the circle of this journey, we are therefore going to return to Lessing, our point of departure with Umberto Eco—Lessing, who, in 1766, was the first to break the circle of the ut pictura poesis and who revolutionized classical semiotics by introducing what a little later would become Kantian transcendental aesthetics.

In effect, with Lessing the issue of “formats” and “forms of intuition” emerges, which will lead to the novel idea of an immanent sense of forms. He separates the visual and the literary and launches into the dual critique of the abuses of the descriptive genre (Schilderungssacht, visual poetry and a “speaking picture”) and of allegory (Alligoristerei, literary painting and a “silent poem”). Let us recall the formula from antiquity: poema pictura loquens, pictura poema silens (“poetry is a speaking picture, painting a silent poem”). Taking into account the essential limitation of the medium—the “spatiality of the signifier” evoked by Eco—Lessing draws from it the conclusion that, essentially, painting cannot “express general ideas.”104 Its aesthetic meaning is immanent and is found in the fact that the parts of the plastic composition are spatially correlated. This is why, as Hubert Damisch notes, Lessing dismantles “the rhetoric of the ut pictura poesis, which purported to see in poetry a speaking kind of painting and in painting a kind of mute poetry.”105 By striving “to trace back to that which determines the condition for the possibility of the different arts,” he achieved a “critical and truly grounding operation, in the Kantian sense of the word.”106

Lessing’s fundamental thesis is that in the plastic arts “signs must have a natural and simple relation with the signified object.”107 In figures (“bodies”) there exists in some way a formatting common to both the sign and the referent, to both the signifier and the signified, and this format is that of the articulation of the spatial continuum, of its segmentation by means of qualitative discontinuities into domains filled with sensible qualities. The same can be said for the narrative arts, but here the format is the temporal continuum and no longer concerns bodies but actions.

However, phenomena being spatiotemporal, time can intervene secondarily when space is the originary form, and, alternately, space can intervene secondarily when time is the originary form. It is not a matter here of the truism that bodies can move and actions can stop. The problem is that the different arts are univocally associated with the form of articulation that defines their principle of composition: a painting does not move (this was before cinema) and a story does not illustrate (this was before the comic strip).

Let us conclude then on a humorous note from Umberto Eco’s “Spazialità e testo litterario”:


 

Whenever taking Laocoön literally, we must say that the arts of space come to represent space but do not succeed in representing time. . . . (Naturally, Lessing’s distinction falls into crisis with the birth of systems of communication such as cinema, which are capable of expressing spatial dimensions and temporal durations simultaneously. But Lessing was never able to see the Empire State Building filmed by Andy Warhol for twenty hours, and we can forgive him for this.)108
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Ernie Lepore and Matthew Stone

ECO, METAPHOR, AND INTERPRETATION: A CURE FOR THE COMMON CODE

               As an ornament, the metaphor is of no interest to us, because, if it says more pleasantly that which can be said otherwise, then it could be explained wholly within the scope of a semantics of denotation. We are interested in the metaphor as an additive, not a substitutive, instrument of knowledge.

—Umberto Eco

Historians of ideas might disagree among themselves about whether the standard model of communication is already present in Plato, but no one would challenge its grip on the philosophical imagination ever since Locke. It is the model in which a “message is decoded on the basis of a Code shared by both the virtual poles of the chain.”1 More colloquially, it is the model that if someone has an idea he wants to convey to an audience, then he should encode it in a shared language. They can retrieve the message. Eco long ago argued that this model fails adequately to describe the actual functioning of communicative intercourses.2 His challenge has had little impact on the analytic philosophical tradition’s fixation on Locke’s model. This is unfortunate since he is obviously right and they are obviously wrong.

Here is a simple but definitive Eco-style argument against this standard communication model (SCM): it is easy to imagine, indeed, actual cases exist, where two speakers, though equally proficient with a shared language, still cannot communicate, not because of a performance defect, but, rather, because one only writes and reads the language while the other only speaks it. Many of us share this particular relationship with the ancient Romans. We can read and write Latin even if we never learned to speak it and, of course, in the past it was spoken by many who never wrote it.

This simple thought experiment reveals that communication requires its participants to share more than a common code; they must also share a system of articulation. It also puts into focus the need to keep separate the world from its conception, its conception from language used to express it, and linguistic expressions we use to characterize the world from the vehicles we exploit in presenting these linguistic items. We are unaware of a single acknowledgment of this four-part taxonomy in the analytic tradition. Diagrammatically it is as in Figure 1:


[image: Figure 1]


Figure 1

The reason for its neglect is pretty straightforward: most philosophers (and linguists) hold a rather naïve view about the nature of expressions, that is, about the metaphysics of linguistic items. The philosopher Donald Davidson, for example, held the view (one that we believe remains the status quo among linguists and analytic philosophers) that linguistic items should be identified with shapes. Eco has been transparently clear about the subtleties of coding and sign production for decades.3 So it is quite surprising, indeed scandalous, how long this tiresome view has stuck around; it is egregiously wrong.

One wonders which shape? Is the word “red” to be identified with its pronunciation (which one?) or its orthography? Or is it to be assumed that these are the same shape? That is a stretch, is it not? Among linguists, at least those in the generative tradition, the only relevant shape for language individuation is phonological. We find this view equally unpalatable. Should we conclude that there are as many words as there are phonological realizations? That is, do the British have a different word for “tissue” than Americans since they pronounce it differently? Moreover, this view has a hard time accommodating the intuitive temporal and modal profiles of words. Might not “red” have been pronounced differently than it actually is? Is it not intuitive that the word “red” has, as a matter of fact, changed its pronunciation across time? But given the identification of a sound and a word this ought not to be possible.4

What these considerations minimally point to is the incompleteness of SCM. It must be supplemented by a story that tells us how to separate language from its various vehicles of articulation. But the problems for SCM run deeper and we owe a debt of gratitude to Umberto Eco for his excavations here. For example, his sustained discussion of metaphor, and figurative speech in general, exposes serious flaws within SCM. Consider the metaphorical:

      (1)  The girl is a birch.

Were someone to assert it, what would its (or a) correct interpretation be? Aristotle told us it should be interpreted as a (disguised) simile, as in, “The girl is like a birch.” But this is too weak. As Nelson Goodman reminded us long ago, everything is like everything in some regard or other. To be told merely that the girl is like a birch is rather uninformative in a way that the metaphor is not. In the other direction, some have suggested that all there is to its meaning is its literal meaning, and so (1) read either literally or metaphorically always means or says no more than that the girl is a birch. However, were someone to use this sentence, her audience would surely infer that she must mean something other than its literal meaning since otherwise she would be shirking her responsibility as a participant in a conversation to speak only truths, or at least not obvious falsehoods. Given this constraint on rational agents participating in a conversational collaboration, an audience will ask itself what the speaker might be trying to convey to us beyond literal meaning.

The palpable problem with such an account is its inability to tell us anything of value about how we can come up with a correct interpretation. As Eco himself notes, much the same could be said of the failure of formal semantics to explain metaphor. Reacting to the compositional semantic formal treatments that seek a “transfer” of properties from the literal extension to the metaphorical one—whereby, for example, with (1), the girl acquires the property of being vegetal and the tree of being human—not only predicts the wrong results but does not tell us how we came up with them in the first place; much the same could be said about other competing treatments.

There is yet a deeper concern that occupies and consternates Eco, namely, that good metaphors are—to borrow his elegant expression—open, by which he means there is no obvious closed message or interpretation we must take away from a good metaphor. But, contrary to Eco, and this will be our focus, we worry that his being right about their openness undermines any project that seeks their interpretation in the first place. To see why will take a bit of stage setting.

I. THE PUBLICITY OF MEANING

We take it as a given that interpretations must be public. The whole point of uttering something with the intention of getting information across to an audience is that what the speaker intends to communicate should be available to his audience. This part of the SCM is correct. Proponents of publicity include a who’s who of twentieth-century theorists of language, including Frege, Wittgenstein, Quine, Davidson, Dummett, Grice, Lewis, Derrida, and, of course, Eco.5 It’s hard to imagine what its challenge could be short of mysticism. We presume that anyone pressing a nonpublic account of interpretation has lost his or her way.

In the standard Gricean framework this constraint takes the form of a requirement on what counts as speaker-meaning; it requires that the speaker intend for the audience to be able to retrieve his or her communicative intention. The details of the account matter little here, if for no other reason than that most commentators reject the original Gricean details (including Grice, who revised the account often and wound up with something so oblique and scholastic you would need a Ph.D. in psychology to unravel it); yet virtually everyone embraces his basic idea.6 But in order for the speaker to reasonably expect his audience to retrieve his communicative intention, he must render his intention transparent to them; there should be publicly available cues to guide them. If he means his words literally, it’s pretty easy to see how the story would go; the speaker presumes his audience shares his linguistic conventions, and so, with a literal utterance he presumes they’ll recognize that what he means is what his words (literally) mean (as determined by their shared conventions in the context in which they were used). Of course the process is subtle; presumably something about the context indicates which language is being spoken, that they were spoken literally, and so forth. And when this intent parts ways from the literal, the speaker thereby carries a duty to get across that he is so doing, as well as one to render transparent to his audience the ways in which he is parting ways from the literal. His utterance might be so absurd that his audience can’t take him to be speaking literally without assuming he’s gone mad; or it might be so false that they assume the speaker would have to take them for ignoramuses to presume that he means his words literally. And so it goes. Theories disagree with, and diverge over, the processes behind this sort of interpretation but they agree about the end game—to retrieve the speaker’s communicative intention.

There are linguistic exceptions; presumably no matter how much we try we can’t make our use of the first-person pronoun “I” pick out someone else even if that’s our speaker intention; even if a madman thinks he’s someone else, what he says when he utters “I’m Barack Obama” is false unless he’s Barack Obama. Other sorts of contextual constraints work in a like fashion. But, by and large, the model is clear enough. It, of course, allows for various infelicities.

In short, the effects of nonliteral uses of language cannot be characterized in terms of an audience’s retrieval and uptake of a single (or several) publically available specific proposition(s) that the speaker intends to communicate. This is because the interpretive practices that govern nonliteral uses of language are joint (or collaborative) activities; characteristically, with figurative speech, a speaker invites the hearer to share in whatever insights either one of them can discover in exploring some particular imaginative world in some particular novel way. Further, nothing in their joint activity requires that the resultant effects contribute propositional content; and further, nothing privileges just those effects (if any) that the speaker alone had in mind, that is, as determined by the speaker’s communicative intentions.

We further believe, though Professor Eco might not concur, that his significant contributions on the open text support our idea. Where we are unclear about his position, and where we hope that he will illuminate us in his reply, is why he continues to call the results of working with an open text an interpretation (or coming to “understand a metaphor”) since, as we assume is (or will be) transparent, we think those results issue in nothing like interpretation, if by that is meant ascribing an interpretation—semantic or pragmatic.

We will proceed, then, as follows: we will provide evidence for the claim that with respect to figurative speech, in particular metaphor, we exploit very different sorts of strategies than what normally underwrites interpretation. We will stress, à la Eco, the generality and open-endedness of these practices. They apply across extended discourse and even across speakers. Interlocutors can explore and amplify them, enriching what they extract from the exchange, but they do not clarify, disambiguate, or delimit what they extract in order to achieve a single precise meaning. We obviously will have to show how we think these critiques relate to Eco’s own discussion of the open text. We’ll end our discussion with our puzzle for Professor Eco about interpretation.

II. THE SCOPE OF METAPHORICAL INTERPRETATION

What is the point of a metaphor? What is a metaphorist trying to get across to her audience when she constructs and presents a metaphor? No one can deny that at a minimum metaphorical speech invites its audience to imagine something as something else entirely. Eco uses example (1) above to help clarify the creative engagement that an audience brings to this process.7 To appreciate the speaker’s point in using this particular metaphor, it’s hard to deny that the addressee must place some important properties and relationships in a source domain in correspondence with those of a target domain. This imaginative effort allows similarities and analogies across domains to deepen and enrich an understanding of the target. In the metaphorical interpretation of (1), for example, the task is to line up certain key features of a birch to features of the girl that are similar in some noteworthy respect. We might entertain the way she, like a birch, bends under social forces. This is a different sort of process from literally imagining the girl to be a tree. In grasping the point of the metaphor, we do not, and indeed should not, imagine the girl to actually lose her humanity. At best, we are supposed to find correspondences to aspects of a birch tree.

In short, when you reason about a presented metaphor, you go ahead and explore real-world analogies in a distinctive way peculiar to metaphor. Exploring a metaphor is a distinctive cognitive process. Interpreting irony, another case of figurative speech, is a very different sort of process where an interpreter is not reasoning about the actual speaker, but, rather, reconstructing an imaginary speaker; it should be obvious that the processes of reasoning about an actual interlocutor and creatively engaging with a fictional character are distinct, requiring different sorts of reasoning.

When we think of the creativity of metaphor, we like to cite a particular metaphor from the humorist Matt Groening, who wrote:

    (2)  Love is a snowmobile racing across the tundra; and then suddenly it flips over, pinning you underneath. At night, the ice weasels come.8

We, his audience, know that a snowmobile is a sport vehicle like a car on skis that you drive through the snow; it’s fun; it’s exhilarating, and it gives you a sense of adventure. We know the tundra is a frozen landscape without trees; it’s a place of relative safety. We know that weasels are small predatory animals known for their fierceness and trickery. Putting all this together, then, it is not unlikely that we will come to imagine a kind of prototypical course for a love affair, which starts with a sense of adventure and excitement and then goes horribly wrong, leaving us with gnawing feelings of torture and pain. But how did we come to this particular interpretation? After all, we all know that love is not really a snowmobile.

Our view is that when audiences reason about metaphor what they are doing is exploring real-world analogies in a distinctive way peculiar to metaphorical speech in particular. Exploring a metaphor is a distinctive cognitive process. Sarcasm and irony are different sorts of figurative speech, and require, we claim, invoking different sorts of cognitive processes.

We can understand (2) even though it is new and unfamiliar. But we wouldn’t want to posit a convention, a preestablished meaning, for any of its words or constructions. It really does seem that what’s doing the work here is an ability to understand Groening’s sentence as described, and then an ability to go on to make an analogy between the experience of being in love and a certain kind of history that could happen.

Since metaphors are creative and not conventional,9 we need to explain how it is possible that we could get anything like a special meaning from them. One Gricean tradition, as mentioned in passing above, provides a way: the idea is, very simply, that a metaphor is an utterance where what the speaker means in using the metaphor differs from what the metaphor literally means. Literal meaning might tell the audience something about snowmobiles, whereas what the speaker means tells the audience something about the trajectory of love affairs. The first theorist to flesh out this sort of theory of metaphor in any detail was John Searle.10

Searle’s idea, applied to the current case, is that when Groening utters, “Love is a snowmobile” he doesn’t mean (despite what this sentence literally means) that love is a snowmobile. Instead, what he means is that love is a snowmobile*, where snowmobile* introduces a brand new concept or property, related to being a snowmobile, which has something in common with real snowmobiles and what they are like to ride, or to work with.11 The speaker’s communicative intention in making this utterance is not therefore to talk about snowmobiles, but, rather, to talk about snowmobiles*. His audience recognizes as much because there are principles of metaphorical interpretation that are common ground between the speaker and the audience; and these principles provide hints about how to replace one property with an associated one. Only by tying one of these associated properties to what the speaker means by his utterance is the audience able to recover a message that makes sense, that is, one that is appropriate for the conversation.

Searle’s fundamental claim is that when confronting a metaphorical expression the audience must first decode its linguistic properties, mapping it onto a literal form of representation that preserves the literal denotations and compositional structure of the constituents of the expression. This stage is succeeded by a realization of its contextual inappropriateness (for example, its literal interpretation may be somehow defective), followed by the suppression of this literal representation and the ensuing search for nonliteral forms of interpretation. It is only by going through this three-stage process, according to Searle, that we are able to identify what the speaker’s communicative intention was in uttering a metaphorical expression.

So Groening, with his metaphorical (2), could not be committing himself to the truth of the propositions that his words literally express. It is common knowledge that he knows that love is not a snowmobile. He is therefore overtly violating a maxim of conversation that you not say what you believe to be false. According to Searle, such an overt violation or flouting of this maxim indicates what the speaker’s intention is.12 With metaphor, this is a simile, based on what is said. In short, literal meaning is primary; and figurative meaning is associated with literal meaning in simple and systematic ways, derived in the pragmatic process of utterance comprehension, and this derivation is triggered by the fact that the literal meaning is an overt departure from conversational maxims.

An analysis similar in spirit to Searle’s is provided by the theory of relevance.13 Relevance theory posits a special meaning for the metaphor, “Love is a snowmobile,” namely, that love is a snowmobile*; where, again, snowmobile* is intended to introduce a novel concept that replaces the ordinary meaning of the word “snowmobile” in a way that captures its metaphorical use. The speaker’s intention is to use this metaphorical meaning, and again, it is supposed to be recognizable by appeal to general principles. But the mechanisms that these two theories invoke are different.

According to the principle of optimal relevance, we know that not everything that follows from being a snowmobile could possibly be true of love; some important things, however, true of snowmobiles are also true of love; and these importantly related properties define for us the concept of a snowmobile*. And so snowmobile* is intended to capture the relevant snowmobile inferences that the hearer is prompted to by the speaker’s metaphorical utterance. For relevance theorists, snowmobile* is, then, an ad hoc concept: something that is not specifically given by any of the conventions of language, but something that is recoverable in context because of the constraints imposed by a communicative intention; or imposed by the pull of relevance.

In short, there’s nothing special about interpreting a metaphor; its interpretation is just the usual recognition of communicative intentions through the same general psychological principles that are involved in all of the cases of communication. Interestingly, however, in the vast literature on metaphor, most scholars, including Eco, argue that metaphorical interpretation is special; so it will be useful to review some of their insights in order to take stock of this idea that interpreting metaphors involves pragmatic psychological (nonlinguistic) inferences based on what a speaker means by a use of the metaphor.

It seems there is something distinctive, poetic, and untranslatable about a good metaphor. Because of these features theorists have resisted attempts to give easy paraphrases of metaphors. As noted in passing earlier, Aristotle proposed that a metaphor is basically a disguised simile: “The simile is also a metaphor. The difference is but slight. When the poet says of Achilles that he ‘Leapt on the foe as a lion,’ this is a simile; when he says of him ‘the lion leapt,’ it is a metaphor. . . . [Similes] are to be employed just as metaphors are employed, since they are really the same thing except for the difference mentioned.”14

Aristotle’s view provides a kind of paraphrase that’s simple and formulaically related to the literal meaning of what you said. His view became a target for theorists who thought there was something special about metaphor, that is, something poetic and untranslatable. Max Black was one of the theorists who put these objections into print most influentially.15 He argued that the simile theory cannot be right. For one, the interpretation of a metaphor is much more specific than a mere comparison. If you say, “the girl is a birch,” you don’t just mean the girl is like a birch in unspecified or indefinite ways. Usually you want to convey that the girl is flexible, bends in certain ways (though, as Eco emphasizes, not in the same way as the tree).16 That specific set of commonalities with a birch simply doesn’t come across with a simile analysis.

But how should we think of the interpretive effort in metaphor to discover important similarities? Also, as noted earlier, philosophers and psychologists have long observed that the concept of similarity is unconstrained, variable, and open ended—even more so than the concept of opposition involved in interpreting sarcasm.17 We need only agree that a search for similarities cannot be a search for differences to see that metaphor is distinct from sarcasm. In fact metaphor is much more flexible. It involves not just finding things that resemble one another, but, as we suggested above, finding analogies that map objects, properties, and relationships in a source domain systematically onto corresponding ones in a target domain.18 This mapping can lead us to have new insights into the target domain, as the analogies lead us to make inferences about the target that we draw readily in the source domain but that we find too obscure or difficult to draw directly about the target. Or the mapping might simply shape our understanding of the target by imparting new attention or salience to aspects of the target that may be familiar but insufficiently appreciated.19

A more serious objection that Black ran against the simile account is based on the fact that metaphorical thinking gives special insights that can’t be paraphrased. When you say (1), you’re not just saying she is flexible. You are also thinking of her as a birch tree, and this imagery, this perspective you are taking on her is as important to the effect and the point of the metaphor as any propositional information it may convey.

Black called his positive account of metaphor “the interaction theory of metaphor.” Briefly explaining his view will help you to understand what’s at stake in explicating the perspective-taking that most theorists think is an essential part of metaphorical interpretation. Metaphorical interpretation starts with a tension and incompatibility between what we know about the source domain (birch trees, let’s say) and what we know about the target domain (the girl, a person). In characterizing what we know, Black emphasizes the ramifying texture and cultural relevance of the facts that we must consider; he called these facts systems of associated commonplaces. For example, it’s salient about birch trees that they are flexible, that they easily bend. This distinctive pattern of ideas is an important part of what we have to reconcile with the girl in order to make sense of the metaphor. This tension is resolved by a basic operation; and this operation constitutes the distinctive perspective-taking metaphors allow. We take those aspects of the source that fit the target—a set of properties, let’s say, that conventionally are associated with the source domain, and then we filter out what we’re thinking about the target by emphasizing these aspects, which may be things we know about the target or not, but which prompt us to reassess and reinterpret what we know about the target in a way that highlights consequences of these important features of the source domain.

Eco pursues this idea of the operation of metaphorical thinking. He particularly wants to contrast it with general notions of comparison and general notions of exploring important details in imagery; one thing as another is quite different from merely comparing two things. Seeing one thing as another is different from realizing that particular features of something are important or distinctive or affectively laden.20 “The metaphor’s cleverness” lies “in making us see a certain resemblance between different things.”21

One way of eliciting this idea is to contrast metaphors with telling details. Telling details are facts or information that the speaker provides in setting the scene—or in informing the audience what he intends for them to think further about—that can develop open-ended understanding, where lots of information, lots of consequences are easily imagined through elaborating these telling details. What is more, it can be important to the audience’s appreciation of the information that they explore the consequences of those telling details because those telling details might tell them important emotional information about a scene: how they are meant to react to it, who they are supposed to empathize with, and what sort of feelings should be prompted.

We naturally expect that we can color our interpretation of a text by presenting telling details that prompt relevant inferences. The Chinese poet Li Po is someone who used telling details influentially in poetry; one line of his poem that Ezra Pound translated is:

I watch the moon through the clear autumn.

In the context of this poem we know this line to be uttered by a woman whose lover has failed to meet her at the appointed assignation. The moonlight conveys the stillness and loneliness of knowing she has been rejected, while the clear autumn night underscores the kind of arbitrariness of her lover’s failing to come to meet her.

There’s lots of information we can have in a text that colors our appreciation, information that we think more and more about, but interpreting metaphor goes beyond this, in particular, in perspective-taking, that is, in seeing one thing as another. This requires that in interpreting a metaphor we have to reconstruct a correspondence that allows us to reinterpret the girl’s properties as birch-like. This distinct aspect of metaphorical thinking comes from this perspective-taking, which is not something that automatically follows from any independent principles of pragmatic reasoning.

In effect we are opting for one side of Eco’s radical choices, namely, that “the mechanism of metaphor establishes linguistic activity, every rule or convention arising thereafter in order to discipline, to reduce (and impoverish) the metaphorizing potential that defines man as a symbolic animal.”22 And given that metaphor is special in this way and that it requires a distinctive kind of thinking, you might wonder why bother trying to assimilate metaphor to theories of speaker-meaning. This is exactly the conclusion that Davidson drew, namely, that there is no distinctive meaning in metaphor.23 In this regard metaphor does not constitute “a breakdown, a malfunction, an unaccountable outcome.”24

What is distinctive about metaphor is that we recognize this correspondence, take up a particular perspective on the topic and target of the metaphor, and think through this perspective to whatever insights we may gain. That’s all there is. There’s nothing more to say about meaning. A key question for Davidson, one which he pursues in a variety of ways (and which we have also explored in a variety of ways), is why is it that we can use metaphors in all the ways we do if no proposition is encoded by them?25

III. AGAINST METAPHORICAL MEANING

When Donne says “No man is an island; the belle tolls for thee,” he’s counting on his audience to draw certain conclusions from their engagement with the world as he just described it, but he’s leaving those conclusions open for his audience; he’s not packaging them into meanings. It might help in grasping this point to note how easy it is to give instructions in metaphor, a point that Eco himself emphasizes in noting that metaphor is not limited to language alone.26

Coaches in athletic events often tell students what to do by using metaphors. The butterfly is very difficult to swim. Your hips sink in the water; and at the same time, it’s still hard to get your arms out of the water and keep your mouth high enough to breathe. You have to relax and flow through it. And one way a coach can get swimmers to swim the butterfly the right way is by telling them: “Do this—with each stroke let a wave flow along the length of your body, from your head down your back and through your legs.” This wave is obviously just an imaginary one; it’s a metaphor for the orchestration of movements that a swimmer has to perform in order to swim this stroke successfully. How is it, then, that a coach can succeed in telling you what to do with a metaphor if this metaphor doesn’t contribute a meaning by which it informs you of what it is you are supposed to do? But why not take the language at face value? Suppose, for example, we say that the instruction just asks the swimmer to move and to use the image of a wave to guide the orchestration of her movement, that is, to think about what’s literally instructed of her as she tries to meet that instruction. Is there anything more we have to say—“no!”—because this is what we do when we follow this instruction? And this is what lets us swim the butterfly by following this instruction.

An approach to metaphor that does not posit metaphorical meanings has much to recommend it. Rather than saying a speaker derives an interpretation for a metaphor in the ordinary way, we say something radically different. We say that the metaphor has its own mechanism that distinctively applies to metaphors and only to metaphors, where the metaphorizer exploits his audience’s knowledge of one domain in order to put a perspective on something. Metaphors produce “something which, psychologically speaking, we could call ‘excitation.’”27

This is a distinctive open-ended inference that is not grounded in general principles of psychology, but, rather, in the particular power of a kind of imagination that’s part of our psychology—a very particular part of it. The information we acquire through a metaphor that comes from this process is not pragmatic in the sense of being part of speaker-meaning, that is, it is neither signaled by the speaker nor recognized by the hearer. Rather, it becomes an extension of the external world around us, a place where our perceptions and demonstrations can inform the thinking and interaction we do with one another, but it is not part of our communication, that is, it is not part of the communicative enterprise. This is the sense in which we suggest that a metaphor is just a different sort of thing than ascribing a speaker-meaning. We believe this is Eco’s point when he celebrates that “that metaphor is ‘good’ which does not allow the work of interpretation to grind to a halt . . . but which permits inspections that are diverse, complementary and contradictory.”28

This sort of flexibility and open-endedness means that metaphorizers do not intend their audiences to calculate any specific proposition that is distinct from the proposition their words literally express.29 Metaphorical interpretation, in fact, seems to draw so tightly on the psychology of experience, attention, and inference—those chains of association that lead a wandering mind from one idea to another—that it is a mistake to describe the process in terms of the calculation of propositions at all.30 In any case, even when there is information that an audience is supposed to take away from a confrontation with a metaphor, and even when we can be fairly precise about what this information is, the metaphorical imagination that leads us to these insights is a matter of exploring similarities and correspondences between our understanding of the source and target domains of the metaphor.

IV. DIFFERENCES WITH ECO

Metaphorical meaning, if it existed, would require an audience to recognize the specific content that a speaker wishes to get across with his words, and to use the signal of the metaphor as the basis for the uptake of that content. This does not happen in normal confrontations with metaphors; as Eco himself notes, “once the process of unlimited semiosis has started, it is difficult to say where and when the metaphorical interpretation stops.”31 We agree with him and so we reject metaphorical meaning. But then we are puzzled by Eco’s talk of coming to understand a metaphor,32 of assuming a code verified against a simile,33 and of interpreting metaphors as “rule-governed creativity” or “rule-changing creativity.”34 This may be just a loose way of talking about what happens to us when we are confronted by a metaphor; and if so we have no qualms. But if he means that a theory of meaning must address not only literal meaning but a metaphorical one as well, then we disagree with him and indeed we do so partly for the very reasons he advances.

We are not denying that metaphors can be used with the intention of drawing a hearer’s attention to similarities, but this is not the same as an intention to convey propositional content. We do agree with Eco that a metaphor succeeds, if it does, from the cognitive effort an audience puts into exploring the similarities suggested by the metaphorical imagery, but we disagree with him if he takes this to mean that the cognitive effort succeeds and derives from recognizing a speaker’s intention to convey propositional content. We believe that taking our perspective allows us to afford a specific place for metaphor in the architecture of cooperative interaction without ascribing any meaning to a metaphor or its uses beyond the literal.

V. CONCLUSION

We have distinguished metaphorical thinking—developing imagery, seeing one thing as another, noticing similarities—from merely grasping a proposition, namely, the one that is speaker-meant. But why should anyone care if the point of a metaphor is characterized as a meaning or not? What’s in a name? Our answer is straightforward: both meaning and metaphor sit at the center of complex webs of phenomena, principles, and puzzles. There is much to gain from keeping these issues separate from one another. In the realm of meaning the hardest problems come in regimenting our knowledge of language and thus coming to understand how that knowledge is acquired, structured, and used in speakers’ faculty of language. Our intuitions about literal meaning place heavy constraints on key semantic notions: truth, reference, context, and logical form, among others. If we can locate metaphor elsewhere, it is good news for meaning.

The study of metaphor likewise benefits from putting issues of meaning aside. Eco, for one, has expended a great deal of creative energy over the past half century in trying to figure out what we do when we appreciate or craft a metaphor. We believe that it prejudges such questions to classify metaphor as carrying meaning: it suggests that we produce and understand metaphors in more or less the ordinary way that we produce and understand all other language. We most certainly do not.

Since Aristotle’s invocation of the special genius of the metaphorist, critics have worked to pin down the ingredients that make metaphor special. Eco locates the power of metaphor in the real relationships among things that only metaphorical thinking can bring us to notice. Barfield does as well in quoting Bacon on metaphor: “Neither are these only similitudes, as men of narrow observation may conceive them to be, but the same footsteps of nature, treading or printing upon several subjects or matters.” Barfield goes on:


 

This is the answer. It is these “footsteps of nature” whose noise we hear alike in primitive language and in the finest metaphors of poets. Men do not invent those mysterious relations between separate external objects, and between objects and feelings or ideas, which it is the function of poetry to reveal. These relations exist independently, not indeed of Thought, but of any individual thinker. And according to whether the footsteps are echoed in primitive language or, later on, in the made metaphors of poets, we hear them after a different fashion and for different reasons.35



Meaning does not work this way even if metaphor might. Therefore, divorcing metaphor from meaning opens the door to honor, to refine, and to defend such insights, in the terminology of psychology, action, and information. Where it belongs; and where Eco would have us place it.
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REPLY TO ERNIE LEPORE AND MATTHEW STONE

There is a big difference between metaphor and allegory. An allegory presents us with a sequence of actions that would not be difficult to interpret literally. At the beginning of the Divine Comedy Dante encounters three animals in a wood: a leopard, a lion, and a she-wolf. It would not be a problem to understand the passage literally, yet legions of commentators, sensing an allegory, hastened to explain what those three animals stood for. In other words, we are looking at an allegorical interpretation of Holy Writ. Nevertheless, if some wish to interpret these allegories literally, they can do so perfectly well without any sense of shock, after all there are people who interpret every passage in the Bible literally. In addition, I would like to pause briefly to discuss an example given by Lepore and Stone, the Matt Groening quote: “Love is a snowmobile racing across the tundra.” At first sight it does not strike me as a metaphor but a simile, “love is like. . .” (the responsibility for which I leave to the author). It would be an allegory if the word “love” disappeared and all we had was a snowmobile racing across the tundra. The story could then be understood literally, and there would be no metaphor.

Let’s move on to metaphor. With metaphor things go differently. If someone says, to use the example provided by Lepore and Stone, “the girl is a birch,” any sensible person would have to agree that that someone is saying something that does not correspond to what we believe to be true—and therefore the speaker is either lying or mad or meant to say something else. If we want the act of communication to be successful we must first of all (i) decide whether the speaker meant something else, and then (ii) decide what she wished to say.

The two problems are different and it seems to me that much analytical philosophy has dwelt considerably on the first point but little on the second and I think that the objections made by Lepore and Stone suffer from this limitation.

There is no doubt, as the two authors say, that “the whole point of uttering something with the intention of getting information across to an audience is that what the speaker intends to communicate should be available to his audience”; but who says that a speaker always intends to communicate a clearly defined concept? What did Keats mean to say when he stated that “beauty is truth, truth is beauty”? We are not looking at a metaphor but certainly at a case in which the poet did not want simply to say (as a scholastic theologian would have said) that “verum et pulchrum convertuntur” or that the whole of being is at the same time true and beautiful. Frankly, it does not matter to me what Keats meant to say (I find his expression very interesting even though its meaning is rather obscure, but poets often intend to speak in an obscure fashion). I simply wish to acknowledge that the speaker often does not intend to communicate a clear, definite meaning and indeed takes pleasure in being vague and ambiguous—but despite that he wishes to communicate something to his audience, otherwise he would not have spoken.

Lepore and Stone connect this idea with the fact that I talk about open texts, and I would agree on that. Except that, strangely, they say that they do not understand why I consider the outcome of an approach to an open text to be an interpretation. I must say that I am astonished because this idea is in contrast with all that I have written on interpretation. But it is also at odds with good sense: perhaps they want to say that the many readings that can be made of many poetic texts do not represent acts of interpretation? In this sense the concept of interpretation is restricted to the understanding of literal expressions referring to everyday situations (such as “there’s a cat in the kitchen” or “pass me the salt”) and the possibility of their being paraphrased and translated.

I ask Lepore and Stone what different attitudes are implied by these two expressions: (i) “I do not like that pig” and (ii) “William was a bachelor.” In the first case, if the expression refers to a human being, it should be interpreted as a metaphor and one possible interpretation is that the one being talked about is a filthy person; but we might also think that he is a complete glutton, or that he has deplorable sexual habits. It depends on the context. In case (ii) we have to decide whether William was an unmarried man or a knight’s squire, and we have to interpret (ii) by deciding which is the contextually appropriate interpretation. And so we are looking at two processes of interpretation and I cannot see how there are substantial differences between them.

Lepore and Stone must surely know that I hold to the Peircean notion of interpretation whereby an interpretant, which translates a sign through another sign or another more complex expression, always says something more. To interpret the expression “Smith has killed Brown” does not just mean understanding that someone called Smith has used violent means to take the life of someone called Brown (apart from the fact that the mention of violent means already tells us something more), but also that Smith should be sentenced to a certain punishment, that from a moral standpoint he is a sinner, that from the standpoint of many revealed religions he will go to hell, and very many other things. If these things are not considered, interpretation is reduced merely to the discovery of synonyms, which represents a pretty rough and ready way of understanding the meaning of an expression.

If I ask Word to give me a synonym for to kill, the program suggests slay or eradicate, but I do not think Word is interpreting anything nor that it is explaining the meaning of to kill to us.

What did the speaker mean to say when he said that the girl is a birch? That she is supple and graceful, or that, as Lepore and Stone suggest, “she bends under social forces”? But by doing this does it not happen that they are trying to interpret the metaphor?

Let’s go back to the analytic tradition. They cite Searle, who thought that when faced with a metaphorical expression we must (i) first of all identify its literal nature, then (ii) maintain that if we were to interpret the expression literally we would deem it inappropriate, then (iii) suppress the literal representation and look for “nonliteral forms of interpretations.” Very well, but it is point (iii) that begins to interest a semiotician who wants to explain what happens when we encounter a metaphorical expression. It is not enough to decide what the author’s intentions were, but one has to posit what the expression qua text may signify. The entire problem of the metaphor starts from that point onwards.

But from that point onwards it seems that Lepore and Stone are no longer interested in the problem. Yet it is precisely the moment of interpretation that becomes crucial. For example, many generative theories of the metaphor have been attempted, according to which the steps through which an author comes to construct a metaphor should be indicated. But the mechanisms of invention are largely unknown and sometimes a speaker produces new metaphors by chance, by quick association of ideas, or even by mistake. It is easier to take the opposite way, that is to say, to follow the procedures through which metaphors can be interpreted. From the steps of the interpretive procedure it is possible to infer the steps that the speaker would ideally have followed to produce the metaphor.

In the process of interpretation, we discover that it is not enough to take account of the similes that we can identify on the basis of our experience of the world; there are also those that have been established in the past by the entire encyclopedia of our knowledge. When Malherbe writes about a dead young girl who, a rose, has lived as long as roses do, (and that is to say) the “space of one brief morn,” on the one hand we must bear in mind the many cases in which a beautiful young girl has been defined as being like a flower, and then the current opinion whereby a rose blooms one morning and dies in the evening (which is not botanically true); and if we know that the rose does not live for one single day, we must then still interpret metaphorically the expression “the space of one brief morn,” understanding it as “a short time.”

It seems to me that, assuming a restricted notion of interpretation, we can take account only of semantic representations in dictionary format, and a dictionary can record only relationships between hyponyms and hyperonyms, or the relationships from genus to species that permit inferences by entailment. Unfortunately, on the basis of this model we can generate only synecdoches (pars pro toto or totum pro parte). Let us see, instead, what happens with the metaphors that Aristotle in the Poetics called of the third type.1 Here we have a transfer from species to species (or from hyponym to hyponym) through the mediation of the genus (or of the hyperonymous term). But when one speaks of “the tooth of the mountain,” where peak and tooth are part of the genus “sharpened form,” it is clear that this example does not rest on a simple dictionary-like representation. In going from tooth to peak there is something more than a passage through a common genus. In dictionary terms tooth and peak have no common genus and the property “sharpened” is not at all a dictionary property of these words. The metaphor works because it singles out, among the peripheral properties of both tooth and peak, a common feature that is taken as generic only ad hoc—for the sake of that particular context. The same happens with Aristotle’s four-term metaphors. In the classical examples of the shield as the cup of Ares and of the cup as the shield of Dionysus, cup and shield would become interchangeable—in terms of a dictionary—only insofar as both are species of the genus “object,” which cannot explain the power of these metaphors. Instead we have to consider that—in terms of a certain description—both are concave objects. But the interesting thing about the two metaphors does not lie in the fact that shield and cup possess a common feature but in the fact that, in spite of this, we are struck by their differences. From the point of view of an imputed similarity we discover a contradiction between the properties of Ares, God of war, and those of Dionysus, God of peace and of joy (as well as a contradiction between the shield, an instrument of battle and of defense, and the cup, an instrument of pleasure). But in order to trigger all these inferences the metaphor must rely upon background knowledge, that is, not on a dictionary but on an encyclopedia. Let us consider a classical biblical example from King Solomon in Song of Songs: “Thy teeth are as a flock of sheep which go up from the washing.”2 If we mean by sheep only “ovine mammal” we will never understand the beauty of the metaphor. In order to understand it we have to make some very complex inferences: (a) to decide that flock is a mass noun that must contain a feature like “plurality of equal individuals”; (b) to recall that for ancient aesthetics one of the criteria of beauty was the unity of variety (aequalitas numerosa); (c) to assign to sheep the property “white”; (d) to assign to teeth the property of being damp. Only at this point does the dampness of the teeth, white and sparkling with saliva, interact with the dampness of the sheep emerging from the water. In order to obtain this interpretive result, it was necessary to activate only some properties (among the more peripheral ones) while all the others (for example, the more than important fact that sheep are ovine and the young girl is human, rational, and two-footed) were narcotized. Naturally, a “satisfactory” interpretation remains merely virtual. There are readers who give a less dense reading of Solomon’s metaphor and others who could go further in establishing possible contextual interactions on the basis of a more complex encyclopedic competence. Since an encyclopedic competence is potentially unlimited—and since the idea of encyclopedia itself is a theoretical postulate—in order to interpret a metaphor an ideal reader is supposed to single out (and to organize in an ad hoc format) only the features that the context suggests as the most relevant for metaphorical interaction. Thus, (i) metaphor is above all the effect of a process of interpretation; (ii) this interpretation concerns above all the choice of a certain encyclopedic representation in which certain entries are focused on and others bypassed; (iii) this choice is determined by contextual hypotheses.

What happens in this process? In interpreting metaphor, as Aristotle wished, we know something more than we thought, so that the metaphor puts something before our eyes. Black said that metaphors often require us to reorganize our categories (“some metaphors enable us to see aspects of reality that the metaphor production helps to constitute”).3 In other words, a creative and original use of language obliges us to invent a new organization of our encyclopedia. In this sense a metaphorical interpretation—insofar as we build up tentative encyclopedic descriptions and make some predicated properties more pertinent than others—does not discover but rather posits or produces similarities. “It would be more illuminating . . . to say that metaphor creates the similarity than to say that it formulates some similarities antecedently existing.”4 In this vein I can mention my old reading of various metaphors from Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language and From the Tree to the Labyrinth.

Lepore and Stone agree that when Donne writes, “No man is an island; the belle tolls for thee,” he leaves the conclusions open for his readers. (By the way, this is a case in which the conclusions are not all that open; what Donne wants to say strikes me as being comprehensible in the same way for every reader.) But then Lepore and Stone conclude that “he’s not packaging them into meanings.” I really do not know what Lepore and Stone intend to say here by “meaning.” It seems to me that Donne wants to reveal one or more meanings to us and not none.

On reading Lepore and Stone’s text I think that they might agree with the various analyses I have suggested for some metaphors. The only point of disagreement is that for them the interpretation of a metaphor has nothing to do with their concept of the interpretation of literal expressions, and all that an interpreter may draw from a metaphor has nothing to do with meaning. We are faced with two notions of interpretation and meaning that cannot be compared. My objectors move within an analytic paradigm and I move within the theory of interpretation and meaning that emerges from Peirce’s semiotics. It is like getting a Muslim Arab and a German (Christian or not) to agree on the advantages of eating sausage with sauerkraut. Lepore and Stone assert that “the metaphor has its own mechanism that distinctively applies to metaphors and only to metaphors” and that metaphors produce not an interpretation but a kind of “excitation.” I do not understand why the excitation of the imagination cannot spring precisely from an interpretive effort.

Lepore and Stone insist several times on the fact that interpretation concerns only the speaker’s meaning whereas I have always insisted not on the speaker’s intention but on the intention of the text. A metaphor appears in a text even if the speaker (or the writer) invented it without realizing. Once we recognize it we must understand how many consequences could be drawn from it. And still following Peirce, I maintain that meaning concerns all the illative consequences that we can draw from a sign or a given expression. Lepore and Stone maintain that this has nothing to do with communication, but certainly my idea of interpretation goes beyond the idea of communication. I can interpret a cloud as a warning of rain even though the cloud had no intention of communicating anything to me. The interpretation of so-called natural signs has nothing to do with communication but it does have something to do with the mechanisms of interpretation. See my autobiography in this book for my objections to the objections of Gilbert Harman.

Perhaps we shall never manage to agree on this point even though, as I deduce from their text, Lepore and Stone have the same capacity as I do to make a metaphor work in order to draw excitation from it.

They insist that you cannot draw propositional content from the interpretation of metaphors and I wonder why, on analyzing some metaphors, I have drawn propositions that cast light on what they made me think about.

I have nothing else to say and I have tried to clarify my idea of metaphor. I am nonetheless grateful to Lepore and Stone for the care and scrupulousness with which they have analyzed my texts and explained their point of view.

U.E.
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Siri Nergaard

TRANSLATION: A QUESTION OF EXPERIENCE. ON UMBERTO ECO’S TRANSLATION THEORY

I. INTRODUCTION

Translation Is Interpretation

The title given to this essay signals that experience is the central issue in Umberto Eco’s thinking on translation. Experience is the perspective through which he creates his translation theory. I will therefore spend significant parts of this essay discussing how Eco develops a theory on translation based on experience—the experience of being translated and of translating. The theory I present is, however, to be considered a reconstruction out of Eco’s writing on translation since he—for lack of completeness—does not want to consider it a theory himself. I place that theory in the wider perspective of Eco the semiotician, looking for connections with and influences from his semiotic work and theory. In a separate final section I present what we can call Eco’s “proper” semiotic translation theory.

While experience is the dominating perspective through which Eco approaches translation, interpretation is the grounding conception for everything he says. His translation theory relies on a basic assumption that comes from his semiotics, namely, that translation is always interpretation. This in itself is not original: it is common to think about translation as a form of interpretation, but in Eco it has a deeper meaning since his semiotic theory is, all in all, a theory of interpretation. In his semiotic universe translation is a species of the genus interpretation and therefore part of a general system of logic regarding how we relate to the world through continuous processes of semiosis. When it comes to literary translation—which is the kind of translation he primarily develops his discussions around—translation is, in Eco’s words, “the interpretation of two texts in two different languages” that, in turn, depend on the different encyclopedic representations of the two texts’ different cultures.1 Explicating what he intends by interpretation, he refers to Peirce’s semiotics and the idea of inference and abduction, specifying that “interpreting means making a bet on the sense of a text, among other things. This sense that a translator must find—and preserve, or recreate . . . is just the outcome of an interpretative inference that can or cannot be shared by other readers.”2 This means that there is no hidden “real” sense that the translator can find—his or her translation is, rather, the result of an interpretive bet. In the following we will see exactly how Eco means that such a semiotic process takes place when we translate.

While interpretation appears to underlie all of Eco’s work on translation, there is one part where it becomes the central issue of the discussion: the part that clearly separates from all the rest of his writings on translation, where the semiotician’s voice takes over from the author’s and a theoretical discussion on the relation and difference between translation and interpretation is developed at the expense of the one based on experience.3

In Eco’s explicit theoretical writings on translation and interpretation, the preoccupation is not yet that of establishing that translation is interpretation, but, rather, that of distinguishing between the two, so that we do not fall into the temptation of holding that “the entire activity of interpretation is to be thought of as translation” since “the universe of interpretations is vaster than that of translation proper,” and “to say that translation is a form of interpretation does not imply that interpretation is a form of translation.”4 On this topic Eco is very clear: translation comes after interpretation and—as the title of one of the chapters of Dire quasi la stessa cosa reads—“interpreting is not translating.”5

The Importance of Experience

Eco could have taken many different positions and roles on the question of translation, given his many connections to it as a semiotician, as a writer whose texts have been translated into many languages, as a scholar with practical experience in translation, and given the two books he has translated. As a semiotician—since translation is a genuinely semiotic problem—he could have created a “semiotic theory of translation” or a “semiotics of translation.” As a writer he could have analyzed the numerous translations made of his own books, or literary translation in general, since he has worked abundantly on the semiotics of literature on many occasions.6 Finally, he could have outlined a theory based on his experiences in translating other writers’ books. All these areas of Eco’s work are present in his writings on translation; all his different voices are there, but one definitely with more emphasis when compared to the others, namely, the one that privileges experience. The majority of what he has written about translation takes advantage of his personal experience in translating, in being translated, and in the often very close collaboration he has with his translators.

At the opening of Experiences in Translation, the book based on a series of presentations that he gave at the University of Toronto in 1998, Eco states: “It might seem strange that, rather than discuss my experiences in translation from the point of view of theoretical concepts, I deal with theory only after analysing these experiences. But, on the one hand, this decision reflects the way in which I arrived at certain theoretical explanations, and, on the other, I deliberately wanted to discuss my experiences in the light of a ‘naïve’ concept of translation.”7 He arrives at these “theoretical explanations” principally as a translated author: his first novel, Il nome della rosa appeared in 1980, and the first translations of it appeared in French, German, and Spanish in 1982, while the English version, The Name of the Rose, was published in 1983. In the following years the book was translated into numerous languages and became an international best seller. Then the other novels came regularly and the number of translations increased continuously. With them, the number of contacts with translators working in numerous different languages—along with questions, examples, and problems—increased exponentially, putting Eco in a particularly advantageous position for observation of translation phenomena. He became an experienced translated author. His reflections on translation are strongly influenced by what he learns from translators’ work on his own books, and from assisting them and guiding them to find solutions to the problems and questions that arise in the transposition of his texts (novels) into other linguistic, cultural, and literary contexts. Further on in Experiences in Translation he explains why he ascribes experience such importance:


 

If translation studies are concerned with the process of translation from a source language A in a language Alpha to a target text B in language Beta, then translation scholars should have had, at least once in their life, both the experience of translating and that of being translated (obviously into a language they know, so they can work in close collaboration with their translator). . . . Active or passive experience in translation is not irrelevant for the formulation of theoretical reflections on the subject. In my lectures, therefore, my primary aim is to consider certain problems that I have tried to solve, not as a translation theorist or as a semiotician interested in translation, but as a translated author and as a translator. Naturally, in reconsidering those experiences, I cannot avoid thinking like a semiotician, but this is only a secondary aspect of my lectures.8



From these last words it is clear that Eco bases his reflections on experience not simply because he has a particularly rich personal experience of translation, with many good examples to share, but even more because he is convinced that a theory of translation cannot, or must not, be developed without being grounded in experience. Eco is thus following a philosophical tradition that sees experience as a form of understanding that derives directly from passive or active contact with a practice. Abstract thinking without anchorage in “real” translation is, in Eco’s opinion, less convincing.

Umberto Eco’s Writing on Translation

Compared to many dimensions of his theoretical work, the history of Umberto Eco’s theory of translation is relatively short. While his theoretical publications start to appear at the middle of the 1950s, his first essay on translation is not published until 1992, appearing in the proceedings of a conference that took place in Forlì in Italy a few years earlier.9 That essay initiates a ten-year period of intense publishing activity on translation, which terminates—for now—in 2003, with the publication of two books, one in English and one in Italian: Dire quasi la stessa cosa (Saying almost the same thing) and Mouse or Rat? Translation as Negotiation. Over approximately ten years, Eco’s publications on translation—in both English and Italian—number around ten titles all together, including books and articles.

In this essay I will not go into each publication separately, but, rather, discuss Eco’s contributions thematically. This organization allows for a natural way of presenting his thinking on translation in the most organic and comprehensive fashion. In addition, many themes, discussions, and examples actually appear in more than one publication. In fact many of the publications overlap since many of them are results of conferences or lectures held in either Italian or English.

The Italian book Dire quasi la stessa cosa, published in 2003, might be considered a sort of sum of Eco’s writings on translation, not only because, together with Mouse or Rat? Translation as Negotiation, it is his last publication on the theme hitherto but also because it is the most representative and complete collection of all his thinking and writing on translation. These two books follow the aforementioned Experiences in Translation from 2001 and, taken together, the three books collect practically all the issues regarding translation that Eco has considered. I will primarily refer to Dire quasi la stessa cosa because of its completeness and updatedness, but quotations will be taken from the two books in English wherever their content is parallel to what is discussed in the Italian book.

I will consider Eco’s experience both in being translated and as a translator. The two translations he executed himself represent a very different experience from that of being translated, but are all part of the same theoretical contribution. Eco’s practical experience naturally reflects his theoretical one and vice versa. We are speaking of two translations of two very different books, both interesting from a translational point of view: Raymond Queneau’s Exercises de style (1983) and Gérard de Nerval’s Sylvie (1999).10 The latter will be discussed more widely here because it is executed in Eco’s most intense period of reflection on translation and was surely stimulated by exactly these reflections. A final text, which is distinct from Eco’s other theoretical writings on translation, is his introduction to James Joyce’s “Anna Livia Plurabelle,” the famous eighth chapter of Finnegans Wake. Here Eco is neither translator nor author but, instead, the Joyce expert who introduces the Italian and French translations of the book that has been named the most difficult, if not impossible, book to translate. Finally, while I mainly refer to Eco’s publications on translation, I will also contextualize them within his theoretical production in semiotics in general. Special attention will be given to one book in particular, The Limits of Interpretation (1990), since it appears particularly relevant for understanding Eco’s translation theory.11

Basic Theoretical Assumptions and Principles

Before we look more closely at the concrete texts and examples, a few more theoretical premises and clarifications are needed (in addition to experience and interpretation) regarding what kind of translations Eco deals with and how he “constructs” his theoretical accounts.12 His subject matter is translation proper, that is, the translation of a written text in one language into a written text in another language. He also speaks of “other kinds of so-called ‘translation’ . . . or intersemiotic translation or transmutation,” but in those cases distinguishes clearly between what is translation proper and what is not, mainly with the purpose of creating clear limits for what can and cannot be understood as translation.13

The kind of texts Eco treats regarding translation are literary. He mainly analyzes and comments on fiction: his own and others’ novels, but poetry also receives considerable attention.14 Questions regarding the translation of nonliterary (nonfiction) texts are excluded from his concern, which means that his theory can be considered principally as an aesthetics of translation.

In dealing with translation proper, Eco follows the basic criteria of what he calls common sense to circumscribe the questions of translation to those taking place in a publishing house, where they follow the implicit law that consists in “the ethical obligation to respect what the author has written.”15 His discussions of different translation questions often proceed as a construction of binary oppositions between two opposed solutions. In this he follows the long tradition in translation theory initiated by Cicero, who pitted the free versus the literal, operating frequently with either/or options such as, for instance, source versus target, loss versus gain, archaize versus modernize, and “foreignize” versus domesticate. Traditional notions from translation theory like “faithful” and “equivalence” are also frequently used.16 The solution to the different options and difficulties in translation, Eco argues, is negotiation. In fact the statement that translation is in the end a question of negotiation seems to be the conclusion he arrives at in his last two books of 2003.

II. ECO: TRANSLATED

There are authors who are not interested in the translations of their books, often because of linguistic incompetence. . . . Often the disregard is hiding two . . . execrable prejudices: either the author believes he is a genius of unrepeatable characteristics, and accepts the translation as a painful political accident in expectation of the time when the whole of humanity will learn his language in order not to lose any of the pearls of his creativity. Or the author has a racist prejudice and thinks it is not worthwhile to pay attention to the sentiments of the readers of inferior civilisations.17

Eco does not belong to either of these two kinds of authors—he is rather the opposite. He is interested in his translators’ work, shows a deep respect for their commitment and care, and is convinced that the author has both the duty and the right to help translators in solving translation problems of their own books. Being such an internationally well-known author, whose books—especially the novels—have been translated into many languages, puts Eco in an especially advantageous position for observing how different translators, with different languages and cultures, work with the same text. We could in a certain sense say that Eco has created an “observatory” where he monitors his translators’ work and reflects on the different problems and solutions, compares them, and discusses them in both practical and theoretical terms.

Throughout the years Eco has been particularly helpful to his translators in answering questions, giving suggestions, discussing solutions, assisting, and collaborating. Not only does he respond to the questions they pose, he also prepares notes for them with indications, suggestions, and explanations for the words, expressions, and passages that he foresees might cause problems. His experience tells him that many problems are common for many translators and are therefore useful to treat together, and he even anticipates where in his texts the translators may meet with difficulties. He considers not only questions that for some reason (linguistically or culturally) might represent a translation problem, but also ones that have more to do with interpreting and rendering certain expressions or passages that he invites his translators to solve in a certain manner. He writes: “The problem . . . is to make translators aware of allusions that, for many reasons, might escape them. For this reason I usually send my translators pages and pages of notes about my various undetectable quotations—and suggest to them the way in which these quotations can be perceptible in their own language.”18 The translation examples Eco refers to in his texts are mainly taken from the languages he knows: English, German, French, and Spanish. Often a discussion of a certain translation question proceeds through comparisons among the different translation solutions in these four languages. We understand that Eco habitually collaborates closely with those translating his works into these languages, but that he is also able to help and collaborate with those translating into the languages he does not know.

Of course Eco is not the only author who has such a wide experience in being translated into many different languages. It is common for translators to contact authors in order to clarify questions and to get help and/or authorization to find solutions, even if, as we have seen in Eco’s words above, not all authors are willing to undergo such a collaboration. Actually, as far as I know, few authors collaborate so closely with their translators and no one has made it an object of theoretical discussion and publication as Eco has. His writing on his experiences in translation is therefore quite unique.

Before we look at some examples of the translation questions Eco takes up in his writings, let me recall that the experiences he refers to do not always concern translations of his own books. We find a wide range of examples taken from world literature, from Aristotle to Joyce, Dante to Dumas, and Shakespeare to Tolstoy, as well as examples taken from less canonized authors, or from real life. In spite of this presence of cases that do not pertain to Eco directly, I have chosen to concentrate almost exclusively on those taken from his own texts since they represent an important component of the examples and because they stand for the special characteristics of Eco’s “experienced” contribution to translation theory. As noted above, no other author can be compared to him in this operation: no other author—as far as I know—has ever done a systematic comparative work on his own translators’ choices and solutions.19

The examples Eco presents from his experience in translation illustrate much more than the process of collaboration with the translators. They demonstrate what Eco thinks about translation, what duties, freedoms, and responsibilities he assigns the translator, what he means by faithfulness and equivalence, and in what sense he intends that every translation is, in principle, first a matter of interpretation and then of negotiation. This is exactly the way in which he proceeds in his writing: from and through examples, to illustrate and develop theoretical explanations.

Producing the Original’s Effect

The following representative examples used by Eco to explain what he thinks about translation show that the idea that a translation must reproduce the original’s effect returns.20 “The aim of a translation, more than producing a literal ‘equivalence’, is to create the same effect in the mind of the reader (obviously according to the translator’s interpretation) as the original text wanted to create. . . . A good translation must generate the same effect aimed at by the original.”21 Thus, not only is Eco willing to permit his translators to be “unfaithful” to the letter if they can thereby be faithful to the original’s effect, he also makes this valid for translation in general. He sometimes gives translators instructions on what that effect is—as in the following example—in order to help them create an equivalent effect in their language. This happens especially in cases of allusions, double coding, or hidden quotations, which Eco’s novels are full of.

The term “equivalence” is a much debated one and, although there is general agreement that total equivalence is impossible, many scholars continue to use it to maintain the idea that there must be a principle of at least similarity, if not sameness, in a translation’s relation to an original text. To delimit the idea of equivalence, most scholars have created a specific definition. In Eco the term is mainly used regarding effect, maintaining that a translation should be equivalent to the effect created by the original. As we shall see, this principle permits Eco to be rather flexible toward the different solutions that a translator might propose.

Eco writes that the protagonists of his novel Foucault’s Pendulum “frequently indulge in literary quotations and seem incapable of seeing the world except through their literary recollections.”22 In a “description of a drive in the hills,” the beautiful landscape gives the “impression of boundless horizons al di là della siepe.”23 Eco explains that every Italian reader would recognize this expression (which literally means beyond the hedge) as the hedge mentioned by the famous poet Giacomo Leopardi in his L’infinito. Thus he instructs his translators on what in this passage he wants them to render. “I told my various translators that neither the hedge nor the allusion to Leopardi were important but insisted that the literary clue should be kept at all costs. I told them that the presence of a castle or a tree instead of a hedge made no difference to me, provided that the castle and the tree evoked a famous passage in their own national literature, in the context of the description of a magical landscape.”24

Elsewhere, regarding the special baroque style he remade in the novel The Island of the Day Before, he explains: “I urged my translators not to translate literally but to look for equivalents in their respective literatures of the seventeenth century whenever possible.”25 Along the same lines of valorizing the re-creation of an effect rather than an exact expression or word, there is the example of the Russian solution to the frequent quotations and book titles in Latin in The Name of the Rose. Eco and his translator agreed on rendering his frequent Latin quotations “in the old ecclesiastic Slavonic used by the Orthodox Church in the Middle Ages” since “Russians do not associate Latin with religion, monks, monasteries, and so on,” as Western readers do.26 Here again we see that it is the effect that matters. What is not explicit is how translators can be sure they are capturing the effect aimed at by the original when there is no author to explain.

Proceeding from these few examples illustrating the kind of collaboration Eco has with his translators, we ought to consider something further that should help us reconstruct the kind of translation theory Eco is building. On the one hand, there is a faith in the subjective ability of the translator, with the assistance of the author, to solve enigmas and difficulties and to derive a text that is “almost the same” as the original or that obtains the “same effect.” On the other hand, there is an implicit idea that the translations expected and accepted by publishing houses always follow a standard and universal idea of what it means to “respect what the author has written,” as we saw in the quotation from Mouse or Rat?27 The two figures in isolation, translator and author alone, seem to represent the universe of translation, free to cope with eventual expectations, norms, and pressures from the social, cultural, and linguistic context. Eco’s perspective appears in this sense as rather traditional compared to scholars today who tend to look at translation as a process very much conditioned by the specific social, historical, and cultural context in which the translation takes place. According to them, the translators’ interpretations and the translations are neither independent nor neutral but are, instead, dependent on the dominant cultural context in which they are working, where publishing houses might be seen as the institutions that represent constraints that go far beyond those we mentioned above. Moreover, every context is somehow partial since it is shaped by ideological instances, unequal power relations, and agency considerations that—either explicitly or implicitly—orient the translator’s decisions.28

Common Sense

In deciding what is and what is not a translation Eco chooses to follow the normal, common-sense practice followed in the publishing houses. “The everyday activity in a publishing house tells us that, at least in cases of blatant misunderstanding, it is easy to establish that a translation is wrong and deserves severe editing. Maybe it is only a question of common sense, but common sense must be respected.”29 To explain, for instance, what he means concerning the extent to which translators can change the story they are translating, Eco says that “it is clear that every single text allows for a different and individual solution.” Furthermore: “Common sense suggests that in The Island of the Day Before translators can change ‘Roberto saw a striped polyp’ into ‘Roberto saw an ocellated polyp,’ but they certainly are not permitted to change the global macro-proposition ‘Roberto is shipwrecked on an abandoned vessel just off an island that lies beyond the 180th meridian.’”30

“Common sense” acquires an important position in Eco’s reasoning on translation since common sense “is not necessarily a bad word,” but is, rather, a phenomenon that has been taken very seriously in many philosophies. Commonsensical logic should guide us, according to Eco, when translation choices and decisions are to be made. Proceeding according to common sense also leads him to propose rather pragmatic solutions and to offer answers regarding how a translation should relate to its original. These pragmatic solutions, as we have seen, consist often in what he calls “compensation”: through rewriting, the translator recreates the effect of the original. But Eco also asks how rewriting can be considered translation, recognizing that he is moving on the borders of the notion of translation. If translation proper is the kind of text he has decided to treat, it does not mean that the effect of a translation proper cannot be reached through rewriting. The exact definition of these borders between what is and is not translation is the issue in his discussion of intersemiotic translation, where, as we shall see, the commonsensical principle continues to be followed.

Umberto Eco Collaborates with his Translators. An Authorizing Voice?

According to Eco, compensation, rewriting, and negotiation are all operations that in the end should guarantee a faithful translation, a translation that says “almost the same thing”—as his book of 2003 is titled: Dire quasi la stessa cosa. In other words, he gives maximum freedom to the translators if they stay inside certain parameters defined by the author. Eco is interested in their faithfulness, not to his words, but to the effects of equivalence that he has created with those words.

Presenting the different solutions found by the translators, Eco shows how a translator can recreate a similar effect in a different linguistic, cultural, and intertextual universe. One suspects that such freedom is possible only because the author himself authorizes it. Is it so clear that a commonsensical rule or convention would permit translators these freedoms if it had not been for the author’s authorization? Perhaps a publishing house would have difficulties allowing such freedom according to commonsensical rules of ethics. And how do we integrate this kind of authorial voice in a perspective such as Eco’s, who has always been arguing that it is not the author’s intention to be interpreted but that of the text—intentio operis? Eco is of course aware of the possibility of such an objection and promptly responds that what he is really defending is the intention of the text, simply helping the translators to recreate it in their own language. “Translators must aim at rendering, not necessarily the intention of the author (who may have been dead for millennia), but the intention of the text—the intention of the text being the outcome of an interpretative effort on the part of the reader, the critic, the translator.”31

In an earlier publication Eco discusses this issue himself, asking: “Is it right that the author collaborate to afford an interpretation of his own work, or at least to offer the reader a possibility of interpreting?”32 His affirmative answer explains that it should be an author’s right and duty to interfere in the re-creation of a text’s “moves in a game” in order to guarantee the same options of free interpretation that the original text presented. It is an author’s desire, he explains, that the reader is free to interpret his text, but it must be an interpretation of that text and not of another. On a practical level I am sure that Eco’s generous availability towards the translators is extremely helpful and welcomed by them, and I am convinced that the translations of his novels in this way avoids all those misunderstandings and slips that inevitably sneak into translations. But is it always the case that the author is the person best suited to recommend translation solutions of his or her own texts in other languages? And what do translators do when they do not have such an authority to assist them? Even if Eco does not abuse the power he has to censure or orient his translators, and even if he always appears as a particularly liberal and open-minded author with regard to their choices and preferences, his double (or triple) role of author and critic (and translator) of his own texts might be questionable. An empirical author who assesses what the intentio auctoris wants the intentio operis to be might actually represent a problem, at least in principle.

Actually we are touching on a very delicate question here, one that is closely intertwined with Eco’s semiotics and especially with his theory of interpretation (of literary texts). It is a question of the limits of interpretation and of the difference between interpretation and use that is widely discussed in his semiotic writings (which I return to later). I limit the discussion here to a question of what this means in strict connection to the collaboration between author and translator.

The many interesting examples taken from the translations of Eco’s own novels and the fascinating comparisons between the solutions in the different languages certainly make for interesting reading. It is exciting to read about how the translator and Eco can come up with surprising solutions to complicated translation problems, and admirable how open Eco is to alternative options that might end up far from the original. Moreover, it is interesting to read about solutions that, according to the author, are even better than the original. Translation does not always involve loss, it also permits gain. But what do these examples say about translation in general? Is it possible to make generalizations in these cases and develop a general translation theory? Today’s translation studies are making strong efforts to free the field from the image of translating as something limited to the translator’s interpretation and the consequent negotiations that reproduce and recreate the original’s effect. Translation does not take place in a void, they say, where the only question is that of getting the translator to recreate the “same effect.”

III. ECO: TRANSLATOR

The second aspect of the translation theory developed by Eco through experience is that of his own translating of Exercises de style by Raymond Queneau (in 1983) and Sylvie by Gérard de Nerval (in 1999). Of Queneau’s text we could say that Eco translates its rhetorical exercise rather than its words. Actually, since the text experiments with all sorts of things that are included in ars rhetorica, we could say, in Eco’s terminology, that its effect is that of creating comical effects through rhetorical figures and that Eco translates that effect. In his introduction to the translation he speaks of what it meant to be faithful to a book of this kind, and that it was clear that it did not mean to be literal. Faithfulness, in Eco’s opinion, meant to understand the rules of the game, to respect those rules, and then to play a new game with the same number of moves. Rewriting is therefore an appropriate definition of Eco’s kind of work, or the recreation of the rhetorical exercises without necessarily concentrating on the importance of reproducing single terms or expressions. He explains:


 

Queneau’s Exercises can, at least to a certain degree, be translated because none of them is purely linguistic and they are all bound up with intertextuality and historical circumstance—nor can any be entirely detached from the particular language, the spirit of French, in which they were originally written. In both respects, it is not so much a question of translating as of recreating in another language within a different social and historical and intertextual context, which is the approach . . . [I] have followed.33



Since it is a text’s intentio to which one must be faithful, not necessarily its literal sense, we find that Eco is liberal and open minded both when he is being translated and when he translates.34

Eco’s translation of Sylvie, the result of many years of the study of and fascination with the novel, is discussed and analyzed in several seminars and publications, and was carried out during the years of his most intense attention to the question of translation. This translation is an example of how the practice of translation might be the most attentive reading of a text, and how such an attentive reading necessarily presents a certain critical interpretation of that text. The translation of Sylvie is followed by a detailed presentation and discussion regarding problems of the interpretation-translation of the novel. The theoretical discussion of what Eco understands to be the specificity of Nerval’s text, namely, what he calls effetto-nebbia (the fog effect), and of how this effect is produced, is a result of his literary interpretation of the text. The fog effect consists in a dreamy feeling of vagueness, where it is difficult to establish exactly when things in the story take place. Eco demonstrates how the different allusions to time create this fog effect since the reader is never able to establish exactly which time the narrator is referring to. Even more importantly, the effect is created by the insistent use of the imperfect tense of the verbs, which in French, as well as in Italian, is the tense of the durative and iterative aspects, the vaporous, and, yes, the foggy.

Consistent with Eco’s conviction that this special effect is the most interesting character of Nerval’s short novel, and that it is this effect that makes the story so fascinating, the translation strategy adopted is very much concentrated on reproducing exactly this effect by using the imperfect tense of the verbs whenever they appear in the original. Such a strategy thus confirms his principle that a translation should reproduce the original’s effect. This is, however, what Eco interprets as the original’s effect. He seems implicitly to assume that his interpretation is the correct one, not including in his discussion that a particular interpretation-translation of a text necessarily highlights certain aspects of it, with the inevitable effect of putting others in the shadows. Eco’s insistence on recreating what he sees as the central intentio in Sylvie entails—as does all translating—taking a position towards the text, making choices, including and excluding. In this sense, all translations are partial, if not partisan,35 but that does not seem to be part of his considerations.

Eco’s translation of Sylvie comes after more than ten other Italian translations of the same text dating from 1917 to 1983. In addition to his particular affection for this text, a reason for adding another translation to the already copious list of versions is of course because he thinks that something can be done better, something is missing in the previous ones. All retranslations have this ambition, to improve, to update, and to give new life to or throw new light on prior interpretation-translations. But the translator, in this case Eco, needs to be honest and recognize that while his translation is certainly an attempt to improve what the translators did before him, it is at the same time a new version that cannot be compared to the others since it is a result of a different (partial) interpretation. The other translators had other ambitions since their (partial) critical interpretations were different from Eco’s.

The Effect of Single Terms

When we considered Eco’s translation experiences with regard to his own novels, they mainly concerned particular effects produced by a certain style, linguistic register, or allusions and quotations. To reproduce the original’s effect also seems to be his main concern regarding Queneau’s Exercises de style. When it comes to Sylvie, we discover another aspect, namely, how much Eco is focusing on the translation of single terms, striving to find the best-suited term for things and objects. How does one translate the French term chaumière, which does not exist in Italian? Or the frequently used word bouquet that is not the same thing as the Italian mazzo? And what about the detailed description of a skirt, grande robe en taffetas flambé, where it is difficult to understand what is meant by flambé? Or a pair of pink stockings described as des bas de soie rose tender à coins verts, where the interpretation of coins creates serious difficulties? Eco goes on for pages assessing different solutions and historical and etymological explanations, concluding that “I always avoided a literal translation and, without losing the rhythm by describing these objects in too much detail, used an adjective to suggest their appearance.”36

Other cases of single terms refer to less noble texts and contexts, as for instance the difficulty of deciding how to translate downtown and uptown when “the sense of the expressions changes according to the city concerned.” Again, translators should “negotiate the translation according to the city” but, Eco pragmatically adds, “these decisions require vast extra-linguistic knowledge, and translators of detective novels are poorly paid.” So he suggests that one should use the terms in English “to give the tale an exotic connotation.”37 Apropos this last example, even though Eco mainly refers to examples found in high quality fiction, in general he does not disdain discussing more common language situations when he finds that they might illustrate an interesting translation conception.

The particular attention given to single terms may seem somewhat obsolete when compared to current translation studies. We all know that any translator of any text—even the most simple and plain—is continuously confronted with words that do not have any correspondence in another language. But, as Eco’s common sense would suggest, we have to negotiate in order to find the less objectionable solution, looking at context, time, and so forth. The reason why translation studies is not so much concerned about single terms is that there is a general agreement that the real translation problem is not exactly located in single words, even given awareness of the difficulties they might represent. There has been a progressive movement away from the word’s microlevel towards macrolevels that put emphasis on text, context, and culture.38

Finally, two words on Eco’s introduction to Joyce’s “Anna Livia Plurabelle,” from an Italian edition that includes the translation of the same text into both French and Italian, with the important characteristic that Joyce himself participated actively in the execution of both translations. Again, as a parallel to the situation considered above, where Eco himself is being translated—although with different connotations—here we have translations where the author himself is directly involved in the execution of the translations. The Italian version of this particular text represents a “typical case of radical rewriting,” according to Eco, in that “it pushes the limits of the original creation.” Joyce’s rewriting of his own text “shows . . . to what extent the principle of equal reference can be violated for the sake of a deeply equivalent translation.”39 This represents another example of Eco’s high tolerance when he considers that there is equivalence on a deep level of the texts.

IV. UMBERTO ECO’S TRANSLATION THEORY

A Short History

Eco’s writing on translation is rather recent. As I said in the introduction, reflections on translation were totally absent during the 1980s and his major contributions were published in the 1990s and the first years of the 2000s. Placing Eco’s writing in the chronology of his scholarly production is important since his approach to translation, it seems to me, is very much influenced by and consistent with the themes he was most concerned about during the period in which he outlined his theory of translation. Even if his three books on translation—the one in Italian and the two in English—were published at the beginning of the 2000s, they can be seen as results of thinking and reflection that were mainly developed during the 1990s. As we have seen, this thinking was mainly stimulated by his own experiences in translation. The other factor that primarily influences what I have called, here, his semiotic theory of translation is motivated by the seminars on intersemiotic translation held at the University of Bologna in the early 1990s.40 The chronology is significant here since the coincidence between Eco’s personal experiences and research and the attention he starts to give to translation seems to be more than accidental: the one strongly influences the other. This means that Eco’s thinking on translation seems to take a certain direction because he starts to reflect on it during the period in which his most important theoretical contributions in semiotics are published in The Limits of Interpretation, which appeared in Italian and English in 1990 (with only slight differences in content). His thoughts on translation are both implicitly and explicitly intertwined with the themes of his semiotic thinking of that period, such as his theory of interpretation in connection with a semiotics of texts.

While Eco appears particularly preoccupied with what he sees as the risk of a theoretical anarchy that permits all kinds of translations and that forbids any limit to principles and criteria for separating a good translation from a bad one (“some philosophers or linguists have said that there are no rules for deciding whether one translation is better than another one”),41 he seems to be close to the preoccupations he had expressed in The Limits of Interpretation (1990). Another of Eco’s books of these same years, The Search for the Perfect Language (1993), is particularly close to translation. The very answer to the illusion of and search for a perfect universal language—the long history of endeavors to find a solution to the scandal of Babel—is actually translation, Eco concludes.

Part of this history is of course that of translation studies, the discipline that registered an almost explosive expansion in exactly the same years, becoming a growing academic field that compelled publications, conferences, courses, and an increased interest internationally, although with a certain delay in Italy compared to the other Western countries. As declared above, Eco followed—from a distance—the ideas and activity circulating on translation. His concern for the necessity of establishing some limits and criteria for how we define and evaluate translation must also be related to what he registers as prevailing tendencies in translation studies, namely, the nonnormative, target-oriented, descriptive perspective of certain scholars in the 1990s.42

The Limits of Interpretation—The Limits of Translation

The first element in The Limits of Interpretation that has consequences for a theory of translation is present already in the Introduction, where Eco states that “within the boundaries of a given language, there is a literal meaning of lexical items and . . . it is the one listed first by dictionaries as well as the one that Everyman would first define when requested to say what a given word means. . . . Any act of freedom on the part of the reader can come after, not before, the acceptance of that constraint.”43 What Eco asserts here is that there is something like a literal sense of expressions and words and that we always have to refer to that sense before we develop any kind of interpretation. Indirectly, he also says that it is possible to catch a literal meaning in any expression. Although aware of the questionability of this assertion in relation to other theories, and even in apparent contradiction to his own theories of the “open” book presented years before, it now seems that Eco’s reasoning on interpretation needs a fixed point of reference from which every interpretation has to start. His answer to this apparent contradiction is that he was always—even when he called upon a “free” interpretation in The Open Work (Opera aperta 1962)—insisting on a dialectics between fidelity and freedom, on an unstable balance between the reader’s initiative and fidelity to the book.

The coherence between what he said in The Open Work and what he said in The Limits of Interpretation lies in the fact, he seems to claim, that he has always been engaged with the question of fidelity towards a text. And, he adds, during the last thirty years “the rights of the interpreters have been overstated.”44 A more or less explicit polemic against deconstruction is clearly present here and is expressed through the need to (re)establish order and limits in the deviation of the interpretants: “I feel sympathetic with the project of open readings, but I also feel the fundamental duty of protecting them in order to open them, since I consider it risky to open a text before having duly protected it.”45 Eco admits that this principle might sound both conservative and banal, but is not willing to refrain from it at any cost since it is the basis for how he intends interpretation, the role of the interpreter, and consequently semiosis.

To develop his conception of the limits of interpretation Eco resumes the distinction he proposed in The Role of the Reader (1979) between interpretation and use of a text. While an interpretation is sustained by the intentio operis, the coherence of the different conjectures about the text, the use, is not sustainable since it is not concerned with being confirmed by the inner coherence produced by the text’s own intention. A text always imposes limits on the interpreters: if these limits—signalled by the intentio—are not followed, one risks using the text. However, the coherence that Eco is claiming is not that evident and has been debated among scholars like Richard Rorty, Jonathan Culler, and Christine Brooke-Rose since the publication of The Limits of Interpretation.46 This debate has nothing to do with translation directly but it should be clear that these standpoints cannot vary much if referred to translation: “the fidelity towards texts” is Eco’s principal concern in both instances. I therefore see the above positions as explicating and confirming his positions regarding translation: if there is a literal meaning to catch in all expressions, and if all readings can be classified as either interpretation or use of a text, this means that Eco finds it possible to establish a text’s intentio and consequently to interpret the text (rather than use it) and thereafter to translate.

Although they were not developed primarily in The Limits of Interpretation, the concepts of encyclopedia and model reader are to be included among those particularly relevant for Eco’s translation theory. “Encyclopedia” is particularly important to include in any consideration of a text. In Eco’s semiotic system it presupposes not only linguistic knowledge but also encyclopedic knowledge, which refers to a complex system of shared knowledge expressed through cultural conventions and previous interpretations. Through the concept of encyclopedia texts are perceived as products of a given historical moment in a given cultural milieu; therefore “translation does not only concern words and language in general but also the world, or at least the possible world described by a given text.”47

Experience as Theory

If experience is the dominating perspective through which Eco examines translation, let us now look at what sort of theory comes out of such a process. We certainly have to deal with a pragmatics of translation, based on the idea that the practical experience is able—and maybe even better suited than other approaches—to explain the problems of translation. Through concrete examples, translation problems are contextualized, thereby demonstrating that each problem has to be solved by taking into consideration the pragmatic situation in which it appears.

This pragmatic approach has wider consequences, too: it is as if all of what is said on translation is based on the assumption that translation is a pragmatic question to which one answers by selecting between different possible options, negotiating between gain and loss. One could always consider translation as impossible, since linguistic systems are reciprocally incommensurable, but Eco’s pragmatic answer is that they are nevertheless comparable: even if translation seems to be impossible, we do continue to translate—it’s just a matter of negotiation.

Eco’s position on translation theory is both explicitly and implicitly a polemical one. It is as if much of his writing is inspired by the conviction that translation scholars in general have overlooked many pragmatic concerns in their theorization and that he is therefore forced to present an alternative. As we have seen, he insists on practice, experience, and examples since he is convinced that this focus is lacking among translation scholars in general. He insists on the necessity that common sense must be respected since “some philosophers or linguists have said that there are no rules for deciding whether one translation is better than another one.”48 Examples taken from the practice of publishing houses show that such rules do exist and, Eco seems to say, it is from them that we need to create a theory.

Again, without naming any particular scholar, Eco seems to create his own theory against what he sees as a wrong approach: “so many translation theories stress the principle according to which, in the translating process, the impact a translation has upon its own cultural milieu is more important than an impossible equivalence with the original.”49 This critique is without doubt addressed to the so-called target-oriented scholars who, during the 1980s and 1990s, focused on the impact of translations on the receiving cultures. Their approach is not dominant today, however, and Eco’s evaluation thus appears a bit dated; a dialogue with today’s theories would have appeared very different.

When Eco repeatedly underlines that translations should be faithful to the original by reproducing its effect, recreating the intention of that text, he establishes a kind of holy principle that should always rule, arguing at the same time that there always is such a thing as the intention of a text to identify and to interpret-translate. Again, it is as if he is arguing against a kind of school that promotes free translations with no attention to the original. It is correct that a shift took place in translation studies, away from prescriptive models and toward descriptive studies, and it is right that certain scholars wanted more attention paid to the target text and the receiving context, but this does not mean that they have said that the translator and the receiving culture in general are free to do what they want with an original text, that there are no rules, or that everything is acceptable.

Negotiation

As anticipated above, if seen in a chronological perspective, negotiation is a notion that emerges later in Eco’s writings and becomes an answer to the question of translation in the last two books of 2003. Negotiation appears as a kind of conclusion, or solution, to his discussions on translating, again in complete accordance with the principle of common sense:


 

Between the purely theoretical argument that, since languages are differently structured, translation is impossible, and the commonsensical acknowledgement that people, in this world, after all, do translate and understand each other, it seems to me that the idea of translation as a process of negotiation (between author and text, between author and readers, as well as between the structure of two languages and the encyclopaedias of two cultures) is the only one that matches our experience.50



The dilemma, which consists in the fact that the wish to save something implies that we lose something else, seems to have negotiation as its logical solution. And the reason why it is all a question of negotiation in the end is based on the fact that, according to Eco, “it is impossible to save all” the relevant textual levels.51

When Eco affirms that negotiation is “a process by virtue of which, in order to get something, each party renounces something else, and at the end everybody feels satisfied since one cannot have everything,” the implicit assumption that a text’s meaning is identifiable is clearly present here as well.52 Eco’s translation strategy, and consequent theory, is therefore reduced to comparison and choice between alternative options where the less objectionable one is always the best solution. In this way a text is presented as an entity in respect of which the translator’s duty is first that of identifying its intention, and then negotiating a result that is a compromise between that identifiable intention and the possibilities of the receiving language in its literary context and historical moment.

That translation is governed by a dialectic, and that every translator has to make choices, is not up for discussion—but the question remains how to explain those choices. An alternative perspective, present in today’s translation studies, tends to look at the translators as less autonomous and neutral in their evaluations of pro et contra, assuming rather that their choices are conditioned and determined by both conscious and unconscious subjectivity, by engagement and bindings, by deliberate or accidental agendas in the representation of the text.

V. UMBERTO ECO’S SEMIOTICS OF TRANSLATION

In this section I propose a reconstruction of Eco’s semiotic theory of translation, mainly through the presentation of the second part of his work dedicated to translation and interpretation, in which his main preoccupation is that of defining and delimiting translation proper in opposition to rewording, adaptation, and intersemiotic transfer.

That translation is interpretation, but not vice versa, is the kind of principle that Eco repeats here, against Roman Jakobson’s famous tripartite definition of translation, with its intralinguistic, interlinguistic, and intersemiotic aspects (1959);53 and against many of his students and colleagues that have erroneously, in his opinion, taken Peirce’s metaphor on interpretation as translation literally. The problem, according to Eco, is that Jakobson, inspired by Peirce, uses the word interpretation to define translation, but in an ambiguous way that has led to confusion and, according to Eco, erroneous interpretations of Peirce’s notion of interpretation, “which is too large to be reduced to the one of translation.”54 Instead of reading Jakobson’s classification in the way that Eco argues is correct, in the sense that “translation is a species of the genus interpretation,” many have instead “decided that [Jakobson] was suggesting that rewording, translation proper and transmutation were three types of translation.”55 Eco fears in this that it is dangerous to identify “the totality of semiosis with a continuous process of translation—in other words, to assert that every interpretation is a form of translation.”56

Eco responds to Jakobson’s classification with an alternative one, where he distinguishes between different forms of interpretation.57 He chooses to create a categorization based on interpretation rather than translation since the latter cannot really be put into fixed classes, its nature being variable in each text and therefore better conceived along a continuum. In Eco’s classification based on interpretation, we find three main types: the first one, interpretation by transcription, is excluded from Eco’s explanations since it proceeds through mechanical codifications. The second category, intrasystemic interpretation, is comprised of three different types. Two of them correspond to Jakobson’s categories, namely intralinguistic and intrasemiotic (interlingustic interpretation in Jakobson’s terminology), while the last one is execution. The third kind of interpretation, intersystemic, is significant in that Eco is basing his classification on the criteria of the presence/absence of one or more semiotic systems. The eventual level of variation in the substance and the matter, or continuum (in Hjelmslevian terms), in the semiotic system decides whether and when we have to do with translation, rewording, or adaptation. According to Eco, the only forms of interpretation that can be called translations are those occurring intersystemically, with only marked variation in the substance. Excluded from the realm of translation, on the other hand, are the intersystemic interpretations that occur with mutation of the continuum or matter. This means that he excludes from translation the transpositions across different semiotic systems when the continuum or matter is different, as, for instance, in cases of the adaptation of a novel into a film, or a visual or musical representation of a poem.

Without going into the details of Eco’s argumentation with regard to the different categories of interpretation, let us consider the aspect that is most important for a semiotics of translation and consequently for a translation theory in general, namely the very definition of the relation between the different semiotic systems: are they reciprocally translatable or not? “Differences in continuum or matter are fundamental in a semiotic theory,” Eco states, and it is on this kind of difference that he stakes the separation between what is translation and what is not.58

While many of his colleagues hold that the very nature of semiotics permits us to consider various interpretive transpositions as translations, beyond and despite the differences among semiotic systems, or in continuum or matter, for Eco it is very important to distinguish between different forms of interpretation, thereby limiting the range of translation. In opposition to hermeneutical philosophers such as, for instance, Heidegger and Gadamer, as well as Eco’s various semiotician colleagues who claim the identity between translation and interpretation, he considers “the differences in degrees of intensity” between translation and interpretation as fundamental.59

Where other semioticians are inclined to consider as translation an interpretation that isolates and recreates certain levels of the source text, beyond and despite eventual variations of substance or continuum, Eco decides a priori that only cases of translation proper can be considered as such. While Paolo Fabbri, for instance, argues for a “polisensorial” conception of translation not bound to a single or a specific semiotic system,60 thereby proposing to move away from the limits of the continuum or matter, to the question of forms of discourse, Eco insists on the criteria of clear distinctions based on the differences in the semiotic systems involved. Where Nicola Dusi maintains that all translation-interpretations consist in different degrees of local translational relations, levels of coherence between the forms of both content and expression,61 Eco states that these differences represent the criteria of separation and distinction between, not degrees of the same thing, but different things.

According to Eco’s classification, it is never possible to consider an adaptation of a novel into a film as a translation. It can be as “faithful” and “equivalent” or as similar as it wants, but by the fact that we have considerable mutation of the continuum or matter, it will always be precluded from being a translation.

Adaptation Is Not Translation

Eco gives many examples to illustrate why adaptations cannot be translations because they either “say too much” or “too little.”62 To illustrate what he means by this, let us go back to one of his personal experiences, that of the film adaptation of his novel The Name of the Rose: in representing the Middle Ages visually, illuminated only by torches, lanterns, and the light from a single window, the effect is “Caravaggesque.” “Perhaps the medieval period portrayed itself in clear and glaring colours, but, in fact, it saw itself for the greater part of the day in Baroque chiaroscuro.”63 Eco is not criticizing the director’s choices—he recognizes that “the film was obliged to make decisions where the novel did not”64—but it is exactly this fact, that a film makes visible aspects that are never mentioned in a novel, and at other times does not manage to “tell” what a novel tells, that makes it impossible, according to Eco, to speak of translation. An adaptation inevitably explicates the unsaid and cannot therefore be considered as translation, he says.


 

Adaptation always constitutes a critical standpoint, even if an unconscious one, even if due to lack of skill rather than a deliberate choice. Naturally, a translation proper also implies, with an interpretation, a critical standpoint. . . . But in translation the critical attitude of the translator is in fact implicit, and tends to conceal, while in adaptation it becomes preponderant and constitutes the very essence of the process of transmutation.65



In Eco’s a priori definition and separation of translation (proper) and adaptation, above, he sees a fundamental difference in their respective critical attitudes. While he admits, on the one hand, that all transpositions—whether they are translations or adaptations—express a “critical standpoint” on the original, on the other hand, he says that one is concealed and the other explicit, representing “the very essence of the process.” The problem between the different theoretical positions is exactly here: where Eco sees a fundamental difference in the critical attitude that permits him to separate a priori two kinds of transpositions, many of his colleagues do not operate with such a criterion of distinction and classification. All transpositions, whatever be their transference/transformation of the substance, are interpretations, and all transformative interpretations necessarily take a critical standpoint that cannot but consist in selecting, preferring, evidencing, and occulting. This certainly does not mean that all these operations are translations in the same way, but the differences between them are rather gradual and are to be identified a posteriori. In each individual case the distinction between two different transpositions does not necessarily stand out in their level of transmutation of substances, but, rather, in how they locally create levels of translative relations with the original text.

Compared to many of his semiotician colleagues, Eco appears anchored to quite fixed ideas about where translation may occur since he ascribes a crucial and definitive role to the variations and mutations in substance and continuum. The very idea of intersemiotic translation that appeared to many as the great possible contribution of semiotics to translation theory, and a subsequent positive evolution of that theory, seems, according to Eco, never to have materialized in a way. Lotman’s idea of the different semiotic systems as “open” and therefore potentially translatable, and the idea we find in structural semiotics, delineated by Greimas and Courtés, that translatability is one of the deep characteristics of every semiotic system, seem to be excluded a priori from Eco’s considerations.66 But the reason for this is also to be found in the fact that Eco’s main concern here is to define translation itself, while the authors mentioned above are concerned with defining and describing semiotics.

Compared not only to colleagues in his own field but also to scholars in translation studies, whose main attention is devoted to translation proper, Eco’s positions might seem (too) restrictive and limiting. As we have seen above, they also recognize that all translations inevitably take a critical standpoint on the source text and that translation in all cases is partial. Translation is always “metonymic” in that not all of the source text is transposed and only segments or parts of it are highlighted or dominating.67

VI. CONCLUSION

On the basis of this general overview of Eco’s different works on translation, it appears to me that there is a certain contradiction between his theory and practice. Comparing his principles on what translation is and how it should be executed, and the concrete examples he refers to, there seems to be a sort of incongruity: on a theoretical level he seems to be very concerned about the necessity to establish general reference points that should hold always, especially with regard to a definition of what is translation and what is not, while at a concrete, pragmatic level—evidenced by his numerous examples—he seems to be open to a wide range of possible solutions: “only by being literally unfaithful can a translator succeed in being truly faithful to the source text.”68 This contradiction is confirmed by the classification of different forms of interpretation that we have considered in the last section: very few and limited forms of interpretation can be defined as translations. While rewritings and adaptations in concrete situations may be considered as the best solutions to interpret and translate a text’s intentio, the classification does not permit such flexibility. On many occasions one has the feeling that many quite progressive ideas underlie Eco’s written statements, and they are censured when it comes to classifications and definitions.

At this point the contradiction between two positions seems to depend on two incongruous purposes: on the one hand, concrete examples cannot be reduced to classifications formed a priori; on the other hand, classifications can never represent concrete cases that are always different. It is as if each text requires its own classification: whereas Eco’s rewriting of Queneau’s Exercises de style is translation, since the intentio operis requires that kind of interpretation-translation, a similar rewriting of Nerval’s Sylvie would not be called a translation. Where do we position these variable identities of translation in Eco’s narrow classification?
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REPLY TO SIRI NERGAARD

A premise. As can be inferred from Siri Nergaard’s essay, I have been interested in translation for some time, translating Queneau, checking other people’s translations in the twenty years or so I spent working for a publishing house, and, above all, discussing my books with translators. But my interest in translation theory was born when, under my supervision, Siri Nergaard wrote her degree thesis (at that time the Italian degree course was longer than a bachelor’s degree and involved writing a fairly demanding thesis) and, later, her Ph.D. thesis. In the meantime, she had published an invaluable two-volume anthology of texts on translation from classical to modern times.1 I therefore owe it to Siri Nergaard that I went on to develop my reflections on translation and together we published the entry “Semiotic Approaches” in Mona Baker’s edited collection, Routledge Encyclopedia of Translation Studies.2

Nonetheless, as also emerges from this essay, Nergaard has always focused her attention on the various translation theories while I (as she explains clearly) have always been wary of theorists who talk about translation without ever having translated anything, and I have preferred to develop my own thoughts starting from my own concrete experiences. That said, even though Nergaard has done a good job of reconstructing my position, it seems evident from her essay that on some points we have different ideas (and it would be a sad day if a former student of mine had stopped at my past ideas without having worked out her own personal position). So I shall respond to Nergaard’s essay only on those points in which she makes some objections, not in order to criticize her position, but to clarify my own.

For example, citing a text of mine where I say “interpreting means making a bet on the sense of a text, among other things. This sense that a translator must find—and preserve, or recreate . . . — is just the outcome of an interpretative inference that can or cannot be shared by other readers,” Nergaard comments: “This means that there is no hidden ‘real’ sense that the translator can find—his or her translation is, rather, a result of an interpretive bet.” I would not like these words to be taken in a deconstructive sense. As I have explained in my autobiography, right from a book such as The Open Work I insisted that the freedom of an interpretation is exercised on a text, as the title of the book suggests. If there is a work to be interpreted, the interpretation must find a meaning that the work authorizes it to recognize, and therefore freedom of interpretation always requires a form of faithfulness to the text to be interpreted. The meaning of the text can also not be the one understood by the empirical author, but, as I have explained in books such as The Role of the Reader and The Limits of Interpretation, it is the one desired by a model author who identifies not with the intention of the empirical author but with the intention of the text. Naturally, two different interpretations can identify different meanings of the text, but, as I have always maintained, even if a text authorizes manifold interpretations there are others that the text refuses.

Translators have often told me that a certain term I have used could mean two different things. Occasionally I realized that I had inadvertently used an ambiguous term and that the intention of the text was one alone, and so I asked translators to avoid the ambiguity. Indeed, when I later edited a second edition of the book in Italian I used another term that did not lend itself to misunderstandings.

Alternatively, there have been cases in which, even though I had used a term unthinkingly, the resulting ambiguity was textually interesting. I have often written that a text is sometimes more intelligent than its author. So I asked translators to keep the ambiguity because I thought that the “meaning” of the text was that of requiring the reader, and not the translator, to make an interpretive effort. Finally, at times I explicitly wanted to be ambiguous and in this case too I asked the translator to respect the intention of the text, which was that of arousing an interpretation that swung between two alternatives.

In conclusion, I wish to insist on the fact that a translation is always an act of interpretation but also an attempt to keep faith with the intention of the text. This point is clear to Nergaard, too, when she observes that “[Eco] gives maximum freedom to the translators if they stay inside certain parameters defined by the author,” even though, rather than “by the author,” I would say “by the text.”

I agree with the way Nergaard summarizes my ideas about effect, which frequently becomes so important as to oblige the translator to give up on a literal translation. How is one to preserve an effect and, at the same time, to respect what the author has written? I would like to give an example concerning my translation of Nerval’s Sylvie—showing at the same time how other good translators had the same concerns. Sometimes it is important to read and reread a text aloud in order to perceive rhythms, assonances, and so on. Before translating Sylvie I had read and reread it over at least forty years. In spite of this it was only when I started my translation that I realized that, in certain scenes with a powerful dreamlike quality, Nerval inserts verses, sometimes complete Alexandrines, sometimes hemistichs, and sometimes hendecasyllables. It is not important if the readers are aware of them or not; their function is to engender a sort of subliminal fascination. For instance, in the second chapter (the dance on the lawn in front of the castle) there are at least sixteen lines. For example, one hendecasyllable (J’étais le seul garçon dans cette ronde), Alexandrines (such as Je ne pus m’empêcher / de lui presser la main), and various hemistichs (such as La belle devait chanter or Les longs anneaux roulés). I wanted to respect the rhythms that gave the text its dreamy charm but I felt involved in a process of losses and compensations since Italian did not always allow me to produce a verse in the same position in the syntactic string as Nerval’s. Thus, when I lost the possibility of reproducing a verse where Nerval put it, I did my best to invent a verse immediately after, or before, to salvage the general effect and to get an equivalent number of verses for every paragraph.

Let me quote only three examples, comparing the English translations of Halévy, Aldington, and Sieburth.3 In the following quotations I shall put these lines in bold type to make them evident. In chapter 3, when the Narrator (half asleep) evokes the vision of Adrienne we find:


 

Fantôme rose et blond / glissant sur l’herbe verte, à demi baignée de blanches vapeurs.



One can miss every opportunity to save the rhythm, as Halévy does with his A rosy and blond phantom gliding over the green grass that lay buried in white vapour. One can miss the first verse and recuperate later, as Aldington does: A rose and gold phantom gliding over the green grass, / half bathed in white mists. Or one can give the translation an additional verse, as I did (with a double line of six syllables), as Sieburth did too:


 

Eco: Fantasma rosa e biondo / lambente l’erba verde, / appena bagnata / di bianchi vapori.4

Sieburth: A phantom fair and rosy / gliding over the green grass / half bathed in white mist.



These are not two cases of excessive generosity. Translators are frequently aware of having missed a chance or being on the verge of missing one, and try to recoup their losses. Another example:


 

Aimer une religieuse / sous la forme d’une actrice!. . . / et si c’était la même?—Il y a de quoi devenir fou! c’est un entrainement fatal où l’inconnu vous attire comme le feu follet—fuyant sur les joncs d’une eau morte.



There are two Alexandrines and two hemistichs. Halévy does not seem to have been sensitive to the rhythm since he puts lines at random and not at strategic points, I think. Probably his lines are a result of the hazards of literal translation:


 

To love a nun in the form of an actress!—and suppose it was one and the same! It was enough to drive one mad! It is a fatal attraction when the Unknown leads you on, like the will-o’-the-wisp that hovers over the rushes of a standing pool.



Aldington does not make any effort and his only hemistich is due to the fact—as was the case with the other translators—that English probably has nothing better for feu follet:


 

To love a nun in the shape of an actress . . . and suppose it was the same woman? It is maddening! It is a fatal fascination where the unknown attracts you like the will-o’-the-wisp moving over the reeds of still water.



Sieburth capitalizes with two Alexandrines and two hemistichs:


 

To be in love with a nun / in the guise of an actress! . . . and what if they were one and the same! It is enough to drive one mad—the fatal lure of the unknown drawing one ever onward / like a will o’ the wisp / flitting over the rushes of a stagnant pool.



I went further, finding three complete Alexandrines:


 

Amare una religiosa sotto le spoglie d’una attrice! . . . e se fosse la stessa? / C’è da perderne il senno! / è un vortice fatale / a cui vi trae l’ignoto, / fuoco fatuo che fugge / su giunchi d’acqua morta . . .5



Perhaps I went too far but I loved this “singing” feel. Sieburth, however, gets his revenge in chapter 14, where we find these splendid closing lines:


 

Telles sont les chimères / qui charment et égarent / au matin de la vie. J’ai essayé de les fixer sans beaucoup d’ordre, mais bien des coeurs me comprendront. Les illusions tombent l’une après l’autre, / comme les écorces d’un fruit, et le fruit, c’est l’expérience. Sa saveur est amère: elle a pourtant quelque chose d’âcre qui fortifie.



Nerval conceals in the text two Alexandrines, a hendecasyllable, and two more hemistichs. I tried to translate in this way:


 

Eco: Tali son le chimere / che ammaliano e sconvolgono / all’alba della vita. Ho cercato di fissarle senza badare all’ordine, ma molti cuori mi comprenderanno. Le illusioni cadono l’una dopo l’altra, come scorze d’un frutto, / e il frutto è l’esperienza. Il suo sapore è amaro; e tuttavia esso ha qualcosa di aspro che tonifica.6



But Sieburth does his best to put the verses more or less where Nerval put them. This time his performance is better than mine. Chapeau.


 

Sieburth: Such are the chimeras / that beguile and misguide us / in the morning of life. / I have tried to set them down without much order, but many hearts will understand me. Illusions fall away one after another like the husks of a fruit, / and that fruit is experience. It is bitter to the taste, / but there is fortitude to be found in gall . . .



When I say that we need to respect the effect and be faithful to the text at the same time, I mean to say that in a page where there were sixteen verses, in my translation, although I sometimes put the verses at another point in the text, I respected the presence of sixteen subliminal effects, and in this sense I think I have been faithful to Nerval.

With these examples I think I have also clarified my concept of “negotiation,” which Nergaard explains very well.

I would like to attempt to clear up another two points. Nergaard writes that “an empirical author who assesses what the intentio auctoris wants the intentio operis to be might actually represent a problem, at least in principle.” I agree, and if this problem did not exist there would be no theories of translation. But this happens when the author is alive and can discuss matters with his translator. But Nergaard also introduces another question, when she wonders: “Presenting the different solutions found by the translators, Eco shows how a translator can recreate a similar effect in a different linguistic, cultural, and intertextual universe. One suspects that such freedom is possible only because the author himself authorizes it. Is it so clear that a commonsensical rule or convention would permit translators these freedoms if it had not been for the author’s authorization?”

My reply is that in order to understand what a text wanted to say it is not necessary to have at our disposal a living author. Otherwise it would be impossible to translate Homer. I believe that a translator of Homer has in mind all the Homeric interpretations that have followed one another over the centuries and, in light of those interpretations, she can—so to speak—“put herself in Homer’s shoes” and try to understand how he thought. Naturally, this too is a matter of interpretation, but I maintain that it is possible for a translator to understand what Homer would not have ever thought and what he could not have thought. It is evident that, if we compare three translations of the Odyssey, we see that three translators have come up with different hypotheses but it is comforting to notice that there are three translations of the Odyssey. Faced with the problem of translation I always console myself by thinking that ninety-five percent of readers of the Bible have not read it in Hebrew and yet humankind has been able to read, discuss, and confute the Bible while maintaining that both Saint Jerome’s and Luther’s translations talk about the same thing—or almost the same thing, through losses and compensations, but nonetheless knowing that we are reading the same text. In my Dire quasi la stessa cosa (Saying almost the same thing) I compare various translations of the passage from Ecclesiastes that, according to the Latin tradition (the so-called Vulgate), talks of vanitas vanitatum, the vanity of vanities. Different translators today try to interpret in different ways the Hebrew term that Jerome had translated as vanitas, not least because by now the terms equivalent to vanity have taken on many other meanings in various languages. Nonetheless, in comparing different translations we are always aware that we are reading interpretations of Ecclesiastes and not of another book of the Bible.

Naturally, I know that there are fewer problems with the translation of an essay than with that of a poem, and sometimes we have to admit that many translations of poetry are forms of rewriting, or recreation.

But I would like to point out that in 1960 T. S. Eliot, writing to the Italian translator of his Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats, reminded him that in the Swedish and German translations the translators had invented names for the various cats that were different from the English ones. It is no accident that Old Possum’s Book begins with “The Naming of Cats is a difficult matter,” and the names of cats such as Macavity, Growltiger, Gumbie Cat, Jennyanydots, Griddlebone, Rum Tum Tugger, Jellicle Cat (and so on) might mean nothing to the Italian (or German or Swedish) reader and therefore lose their comic or nonsensical characteristics. So Eliot asked the Italian translator to invent names that produced the same effect in his language.

Let me now come to another point. Frankly I find curious the polite astonishment with which Nergaard remarks that “Eco is focusing on the translation of single terms” and observes that “the particular attention given to single terms may seem somewhat obsolete when compared to current translation studies.” I could object that this is a good reason for being dissatisfied with many translation studies. I think that the meaning of single terms is absolutely fundamental for a faithful translation.

Maybe this disregard for single terms is due to certain target-oriented theories during the 1980s and 1990s that focused on the impact of translations on the receiving cultures—and which, according to Nergaard, are not dominant today. But she admits that “there has been a progressive movement away from the word’s microlevel to macrolevels that put emphasis on text, context, and culture.”

I have just mentioned the question of how to translate the Hebrew term that for Saint Jerome was vanitas. For certain modern translators, making a decision about this point is fundamental in order to understand the biblical text. Naturally, as many translation theories maintain, it is important to see how a translation has influenced and changed the “target” language, and certainly it is a relevant cultural problem to ascertain to what extent Jerome’s choice has influenced the way in which the Western world has read the Bible. But even admitting that Jerome’s choice was a case of “bad” translation, the fact that a bad translation has influenced our Western culture has surely to do with cultural studies but nothing to do with the concept of a “good” translation. A good translation is obliged to take into serious account the meaning of single terms.

Closely linked with the problem of the meaning of single terms is the question whether lexical entries have a literal meaning. I see that Nergaard expresses some perplexities on this point.

Nergaard gives a correct account of my position regarding the differences between translation proper as opposed to rewording, adaptation, and intersemiotic transfer. This is something that became clear to me in the course of seminars held in Bologna at the beginning of the 1990s, during which I found myself in complete opposition to many of the participants, who used the concept of translation to cover many phenomena that did not strike me as attributable to translation. Even though Nergaard seems to consider my position “restrictive,” I have no intention of changing it. It may be that in future all human beings will be produced by cloning, whereas following the traditional method will be judged restrictive or conservative; in that case I would be glad to consider myself a conservative.

In any case I do not wish to discuss the conclusions of Nergaard’s paper, as she has the right to express her doubts, and I shall certainly reflect further on the questions she puts to me. My conclusion is that I wish to thank her for the accuracy and the passion with which she has tried to explain my ideas on translation.

U.E.

NOTES

  1. Siri Nergaard, ed., La teoria della traduzione nella storia (Milan: Bompiani, 1993); Nergaard, ed., Teorie contemporanee della traduzione (Milan: Bompiani, 1995).

  2. Umberto Eco and Siri Nergaard, “Semiotic Approaches,” in Mona Baker, ed., Routledge Encyclopedia of Translation Studies (London: Routledge, 1997): 218–22. [Ed.]

  3. Gérard de Nerval, Sylvie, trans. Ludovic Halévy (London and New York: George Routledge and Sons, 1887); trans. Richard Aldington, in Aurelia (London: Chatto & Windus, 1932); trans. Richard Sieburth (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1995).

  4. A literal translation of Eco’s translation is: “A rose and blonde phantom / gliding over the green grass, / newly bathed / by white mist.” [Tr.]

  5. “To love a nun in the guise of an actress! . . . and supposing she were one and the same? / It could drive a man mad! / it is a fatal maelstrom / into which the unknown drags you, / a will o’ the wisp fleeing / over the reeds of a stagnant pool.” [Tr.]

  6. “Such are the chimeras / that bewitch and perturb us / in the dawn of life. I have tried to set them down without troubling about order, but many hearts will understand me. Illusions fall one after another, like the rinds of a fruit, / and the fruit is experience. Its flavour is bitter; and yet it has a hint of tartness that invigorates.” [Tr.]
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Edoardo Crisafulli

NOMEN EST OMEN: ECO’S REFLECTIONS ON TRANSLATION

I. INTRODUCTION

It might seem puzzling that Eco should have decided to engage in systematic reflection on translation at the peak of an incredibly prolific intellectual career spanning five decades—during which, besides making a significant contribution to philosophy, aesthetics, semiotics, and linguistics, he dabbled in political analysis, excelled at highbrow and op-ed journalism, and published a number of best-selling and critically acclaimed novels. It was as recently as 2001 that Eco produced his first book-length essay on translation, Experiences in Translation, a collection of lectures delivered at the University of Toronto in 1998.1 This book, with its unassuming title, was followed two years later by the more intriguingly titled Mouse or Rat? Translation as Negotiation, this time based on a series of lectures given at the University of Oxford in 2002, and then by the bulkier Dire quasi la stessa cosa: Esperienze di traduzione (Saying almost the same thing: experiences in translation).2 The latter is an expanded and revised Italian edition of the two previous books. Scholars who read Italian, then, have more material at their disposal when it comes to assessing Eco’s thinking in this realm. Up until the 1990s Eco’s engagement with translation had been sporadic or unsystematic, albeit not impressionistic. He had touched on translation problems in the 1980s as part of an explanation of how he had set about translating Queneau’s Exercises de style.3 He returned to the subject in his study Ricerca della lingua perfetta, published in 1993, and in occasional papers and articles.4 Eco’s 1997 and 1999 seminars for doctoral students in semiotics at the University of Bologna, together with the above-mentioned lectures at the universities of Toronto and Oxford, were instrumental in casting his thinking on translation into a more systematic mold. But it was Eco’s worldwide success as a novelist that indirectly awakened in him that interest in the issue of translation that had been marginal in his hermeneutic endeavors. Eco entered into a stimulating dialogue with the translators of his own works and the experience triggered an urge to theorize. At the height of his intellectual maturity, then, Eco realized that translation represented a vantage point from which he might reassess his hermeneutic position and vindicate his core beliefs.

Eco is something of a maverick, hence only a nonconventional approach will enable us to assess his contribution to the burgeoning discipline of translation studies. The approach adopted in this article turns on identifying three focal points for analysis, each derived from the titles of his books on translation. These focal points are as follows: (i) that translation is an empirical activity and may be fully understood only through direct experience; (ii) that translation is about achieving similarity not sameness; (iii) that translation is realized in terms of a give-and-take relationship between human agents. The first point is chiefly methodological: translation scholars, unlike literary critics, need a “hands-on” approach to the object of their inquiry. The other points are philosophical and lay bare Eco’s view of the hermeneutics of translation.

II. EXPERIENCE; OR PRACTICE AND THEORY

1. Eco’s Theoretical Presuppositions

Eco makes it clear at the outset that he is not a translation theorist and does not intend to elaborate a comprehensive descriptive model of translation. The emphasis will be on actual, empirical translations and on concrete translation problems. His point of departure is his own personal experience, both as a translator in his own right and as a novelist who has been translated into various languages. Eco is thus not a detached observer: by cooperating with the translators of his novels he has become thoroughly involved in the realm of the translation as experienced. The best one can expect, it might then seem, is a loose set of commonsensical and practical observations underpinning an implicit theory of translation. Yet, although Eco keeps it to a bare minimum, theory is not simply eschewed in the name of blind empiricism. Being ill at ease with abstractions, Eco opts for a bottom-up approach whereby theoretical concepts develop out of empirical observation. For Eco, (translation) practice and (translation) theory always enter into a mutual, dialectical relationship: while practice constantly feeds into theory, theoretical presuppositions also affect one’s observations of empirical phenomena. Eco states that he does not write in his capacity as a semiotician who is interested in translation as a purely logical or theoretical process, but he nonetheless recognizes that his philosophical background looms large. Despite his commitment to respecting experience, Eco has a preconceived vision of what translation is and what it ought to be. This is one of his “fruitful” contradictions and will be explored later. Eco’s discourse on translation provides an exceptionally clear example of how one’s assumptions—often unwittingly—have a bearing on how one perceives, or engages in, actual practice. Let us touch, then, upon Eco’s theoretical presuppositions.

Although Eco’s aim is to comment on translation as a whole, his specific focus is on literary translation. The latter, together with sacred text translation, is the discipline’s most complex form, and most translation theories—indeed, the debate on equivalence itself—have been developed with respect to those domains.5 Eco is primarily concerned with his novels and with his own translation of Queneau’s Exercises de style and Nerval’s Sylvie.6 The selection of one’s object of analysis has clear implications since the problems one encounters will vary according to the nature of the text being translated. (As Eco puts it: in a detective novel, for instance, preserving the sequence of events is of crucial importance.) The theoretical issues surrounding literary translation are the ideal grist for the seasoned semiotician’s mill. In technical translation, where content—the denotative/referential level—takes pride of place, issues relating to interpretation recede into the background.

Literary translation demands a sophisticated approach that encompasses a wide range of hermeneutic parameters and criteria. Literary translators have to unravel overlapping layers of meaning. When it comes to assessing literary texts, one needs to be able to distinguish between the textual linear manifestation, which might be superficial (and hence “disposable”), and the deeper, underlying, and ideological level of meaning that it is the translator’s duty to evoke. This requires various types of competence: linguistic, literary-intertextual, cultural, psychological, and narrative. But how is one to reconstruct a text’s implicit world, its moral purpose or “grand narrative”? The facts of the narration are loaded with psychological and ideological nuances that may elude the interpreter’s grasp. The problem is that in works of literature, expression (the aesthetic function conveyed by linguistic/rhetorical/stylistic features) and content (the denotative, referential element, that is, the story and the plot) are often intertwined and sometimes virtually inextricable.

Eco is critical of structuralist linguistics insofar as it rules out comparisons between different semiotic systems. If, following Saussure, each language is a unique system comprising its own particular set of internal relations, then languages are self-contained and incommensurable worldviews; thus meaning, being defined in terms of intrasystemic relations, cannot be translated out of a system.7 Eco is aware that perfect translations are impossible, yet the untranslatability argument has always run counter to the evidence—counter, that is, to the fact that a wealth of translations have existed from time immemorial. It is nevertheless the case that even to believe that translation is possible imports certain theoretical commitments. Within these constraints Eco’s vision is more in keeping with the descriptive than the prescriptive orientation, even though, as we shall see, he wavers between describing what exists from an empirical perspective and prescribing what ought to exist from an ideal perspective. One of Eco’s central claims, in fact, is that one may distinguish between correct/satisfactory and incorrect/unsatisfactory translations. Most theorists of translation studies jettison value judgments of this type. This is the result of an overwhelming shift of focus away from the original text (or “source text” in the discipline’s common parlance) to the translation (“target text”) and its cultural environment. Clearly if one is exclusively concerned with the function played by translations within a certain historical milieu, prescriptive attitudes are meaningless. But this is not the crucial point. Eco disagrees with scholars who commence their analyses with the target text and faults those who disregard the source. Eco’s entire program and its attendant terminology—in particular, his reassessment of equivalence—revolves around (and requires reflection on) the relationship between source and target texts.

Eco is not an empiricist. Insisting that theory must be grounded in or extracted from practice he reveals a tendency towards pragmatism. He borrows from Peirce the important idea that the intentions (that is, the meanings) embedded in texts are coextensive with the effects those intentions produce in us. This view is an offshoot of Peirce’s pragmatist maxim according to which two expressions in the interpretive process are “equivalent” insofar as they have the same practical consequences.8 Pragmatism tends to focus on the underlying functions of language (for example, speech acts). Hence its adherents are constantly in search of implied meanings in the communicative process.9 This explains why Eco is fascinated by the interplay between what is covert and what is overt. Intentions/effects are not immediately available: they have to be reconstructed by means of an act of interpretation. Yet they are often “traceable” through their links to linguistic structures and textual strategies. Aesthetic appreciation, for Eco, is not just an unfathomable emotional response; it is an experience that requires the reader’s understanding of the effects produced by recognizable textual features.

Eco’s predicament is how to harmonize a pragmatist outlook with a sophisticated hermeneutics. His statements on translation are to be read as a constant polemic against the poststructuralist school of thought known as deconstruction, which asserts the never-ending drift (and hence instability) of meaning. This is what renders interpretation at once both fascinating and unwieldy. Paradoxically, texts can yield any possible meaning, even bizarre ones, regardless of explicitly manifested authorial intentions. Authors cannot lay any claim to, let alone control, their textual offspring. In the end all readings are potentially misreadings. Eco concurs with Derrida that signified concepts are not objective entities somehow “floating” outside languages but he cannot accept a hermeneutics of suspicion, the dominant trait of which is radical skepticism.10 Eco’s postulate is a realistically “optimistic” epistemology that clearly affects his reasoning throughout his study of translation: misreadings—or, in Eco’s terminology, overinterpretations—do exist but knowledge is nevertheless attainable; successful communication between human beings is possible. By the same token, there are such things as “correct” translations despite the existence of cases of mistranslation.

The fact that Eco indulges in “deconstruction bashing” does not mean he argues for a return to structuralism. Eco is appreciative of structuralism’s legacy: the shift to rigorous textual analyses as opposed to intuitive, romantic readings. But he inclines towards a methodological rather than an ontological conception of structures, according to which they cannot be immanent or ahistorical.11 Eco’s thinking represents an attempt to carve out an intermediate hermeneutic space between two diametrically opposed approaches, both of which, being extreme formulations, are unsatisfactory: “objectivism,” according to which textual meaning is always present, fixed, and independent of the interpreter (translation thus being about transferring structural properties and realizing perfect, formal equivalence), and “subjectivism,” which holds that there is no such thing as a coherent textual message (translation then becoming a practice of rewriting that creates its own source). Eco tries to avoid the pitfalls of both approaches: on the one hand, the bias of positivism (or absolute, quasi-scientific certainty) and, on the other hand, the irrational drive towards epistemological skepticism.

Most of Eco’s statements on translation stem from a deep-seated philosophical conviction that there will always be a limited range of interpretations sanctioned by the text’s deep semantic core. Texts, as it were, possess inherent rights that are to be respected. Throughout history scholar-interpreters have engaged in disputes, yet interpretive communities have succeeded in agreeing on certain interpretations. This is not to deny that texts exhibit a certain degree of openness—and translations, by the same token, a certain level of indeterminacy. The linear textual manifestation is often polysemous by the author’s design. Ambiguities allow for a plurality of conflicting hypotheses, which may produce competing but equally legitimate translations of the same text or parts thereof. Simply put, Eco reacts against the notion that texts are such open-ended universes that “anything goes.” Texts are not totally—or arbitrarily, for that matter—constructed by the interpreter. The fact that interpretation is a creative, never-ending, and often unpredictable process does not imply that it is unreasonable to circumscribe it.

Eco is constantly in search of criteria, parameters, and the like: these are the stock-in-trade of the semiotician who is concerned with the limits of interpretation. Interpreters rule out a vast number of theoretically possible readings by taking into account three parameters. The first is plausibility at a microlevel—that one has to focus on the cotext, that is, the immediate textual environment of the word/microproposition under scrutiny. The second is textual coherence at a macrolevel—that, since any microinterpretation may be confirmed or disproved by other microinterpretations or by a macroproposition, one should identify recurrent semantic isotopies or homogeneous sense levels, confirming or disproving one’s initial conjecture. Finally, the third is context—that the interpreter disambiguates textual meaning by placing the text in its historical milieu. This is familiar territory to scholars who have dealt with Eco’s hermeneutics. But Eco’s thinking on translation reveals a subtle, albeit significant shift towards greater hermeneutic confidence. When Eco deals with interpretation in general, he is cautious to adopt a negative approach such that the above-mentioned parameters guide us in ascertaining which interpretations are outside the pale of legitimacy rather than positively identifying which are the best ones. Parameters are not conceived as iron-clad predictors of flawless, complete understanding.12 Interpreting, in fact, means making “textual abductions” or interpretive inferences about different levels of meanings with the aim of laying bare the text’s grand ideological or moral narrative—that is to say, the source text’s main intention. In simpler, down-to-earth language Eco states that inferences are interpretive “bets.” Hence their very nature implies a degree of uncertainty. Discarding absurd readings in order to restrict the potentially infinite range of interpretations is a sign of hermeneutic tolerance; to seek to establish textual truth is a totalitarian position that smacks of hermeneutic arrogance. When it comes to translation, however, Eco’s approach is somewhat more positive. He contends that it is indeed possible to identify correct translations. This conviction stems logically from the postulate that translation takes place within tighter hermeneutic boundaries than other forms of interpretation.

2. Eco’s Theoretical Statements on Translation

Eco might have been content to claim that translation is, essentially, interpretation. His philosophical background would have more than warranted such a sweeping claim. Hermeneutics, after all, is a devalued currency amongst a good number of scholars of translation studies. But Eco always goes to the heart of the issue at hand. The universe of interpretation, he claims, is vaster than that of translation, which is a special realm governed by its own laws. The translator does not—or should not—limit the reader’s interpretive freedom vis-à-vis the original’s layers of meaning. A translator of Manzoni’s The Betrothed, Eco argues, would have to preserve both the facts of the narration and its underlying ethical intention. The reader is left free to decide which level is the predominant one. Aesthetic appreciation might derive from focusing on the plot and the characters’ adventures or from reflecting on the story’s ideological narrative—in Manzoni’s case, divine justice operating on earth. Clearly interpreters of any ilk make critical decisions that isolate and foreground certain levels of meaning, thereby imposing their own views. But the translator’s critical attitude is always implicit and somewhat concealed. In order to unravel the hermeneutic specificity of translation, Eco appeals to Jakobson’s distinction between interlinguistic translation and intersemiotic translation.13 The former, which we might call translation proper, occurs between two natural languages; the latter is the process whereby meaning is transferred between different semiotic systems (for example, the “translation” of a novel into a film, wherein verbal signs are rendered through nonverbal sign systems), and covers enormous swaths of interpretation. The intersemiotic interpreter is forced by the medium to explicate, and thus bring to the fore, certain aspects of the original that a translation leaves indeterminate. In moving from natural languages to a different semiotic system—from a poem to a painting or a film—the interpreter must create images and a physical setting that readers can only imagine. Even the most discreet or modest director who sets out to render a novel as film is compelled to show something more than the written text does. But by doing so the director overpowers the addressee, who is obliged to accept a certain interpretation. The appearance of fictional characters performing on a stage or on a film set conjures up new imagery. The mere act of choosing the actors and their costumes—all of which have semiotic import—let alone staging their demeanors, implies interpretive decisions that alter the overall meaning of the source text in a way that not even a creative translator, who operates within a linguistic medium of expression, would be capable of. Added meanings in intersemiotic translation, then, are of a different ontological nature from those occurring in translation proper. This is what Eco means when he says that transmutation of matter (from language to other semiotic systems) adds new meanings and foregrounds connotations that are extraneous to the semantic core of the text being interpreted or adapted. This point will become clearer when we deal with Peirce’s notion of semiosis.

Translation proper, then, may be defined as a form of interpretation characterized by the presence of a specific set of constraints that limit the interpreter’s leeway. Translation is not creative rewriting. From a hermeneutic point of view—but not a semiotic one, since we are still dealing with verbal signs—rewriting is closer to intersemiotic than interlinguistic translation: it is a freer form of interpretation. Eco is aware, however, that the boundaries between rewriting and translation are sometimes blurred.14 The struggle to achieve similar effects sometimes stretches one’s resources and skills to the breaking point. This is especially the case in the translation of poetry, which borders on rewriting. Boundaries tend to disappear when the translator is also the author of the text in question and feels entitled to recreate the source text anew. Eco considers Joyce’s own translation of “Anna Livia Plurabelle” (Finnegans Wake) into Italian. This is an instance of rewriting that ought to fall outside the pale of translation proper. Joyce, by inventing new wordplay and allusions, violates the principle of referential equivalence and completely disregards the original textual features. True, he enriches the Italian language, but his rewriting bears only a vague resemblance to the English text from which it originated. The source text is a mere cue triggering the translator’s creativity. Yet Joyce makes a strategic choice: he captures the source text’s inherent meaning—the quest for stability within the Babel-like confusion of historical languages. According to Eco, this choice is more important than preserving the textual linear manifestation. The English wordplay is only an outward, superficial manifestation of a deeper level of meaning. This is why Joyce decides—and here Eco approves—to merge rewriting and translating into one another. This kind of reasoning is the hallmark of Eco’s own creative ambivalence: the penchant for neat categories imposing order on human knowledge coexists with a hermeneutic sensitivity that ultimately leads him to cast doubt on those very categories.

Eco is adamant that translating carries an ethical obligation to respect what the author has written. This is not a call for formal/linguistic equivalence, as Joyce’s example has shown. All texts have deep structures or mechanisms, a semantic core hidden beneath the textual linear manifestation. Translators should tame their creative impetus by closely adhering to the source text’s intention—what Eco variously describes as its “deep sense” and its “guiding spirit.” True, the source text’s intention is reconstructed through critical reading, but this does not run counter to the widespread assumption—shared by the reading public and the publishing industry alike—that translators will not deliberately “betray” or manipulate the original.

Mainstream opinion as held by communities of interpretation at any given moment has to be reckoned with. The ethics of translation consists in responding to widely held expectations. Eco confers dignity upon common sense, too: copy editors in publishing houses rely on reasonable assumptions when they assess manuscripts, and if a translator from, say, Italian into English produces a text twice as long as the original in terms of word length, one is entitled to cast doubt on the translator’s competence or honesty. The latter rather extreme example brings home the crucial point that translations should say neither less nor more than originally intended/expressed. Eco proposes a clear criterion by which one may judge the translator’s “performance”: reversibility, the test of which is back-translation. Ideally, in translating the target text back into the original language one should obtain the same overall intention with which one started (clearly back-translation cannot be applied to rhetorical and stylistic features). In other words, back-translation should produce a “semantic clone” of the source text. At first sight this criterion might appear to be problematic in that it suggests an ideal relation of perfect symmetry between original and translation. This, in turn, could be interpreted as vindicating the belief, which Eco jettisons, that there are fixed meanings that float freely from one text to another. However, as we unravel Eco’s thinking it will become apparent that this is far from what he is arguing. Because translation is not about achieving sameness, the target text can never be a mere copy of the source text. Back-translation is simply a sort of litmus test complementing the general hermeneutic criteria already touched upon. Eco is here struggling with the intricacy of his own approach: he postulates the existence of a deep semantic structure—the source text’s intention—that must be preserved in order for a text to be assigned to the category of “translations.” A “bad” translation is simply one that violates certain hermeneutic rules. When a translator (mis)uses a source text in extreme ways, the newly rewritten text does not cease to be an interpretation; it simply cannot be a translation in the true sense that Eco prefers (it may be a paraphrase, for example).

Most theorists view translation strategies in terms of binary oppositions. On the one hand, there are the demands of the source text and the original culture; on the other, there are the needs of the prospective readers who are located in a different linguistic and cultural traditions. Eco, uneasy with dichotomies, brilliantly jockeys his position between source-orientedness and target-orientedness.15 Let us dwell on this basic dichotomy, which goes back to Schleiermacher.16 Does a translator aim to lead the reader towards greater understanding of the source text’s linguistic and cultural universe, thereby laying bare its sometimes bizarre foreign features or, rather, opt to dress the source text in culture-specific garb, thus making it intelligible in terms of the reader’s own universe? Should an English Homer read like an archaic text, as if mirroring the reading experience of Homeric times? Or should Homer read as if it had been written for today’s readership? Eco argues that these are idealized constructs: they exist as ideal-types and are hardly ever realized fully in a single target text. Only in theory do translators make choices along theoretically opposed axes, source-orientedness and target-orientedness being always implicated simultaneously. Translators who strive to render a foreign text accessible in a different language will inevitably modernize—and/or domesticate—it to a considerable extent.

These considerations have a bearing on one of the most widely discussed critical concepts in translation studies, namely, equivalence. Equivalence is said to be source oriented if it is bent on respecting the formal values of the original (hence it is also known as formal equivalence) and target oriented if the focus is on the receiving system as dictating most of the translation choices (this being the functional, dynamic type of equivalence).17 Does the translator’s task consist in identifying textual features/structures that are to be carried over—mutatis mutandis—to a different language? Or is the task rather to replace them with their presumed cultural equivalents? Contemporary translation studies has qualms about the former conception on the grounds that it implies the primacy of the source text. The current trend is to focus on the latter conception, hence it is the target text—and the receiving tradition—that takes pride of place. Eco concurs with target-oriented scholars in one fundamental respect: the notion of formal/linguistic equivalence presupposes an unattainable ideal of perfect symmetry between languages. The very notion of equivalence, unless it is properly qualified, is obscure and unsophisticated: how can meaning remain unchanged in the transformative process known as translation? Perfect synonymy hardly exists even at the smallest unit of translation (each word covering its own, specific semantic space), let alone at the textual level taken as a whole. Translation, especially of the literary kind, if carried out by human beings, cannot be downgraded to the mechanical reproduction of the source text’s features/structures. Eco’s pragmatic outlook—that intention and effect are interdefinable, coextensive concepts—leads him to highlight the importance of functional equivalence. Translators, being interpreters, go well beyond making conjectures about dictionary meanings: they strive to produce texts dynamically, replacing rather than mirroring the source text. The focus, then, is on producing similar effects.

Eco discusses, for instance, the function of literary quotations in Foucault’s Pendulum. At one point, as they drive through the hills in the countryside, the novel’s protagonists are struck by beautiful landscapes conjuring up the sight of boundless horizons. One of the protagonists mentions “a hedge” (siepe). This is an intertextual allusion to Leopardi’s Infinito, perhaps the best-known Italian Romantic poem, in which a hedge blocking the poet’s view of the horizon takes on symbolic meaning. Translators, Eco argues, should not strive to retain the “hedge” allusion, which is the mere literal sense. The source text’s deeper intention is to portray a character who appears incapable of seeing the world except through literary recollections. Translators are thus encouraged to employ literary quotations that are meaningful to their readers: only culture-specific, reader-oriented allusions to the figure of the low-brow culture snob will produce an analogous effect at that specific point in the narrative. Eco makes the point clearer when he approves of the Russian translator of The Name of the Rose, who rendered the original Latin quotations in the old ecclesiastic Slavonic used by the Orthodox Church in the Middle Ages. Latin would have been unintelligible to a Russian reader and would not have conveyed the religious connotations. By recreating an aura of old religiosity, the translator respects the source text’s intention and generates similar effects. In translation there will always be a literal sense, or the surface story, conveyed by the textual linear manifestation, which should be distinguished from the deep sense of the story or underlying intention. It is the latter that must be preserved at all costs.

Target-oriented descriptivists strive to understand how translations function in their environment. The focus is on the logic governing the acceptability of the text produced, and the manner in which that logic is realized is to be ascertained empirically. The target text becomes a purely internal affair to do with the receiving language and culture. Toury, the founding father of descriptive translation studies, expresses this view in definite terms when he states that translations are essentially facts of the target culture.18 Eco is unwilling to pay the price of target-orientedness: as the source text is dethroned, the very notion of equivalence recedes into the distant background. Being primarily interested in the hermeneutics rather than the sociology of translating, Eco cannot accept a state of affairs whereby the relationship between source and target text becomes insignificant. This is precisely what equivalence—despite its flaws—is supposed to signal: a relationship between two entities. But the crucial conceptual tool of Toury’s school of thought is that of norms, that is to say, options that mainstream translators regularly select in a given sociohistorical context (as opposed to conventions, which are not binding). It is the norms that lay bare the historically determined view of equivalence holding sway at a given moment in time.19 This line of thinking is troublesome for Eco. If equivalence exists by definition—that is, by being a postulated feature of all target texts—it is unnecessary to dwell on what constitutes a “correct” or satisfactory translation. Correctness cannot be established outside of historically determined practices. But Eco contends that the translator’s task is to conjure up the cultural universe presupposed by the source text. Pragmatic considerations related to the receiving tradition make sense if they are inscribed within a general theory of interpretation. Despite its explanatory power, functional equivalence cannot account for the totality of the translation experience.

The heart of the matter is that translation is an indeterminate phenomenon.20 There will always be a range of theoretical options—in terms of linguistic forms and textual strategies—from which translators can select. Any given source text, therefore, can yield a plurality of equally valid target texts. This implies that no single target text can be entirely determined by its source (this in itself is a blow to source-orientedness). The translation process in fact generates new meanings, which are activated by the exigencies of the target context. But Eco insists that these meanings—the differences—cannot be arbitrary: they must be in keeping with the source text’s intention (this is in tension with target-orientedness). What is crucial, then, is understanding any given source text’s inherent potential for polysemy. It is well known that Eco loves to theorize about the dialectic between the text and the manifold responses it can elicit. On the one hand, we have the text’s rights (the invariant, “idealized” core of meaning); on the other, the reader’s (meaning evolves in history). Readers—and translators, for that matter—always bring with them their own presuppositions but should not create their own text. As we shall see, Eco reconciles opposing claims by conceiving of the translator as a negotiating agent and by placing translation practice firmly in history.

III. SAYING ALMOST THE SAME THING, OR SAMENESS/EQUIVALENCE VERSUS DIFFERENCE

Eco seems to be caught in an intellectual stalemate: his epistemological optimism could validate an unpalatable positivistic-scientistic view but his fascination with the adventures of interpretation could render him an unlikely bedfellow of the poststructuralists. Positivism runs counter to hermeneutic sophistication: descriptivists of a positivistic persuasion tend to view meaning as a known quantity that can be transferred unchanged from one text to another. Poststructuralists, conversely, blur the boundaries between translation and other forms of interpretation. Translation risks becoming an empty word or a metaphor for any transmutation of meaning. Deconstruction, moreover, hypostatizes meaning as a self-sustaining play of differences.21 If every concept is inscribed in a semantic system where relations to other concepts are to be understood only in terms of differences, one ends up in the same cul-de-sac as ontological structuralism: languages/semiotic systems become incommensurable.

The point is that epistemological optimism is in keeping with equivalence, be it formal or functional-dynamic, whereas epistemological skepticism conceives only of difference. As we have seen, Eco’s inclinations run counter to a formal, static view of equivalence. This is why he adheres to the functional-dynamic argument, which he sees as an offshoot of pragmatism. Translation, whatever one conceives it to be, cannot be described in absolute terms. By rooting the translator’s strategies in history, target-orientedness represents an insightful shift of focus away from unmanageable abstractions. But then Eco realizes that no type of equivalence, however sophisticated, can solve the central conundrum, namely, how are we to account for the semiotic significance of difference? If the target text is equivalent to its source even when it departs from formal symmetry, the issue of difference has effectively been erased. Eco is eager to find a solution that avoids the pitfalls of poststructuralism. The title of his 2003 volume Dire quasi la stessa cosa suggests that Eco is struggling here to mediate between opposites. The quest for sameness underpinning equivalence lurks in the background but is held in check by the adverb “almost,” which alerts us to its impossibility. No translator can ever express the same thing in another language because no one has access to “the thing itself,” that is, to absolute textual truth. But the criterion of reversibility states that no target text can be entirely or radically different from its source. This leaves the question of how to evaluate difference. Eco solves this apparently intractable problem by conceiving of equivalence and difference as opposites that sustain and imply each other. But this means thinking of (or framing) the relationship between source and target text in an entirely new way. Equivalence survives only as an ideal; in reality, it should be replaced by “similarity,” a concept better suited to describe the specific nature of semiosis triggered by translation. The specificity of translation lies in the dialectic it establishes between preexisting and added (new) layers of meaning. In order to better understand the boundaries circumscribing what must be preserved—that is, the source text’s intention—we must return to the nature of semiosis.

The influence of Peirce on Eco’s thinking can clearly be discerned. Peirce employs the term “translation” as a metaphor intended to clarify the inner workings of semiosis—“meaning” being defined as the translation of a sign into another system of signs. Similarity is the result of interpretive acts, whereby a linguistic expression, for instance, is interpreted by means of another expression, its interpretant. The process is potentially never ending. To interpret, in Peirce’s sense, is to supply interpretants that are never totally equivalent to (that is, copies of) the ones being substituted—if they were equivalent, the very process of semiosis would come to a halt. Every interpretive act says something more about the expression being interpreted and focuses on its content from a new perspective. As Eco cogently puts it, if one interprets the word “cat” by substituting for it a complete scientific description—“mammalian feline”—one provides an animal taxonomy. The cat, moreover, is seen from a dispassionate perspective, that of a zoologist. By the same token, if one interprets the word “cat” by substituting for it the word “pet,” one clearly views the same animal in a different light, that of a friend or a doting owner—but is it really the same animal when seen in these different ways? As interpreters of any ilk, translators among them, go about their task of producing a critical reading, be it of a single word or of an entire text, hidden presuppositions are rendered explicit and new layers of meaning are thereby created. This line of reasoning is a powerful blow to the conviction that meaning is a known quantity that remains virtually unchanged in the translation process. Translation cannot consist in achieving semantic sameness.

At first, Peirce’s conception seems at odds with Eco’s: translators are not supposed to “say more” with respect to the object of their interpretation. But Eco is quite specific about the exact meaning and the hermeneutic implications of the phrase “saying more” within translation, which is a subcategory of interpretation. Only in the general Peircean sense, outlined above, do translators add new meanings. Translators are not supposed to “say more” than was originally intended or presupposed by the source text: they should not invent new effects of sense, wordplay, and so forth, unless they are trying to compensate for the loss of an original feature (here we are still in the area of functional equivalence). Or, to put it differently, the translator’s leeway must be confined within the boundaries of the source text’s potential for meaning (here we enter the hermeneutic terrain). Incorrect translations are illegitimate or unjustifiable accretions.

As he strives to categorize the apparently uncontrollable process of semiosis set in motion by the act of translation, Eco must go beyond Peirce. There is no contradiction here. Eco is adamant that the Peircean notion of unlimited semiosis does not corroborate the deconstructive penchant for the (alleged) uncontrollable drift of meaning. This is especially the case in translation, which is governed by an ethical rule: translators are duty bound to respect the original’s intention. Whoever violates this rule and exploits the source text for different ends than those intended produces rewritings, adaptations, paraphrases. Betraying the expectation of the reading public is unacceptable. This is why Eco chastises rewriters who attempt to pass themselves off as full-fledged translators.

As already noted, translation and poetic rewriting may overlap, but this does not call into question the soundness of Eco’s argument. Every translator faces a dilemma: how to convey the source text’s intention while substituting the original textual linear manifestation for its alleged functional equivalent in another language. The process inevitably entails gains and losses. In translating Nerval’s Sylvie Eco realizes that certain French terms have lost their original connotations and may be obscure for modern readers. He is perfectly aware that his solutions inevitably say both less and more than the source text, but only in the Peircean sense outlined above. Respecting the source text’s intention was his yardstick all along. One could be led astray by the fact that the process of translation, according to a number of scholars, is characterized by a tendency, observed in a variety of target texts in different languages, to make explicit information that is implicit in the source text. Explicitation, being untypical of original texts, is regarded as a universal feature of translation, one, that is, which does not arise out of language interference.22 This seems to be an argument for conflating translation and semiosis in Peirce’s sense, but in actual fact this universal tendency of translation confirms Eco’s argument. In semiosis the process of explicitation is inherent in every single interpretant (consider the “mammalian feline” example above); in translation the linguistic tendency to express things more overtly is generalized, though it is by no means as pervasive as in semiosis.23 Translation-specific explicitation, moreover, often occurs at specific or microtextual levels (words and short phrases), that is, where the source text is perceived as being obscure. Translators tend to rephrase a given source text feature and/or find more explicit target-language equivalents because their aim is to enhance readability. This entails that their acts of explicitation remain strictly within the linguistic or cultural boundaries of the source text. To illustrate, in Inferno Dante refers to his breaking of a baptismal font in order to save someone (un) who appeared to be drowning in it.24 H. F. Cary—known as the “translator of Dante” for having produced one of the most “faithful” and poetic renderings by nineteenth-century standards—rendered the Italian pronoun as “infant.”25 In a general, Peircean sense, Cary “says something more”: his interpretant, “an infant,” specifies the nature of the referent. Cary’s interpretation rules out the absurd possibility that, in this cotext, the underspecific un could refer to an animal or to an adult. Yet Cary does not go beyond the pale of legitimate readings sanctioned by the source text. Ambiguity is resolved by remaining within the source text’s possibilities and the historical world it presupposes: in Dante’s time it was infants, not adults, who were baptized. This bears out Eco’s argument that translators make interpretive hypotheses about a text’s intentions and effects but the reservoir of potential meaning embedded in the source text is not infinite. There will always be cotextual or contextual features ruling out untenable readings. This is a focal point in Eco’s thinking: the limits of interpretation are to be taken very seriously when it comes to translation.

Let us now consider an example from the translation of the Old Testament, where Christian translators “say more” in precisely the sense with which Eco finds fault. Isaiah 7:14 predicts that the Messiah will be born to ha almàh, a Hebrew word which literally means “a young woman” but which could also be (mis)interpreted as “a virgin.” Christian exegetes, following St. Jerome’s version, which features the Latin “Virgo,” settle for the latter—in the King James Version “a Virgin shall conceive”—because this fits with their theological conception that the birth of Jesus was predicted by Jewish prophets. The syntagma “young woman” may be seen as casting doubt on the divine nature of Jesus’s birth. Jewish scholars hold a different view, claiming that “young woman” is the correct English version. In actual fact it would seem that St. Jerome, with his authority, sanctioned a misreading whereby an ancient myth, common to various cultures and adopted by Christians—that of a god born of a virgin—is imposed upon the Hebrew Bible.26

Eco’s line of thinking guides us in settling this dispute: since the textual linear manifestation unambiguously says “young woman” there is no need to explicate. If you say that “a virgin shall conceive” you do not bring out an implicit, possible meaning hidden below the textual surface: you create a totally new one. Unlike in Cary’s case, St. Jerome’s Vulgate and the King James Version introduce a physical referent laden with symbolic (religious) meanings. If one considers the source text from a secular standpoint—although neither Jews nor Christians can avoid interpreting the Bible as a religious text—Jewish scholars are correct in judging the Christian rendering as a case of (belated) overinterpretation. No one can deny the fact that, historically, Christians came after Jews; the error, however, is to assume on this basis that Judaism foreshadows Christianity. By secular standards of interpretation this is inadmissible. To say that a text A (the Bible) reliably predicts future events described by a subsequent text B (the Gospel) defies logic and common sense.

To conclude this section, then, we have seen that Eco reconciles the following considerations: (a) that functional-dynamic equivalence has some heuristic value; (b) that translation is best defined in terms of similarity; (c) that the pragmatic, target-oriented approach has to be harmonized with the fact that translation is a specific type of interpretation, and that gains and losses have to be “factored in” to the final equation; (d) that new meanings arising in the process of translation are legitimate insofar as they respect the source text’s intention; and (e) that the question then arises of how to distinguish between readings sanctioned by the text and unwarranted accretions. This, yet again, is the aim of hermeneutics. Eco’s criteria/parameters for guiding correct interpretation, complemented by the principle of reversibility, go a long way towards discriminating between correct and incorrect translations. But Eco’s restless mind needs an additional principle besides that of similarity to account for the paradoxical fact that translation hovers between the ideal pursuit of equivalence (the target text thought of as “clone” or functional equivalent of the source) and the concrete reality of difference (the idea that the target text can never mirror the source text in its entirety).

IV. TRANSLATION AS NEGOTIATION

Eco’s solution to the paradox consists in viewing translation as a historically based process of give-and-take between human agents acting in a specific environment. Having entered into a dialogue with the translators of his novels, Eco is struck by the cogency of negotiation, a process whereby two (or more) parties, in order to obtain something, renounce something else. In theory the interests at stake are potentially conflicting: negotiating agents try to gain the upper hand. In reality author and translator will strive to agree on solutions that are deemed satisfactory by both parties. They are bound by a mutual interest: ensuring the afterlife of the source text in a different tradition. At first it seems that the author—being the guardian of the source text’s meaning—is in a more powerful position: the translator must agree not to manipulate (or overinterpret) what was originally written and intended. But in fact this initial, binding, ethical clause represents a safeguard against totalitarian impulses on the translator’s part. It is translators who are in control, as they devise effective strategies in the target language. Translators, in Eco’s perspective, should not be free to pursue their own agendas. The translator’s liberty cannot impinge on the author’s prerogatives.

Author and translator are on an equal footing provided they acknowledge the peculiar nature of their relationship. A successful translation represents a clear advantage for both of them. The effective translator safeguards the author’s primary interest—the source text’s survival—by setting in motion a non-zero-sum hermeneutic process; one, that is, where the arithmetic sum of the gains and losses will be regarded as positive. This happens only if the translator creates meanings/effects that are sanctioned by the source text, thereby activating its potential. It is now clear that the elusive adverb “almost” does not only signal the impossibility of sameness; it also suggests that the relationship between the ideal of equivalence and the reality of difference is forever shifting, depending on criteria that are negotiated in the here and now of translating. Clearly one has to accept the fact that negotiation implies losses that are sometimes irreparable. Eco mentions the pseudo-medieval north Italian language he invented for a quasi-illiterate boy of Piedmontese origin in his novel Baudolino. Various European translators have struggled to find equivalents in their own languages but the original connotation of the bizarre Italian vernacular is invariably lost. The recourse to functional equivalence here proves unsatisfactory: dialects that are unrelated to Italian inevitably de-Italianize Baudolino’s language.

Negotiation is a powerful methodological concept and confers a number of benefits:


 

     (a)  It enables Eco to occupy a middle ground between the certainties of ontological structuralism and the irrational tendencies of deconstruction, according to which translators are confronted with a concrete task of negotiation on the basis of a critical reading.

     (b)  It is in keeping with an optimistic epistemology since there will always be a set of rules guiding the process of negotiation.

     (c)  It favors description over prescription, for the actual outcome of the negotiating process can only be determined empirically.

     (d)  It dissolves the stalemate whereby translation can be defined only in terms of mutually exclusive opposites. Negotiation, which aims at compromise, rejects absolute alternatives: equivalence (whether formal or dynamic) and difference (whether conceived as a philosophical concept or an empirical fact) become ideal, theoretical possibilities, which, in real life, are often blended. Empirical translators make a variety of different—sometimes conflicting—choices: a source-oriented decision at one level (for example, preserving a poem’s verse form) may be matched by a target-oriented one at another level (employing literary allusions drawn from the receiving literary repertoire).

     (e)  It confirms the assumption that translation revolves around the dialectic between gains and losses.

     (f)  It foregrounds the issue of human agency. The translator is no longer a bearer of social meanings, but, rather, a human being making choices in real life and trying, by means of an interpretive act, to reconcile the various parties involved in the process. This is insightful in view of the fact that translation studies has long insisted on the existence of abstract or overarching norms that influence the translator’s performance.

     (g)  It contradicts ahistorical approaches. Negotiation takes place in a specific context and one always has to ask the following questions: Who does the negotiating? What are the terms being negotiated?



The concept of negotiation, however, is far from being uncontroversial. It is easier to agree on textual meanings if negotiation takes place between two parties who are on speaking terms, that is, the living author and his/her coeval translators. Eco moves in an ideal environment—he is in the position to sanction the interpretations of his readers. But what happens if the translator cannot deal with a flesh-and-blood author? What happens, that is, where the author is no longer around or is alive but unreachable? In such a case, the translator, the only agent involved in the negotiation process, enters into a fictional dialogue with the ghost of a distant author—as Eco himself puts it. Even if we lay down stricter, less controversial criteria for interpretation than those envisaged by Eco, no one can change the fact that the responsibility of determining a non-zero-sum negotiation lies with only one party, the translator. It is the translator who unilaterally decides whether or not the nonpresent author is satisfied with the outcome of the negotiating process. The problem is that this is not the most common scenario in the practice of translation. In real life, as Eco himself recognizes, a multitude of parties looms in the background: the author with his or her claims; the source text, which has its own rights; the publishing industry and its conventions; the translator with his or her values and objectives; the expectations of the reading public; the structures of two languages; and the encyclopedias of two cultures. And yet the complexity of this scenario does not cast any doubt on the heuristic value of negotiation. One should simply acknowledge that authorial/textual intentions are to be ascertained through an act of interpretation, whether one is (supposedly) in control of those intentions or not. A viable solution, when the author is absent, would be to consider negotiation as a thought-provoking metaphor alerting us to the need to take into account a variety of parties.

V. POINTS FOR FURTHER INQUIRY

Although Eco’s pragmatic approach to translation is sound and viable, it throws up a number of critical points.

1. The Problem of Intentionality

Eco’s general orientation—that texts do not allow for an infinite multiplicity of meanings—raises a crucial question: How can one reliably establish the intentionality of a text? In order to distinguish between interpretation (which correctly delimits intentionality) and overinterpretation (which goes beyond the pale), Eco relies on reasonable and commonsensical criteria. In this manner he goes some way towards resolving the question, but a problem still remains: Eco does not sufficiently explore the relationship between the three archetypical intentions—intentio auctoris, intentio operis, and intentio lectoris. The reader’s or the author’s intention may be unwittingly mapped onto (or imposed on) the text’s intention. Authors often state their intentions either orally or in writing (in letters, paratexts, and so on). Yet their intentions could be conflated with, and virtually indistinguishable from, the semiotic strategies embedded in the text proper. In other words, it is not clear whether (or at what point) authorial intentions contradict, or overlap with, the text’s intention. Even certain figures of expression, or phonoaesthetic effects such as assonance and alliteration, might not be intended—the signifier being partially autonomous from the signified. Clearly it is more difficult to link intangible elements to an underlying intention, let alone ascertain whether one is dealing with the author’s or with the text’s intention. Are allusions inherent in the text? Were they openly approved by the author (that is, did the author consciously embed them in the text)? Or do they stem from the reader’s perception? Intertextual ironies (nonexplicit allusions to other works), for example, are generally assumed to be part of an authorial strategy. The model reader—the good translator being the quintessential model reader—should be able to identify most of them, but some are bound to escape attention. Interpreters, moreover, are prone to error. “The rule is simple: Suspect, only suspect”: this sentence in Eco’s Pendulum was not meant to be an allusion to E. M. Forster’s “Connect, only connect,” as one of Eco interpreters has suggested. Eco, having written that sentence, knows that the ironic play is unintentional and arises out of the reading process. Yet the inference is not implausible. In fact if the author had not been around to inform us, the Forster allusion would have been a good candidate as to the text’s intention. This alerts us to the difficulty of discriminating between different types of intentionality. Even the most accurate interpreter may generate imaginary intentions, be they authorial or textual.

In his philosophical writings Eco seems to cast doubt on the triadic scheme: he clearly asserts the primacy of intentio operis on the grounds that this is the most “transparent” and amenable to analysis. The reader’s intention, which is debatable, and the author’s intention, which is often unattainable, dwindle into insignificance.27 Ascertaining the text’s intention, therefore, is crucial to disproving untenable readings. And yet Eco’s reflections on translation signal a shift of focus away from the text’s intention—instead, Eco suddenly resurrects the intentions of the author (which is often himself). This is understandable given the fact that he is engrossed in a dialogue with the translators of his own works. It is this dialogue that enables him to discuss his own intention(s) as a writer and relate them to the reading process. In a sense the bearer of authorial intentions gently guides his model readers in dealing with intricate problems of interpretation. But this method, however intriguing, sometimes obscures Eco’s own thinking. Eco, for instance, formulates a general rule whereby deleting entire passages from the source text is to be avoided on the grounds that censorship betrays the reader’s expectations. But then he makes allowances for “censorship by mutual consent”: he authorizes his translators to eliminate certain terms, provided they are “absolutely untranslatable.” This is all very well within the hermeneutically privileged relationship Eco establishes with the translators of his novels. But how is a contemporary scholar to make judgments regarding censorial policies outside that type of relationship? Should one adopt a prescriptive stance and therefore condemn them, or should one follow in the footsteps of the descriptivists and aim to understand the conditions under which censorship is likely to come into being? We shall return to this issue shortly.

It would be erroneous, however, to consider Eco’s penchant for the author’s intention to be an elegant ploy on his part. Eco does not deceive his readers and openly admits to being a privileged witness to the maze of intentions exhibited by his textual offspring. The challenge is to understand the semiotic juncture at which a text takes on a life of its own, regardless of the author’s desire to control its destiny. Eco is driven by an anxiety to control the process of semiosis. This naturally leads him to focus on cases where intentions, being explicitly stated, are easier to ascertain and the contradictions between author and text are less conspicuous. Joyce’s self-translations are exemplary from this point of view. Because author and translator are the same empirical subject, the translator’s liberty is implicitly sanctioned by the author himself. This is an exceptional situation: Joyce’s creative strategies, if employed by other translators, would have been considered intolerable license. Eco is aware that translators cannot always rely on privileged access to the author’s intentions, which often are unfathomable. Witnessing Eco’s discussions of sensitive meanings with his translators, and seeing him foreground the author’s intention in a way that is untypical of his previous writings, one awaits some kind of hermeneutic breakthrough. But then one realizes that Eco has not really moved on. In the end he reiterates his view that translators should strive to preserve the text’s (not the author’s) intention. This is the most important form of “loyalty.”

Eco makes it clear that the text’s intention is a semiotic stratum—his own term is “strategy”—which is not visible at the textual surface; it is the semantic core underlying the textual linear manifestation.28 As we have seen, in his reflections on translation Eco specifies that he is alluding to the text’s grand narrative, to its guiding spirit. The most important meanings are implicit and have to be reconstructed by means of interpretive acts. The problem is that Eco seems to distinguish between the concepts that are signified—which comprise a hidden layer of meaning allegedly distinct from the outer layers represented by phonoaesthetic effects (the play of the signifier)—and rhetorical/stylistic devices (for example, rhyme). In literature, though, content and form are inextricably bound up. Perhaps Eco should have elaborated on the notion of the text’s intention by articulating it along a cline of gradual/increasing explicitness. At one end one finds implicit semiotic strategies: the text’s moral design and elusive elements such as ideological nuance, ambiguity, allusions, irony, and the like; at the other, there are rhetorical/stylistic devices, that is, tangible textual properties. Somewhere in between we have physical events (story, plot) that are easy to reconstruct even though they are not explicitly recoverable from the textual linear manifestation.

This is only a methodological suggestion: there are no hard and fast hermeneutic rules whereby one can lay bare the text’s intention. The farther one moves away from structural, tangible, elements, the greater the risks of overinterpreting a text. Literary criticism and philology, for example, have developed reliable methods of inquiry enabling scholars to assess the significance, symbolic or otherwise, of a specific verse form at the time a given text was written. Free verse, the favorite of a good number of twentieth-century poets, makes sense within modernist poetics. Dante deliberately chose terza rima, that is, rhyming tercets. This foreshadows a theological concept, the Trinity, which shapes the entire Comedy from a micro- to a macrolevel: the interlocking rhymes are semantic units that bind together each of the ninety-nine cantos making up three canticles—Hell, Purgatory, and Paradise—which are subdivided into an equal number of cantos.29 It is more difficult to assess the cultural significance of what might turn out to be idiosyncratic or ideological choices. Let us return to Cary’s translation of Dante, which is an excellent case in point. Cary, an Anglican clergyman, was closer to the Comedy’s “guiding spirit” than his coeval Roman Catholic interpreters who toned down Dante’s fierce anticlericalism—controversial passages where Dante indicts and chastises corrupt popes and clergymen were expurgated from Italian editions of the Comedy well into the nineteenth century. Cary, in fact, fully endorsed Dante’s advocacy of Church reform and the call for evangelicalism. Yet Cary’s representation of Dante as a forerunner of the Reformation could be categorized as overinterpretation: Dante believed the Church to be an essential intermediary for salvation. This is clearly a complex case that could cast doubt on the heuristic value of Eco’s notion of overinterpretation. Dante’s proto-Protestantism, in Cary’s work, is couched in vague terms, mainly by means of discursive strategies in paratexts—direct textual manipulations being very few. This is a far cry from Rossetti’s coeval interpretation that presumed a pervasive antipapal spirit in every line of Dante’s poetry. The issue cannot be satisfactorily solved by recourse to interpretive communities that, in Cary’s time, were sharply divided along partisan, religious lines: the largely Italian advocates of Roman Catholicism who tried to claim Dante for their camp toned down his anticlericalism and focused instead on his orthodox theology; British Protestants—who concurred with Italian liberals like Ugo Foscolo—adopted the opposite stance in order to appropriate Dante for the cause of the Reformation.30 It would seem that, depending on the particular viewpoint adopted, all communities were bent on overinterpreting (or using) Dante for their own ideological agendas. One could, therefore, make the intriguing argument that overinterpretations ensure the survival of the classics of literature. After all, in order for the source text to be relevant to distant audiences, translators must modernize it, that is, render it ideologically relevant to contemporary concerns. Translators are bound to walk a fine line, even when they strive to be “loyal” to the source text. Eco’s interpretive semiotics, however, is so sophisticated that it enables him to confront paradoxes of this kind.

2. The Historicity of Translation Practices

How is one to differentiate between translation proper and rewriting, given that, as Eco himself concedes, such categories are sometimes blurred? Eco resorts to a sensible, pragmatic consideration: copy editors in publishing houses, by and large, will agree on the acceptability of any given translation. This is an offshoot of Eco’s conviction that, at any given point in time, mainstream interpreters tend to agree on certain general ideas, in spite of the disputes arising within their communities. The problem, however, is that publishing policies vary historically and different communities articulate their own—sometimes idiosyncratic—hermeneutic criteria. How is one to evaluate this diversity? Target-oriented scholars focus on the historicity of translation. But Eco’s program, which distinguishes between correct and incorrect translations, defies historical relativism. Clearly Eco is aware that translators are situated in a specific culture and literary milieu. But so is the twenty-first-century scholar. The problem, then, is how to harmonize synchronic/diachronic judgments. Is one entitled to judge target texts from a distant past according to one’s own standpoint or does one have to consider historically determined views of equivalence as valid in their own right? One feels that Eco’s insistence on respecting the source text’s intention might exclude a high number of target texts from the contemporary—that is, Eco’s—canon of translation proper. In nineteenth-century Britain interpretive communities—reviewers, intellectuals, writers—criticized Henry Boyd’s rendering of the Comedy (1802) for being a loose paraphrase and almost unanimously praised H. F. Cary’s version (1814, 1819) for adhering closely to the Italian text.31 Cary’s philological accuracy and his stylistic/linguistic choices were in keeping with the translation norms dominant during the Romantic age. In Eco’s sense, Boyd, who freely expands and modifies Dante’s imagery, is more of a rewriter than a translator. This vindicates Eco’s approach.

And yet no one can escape what appears to be an aporia: if all evaluations are culturally and historically relative—which would explain Cary’s success at the time—how can one rely on ahistorical parameters to assess the source text’s adequacy? If one embraces historical relativism (all target texts are equally valid in their own right) one is in a better position to comprehend the nature of certain translation strategies. But one runs the risk of becoming a prisoner of one’s own historicity. If, on the other hand, one posits absolute criteria of judgment, one tends to ignore the historicity of human knowledge. Eco is caught in a double bind as he strives to answer the mother of all questions: can scholars be aware of their historical position and yet believe in some—however modest—notion of truth, such as the text’s intention? Eco believes this is possible: his postulate is that correct, successful understanding, and thus successful translating, is possible. One simply has to acknowledge that every interpreter is caught in an inescapable hermeneutic circle.

Yet Eco should have expanded on this crucial point. Although he foregrounds human agency, he does not always help us to understand how empirical translators who operate within specific communities are able to transcend their historical horizons when they cross national and linguistic boundaries. Hence whenever Eco relies on the author’s (that is, his own) intention, the synchronic—that is, twenty-first-century—perspective prevails and prescriptive judgments inevitably follow. In reading an Italian translation of David Copperfield, Eco argues, one assumes that the text will retell the original story, place it in nineteenth-century London, and create similar effects. This is a reasonable expectation. Cuts whereby the original text is reduced in length or manipulated would be unacceptable forms of censorship. As already pointed out, Eco justifies censorship only in exceptional circumstances: when he deems certain features of his works untranslatable. The problem is that neither translators nor scholars can rely on the subjective/erratic—and, perhaps, capricious—judgments of a living author who may, or may not, grant permission to tamper with the text’s intention. The problem is compounded by the fact that Eco’s argument against censorship seems to reinstate a formal/linguistic view of equivalence. If one considers translations empirically, as do descriptivists, one will notice that censorship, which is often self-imposed, does not usually depend on theoretical untranslatability. Not until recently did an English translation of Dante’s Comedy reproduce its foul language. A four-letter word like merda (shit), occurring in Inferno XXVIII, was thought to be unbecoming of an epic poem, such that Cary, for example, renders it as “dross.”32 Censorial choices in sensitive areas such as sexuality, religion, and ideology were widespread in most European societies. Censorship is now on the wane but only in the West. The distinction between synchronic and diachronic perspectives does not have explanatory power outside of non-Western modes of thinking. In certain cultures mainstream editorial policies are still governed by unwritten, coercive practices.33 If we consider the cotext in which merda occurs we shall understand why Arabic translations of Dante, swayed by overpowering religious norms, delete an entire passage from the source text.34 The prophet Mohammed, whom Dante considered to be a schismatic, is punished in a gruesome way: his body is ripped from chin to crotch; his bowels are hanging out between his legs; his entrails are visible together with the disgusting sack which makes “shit” of what is swallowed. This was—and still is—highly offensive imagery for all Muslims. Given the hegemonic role of religion in Islamic societies, a binding norm, whether explicitly stated or not, dictates that no form of blasphemy can be tolerated in printed materials. The point is that certain contexts make it difficult fully to respect the Comedy’s intention: neither the nineteenth-century English reader nor past and present Arab readers experience the full range of effects Dante devised. Whole layers of meaning are lost in the translation process. Are we then to consider Cary’s version—and the Arab ones, for that matter—instances of rewriting? If this were the case, a great many texts now regarded as translations by publishers and readers alike would also fall outside the realm of translation proper.

The heart of the matter is that Eco’s approach is consistent with two diametrically opposed—but equally reasonable—considerations: (a) literary translation—a harrowing undertaking—is too complex to be viewed, essentially, as the act of carrying over structural, tangible elements from the source into the target language, no matter how important they might be; formal equivalents, moreover, are in shorter supply than functional/dynamic equivalents; and (b) certain easily identifiable rhetorical and stylistic features are perceived to be of paramount importance by interpreters and translators alike; hence one should strive to reproduce them.

Eco is too shrewd hermeneutically not to acknowledge that this is an aporia. It will not suffice to suggest that functional equivalence, the conceptual cornerstone of pragmatic and historically based approaches, cannot rule out the case for methodological, or “moderate,” structuralism. Nor can one bypass the issue by conceiving the text’s intention as a stable core of meaning allegedly independent of rhetorical and stylistic features; as we have emphasized, literary texts are multilayered, and all layers are meaningfully intertwined. Here, yet again, Eco is haunted by the complex dynamics between synchronic and diachronic perspectives. Eco asks a reasonable question: is it always desirable to justify a zero translation strategy of what are—from a synchronic point of view—theoretically, that is, linguistically, translatable features? A present-day scholar, even one who reasons along historicist lines, is bound to mourn the loss of Dante’s terza rima that, besides being a stylistic device that creates a fast-moving, onward movement, carries strong ideological/religious overtones. Understandably, then, Eco praises Dorothy Sayers’s translation for preserving both the original hendecasyllables and its rhyming scheme, whereas he seems critical of Robert Pinsky’s decision to discard both levels of textual meaning.35 Eco’s source-oriented attitude, in this case, does not run counter to target-orientedness: both Sayers and Pinsky, being twentieth-century translators, are affected by similar literary conventions and translation norms. The problems arise when one deals with translations produced in a more distant past. How is one to evaluate Cary’s nineteenth-century blank verse translation, which, in the eyes of contemporary reviewers, was an outstanding example of faithfulness? It stands to reason that a twenty-first-century comparativist, who is thoroughly acquainted with English and Italian poetry, can hardly regard Cary’s syntactic inversions and enjambments as rhythmically reminiscent—that is, an equivalent in terms of “analogous effects”—of Dante’s interlocking rhymes. More importantly, no stylistic device or narrative strategy can satisfactorily compensate for the loss of the terza rima’s allusion to the Trinity throughout the fabric of the Comedy. True, Cary strived to achieve functional equivalence as far as the Comedy’s grand narrative is concerned; he adheres to Dante’s belief in the afterlife and his indictment of a corrupt Church. And yet, the loss of numerical symbolism is a gaping wound.

3. The Problem of Textual Coherence

Another critical issue revolves around defining textual coherence, a hermeneutic criterion that is crucial if one is to understand the source text’s intention. Eco distinguishes between macro- and micropropositions. The former are large textual chunks that, if interpreted appropriately, will bring to the fore the source text’s grand ideological narrative. The latter, which are smaller units (words, clauses), seem to play an ancillary role in the interpretive process. The problem thus arises of how to harmonize these two levels of textual meaning. Christianity, Eco argues, provides an example of how texts tend to embody an overall coherent message based on macropropositions, regardless of the debates that interpretive communities entertain on smaller issues. Christians of all persuasions, he observes, believe in the same facts of the Revelation as narrated in the Gospels, namely, that Jesus was crucified and John the Baptist beheaded—and not vice versa. This witticism is unquestionably true but does not let Eco off the hermeneutic hook. There is indeed a general religious narrative in the Gospels that is discernible by, and acceptable to, all Christians: Jesus, who is our savior, teaches love and forgiveness. But the history of sacred text translation in the West does not entirely support Eco’s statement. Competing readings of specific points in the Gospel have led to heated controversies that have had serious pragmatic effects in the real world—so serious, in fact, that they caused a schism in Christianity. One could argue, then, that different renderings of particularly sensitive micropropositions may influence the outcome of the reading process as a whole, to the extent of sometimes contradicting the macropropositions that are supposed to embody the source text’s deeper intention. It is significant that Protestants and Catholics adopted their own versions of the Gospel despite the fact that they shared a common religious narrative.

This casts doubt on the claim that textual coherence is always inherent in a text. It may in fact be constructed a posteriori by the interpreter. An example will suffice. In Matthew 5:31–32 and 19:3–12 Jesus teaches that whoever divorces his wife causes her to commit adultery. Remarriage after divorce is prohibited, except for specific cases subsumed by the Greek word porneia. This is a complex case where the criterion of anteriority in time, as it were, cannot assist the interpreter. The dispute between Catholics and Protestants has to do with the exception clause that, in its turn, revolves around the meaning of porneia. Catholics read and translate it as “except in cases of marriage invalidity.”36 They interpret porneia almost metaphorically, in a legalistic sense. This reading considerably reduces the grounds for divorce—that is, to forced marriage, incest, immaturity, or weakening consent—and leaves the Church firmly in charge of deciding what is an illicit or unlawful marriage. Protestants, conversely, interpret porneia as sexual misconduct—that is, adultery, fornication, or lack of chastity—and consequently translate it as “except for marital unfaithfulness” or “saving the case of fornication (or sexual immorality).”37 According to the Protestant interpretation, a person is allowed to remarry if their spouse has been unfaithful. This considerably widens the scope for divorce. The assumption is that human beings are imperfect, and unfaithfulness, which is a serious fault, cannot be ignored. The dispute does not concern the source text’s core meaning, the intention of which is unambiguously clear: ideally marriage should be permanent. Both Catholics and Protestants rely on textual coherence, which confirms Eco’s argument that this is a solid criterion for proving or disproving interpretive conjectures: elsewhere in the Gospels Jesus reinforces his strict view on marriage (“what therefore God has joined together let not man put asunder”). Yet this criterion is hardly conclusive in the case at hand: Jesus’s exception clause introduces ambiguity or polysemy at a specific point, thereby raising doubts on the part of interpreters. The Greek word porneia allows for two competing readings that, in their turn, have opposite pragmatic implications. Translators must make a choice and side with one school of thought. This demonstrates that translators, despite preserving the Gospels’ “core” Christian meaning, may alter the source text’s intention if they disagree on crucial, sensitive, microlevels. It follows that general statements of adequacy vis-à-vis the source text do not always “trickle down” to microtextual levels. This I would define as the hermeneutic problem of reconciling macro- and microlevels of textual meaning.

VI. ECO’S FRUITFUL CONTRADICTIONS VIS-À-VIS TRANSLATION STUDIES

Eco does not jettison target-orientedness; rather, he demotes it to a marginal role in his hermeneutic approach. The target end of the continuum, in his view, cannot prevail to the extent of overshadowing the source text. Eco contends that ideological meanings originate in the translator’s personality and beliefs and can only be extracted from a comparative analysis of source and target texts. Ideological meanings—the heart of interpretive semiotics—do not depend on abstract regularities such as universals of translation and cultural/linguistic norms, all of which verge on the sociological. Target-orientedness, Eco correctly argues, is fundamentally concerned with translation as a phenomenon that enriches, and pertains to, the receiving language and/or literary tradition. But is it true that target-orientedness is particularly relevant to scholars interested in a specific culture? Eco answers in the affirmative. If one evaluates the impact of Luther’s translation of the Bible upon the German language, one does not have to know Hebrew. If one is interested in studying how the translations of Heidegger’s works have altered the postwar French philosophical style, one does not have to comprehend the subtleties of his thought. The case of Luther’s Bible lends credibility to Eco’s argument. Another cogent example would be the immensely influential Authorized Version for Anglo-American readers. Translations of this kind, being creative undertakings, are valuable as originals in themselves; they are not to be regarded as reliable versions of the source text. But, yet again, this line of thinking severely restricts the requirements for admission into the canon of translation proper.

There is a more serious question: can hermeneutics single out problems that are totally independent of the conditioning influence of the target, receiving tradition? An affirmative answer would be troublesome in the light of Eco’s own insistence on functional equivalence. In other words, if target-oriented scholars can sometimes afford to ignore the problems posed by the source text, semioticians like Eco should recognize that target-orientedness represents the historical condition of the very existence of translation as a phenomenon. Target-orientedness is a hermeneutic straitjacket only when it attempts to explain all translation-related phenomena.

Target-oriented thinking seems to generate a paradox: namely, that if one is primarily concerned with the target text’s acceptability one will consider a faulty but highly successful translation more favorably than a correct one. This paradox, however, is more apparent than real, and Eco finds fault with it. Interpretive communities ensure the success of specific translations precisely when these are regarded as being equivalent to their sources, whether from a formal or dynamic/functional standpoint. A successful translation, then, is only faulty from the point of view of posthumous/succeeding generations of interpreters. Moreover, while it is true, as Eco points out, that throughout history judgments have been made that do not take into account the source text—it is possible in fact to appreciate any given target text’s stylistic, rhetorical devices per se—the history of translation shows that a good number of reviewers (the “opinion-makers” of highbrow culture) were often acquainted with the values of the original. Target-orientedness, therefore, does not necessarily ignore the source text. Let us briefly consider the question of translating Dante’s terza rima into English, which Eco himself touches upon. No reviewer of repute has ignored the significance of Dante’s verse form, and I shall not here enter into the debate among Anglo-American translators over the right way to tackle it.38 Suffice it to say that Cary adopted Miltonic blank verse on linguistic and cultural grounds: the paucity of perfect rhymes in English as compared to Italian would have made terza rima a daunting task, and the verse form of the masterpiece of British epic poetry, Paradise Lost, was regarded as the perfect literary blueprint for an English version of the Comedy. But it was the cultural argument that prevailed in British literary circles. This confirms a basic tenet of target-orientedness: linguistic problems do not exist in a vacuum and it is social norms that define the prevailing conception of equivalence at any given moment in time. Cary’s decision might be questionable from a source-oriented perspective but it is firmly within the realm of translation proper. Translation is, essentially, a historically determined practice. Target-orientedness leads us to understand why Cary chose what he—and his contemporaries, for that matter—regarded as a functional equivalent to Dante’s verse form. Cary could theoretically have produced a rhymed version but this option was virtually unthinkable in nineteenth-century Britain. Not only was blank verse conducive to heightened/refined diction and imagery, its frequent syntactic inversions and enjambments were also perceived as devices that reproduced terza rima’s onward movement, thereby having an analogous effect on the British reader. This supports Eco’s view that interpreters, whether they are “semiotically” aware of it or not, tend to view the source text’s intention in functional, pragmatic terms. What Eco sometimes glosses over is the fact that intentions and effects come to be perceived and valued differently in the course of time. Translation norms in the twentieth century no longer dictated that Dante’s Comedy was to be viewed as an epic poem requiring Miltonic blank verse. The Anglo-American literary universe had changed profoundly. Dorothy Sayers could produce a terza rima version of Dante in spite of the linguistic argument against it. New developments in the receiving tradition, following the advent of modernist poetry, even made it possible to conceive of free-verse, idiomatic translations of Dante.

Eco’s hermeneutic sensitivity cannot abide the rigid dichotomies that are so common in translation studies. This is why he is in the ideal position to confront certain thorny issues often evaded by translation theorists. Eco’s method consists in taking binary concepts at face value, casting doubt on their heuristic value through an accurate analysis, and, finally, suggesting that only the dialectic between opposing concepts is productive, and this in turn only provided that one regards those concepts as methodological rather than ontological constructs. As we have pointed out, Eco deconstructs equivalence, the most basic concept in translation studies, by arguing that it cannot subsist without its antonym, difference. All binary oppositions—foreignizing versus domesticating; modernizing versus making archaic—can produce a range of possible, “blended” combinations. The translator’s real life contains mixed situations galore. The simmering tension between opposing tendencies that characterizes translation can never be fully reconciled by overarching concepts. If we consider once more the most basic dichotomy in translation studies, that between target-orientedness and source-orientedness, we now understand why Eco often wavers between descriptive and prescriptive judgments. Eco’s legitimate, albeit overriding, concern with the source text’s intention leads him to consider the issue of meaning in terms that are not only functional and target oriented but also abstract and source oriented. Insofar as equivalence is seen as a pragmatic, historical concept, then empirical descriptions are the order of the day; but whenever the source text becomes a yardstick, then he will inevitably veer towards prescription.

Eco is aware that equivalence is the trickiest term in translation. This is why he simultaneously validates and deconstructs it. At the very end of Dire quasi la stessa cosa Eco clearly states that the concept of loyalty is to be preferred. Translation, for him, is very much an ethical undertaking that requires a genuine respect for the intentions expressed by actual, empirical authors as embedded in literary texts. Translators should heed a Kantian-like moral imperative whereby striving to respect the source text’s intention is to be regarded a universal law. Perfection is unattainable in any walk of life, yet translators are required to set high goals for themselves: they bear the responsibility of ensuring that both the author and the reading public are satisfied with the outcome of the translating process. Eco knew at the outset that if translations were identical to their sources, interpretation would be meaningless. The pursuit of equivalence, be it formal or functional, is an ideal that can never be fully reached. Equivalence finally appears just to be a conventional label. And yet Eco cannot discard equivalence: though it is an illusion, it is a useful one in that it recognizes the importance of the relationship between original and translation. The commonsensical notion of “equal value” may be absurd for philosophers; but it is a psychological reality for the publishing industry, the reading publics, and for a good number of practitioners in the field, too. Equivalence is a token of the translator’s good will in pursuing an ideal; it is a belief that motivates translators not to abandon their hopes that it is possible to create a successful—often barely adequate—rendering of a text dressed in foreign garb. After all, although perfect synonymy is a chimera, near synonyms are known to exist.

By reasoning in this fashion the semiotician finally regains the upper hand: if we focus on near-synonymy, then similarity appears to be a more realistic goal. Equivalence vanishes once again. This shift away from equivalence is not a novelty in translation studies.39 Eco’s originality lies in how he conceptualizes that shift within the parameters of interpretive semiotics. If the translation process generates nonidentical, new meanings (similarity), there is a remainder that has to be accounted for (difference). Only a human agent, the empirical translator, can negotiate between conflicting exigencies (mediation). Eco has thus effectively articulated the logico-semiotic conditions of translation: similarity, difference, and mediation.40 It is this meaningful triad—and the ensuing interplay between different realities—that enables us to accommodate potentially conflicting phenomena in the realm of translation.

Eco’s contradictions, then, are food for thought: they allude to an inescapable hermeneutic circle. This is why he deconstructs the categories of translation studies in an intelligible and witty fashion. At one point he writes that the term “source” conjures up the image of a spring from which a river gradually develops (in Italian fonte means both “source” and “spring”). Because rivers flow to the sea, the business-like counterpart of “source,” namely “target,” should be replaced by the more physical “mouth.” This opens up a fascinating semantic field. A river’s mouth may take the form of a delta or an estuary. There are source texts that widen out in translation, thereby expanding and enriching the spring from which they originated; and there are delta texts branching out in myriad translations, all of which weaken or impoverish the original flow. And yet, taken together, these myriad streams—off the mainstream, as it were—create a hermeneutic territory in its own right, “a labyrinth of competing interpretations.” This way of thinking enriches our understanding of translation. No quasi-scientific category can rival the evocative power of Eco’s metaphors and their subtle nuances—all types of translation derive from a source/spring. Translation mirrors mother nature—it creates rivers and streams that differ in terms of form, length, and size (the allusion is to the limits of interpretation) but share a common feature: the unceasing flow and energy of running water (interpretation, by its very nature, defies boundaries). This is Eco at his best.

VII. ECO’S PHILOSOPHICAL LEGACY

Eco’s reflections on translation enable us fully to understand why he shies away from positivism and deconstruction. The former turns an impossible claim into an objective truth attainable by quasi-scientific methods; the latter foregrounds subjectivity to the extent of obscuring human knowledge. Eco, however, does not advocate a return to epistemological certainty. Knowledge is attainable but absolute truth remains a chimera. Peirce’s thinking provides a sophisticated rationale for the process of semiosis, a never-ending process whereby signs/interpretants are replaced with other signs/interpretants. This explains the dynamic, forward-thrusting movement of interpretation. But it is also a tautological or circular statement. The process of interpretation may in fact continue ad infinitum, as the same object or text is interpretable by a potentially infinite series of interpretants. Eco goes some way towards solving this apparently intractable problem by introducing the notion of overinterpretation. He refutes poststructuralist skepticism whereby meaning is perennially unstable, uncertain, and ever drifting. Certain boundaries cannot be trespassed without rendering human knowledge illusory. Translators make reasonable assumptions about the source text’s intention, provided they identify the relevant disambiguating information. Philology and textual criticism produce falsifiable interpretations precisely because they rely on well-established hermeneutic criteria.

Eco’s thinking is characterized by an inner tension between hermeneutic liberty and the power of boundaries. The tension is a permanent one; the polarities coexist. The pluralism of interpretations is a guarantee of intellectual progress; the source text’s potential for multiple, sometimes conflicting readings ensures its afterlife in different languages and cultures. When the conflict between interpretations is excessive—when interpreters/translators break free of crucial limitations and parameters—intellectual endeavor comes at a hefty price: communication and understanding, which require a nuclear, minimal, consensus amongst interpreters, risk becoming well-nigh impossible.

The fact is that Eco, despite his crusade against deconstruction, is fascinated by the manifold adventures of interpretation. The ethical imperative whereby one should respect the original intention was never meant to clip the interpreters’ wings. As a writer who had the privilege of being translated into various languages, Eco realizes that his works can elicit unforeseen interpretations. This is the positive conflict inherent in all types of interpretation. In the end Eco feels that his translators succeeded in respecting—sometimes even in improving—his original intentions. Eco has been aware all along that the author’s and the text’s intentions enter into a complex dynamic. He relied on the author’s intention only when he was overwhelmed by the urge to control the apparently uncontrollable process of semiosis. But it was never the author’s intention to subdue his interpreters.

Eco admits being torn by conflicting impulses as he struggles to reconcile two competing—and sometimes irreconcilable—claims: on the one hand, the author’s/text’s rights with their concomitant structural-semiotic considerations; on the other hand, the reader’s rights, which bring in their wake pragmatic and historically relative considerations. The only conclusion, Eco would probably argue, is that there is no solution to this baffling hermeneutic circle. One simply has to acknowledge that dilemmas and paradoxes are inherent in any human discourse, particularly in the realm of translation. This further confirms the cogency of negotiation, which acts like an equalizer: it enables translators to stabilize the unavoidable tension between lofty ideals and a fuzzy reality.

Eco’s reflections on translation express a quest for order and stability in a very unstable world dominated by an apparently uncontrollable flux of meanings. Interpreters—translators being a special class among them—seem to be caught in a double bind. They cannot totally control, segment, and circumscribe the potentially infinite process of semiosis. Macroscopic distinctions and categories can never exhaust or comprehend the totality of meaning. Yet they serve a useful purpose. Interpreters must identify and categorize different phenomena precisely because they are caught in a maze of nuances and ambiguities. Polysemy does not mean that interpreters have to surrender to incomprehensibility. The final message—the deep intention inscribed within Eco’s oeuvre as a whole—is that even if absolute truth is a fiction, successful communication is still known to exist. Hermeneutic criteria and commonsensical judgments enable us to rule out absurd interpretations; but they cannot ensure that our assumptions are always appropriate. Yet they are essential conceptual tools—especially in the realm of translation, which is governed by tighter regulations. Translators, like seafarers, need a compass, however imperfect, to guide them through uncharted waters. The map drawn at the end of the voyage will not be a perfect reflection of reality but it will certainly enrich human understanding. This is why Eco’s optimistic epistemology—coupled with his amazing hermeneutic sensitivity—is his most enduring legacy to translation studies scholars of all persuasions.
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REPLY TO EDOARDO CRISAFULLI

It seems to me that Crisafulli has a firm grasp of the principal points of my reflections on translation, especially my antideconstructionist polemic and the role he assigns to negotiation, to which, to my great satisfaction, he devotes an entire section of his essay. Above all, he has clearly highlighted the issue of the hermeneutic circle. It is obvious that even though I did not express myself in these terms I adhere to the notion of the hermeneutic circle and all the examples I give are cases in which the translator starts off from an idea of what the text in its totality intended to say, before going on to see whether the individual parts confirm her hypothesis, prepared in the event of a negative response to review the hypothesis in its entirety. This strikes me as very similar to Peirce’s theory of interpretation, of certain attempts at interpretation that Peirce called abduction, corrected by the constant conviction of the fallibilism of all our interpretations.

I was also very interested by the observation that my insistence on having to reproduce the same effect that the text proposed derives from the Peircean principle whereby two expressions in the interpretive process are “equivalent” insofar as they have the same practical consequences. I confess that in talking about the effect I was not thinking about Peirce’s pragmatic maxim, but I was so influenced by Peirce’s thought that it was natural to formulate an idea that coincides with his.

A point I would like to better clarify is the one where Crisafulli maintains that in my ideas on translation considerations of the source prevail over those of the target. I would like to point out that I am fairly uninterested in translation theories that consider above all the impact that a translation has or has had on the target culture. It is not that the point is unimportant but that it concerns the history of culture and the history of a language and not the issue of translation as such. In fact we can hypothesize that there is or has existed a badly done and unfaithful translation that nonetheless has had notable importance for the target culture. One interesting example is Saint Jerome’s Latin translation of the Bible. Crisafulli cites the case in which Jerome translates from Isaiah ha almàh not as “young woman” but as “virgin.” It is evident what Jerome would have wished to suggest concerning the virgin birth of Jesus. The translation was probably incorrect and nonetheless it has had a profound influence on all of Western culture.

A modern case is that of the anthology Americana that Elio Vittorini put together during the fascist period, thereby introducing many American authors to the circuit of Italian culture. The anthology had aroused resistance on the part of the fascist culture of the time but this is not the interesting point: it is that those texts have had a remarkable influence on the way many Italian authors write. Yet many of those translations were by no means perfect. Those by Vittorini often reflected the style of the translator more than that of the original authors (though one could object that Vittorini’s style had been influenced by reading the Americans).

The fact is that the opposition between source-oriented translation and the target-oriented variety engenders two different problems. In fact some theories of translation suggest both the alternative between modernizing and archaizing the text and that between foreignizing and domesticating. But it is not the same opposition, even though both bring into play the source-target relationship. As for the first alternative, let us consider the translation of Ecclesiastes made by Saint Jerome. It says:


 

        Vanitas vanitatum, dixit Ecclesiastes. Vanitas vanitatum et omnia vanitas.

        Quid habet amplius homo de universo labore suo, quo laborat sub sole?

        Generatio praeterit, et generatio advenit; terra autem in aeternum stat.

        Oritur sol, et occidit, et ad locum suum revertitur: ibique renascens. (Vulgate)



No differently, the King James translation says:


 

        Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher, vanity of vanities; all is vanity.

        What profit hath a man of all his labour which he taketh under the sun?

        One generation passeth away, and another generation cometh; but the earth abideth for ever.

        The sun also ariseth, and the sun goeth down, and hasteth to his place where he arose.



If someone wished to understand “vanity” in the modern meaning, the Biblical text would make no sense. Jerome did not think of vanity as excessive care for one’s looks or the desire for recognition and praise. The concept is very clear if we read the three lines that follow. For Saint Jerome, vanitas is the pointless inconsistency of all things . . .

This is why many contemporary translators have decided to archaize so as to make the reader aware of the meaning of the original term (habel). In Chouraqui’s French translation we read “Fumée de fumée, dit Qhoèlèt: fumée de fumée, tout est fume,” in other words, everything is smoke and nothing else. Some Italian translators have opted for “Spreco di sprechi . . . tutto è spreco” (“waste of wastes . . . all is waste”) or “Un infinito vuoto . . . un infinito niente” (“an infinite void . . . an infinite nothing”). These translations are evidently intended to recreate the poetic atmosphere of the Semitic text by archaizing and Hebraizing. What to do in similar cases?

Humboldt had suggested a difference between Fremdheit (which we might translate as “strangeness”) and das Fremde (to be translated as “the extraneous”).1 Perhaps he did not choose his terms well but his thinking strikes me as clear: the reader senses the strangeness when the translator’s choice seems incomprehensible, as if it were a mistake, and she senses the extraneous instead when she comes across a rather unfamiliar way of presenting something that she might recognize but that makes her feel she is really seeing it for the first time. Naturally, according to my idea of negotiation, the translator must decide when such an operation is necessary.

The difference between foreignizing and domesticating is another matter. Here the problem is that if we translate literally the reader does not understand what the author wanted to say and so the translator decides to make the text understandable for the target culture. Perhaps the most provocative example of domesticating was Luther’s translation of the Bible. For example, regarding the expressions Ut quid perditio haec? (Matthew 26:8) and Ut quid perditio ista unguenti facta est? (Mark 14:4), he said in Sendbrief von Dolmetschen (1530):


 

If I follow the dunces and the literalists, I must translate into German as follows: “Why has this loss of unguent occurred?” What kind of German is that? And what German would talk like that? A loss of unguent has occurred? And the reader who understands it well thinks that the unguent has been lost and it must be searched for again, although in this sense, too, it remains obscure and uncertain. . . . But a German says it this way: “Why this waste?” Or: “What a pity!” And not “What a pity about the unguent!” This is good German and allows us to understand how Magdalene has acted carelessly and has caused damage. This was the opinion of Judas, who thought he could make better use of it.2



These problems are crucial for the translations of texts that are remote in time and space. But for modern texts? Short gives the amusing example of the French expression mon petit chou and points out that translating it as “my little cabbage” would only result in a comic and, all things considered, even offensive effect.3 He suggests “sweetheart” but acknowledges that by so doing we would lose the affectionate-humorous contrast, not to mention the sound of chou (which is not only sweet but suggests pouting lips about to bestow a kiss on someone). Sweetheart would be a good example of domestication, but I think it would be better, given that the action takes place in France, to foreignize a bit and leave the original expression. Perhaps some readers would not understand the meaning of the individual words but they would notice a sweet whisper.

In other cases it would certainly not be possible to shift our ground in this way. When Gide translated Conrad’s Typhoon, he came up against a character who says Damme, if this ship isn’t worse than Bedlam! Bedlam was a hospital for the mentally ill (in London) but the French reader does not know that, and yet Gide, in line with his idea of anglicizing, translates this as que le diable m’emporte si l’on croyait pas à Bedlam!

Of course English characters cannot express themselves like French people, and to substitute Bedlam with Charenton (a French mental hospital) would be a case of excessive domestication. The fact remains that for the Italian translation Ugo Mursia and Bruno Oddera opted for Maledizione, se questa nave non è peggio del manicomio di Bedlam (“Damnation, if this ship isn’t worse than the madhouse of Bedlam”) and Il diavolo mi porti se questa nave non è peggio di un manicomio (“Devil take me if this ship isn’t worse than a madhouse”)—keeping the popular expression and at the same time creating just enough domestication to make the text fluent.

In these cases, too, the decision to foreignize or domesticate is a matter for negotiation. I would like to cite an example that frequently recurs in the Italian translations of American detective stories when the detective tells the cabbie to take him either uptown or downtown. Most Italian translators normally write “portami alla città bassa (o alta)” (literally, “take me to the upper city or the lower one”) so that naive readers are convinced that American cities are all like Budapest or Tbilisi, with one part on the hills, sometimes across a river, and one part on the plain. There is no doubt that translating uptown and downtown is a tricky business. If you check in Webster’s at the entry downtown (as adverb, adjective, and noun) this eminent dictionary will say that it is the business district or the lower part of the city. It does not add, and errs in not doing so, that it is sometimes the red light district. And this depends on how a certain American city actually developed over the years, for example, by relegating any shady business to the downtown area while the residents move uptown. In New York, finally, uptown and downtown are relative concepts: Central Park is downtown for those who live in Harlem and uptown for those who come from Wall Street (even though downtown generically designates the Wall Street area, and just to complicate matters the red light district is in midtown).

What must the translator do, given that there is a difference between asking a cabbie to take us to the bank or a brothel? The fact is that the translator should not only know the language but also the history and the topography of every single city. Here, too, it is a matter of negotiation, and the translation might be clear if the detective were to say he wants to go to the business district; and sometimes the character of the district might be made clear by the context. But some have suggested foreignizing, leaving uptown and downtown in the Italian text, and too bad for readers if they do not get a clear idea of what is going on: after all, when translating a French novel you can ask the taxi driver to go to the Rive Gauche, or the Riva di sinistra, or the Left Bank, and what you find on the left bank rather than the right will have to be cleared up by the context. In any event the reader understands that Paris is a city divided in two by a river.

So, for me, this is the opposition between source and target. Not the problem of how the target culture may be influenced by a translation, but a choice of fidelity to the intention of the text to be negotiated as far as possible.

Crisafulli remarks that I apparently have a “preconceived vision of what translation is and what it ought to be” despite my commitment to respecting experience and even though I have adopted a bottom-up approach. I do not think there is a contradiction in this. To decide to start from direct experience does not mean not having started from what translation ought to be. Even though my idea of what translation ought to be sometimes springs from direct experience. This strikes me as a good example of the hermeneutic circle.

Crisafulli dwells on the function that the (living) author of the text must have in giving instructions to the translator. In accordance with my idea that what counts is not the author’s intention but that of the text, I believe that in these cases the author sets himself up as a good model reader of his own text. In my reply to Nergaard I have cited the case of ambiguous expressions for which the translator asks the advice of the author. There are cases in which the author must clear up an ambiguity he had not thought about. In Italian there is an expression una vecchia porta la sbarra that can be interpreted in two ways: either the old lady is carrying a rod, or an old door is blocking something. A similar example would be the classic they are flying planes. It is obvious that the translator must ask the author what he wanted to say. But this might have been inferred from the context. Alternatively, in many cases the author as model reader of his text recognizes that an unwitting ambiguity is textually interesting and suggests that the translator keep it. In this case the author becomes a good reader of his text irrespective of his original intentions.

Crisafulli wonders to what extent we should take account of allusions and gives the example of the American translator William Weaver who, for my novel Foucault’s Pendulum, on finding “The rule is simple: Suspect, only suspect,” decided to bring out an allusion to Forster’s “Connect, only connect.” I do not remember very well but I was probably not thinking about Forster when I was writing. But I approved the translator’s brainchild, which does not disturb a text that, like all my novels, is full of intertextual references. But the translators working in other languages did not notice this possible allusion and their translations were faithful to the text all the same.

One issue that Crisafulli brings up is that of “censorship by mutual consent,” when some terms are absolutely untranslatable. (I also think that the translator is authorized to effect such censorship even if she hasn’t consulted the author.) For example, with the translator of The Name of the Rose it was decided to abbreviate certain Latin quotations that might have been too difficult for the English-language reader. I agreed to this because I felt that the little cuts would not alter my text; on the contrary, they would make it more fluent. And in fact when I recently made a revised Italian edition of The Name of the Rose I included those cuts because I thought they improved the text. Consequently, these cases of censorship by mutual consent are not very different from the cases in which an author reviews and rewrites his own text several times for successive editions.

We should ask ourselves what the translator should do when the author is long dead, given that the translation should not try to improve the text. I think the case history is too vast: there have been examples of pretty free translations that have attempted to improve the text even though the old definition “beautiful but unfaithful” applies here. It is up to the critics to make a decision because no theory can tell us what we must do.

A very different case is that of censorship decided on by the publisher: if an Arab publisher decides to omit from the Divine Comedy the certainly outrageous triplets on Mohammed, the phenomenon has nothing to do with translation. Actually, if the publisher decided for religious reasons to omit the triplets it was because the translator had translated them very well.

Another observation on the problem of micro- and macropropositions. It seems that Crisafulli maintains that, for me, the smaller units of a text “play an ancillary role in the interpretive process.” I certainly maintain that the translator must produce hypotheses on the meaning of macropropositions, but the question does not at all imply that I hold the translation of words or brief sentences to be irrelevant. Nergaard observes in her paper that “Eco is focusing on the translation of single terms,” and that “the particular attention given to single terms may seem somewhat obsolete when compared to current translation studies.” Naturally, I have reacted to her observation. If current translation studies are not interested in single terms, this is clearly a limitation of those studies. I have reiterated in my reply to Nergaard that the meaning of single terms is absolutely fundamental for a faithful translation—and would add here, at least in the majority of cases. I gave the example there of how it is crucial, for the translation of Ecclesiastes, to clarify the meaning of the Hebrew term that Jerome translated with vanitas. This is a case in which attention to a single term is fundamental for an understanding of the entire text. At most I have said that micropropositions can sometimes be translated in a nonliteral way when this solution appears faithful to the meaning of the macropropositions. But sometimes it is not only the single terms but even the punctuation of a sentence that requires an almost maniacal attention on the microlevels.

I would probably have other observations to make about Crisafulli’s text, which is so rich in examples and comments as to require not a brief reply but an essay dozens of pages long. Nonetheless, I repeat what I said at the beginning: it seems to me that Crisafulli has taken fundamental account of my ideas on translation.

U.E.

NOTES

  1. Wilhelm von Humboldt, “Einleitung,” in Aeschylos Agamemnon metrisch übersetzt (Leipzig: Fleischer, 1816).

  2. For an alternative translation of the passage in Luther, see “On Translating: An Open Letter,” trans. Charles M. Jacobs, in Selected Writings of Martin Luther, vol. IV (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1967), 182. [Ed.]
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Walter Stephens

THE LOVER OF BOOKS: ECO’S MEDIEVAL AND EARLY MODERN READING

“Look who’s arrived. You know him, don’t you? Professor of semiotics in Bologna. . . .”1 After more than three hundred pages of Arturo Pérez-Reverte’s extravagantly metaliterary novel, The Club Dumas, as the novel nears its climax, its reader is apt to feel a sense of relief on finally seeing an unmistakable personal reference to Umberto Eco. The reader glimpses Eco at a lavish cocktail party where, fittingly, the guests are some of the world’s most enthusiastic and affluent bibliophiles. This is a suitable milieu in which to find the founder and president of the Aldus Club, an exclusive “International Association of Bibliophily” located in Milan.2

In the scope of these few pages, bibliophilia—in the broadest sense of a love for books and reading—provides the most practical approach to Eco’s relations with the culture of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. Eco’s bibliophilia is both the product and the inspiration of his devotion to the philosophy, theology, poetry, and fiction of the premodern era. In fact bibliomania—construed in an even broader sense—would almost be a better term: not mere obsessive collecting of printed objects, but, rather, an ingrained, practically frenetic love of books and reading. I don’t wish to upend the traditional and important distinction between bibliophilia and bibliomania. That difference has been sacrosanct at least since the Encyclopédie, and Eco himself has written that “we distinguish a bibliomane from a bibliophile because, if only he can have a book with uncut pages and keep it that way, the former foregoes reading it. I believe there’s no difference between a bibliomane and a bibliophobe, that is, between keeping books without reading them, and destroying them. Books are made to be read. And if they get a bit worn? Never mind, they’ll carry the scars of a loving wear and tear.”3

What I mean is that, like a medieval or early modern author, Eco cannot write without revealing his readings, whether explicitly or implicitly, deliberately or incidentally. Purely aside from the themes of his novels, this prominent intertextuality is the aspect that makes his writings, both fiction and nonfiction, resemble models drawn from the millennium that ended sometime about 1700. Like works from that epoch, Eco’s are always about his reading, whatever their announced subject, and the reader is constantly solicited to recognize the hypotext, whether it is emphasized or not.4

I. BIBLIOPHILIA AND LITERATURE

The least efficient way to describe Eco’s relation to medieval and early modern literature would be to attempt listing his interlocutors or his intertexts. Besides, this work has been done with particular thoroughness for The Name of the Rose, especially since the English translation of 1983. Aside from the mountain of interpretive studies, books like The Key to “The Name of the Rose” and Postscript to the Middle Ages, aimed at nonspecialist professors and students of literature and history, have been over this ground quite thoroughly.5 As these books document, and as is clear to even the most bewildered reader of Eco’s novels, his definition of literature for any historical period is not limited to fiction and poetry but includes scholarship of every variety. It is litera-tura in the original and broadest sense of writing, “literally,” lettering. Bibliophilia for this author’s author is a form of philology, the historical approach to texts, as well as books, along with writing and libraries. Books are characters for Eco, as much as fictive or historical personages are.

Writers of fiction have not failed to notice this. Pérez-Reverte enlivens his fictional commentary on Eco’s fiction by engaging with the latter’s bibliophilia: not only by writing a bibliophile’s novel about bibliophiles, or by having a fictive Eco show up at the party, but even by the choice of locale. The bibliophiles’ party takes place in Meung-sur-Loire, a town whose name evokes the opening of the Three Musketeers, as The Club Dumas makes explicit, but also the town’s native son Jean de Meun (d. circa 1305), as Dumas’s opening makes equally explicit.6 Jean’s defining achievement was the gigantic second part of the Roman de la rose, the most influential work of medieval vernacular literature prior to Dante’s Divine Comedy. Had Pérez-Reverte located the party in the nearby town of Lorris, his homage would have fallen flat, partly for lack of consonance with Dumas’s novel but also because Guillaume de Lorris (d. circa 1240), author of the first part of the Roman de la rose, lacked the irreverent, satirical wit of his subversive continuator Jean. So Pérez-Reverte has suppressed Guillaume’s name, referring to Jean alone as “the author of Roman de la Rose,” thereby slyly reminding us that for most of the world’s nonspecialist readers, “the Novel [Roman] of the Rose” is now identified as the book that Eco published in 1980: the mere name of his Rose has supplanted the medieval classic, much as Jean de Meun commandeered and transformed the genteel courtly allegory of his own predecessor. Lest we overlook the joke, a villain in The Club Dumas refers to the bibliophile detective sarcastically as “Brother William Baskerville [sic]” shortly before the party in Meung.7

It is perhaps this kind of easy notoriety that has led Eco to announce that he is tired of his first novel and wishes we would all talk about something else, starting (presumably) with his other novels. A synoptic way to respect Eco’s wishes and approach what I am calling his bibliophilia might be to revisit one of the great classics of medieval studies, Ernst Robert Curtius’s European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages. First published in 1948 and translated into English in 1953, it is still a book that every serious lover of medieval literature should read, and most probably have, for its vision of literary continuity.8 Curtius’s method is not immune to criticism; Eugenio Garin, the great historian of Renaissance humanism and Italian philosophy, certainly thought so in 1954, when he reviewed the book and faulted it for collecting “disparate and heterogeneous texts, from different times, with meanings distant from one another, not examined in context, their differences left undefined,” and concluded that “the absence of any ‘historicization’ empties the entire project of any significance.” Garin was particularly offended by chapter sixteen, “The Book as Symbol,” which, he said, “is simply a random enumeration of ‘examples’ of figurative uses of the term book.”9

True. But Curtius had noticed something outside the purview of Garin’s careful philology and concentration on the Italian humanist tradition, something that we, too, are likely to overlook since, like our noses, it is just at the edge of our visual field. I mean the ubiquity, even in recent times, of the Book: not merely as a finite or discrete symbol, but, rather, as a mystique that permeates Western culture from Gilgamesh to the prematurely and obsessively announced “death of the book.”10 Despite his reservations, Garin freely admitted that Curtius was onto something: “And yet it is undeniable that the symbol of the book is, in a certain way, at the center of a complex web of concepts and disputes: and in its various senses, it encompasses the variations in a vision of the world and of knowledge.”11 Commenting on Goethe’s idea for “a ‘tropics’ or metaphorics of world literature,” Curtius observed that “not every subject matter . . . can be employed by figurative language, but only such as are ‘value-charged’; which, as Goethe puts it, are ‘life relations’ or [those] through which the ‘independent life of earthly things’ is discernible.”12 Without venturing further into Curtius’s reasoning, we could do worse than to second his adoption of Goethe’s notion of “life-relations”: people talk and make metaphors about what’s important to them.

Although the life relations of Wall Street have since the 1980s riddled contemporary language and behavior with “bottom lines,” “leveraging,” and “low-hanging fruit,” there is a subset of modern people for whom the most cherished, if not the ultimate, reality is not money but books. A subset of that subset collects books, and a third-order subset collects only or mainly those books that appeal to it intellectually, that is, that are “value-charged” as well as monetarily valued. We could refer to these latter people as total or “compleat” bibliophiles, people whose “life relations” to books are broad and strong enough to color everything they do.

Eco is one of these people and, to this extent, he has more in common with authors between 600 and 1700 than with his nominal contemporaries. When explaining the genesis of his Name of the Rose, Eco wrote that “the Middle Ages were my day-to-day fantasy” but also that “I know the present only through the television screen, whereas I have a direct knowledge of the Middle Ages.”13 Verba—imaginesque—volant, sed scripta manent: words and images in the air, whether on TV, the computer screen, or in the individual’s memory, fly away, but writing remains. Eco went on to acknowledge the first-hand acquaintance of the Middle Ages he gained through his travel to monasteries and other sites of culture, but he specified that these experiences were no more real than “crossing symbolic forests inhabited by unicorns and gryphons, and . . . comparing the pinnacled and squared construction of cathedrals to the barbs of exegetic malice concealed in the tetragonal formulas of the Summulae,” or being “tempted by Honorius Augustoduniensis, by his fantastic geographies, which explained . . . how to reach the Lost Island, or how to capture a basilisk when you are armed only with a pocket mirror and unshakable faith in the Bestiary.”14 Except for the reference to scholastic treatises, this quote from the early 1980s sounds like a prophecy about the adventures of Baudolino, the eponymous hero of Eco’s fourth novel.

Honorius “of Autun” (d. 1154), a writer who was prolific, encyclopedic, and accessible to the nonspecialist, is as apt an inspiration as any other for Eco to single out. On the next page Eco recalled “stolen holidays under the vaults of Autun, where the Abbé Grivot today writes manuals on the devil,” that absent protagonist of The Name of the Rose.15 But in terms of Eco’s total bibliophilia, his most evident predecessor might well be Richard de Bury, Bishop of Durham. Closing the lecture on bibliophilia mentioned above, Eco asked his listeners to


 

permit me to conclude my considerations, which I began under the aegis of bibliophobia, under the aegis of that wise and sane bibliophilia espoused in 1345 by Richard de Bury in his Philobyblon [sic]: “Books delight us, when prosperity smiles upon us; they comfort us inseparably when stormy fortune frowns on us. . . . How highly must we estimate the wondrous power of books, since through them we survey the utmost bounds of the world and time, and contemplate the things that are as well as those that are not. . . . Just as we have learnt on the authority of Seneca, [that] leisure without letters is death and the sepulture of the living, so contrariwise we conclude that occupation with letters or books is the life of man.” So, you see, De Bury tells us what to do with books after having collected and compared them.16



Richard, who died in 1345, was, like Eco, a passionate collector of books and for centuries has been something of a patron saint among bibliophiles. At least once Richard discussed books and scholarship with Petrarch (d. 1374) at the Papal court in Avignon.17 The inventor of the Renaissance, himself an accomplished book hunter, was not unimpressed with the Englishman’s enthusiasm for books, and Philobiblon was printed in 1473 and many times thereafter. In 1666 Joachim Johann Mader, librarian to the Dukes of Braunschweig, paradoxically omitted Richard’s founding text from his book, the first anthology of writings on what came to be called library science. But Mader’s book became so well known that in 1702 Johann Albert Schmidt reprinted it, adding two more large volumes in 1703 and 1705. In the 1703 supplement the entire Philobiblon occupied first place.18

Unlike Petrarch (and Eco, for that matter), Richard wrote very little; he hoped that the books he collected would furnish Durham College, Oxford, which he intended to found. Again unlike Eco, he admitted that his bibliophilia was so excessive that it often weakened his scruples: “the fame of our love of [books] had soon been winged abroad everywhere, and we were reported to burn with such desire for books, and especially old ones, that it was more easy for any man to gain our favor by means of books than of money.”19 Except for his self-imputed lack of scruples, Richard’s maniacal book-love is the spiritual ancestor of Eco’s bibliophilia. (However, Eco has declared, “I’d like to dig up and keep, selfishly, a copy of the Gutenberg Bible [as] the first book ever printed.”)20 Durham College came to naught after Richard’s death; indeed, all but two items in his beloved collection are now unlocatable, so today he is remembered only for his treatise on the love of books. The word bibliophilia not being yet invented, Richard called his book Philobiblon. His justification for the title appears in a kind of syllogism, based on The Biblical Book of Wisdom.21 “We know that the love of books is the same thing as the love of wisdom, as was proved in [my] second chapter. Now this love is called by the Greek word philosophy, the whole virtue of which no created intelligence can comprehend; for she is believed to be the mother of all good things.”22 Philo-biblon by any other name is philo-sophia.

Richard collected the books he expected his future Oxford protégés would need during their training to spread wisdom and truth. From this perspective he was anything but a precursor of Eco, who is more inclined to philo-moria: “I collect books on wrong, zany, and occult science . . . I am fascinated by error, by bad faith and idiocy.”23 In fact, Eco specifies, “I only collect books relating to falsities and mistakes.”24 By this he means that he buys the books that feed his love of strangeness: “My collection is very focused. It is a Bibliotheca Semiologica Curiosa Lunatica Magica et Pneumatica, or ‘a collection dedicated to the occult and mistaken sciences.’”25 Any number of passages in his novels, and equally many in his literary theory, illustrate this love of lunacy, error, and forgery.

At a certain point it becomes clear that, for Eco, reading the hallucinogenic “scientific” works of medieval and early modern polymaths, epitomized by Athanasius Kircher (d. 1680), is in many ways comparable to his boyhood readings in the adventure novels of Dumas, Salgari, and Eugène Sue—or even comic books (though Eco’s own novels might be better compared to Moby Dick in other respects).26 Purely aside from the connections they share via his theory of semiotics, Eco’s enthusiasms for works by premodern polymaths, nineteenth-century mass-culture novelists, and the creators of Nembo Kid and Topolino (the Italian versions of Superman and Mickey Mouse) all partake of an unbridled, restless fantasia or imagination.

But, conversely, modern culture is as curiosa and lunatica as anything from Kircher or his contemporary La Peyrère’s Preadamites: “In Faith in Fakes [now Travels in Hyperreality] I describe visiting American museums that show reproductions of art works, including a waxwork Venus de Milo with arms.”27 Literary forgery is the bibliomorphic equivalent of such a sculptural “reconstruction,” as Eco made clear in Foucault’s Pendulum. There he staged a deadly ouroboros of lunatic self-financed authors and their cynical editors. But he thereby became the unwitting father of a monster when the reality of publishing mimicked his novel with a vengeance. The resemblances that made The DaVinci Code seem a solemn plagiarism of Foucault’s Pendulum appear to have amused Eco, who had remarked years previously: “This is parody’s mission: it must never be afraid of going too far. If its aim is true, it simply heralds what others will later produce, unblushing, with impassive and assertive gravity.”28 True to the ethos of Faith in Fakes, though doubtless unconsciously, Brown’s potboiler centers on Leonardo’s Last Supper as a vehicle of both artistic and historical “truth.” In “The Temesvar Codex” Eco has since repaid Dan Brown in his own coin, creating an even crazier interpretation of the Last Supper by an imaginary author first mentioned in the preface to The Name of the Rose.29 He has even claimed, with impeccable illogic, that Dan Brown “is a character from Foucault’s Pendulum! I invented him. He shares my characters’ fascinations—the world conspiracy of Rosicrucians, Masons, and Jesuits. The role of the Knights Templar. The Hermetic secret. The principle that everything is connected. I suspect Dan Brown might not even exist.”30 In The Prague Cemetery Eco expounds a conspiracy theory about conspiracy theories, in line with the opening essay of Costruire il nemico (Constructing the enemy).31 Baudolino stars a medieval mythomaniac from Eco’s home town of Alessandria in Piemonte, whose adventures reenact—whether in his novelistic “real life” or as consummate lies—the tall tales of ancient and medieval paradoxology and travel narrative.

Other facets of fakery have inspired two articles on forgery, one on literary forgery and the other on forgery in general.32 Eco’s fantasy and sense of humor make him a lighthearted continuator of earnest works by early modern scholars such as Burchard Gotthelf Struve (d. 1738), whose treatise On Learned Forgers (De doctis impostoribus) is perhaps the most lively early study of the subject. Struve examined a pantheon of fraudsters that included Pope Gregory IX, who invented a book that “proved” Moses, Jesus, and Mohammed were charlatans and then pinned the authorship on his arch enemy, the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II. The slander bounced off Frederick but then rattled around Europe for another half a millennium, pinging off every adventurous intellectual from Boccaccio to Spinoza, surviving as a mere title in search of a book, before finally being written, to near universal disappointment.33 Eco’s personal collection of rare books contains nine editions, including the princeps, of the consummate forgeries of Annius of Viterbo, an early modern Dan Brown. In 1498 Annius rewrote the history of the world by publishing eleven “rediscovered” chronicles by well-known ancient Babylonians, Egyptians, Persians, Jews, Greeks, and Romans, demonstrating incontrovertibly that the Etruscans, descendants of Noah’s favorite grandson, had ruled the entire world between the Flood and the Roman Republic. The wealth of scholarly detail kept Annius’s supporters and his even more numerous critics busy for over two centuries.34

II. WRITING AND WONDER

It is obvious that Eco shares something fundamental and spiritual (to adopt that worn-out term) with the obsolete books that nourish his bibliophilia: an admiration for the Book itself. That attitude was a hallmark of the ages before the novel, before massive nineteenth-century print runs, before the concept of literature became confined to poems and fictional stories in the modern languages or was returned to its etymological amplitude (as literatura) to include writings of a technical, scientific, or commercial character, such as instruction manuals and advertising. Because of his “life relation” to the mystique of books, Eco’s work, whether novelistic, historiographic, theoretical, or journalistic, also takes part in a larger history: what I’ll call the emotional history of writing. From remote antiquity through early modernity, the love of books was thoroughly entwined with the reverence people felt for the art and practice of writing and for what scholars considered its illustrious history. The “history” that writers once attributed to their discipline has been rightly classified as myth for two centuries now, but wrongly dismissed as irrelevant or uninteresting, so that modern historians of writing rarely mention it, even to dismiss it.35 The severest blow to the ancient, medieval, and early modern attitudes toward writing was administered between 1822 and 1824 by Jean-François Champollion’s crucial discoveries in deciphering the hieroglyphs.36 Since Champollion, plenty of systematic work has been done in the technological history of writing by archeologists and cryptographers, but the emotional history of the art before 1800 remains scattered and anecdotal precisely because, from the modern technohistoriographic point of view, it was filled with what Eco terms “occult and mistaken sciences.” What I have just called the “emotional history” of writing, Eco refers to as “the cult of the written page, and later of the book,” and remarks that it “goes back as far as writing itself.”37 This cultic attitude has been traced by many Eco-lytes to the influence of Jorge Luis Borges’s essays and fiction (most succinctly in Borges’s “On the Cult of Books”). But while Eco’s novelistic and historiographic writings often survey swatches of the emotional history of writing, his knowledge of texts in that tradition before those of Borges is still largely unstudied.38

Borges’s concept of a “cult of books” is metaphysical, theological, and somewhat terrifying. But while the religious Middle Ages and Renaissance respected the holy terrors of writing, they had another view that was broader and more secular, yet filled, if anything, with a greater sense of wonder. In the seventh century Isidore of Seville wrote that “letters are the tokens of things, the signs of words, and they have so much force that the utterances of those who are absent speak to us without a voice, for they present words through the eyes, not through the ears. The use of letters was invented for the sake of remembering things, which are bound by letters lest they slip away into oblivion.”39 Litterae or Grammatica are the first discipline—indeed, the first entry—in Isidore’s encyclopedia. That state of wonder was often implied rather than declaimed. Dante’s visibile parlare in Purgatorio 10–12—the lifelike, synaesthetic bas-reliefs sculpted by God—was to some degree a logical outgrowth of Isidore’s definition of writing as “words through the eyes, not the ears.”

Eight centuries later the humanist Polydore Vergil agreed: he began his encyclopedia On the Discoverers of Things (1499) by declaring that “since only the use of letters makes memory endure and protects things worthy of memory from all damage of forgetfulness . . . we should treat letters before anything else.”40 According to Polydore, only the deity, the elements, and the institutions of language, marriage, and religion were more fundamental to human existence than writing. Similar attitudes can be found in other encyclopedias, including the greatest of all, where Diderot and D’Alembert’s collaborators enshrined them in such articles as “Bibliothèque,” “Écriture,” “Lettres,” and “Livre.”41

The wonder of writing was often illustrated by painters and engravers. When Pope Sixtus V remodeled and expanded the Vatican Library in the 1580s, among its many book- and writing-themed decorations shone a roomful of large murals depicting twenty-six inventors of writing, from the mythical Adam, Abraham, Moses, and ancient Egyptians to the historic Wulfila (Ulfilas), the fourth-century inventor of the Gothic alphabet, and the eponymous ninth-century creator of Cyrillic writing.42 Somewhat belatedly, in 1711 the Englishman William Nicols published a six-book Latin poem on the history of writing; his annotations to it constitute one of the most complete documents in the emotional history of writing. It began:


 

        I’ve often wondered whom God did first inspire

        To paint the voice, allow us to see words;

        And by rude strokes and magic figures made it so

        That things believed impossible to catch

        Should be at last forever fixed in stone.

        Was it Moses or one more ancient still

        Who taught the strange new rite of painting words?43



If not Vergilian, Nicols’s poem was Lucretian, a kind of De scripturae natura that explored literary rather than natural history. In 1784 Thomas Astle, the Keeper of the King’s Manuscripts under George III, could still exclaim that “the art of drawing ideas into vision, or of exhibiting the conceptions of the mind by legible characters, may justly be deemed the noblest and most beneficial invention of which human ingenuity can boast: an invention which hath contributed more than all others to the improvement of mankind.”44

Medieval and early modern writers often paraphrased the declaration of Pliny the Elder (d. 79 BC) that the immortality of men depended on human writing, and especially on the papyrus reed. The Jesuit Hermann Hugo expanded Pliny’s praise in 1617: “On this one thing depends the very humanness of life, that is, memory, and the immortality of men.” Writing not only provides universal knowledge but “prolongs antiquity, allows nothing to perish, and makes time, which wears everything away, surrender to our hands.” Writing is “something over which the greedy rapacity of death has no power at all.”45 Like Mader’s history of libraries, Hugo’s On the Earliest Origin of Writing and the Whole Literary Enterprise enjoyed a durable reputation. It was reprinted and updated in 1738, and in the 1770s its translation into French, as Dissertation historique sur l’invention des lettres, made it legible by a considerably wider audience, probably including more than a few women.46

While often placid and implicit, the wonder of writing was frequently made explicit, even dramatic. Hugo’s history of writing retold a story about the power of writing that had originated in sixteenth-century Brazil: how an illiterate slave was defeated and amazed by a written note when he filched figs his master had sent to a friend. The note, and the gift, were actually a reprise. Earlier the master had sent figs but with a note that did not specify the amount of fruit the slave was carrying. When reprimanded for eating some of the figs, the slave was able to bluff his way out of punishment; only dimly understanding the nature and functioning of the note, he declared it a liar and an unreliable witness. On the second occasion, he was careful to extract the note and hide it under a rock to prevent its witnessing his theft, subsequently replacing it in the basket and continuing his errand. Caught out a second time because the note had detailed the exact number of figs being sent, the slave was astonished at the note’s ability to see through the rock. Hugo noted that the master severely punished the slave, “using an elm switch” as a pen to “bescribble” his back.47

The slave’s wonder was common in North America as well, as references to “talking books” among slaves of African ancestry reveal. But it was also common among literate free Americans. In 1828 Champollion’s breakthrough was still new and practically unknown. In that year an American girl embroidered her sampler with verses expressing traditional praise of writing: “Whence did the wondrous mystic art arise / Of painting speech and speaking to the eyes / That we by tracing magic lines are taught / How both to color and embody thought?” The synaesthetic wonders of writing’s visible speech described in the verses had been relayed to the young embroiderer through a chain of scholarly quotations that passed by way of William Nicols and culminated in her immediate model, William Massey’s Origin and Progress of Letters, a manual for schoolmasters printed two generations before her time.48

Since the early 1990s abundant scholarship on the early modern concept of wonder has concentrated on the vogue of Wunderkammern, studioli, and the literature of geographic and scientific exploration, with their predominant interest in the exotic and the monstrous. Eco’s novels are certainly soaked in fascination with such topics, most dramatically in The Name of the Rose, The Island of the Day Before, and Baudolino. But all his writings depend on imaginatively understanding and sympathizing with the somewhat less dramatic discourse of wonder about writing. Marveling at writing more resembles the preoccupations that, in a thoughtful article from 1997, Caroline Walker Bynum referred to as “medieval” wonder. The discourse on writing as (qua) wonder, which stretched from ancient Babylon to the age of Champollion, does not depend on what Bynum refers to as “the startle reflex,” which dominated the early modern, Cartesian concept of wonder as astonishment; nor does it celebrate what Stephen Greenblatt called “marvelous possessions,” the appropriative and imperialistic attitudes of collectors, explorers, and merchants.49 Even in “the age of the marvelous,” writing-discourse only rarely showed the ethos and aesthetics of the Wunderkammer, mainly in cases of conventional bibliomania, with its pride in the unique copy and its elation over the acquisition of rare and virtuosic items. Objects associated with writing, such as an Iliad small enough to fit inside a walnut shell or obelisks like those reerected by Sixtus V or contained in Athanasius Kircher’s Roman museum, lie outside a truly bibliophilic wonder.

In ages before Champollion, the wonder expressed over writing qua writing was rarely provoked by a single object and it was almost never spontaneous; it took the form of meditation not an earthshaking emotional encounter. It resembled, and largely overlapped with, the emotion evoked by Giovanni Pico della Mirandola in his 1486 Oration: “I have read in the records of the Arabians, reverend Fathers, that Abdala the Saracen, when questioned as to what . . . could be seen most worthy of wonder, replied: ‘There is nothing to be seen more wonderful than man.’ In agreement with this opinion is the saying of Hermes Trismegistus: ‘A great miracle, Asclepius, is man.’”50 In fact Pico’s “On the Dignity of Man” is largely a paean to books: the Bible, Hermetic and Neoplatonic philosophy and theology, and Kabbalah. About the latter, Pico repeated the legend of Esdras (Ezra), who was believed to have restored the text of the Torah after the Babylonian Captivity. Ezra was supposed to have enshrined the Kabbalah in seventy volumes, recognizing that “the custom instituted by their forefathers of transmitting the doctrine from mouth to mouth [that is, orally] could not be preserved, and that it would come to pass that the mysteries of the heavenly teachings divinely bestowed on them would be lost, since the memory of them could not long endure without written records.”51

Wonder at writing had the same range of emotion that Bynum attributes to medieval wonder in general: such feelings did not “simply occur,” they had to be “evoked, even staged.” Wonder at writing was evoked “less by adjectives than by the responses of an implicit reader”—or what Eco has called a lector in fabula or model reader.52 The astonishment of Hermann Hugo’s Brazilian slave, or of other “others” when first confronted with the mystery of “talking papers,” is uncharacteristic of early modern wonder at writing. When addressing their fellow Europeans, writers on the topic sought to awaken them, to shake them out of their inherited indifference to writing and provoke them to consider what life would be like in the absence of reliable cultural memory. Hugo claimed to have written his history of writing after observing that discussions of the topic were limited to asides and brief anecdotes rather than comprehensive treatises. A hundred and seventy years later, Thomas Astle lamented more eloquently that writing of all sorts “has been so long known and used, that few men think upon the subject; so inattentive are we to the greatest benefits from their having been long enjoyed.” Neglect resulted from the fact that, properly considered, writing was almost too wondrous: its “uses . . . are too varied to be enumerated, and at the same time too obvious to need enumeration.”53

Even in the “age of the marvelous” writing about writing had a vocabulary of wonder no less rich than sensational accounts of freaks, monsters, or virtuosi. Despite its lack of shock value, wonder at writing ran no less deep than the other kind, and its lifespan was many times longer. In the third century BC Berossos of Babylonia declared that writing was first taught to an incompetent humanity at the beginning of time by Oannes, a dicephalous, amphibious, icthyomorphic demi-god. Berossos also described a primeval “renaissance,” recounting how provident humans had rescued writing, and with it all civilization, from obliteration in a titanic flood. Plato and Flavius Josephus told similar tales to proclaim the absolute dependence of civilization on writing. Although Berossos’s account was all but lost until Joseph Scaliger rediscovered a medieval Byzantine paraphrase of it in the late sixteenth century, the Timaeus and the Jewish Antiquities inspired wonder at writing and dread of the consequences if it ever disappeared, throughout the Middle Ages and far into the seventeenth century.54

These attitudes permeated The Name of the Rose, with the result that, for many readers, including medievalists, the scriptorium scenes, the burning of the Aedificium’s library, and Adso’s retrieval of “fragments” and “amputated stumps of books” are among the most memorable episodes. The reason is doubtless Eco’s meticulous attention to the construction, preservation, and destruction of manuscripts, not only as technical processes but as stimuli to wonder.55 Although Curtius’s chapter on “The Book as Symbol” illuminates Eco’s novel, if taken alone it distorts and occludes the emotional history of writing. Curtius began inauspiciously by recalling Plato’s negative assessment of writing in Phaedrus, where Socrates claims that inscription destroys memory.56 One has but to remember Pliny’s and Hermann Hugo’s praise of writing to see how uncharacteristic Socrates’s critique was of writers from Berossos to Nicols and Astle. Strangely, Curtius neglected to quote the counterbalancing passage in the Timaeus,57 an omission automatically repeated by other modern writers who quote the Phaedrus.58 Worse, the omission is historically incorrect: unlike the Phaedrus, the Timaeus was read throughout the Middle Ages, translated into Latin first by Cicero and again in the time of Saint Augustine. Conversely, the Phaedrus had to await the 1460s when Marsilio Ficino translated the Platonic corpus into Latin.59

The Timaeus was beloved in part because it seemed to corroborate the creation story in Genesis. But medieval and early modern readers were also fascinated—as readers have been ever since—by its myth of Atlantis. Because it related how Solon brought the 9000-year-old story back from archives in Egypt, this myth counteracted Socrates’s dismissive view in Phaedrus that written words “go on telling you just the same thing forever,” and that writing “[gets] into the hands not only of those who understand it, but equally of those who have no business with it.”60 The stability of writing and its capacity for wide dissemination, which Socrates deprecated, were precisely the features that his disciple Critias praised in the Timaeus.

According to Critias, Solon learned in Egypt that the myths prized by Greek culture were degraded echoes of historical events preserved for millennia in the Egyptian priestly archives. The age-old, flood- and fireproof archives at Saïs on the Nile protected fragile papyrus records from both flooding and fire; conversely, owing to the topographic and meteorological extremes of Greece, its history and civilization—memoria literarum as the early medieval translation expressed it—were wiped out every few generations, leaving only vague, orally transmitted myths such as Deucalion’s flood and Phaeton’s inept charioteering. In age after age, disaster “sweeps upon you [Greeks] like a plague, leaving only your illiterate and uncultured people behind. You become infants all over again, as it were, completely unfamiliar with anything there was in ancient times.” Compared to the history preserved in writing, stories about Deucalion and Phaeton are “just like a nursery tale.”61

Equally long lived was Josephus’s account of how Adam’s grandsons preserved human knowledge on two stele, one of stone to resist floods and the other of brick against combustion. It became the most widely disseminated writing legend between antiquity and the eighteenth century, and is still occasionally quoted.62 Memoria literarum, the memory that is of letters because it is encoded in them, is the pivot on which the emotional history of writing turned throughout antiquity and the Middle Ages. The complacency behind this providential myth dissipated after Gutenberg’s invention. Although printing augured well for future preservation, it failed to assuage early modern writers’ regret over what must have been lost. The elegiac struggle between memoria literarum and oblivion captivated everyone who had a professional “life relation” to writing, books, and libraries in this period—which means everyone who read and wrote Latin.

Adso of Melk, William of Baskerville, and Jorge of Burgos enact a range of well-known responses to the battle of inscription and erasure as it played out in the real life of pre-Gutenberg Europe. Richard de Bury, the exact contemporary of Eco’s fictional detectives, is again our best witness. There is something of Adso’s shock and horror at the burning of the Aedificium in Richard’s speculation about what was lost when the library of Alexandria burned.


 

The secrets of the heavens, which Jonithus [an apocryphal son of Noah] learnt not from man or through man but received by divine inspiration; what his brother Zoroaster [a.k.a. Noah’s son Ham], the servant of unclean spirits, taught the Bactrians; what holy Enoch, the prefect of Paradise, prophesied before he was taken from the world, and finally, what the first man Adam taught his children of the things to come, which he had seen when caught up in an ecstasy in the book of eternity, all these are believed to have perished in those horrid flames. The religion of the Egyptians, which the Book of the Perfect Word so commends; the excellent polity of the older Athens, which preceded by nine thousand years the Athens of Greece; the incantations of the Chaldeans; the astronomical observations of the Arabs and Indians; the ceremonies of the Jews; the architecture of the Babylonians; the agriculture of Noah; the magic arts of Moses; the geometry of Joshua; the enigmas of Samson; the problems of Solomon [ranging] from the cedar of Lebanon to the hyssop; the antidotes of Aesculapius; the grammar of Cadmus; the poems of Parnassus; the oracles of Apollo; the Argonautica of Jason; the stratagems of Palamedes, and infinite other secrets of science are believed to have perished at the time of this conflagration.63



Such defeats made the victories of memoria literarum all the more valuable.

After Gutenberg, losses were chronicled even more meticulously by humanist scholars than they had been by Petrarch, Boccaccio, or Richard de Bury. Michael Neumann (alias Neander), a disciple of Philipp Melanchthon, lamented in 1565 that


 

innumerable thousands of excellent books, in every kind of science, studies and discipline, have died a sad and miserable death through the injury and iniquity of time, the long passage of years, age which consumes all, the turmoil and malignity of wars, the devastation of lands by floods, the unexpected accidents of fire, and sometimes through shameful, detestable hatred and envy (which has moved the dull and stupid burners of books even in our own time), or by being eaten by roaches, worms, and other plagues of literature. Their death and their loss were mourned long ago by many learnèd men, nor have writers ceased to deplore the damage that Letters, Education, the Church and the State have incurred by this loss; for they believe that human life cannot lack so many tragically lost monuments of illustrious, excellent, and beneficial writers without suffering inconvenience or sacrifice.64



Modern scholars might be disappointed that such a rigorous humanist as Neander went on to bewail many of the same mythical “lost masterpieces” that Richard de Bury had listed: “Nowhere today can be found the infinite treasures of those histories and other books written before Noah’s Flood, even though there is no shortage among the Brahmans (those Indian philosophers also called Gymnosophists or naked philosophers), of writers who, moved by one or another kind of reasoning, claim that those writings are still extant.”65

Neander’s other examples fit into a tradition of mythical bibliography that began in Jewish and Christian antiquity when writers dedicated themselves to the task of distinguishing “canonical” writings of the Bible from “apocryphal” (innocently misattributed) and pseudepigraphic (fraudulently misattributed) works jostling for inclusion in the Biblical canon. Among other legendary texts, Neander cited the books of Enoch and Abraham, along with the seventy books to which Ezra entrusted the Kabbalah after the Babylonian Captivity. Neander was also fascinated by mysterious books the Hebrew Bible mentioned as its lost “sources,” such as The Book of the Wars of God, The Book of the Just, and prophetic books attributed to Samuel, Nathan, Gad the Seer, and others.

In the second book of his Bibliotheca sancta (1566), an encyclopedia of the Bible, the converted Jew Sixtus of Siena drew on his knowledge of both Judaism and Christianity to compile a particularly exhaustive, indeed “complete list of all volumes, books, writers and writings, extant and non-extant, both the authentic ones [indubitatas] and those of doubtful or uncertain authenticity, that are mentioned in various places by the authors of the Holy Bible.”66 Such lists, and the bibliographic hypotheses and daydreams they inspired, continued spawning successors in such eighteenth-century works as the Codex pseudepigraphus veteris testamenti by the prodigiously productive Johann Albert Fabricius.67 This scholar’s life mission was, to paraphrase Sixtus, winnowing extant volumes from nonextant, and authentic ones from those of doubtful or uncertain authenticity. He performed comparable triage on the New Testament and on Greek, Latin, and Patristic literature. In the first of his fourteen great tomes on the history of Greek literature—from its origins to the Muslim conquest of Byzantium—Fabricius devoted over three hundred pages to cataloguing ancient references to Greek authors and writings from before the time of Homer.68

Even scholars who did not share the enthusiasm for such mythical masterpieces as the sources of the Bible and of Homer, or the original contents of the Library of Alexandria, echoed these sentiments. In the same year as Neander, the Portuguese humanist Gaspar Barreiros, an unromantic exploder of literary forgeries, found a particularly striking analogy for the sad history of biblioclasms.


 

Just as there is nothing in human affairs more wonderful or salutary than the monuments of wise and learned men that are entrusted to letters, through the apt counsel of which we learn how to live well and happily, acquire the knowledge of human and divine matters, and learn the course and revolutions of history, likewise I consider that there can be no more awful or calamitous loss than the destruction of books. And when I think of how many priceless books of great philosophers and illustrious poets, great orators and profound theologians have perished, I often very nearly experience what is related of a certain ancient and powerful king of the Persians, who, when he had gathered a numerous and proud army . . . is said to have wept because that infinite multitude of men was fated to succumb to death before a hundred years should pass. But [Xerxes] wept over the future death of men who were trained and ready to kill, whereas we more rightfully mourn that time past has utterly killed wise thoughts of illustrious souls, and divine researches that were wonderfully beneficial. Who does not bitterly contemplate the vast, immense number of Marcus Varro’s books, cut off by the injuries of time? That man about whom the emperor Augustus said that it was wonderful he had time to write, and that he wrote so much that no one else had time to read it . . . ?69



In his adherence to the authority of Augustus, Barreiros was remaining faithful to the more than two-century-old tradition of humanist book hunters such as Petrarch, Boccaccio, and Poggio Bracciolini, among whom the loss of Varro’s corpus was mourned as a major calamity.70

Clearly such musings encoded a large measure of nostalgic fantasy. The last half of the seventeenth century, which saw the flourishing of Athanasius Kircher, one of Eco’s favorite authors, was filled with such utopian bibliographies. Kircher was too much of an intellectual omnivore to devote entire works to the topic of loss, but works like his treatises on hieroglyphics and obelisks, and even his Arca Noe, enclosed in their mastodontic bulk catalogues of lost books that would have made Adso of Melk blink. The monograph on Noah’s Ark (1675) encompassed not only the complete history of antediluvian politics and science but also the literary history of the patriarchs.71 Writers almost as erudite as Kircher focused their attention even more narrowly on literary masterpieces before Moses. The doyen of these bibliographers was Joachim Johann Mader, already mentioned as compiler of the first textbook of library history. Mader reproduced the classic pages of ancient and medieval worthies such as Pliny the Elder and Isidore of Seville, as well as sober modern efforts like the Brief Outline of the History of Libraries (second edition, 1607) of the Flemish humanist Justus Lipsius.72 Mader’s other selections were far more fanciful but his preface topped them all. Titled “On Antediluvian Writings and Libraries,” Mader’s two dozen pages summarized the bibliographic daydreams of generations of European classical and biblical scholars. They inspired entire monographs about writings of unrepeatable wisdom from the beginning of time, such as Gottfried Vockerodt’s History of Antediluvian Literature and Literary Societies and Jacob Friderich Reimmann’s Essay Toward an Introduction to Antediluvian Literary History.73

All this lore is not mere background to Eco’s writings, nor is it irrelevant to contemporary debates. Eco and other defenders of the paper codex agree with Plato’s Critias, Isidore, and their many followers that to preserve cultural memory, writing in physical codices is indispensable. As Eco phrases it, “modern media formats quickly become obsolete. Why run the risk of choosing an object that may become mute and indecipherable? It is proven that books are superior to every other object that our cultural industries have put on the market in recent years. So, wanting to choose something easily transportable and that has shown itself equal to the ravages of time, I choose the book.”74

Moreover, this conviction echoes Polydore Vergil’s declaration that to preserve writing for the long term, nothing beats the traditional printed codex. Polydore famously proclaimed that, with Gutenberg’s “newly devised way of writing,” one man on one day could print “the same number of letters that many people could hardly write in a whole year,” and that “this invention has freed most authors, Greek as well as Latin, from any threat of destruction.” The humanist was moved to exclaim that the invention of libraries was “a great boon to mortals, to be sure”; but he was still thinking of libraries as collections of manuscripts. As such, libraries were “nothing in comparison with [Gutenberg’s] achievement.”75 On the other side of the Gutenberg divide, modern defenders of the paper codex observe that even when “copies” of books are digitally multiplied, they leave cultural memory almost as vulnerable to oblivion as the scattered copies of medieval manuscripts, since “e-texts” and “e-books” depend on the vagaries of electrical grids and the ephemeral formats of electronic media.

Conversely, modern threnodies about “the end of the book” often encode a kind of alarmist bibliophilia, a fetishistic fixation on the paper codex. In 1994 Eco and the other authors of The Future of the Book were already opposing this trend. “The shelves today occupied . . . by meters and meters of encyclopedia volumes could be eliminated in the next age, and there will be no reason to lament their disappearance” given the possibilities of hypertext.76 When linear reading, consuming a text from start to finish, is inappropriate, electronic searches function like a machete, a chainsaw, or a metal detector, ignoring masses of less relevant text to locate and crosscheck information central to a topic. The intervening years have produced many conversions to electronic formats, to the point that even owners of D’Alembert and Diderot’s Encyclopédie, the 1911 Britannica, or the 1912 Catholic Encyclopedia will at times find the electronic text invaluable, except when the electronic texts have been censored by idealistic editors to remove obsolete cultural prejudices or inconvenient scientific information.

Nonetheless, in light of Eco’s bibliophilia, it could seem strange that he professes nonchalance about the great numbers of books destroyed over the centuries and the masses of texts that were thereby irremediably lost. “I’d like to dig up and keep, selfishly, a copy of the Gutenberg Bible, the first book ever printed. I’d also love them to find the lost plays that Aristotle discusses in his Poetics. Other than that, I do not feel the absence of many lost books. . . . As we have said, they probably disappeared for a reason—maybe they weren’t worth saving from the fire or the inquisition.”77

Rabelais implied as much in 1532 when the hero of Pantagruel visited the Library of Saint Victor in Paris, finding it full of volumes such as The Art of Farting Honorably in Company.78 While Eco’s opinion may sound flippant, he amends it somewhat by remarking: “Culture is essentially a graveyard for books and other lost objects. . . . Culture is a process of tacitly abandoning certain relics of the past (thus filtering), while placing others in a kind of refrigerator, for the future. Archives and libraries are cold rooms, in which we store what has come before, so that the cultural space is not cluttered, without having to relinquish those memories entirely.”79

If we could realize Richard de Bury’s dream of recovering the Library of Alexandria, Eco implies, we would probably find it a curse: “A culture unable to filter the heritage it receives from previous centuries brings to mind Borges’s Funes the Memorious,” a story whose title character is consumed by the inability to forget any detail, no matter how trivial. “That is the exact opposite of culture.”80

While such comments can seem to place Eco’s personal attitudes outside the mainstream of medieval and early modern attitudes to writing, books, and libraries, his literary (including scholarly) production reveals how deeply premodern bibliophilia and wonder at the benefits of writing have influenced his imagination.
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REPLY TO WALTER STEPHENS

I share Walter Stephens’s love of books, albeit not his boundless erudition. I must say that although I came across the work of Annius of Viterbo in my research into fakes and forgeries, what encouraged me to find all his works was Stephens’s weighty tome Giants in Those Days, with what I believe is a complete bibliography of all the forgeries by Annius of Viterbo and his pseudonym Berossos.1 So I can only agree about the function that Stephens assigns to bibliographical citation in my novels.

Paradoxically, I should say that most of my novels hinge on fakes and there is nothing better, in order to attest to the existence of a fake, than for it to have been actually produced and taken very seriously by someone. And in the course of writing for this volume I have touched on the function, in my view, of research into a fake: it is one of the ways of wondering whether something else is true.

But perhaps there is an additional element. My novels are fundamentally realistic. In talking about an epoch, especially if it is remote, I have always tried to have the reader understand something of that period. Even Baudolino, who lives by fake documents and fantasies of impossible worlds, talks about things that were taken very seriously at the time. The animals of the kingdom of Prester John did not exist but those who shared the legend of that mysterious realm firmly believed in them.

In order to be a realist in a novel it is necessary: (i) that the characters, even if imaginary, do or think what others really did; (ii) that the descriptions of lands and countryside—so to speak—be photographed from life (and that is what I did, visiting every country I described); finally, (iii) that even the books that the characters read or might have read must have really existed. Hence the tendency to quote works, as if they were characters or events in the story I tell. As Stephens puts it: “books are characters for Eco, as much as fictive or historical personages are.”

I like the fact that Stephens has elected as the central character—albeit not a very frequently cited one—of my stories the Philobiblon of Richard de Bury, seeing him (far too kind!) as my forerunner. This certainly holds for the love of books: as for the love for the incredible and the unusual I would have given preference to Athanasius Kircher—with whom, moreover, I started my semiological, curious, magical, lunatic, and pneumatic Library.

I am only too glad that Stephens decided to dedicate his learned thoughts to me.

U.E.

NOTE

  1. Walter Stephens, Giants in Those Days: Folklore, Ancient History, and Nationalism (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1989). [Ed.]
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ECO’S NARRATOLOGY

The great masters of fictional literature sooner or later reflect not only on their own work but also on the art of fiction in general. So does Umberto Eco, but his theoretical work precedes his fiction making. From the early 1960s he was publishing research studies and books and gained an international reputation as a profound semiotician, literary theorist, and cultural critic. Only in 1980 did he surprise his fans and the world at large with his international bestseller The Name of the Rose. Starting with the Postscript to The Name of the Rose (1984), he has pursued successfully the parallel paths of a practitioner and a theoretician of literature. Let us notice that both his theoretical reflection (poetics) and his literary practice (fiction) are focused on narrative. Eco the theoretician is a typical representative of the age of narratology, which began in the 1960s. But his narratology is not an isolated study of a literary genre; it is fed and verified not only by a general theory of literature but also by semiotics, a general theory of signs. Eco’s narratology can be properly grasped only within this more general framework.

I. THE CLOSED WORK—NARRATIVE GRAMMAR

From the beginning Eco’s thinking about literature was based on the opposition between the closed and the open work. This opposition expresses his attitude toward one of the basic issues of literary theory: the contrast between stereotype and innovation, between repetitiveness and originality. Although chronologically his study of the open work precedes his reflection on the closed work, our reconstruction will reverse the order, for a simple reason: the concept of the closed work is simpler than that of the open work.

Eco’s conception of the closed work is closely linked with one of the fundamental concepts of narratology, the concept of narrative grammar. The idea that narratives operate according to a grammar has its origins in the theory of “simple forms” cultivated by students of folklore and folk cultures such as Joseph Bédier, André Jolles, and Vladimir Propp. “Simple forms,” that is, proverbs, popular stories, and fairy tales, are a natural source of narrative grammars because of their manifest repetitive structure. It was primarily the Russian “post-formalist” Vladimir Propp who exercised the strongest influence on the narratology of the second half of the twentieth century. Propp developed a narrative grammar that penetrated from the variable “surface” structure of the Russian fairy tale, from its story, to its invariant “deep” structure expressed in terms of functions and actants. While Propp did not enter into the prewar narratology of Prague structuralism, he became highly influential in the postwar narratology of French structuralism.

It is important for the history of Eco’s narratology that the beginnings of his reflection on the closed work are connected with the emergence of the narratology of the French structuralists, which can be precisely dated to the publication of the special issue of Communications programmatically titled L’Analyse structurale du récit. Joining Roland Barthes, Tzvetan Todorov, and Claude Bremond, Eco published his “James Bond: Une combinatoire narrative” in this volume: the first version of his narrative grammar, translated into English as “Narrative Structures in Fleming” (later expanded).1 It shares with the French Proppians three epistemological features. First, it is derived from the material of popular, mass literature, from Fleming’s James Bond novels. Second, it is oriented towards uncovering the invariant “deep structure” of these repetitive narratives. Third, it reveals the subtle ideological manipulation of the reader that is effected by trivial literature. The first and second feature of Eco’s narrative grammar derive from Propp, but in the third one he joins the unmasking exercises of Roland Barthes. Eco’s debunking of “the myth for the masses” is most penetrating in his “The Myth of Superman” (a chapter in The Role of the Reader).2 Eco reveals the absurdity of the myth by pointing to the inexplicable discrepancy between the hero’s supernatural capabilities and the small-scale field of his operations. If we consider the gigantic, historical deeds that Superman could accomplish—Eco suggests—his activities are “a paradoxical waste of means.” But this paradox is inevitable if the myth is to carry its basic ideological message: “Superman must make virtue consist in many little activities on a small scale” because he is “a perfect example of civic consciousness, completely split from political consciousness.”3

In the development of his narrative grammar Eco makes a discovery that has a general import for the understanding of his theoretical strategy: Fleming’s repetitive, manipulating narrative is enriched by some original features typical of “high literature.” There is more to Fleming novels than the repetitive frame of Bond’s adventures. Fleming’s descriptive digressions, his intense attention to detail and verbal embellishment reveal his stylistic mastery and elevate the Bond novels to the status of Literature (the capital letter is Eco’s).

We find here the first trace of Eco’s basic theoretical and epistemological stance: a rejection of radical, “fanatical,” contrarian positions and a search for the “middle” ground. It should be mentioned that here Eco follows Vladimir Propp. If we read Propp’s Morphology of the Folk Tale carefully, we come to an important discovery: while in their fabula the Russian fairy tales implement a stereotypical sequence of invariant functions, in other structural constituents, especially in the “attributes of characters” and the constituents of the natural and man-made environment, they offer a “field of freedom” for the storyteller’s imagination and for his mastery of improvisation. These variable features “provide the folk tale with its brilliance, charm and beauty.”4 Uncovering the “literary” qualities of closed texts, Eco leads us one step further: in The Limits of Interpretation (to which I shall return) he finds trivial literature acting as the intertext of “high” literature.5 Borges’s, Casares’s, and, let us add, Eco’s appropriations of the detective story testify that the stereotypical narrative can be deautomatized. Expressed in Eco’s conceptual system, closed works accept some open-work features and open works absorb some features of the closed-work structure. This mutual intertextual irradiation confirms the general view that in their history the streams of popular and “high” literature are not isolated, but, rather, have engaged for centuries in busy exchanges.

II. THE OPEN WORK—THE MODEL READER

According to Eco, the concept of the open work is indispensable because this literary category flourishes in modern literature, in the utopian project of Mallarmé’s Livre and in the oeuvres of such modern masters as Franz Kafka and James Joyce. Eco conceives of the open work as a “communicative strategy” that already at the moment of its generation envisages, presupposes, an active role for the reader. It is precisely through the concept of the open work that the concept of the reader is introduced into Eco’s theory of literature. The open work requires a reader who is not a passive, manipulated recipient of texts, but is, rather, an active coproducer of the literary meaning by engaging in “interpretive cooperation” with the text. However—and here, again, we see Eco’s aversion to dogmatic “fanaticism”—the reader is not free to spin his own fictional creations but is subject to constraints imposed by the work. He is a “model” reader, able and willing “to cooperate in the actualization of the text as . . . the author supposed . . . and who is proceeding interpretively in the way that he (the author) had proceeded generatively.”6 The concept of the model reader became one of the principals of Eco’s literary theory.

In the book Opera aperta (1962) Eco appears as a dissident within structuralism, at least within the “strict” structuralism represented by Claude Lévi-Strauss. In his introduction to Lector in fabula Eco quotes from an interview that Lévi-Strauss conducted with Paolo Caruso (published originally in 1967). The doyen of French structuralism calls Eco’s Opera aperta “a remarkable book” but states that he cannot accept the author’s concept of the open work: “The work does not become a work by its openness but by its closedness. The work is an object endowed with precise properties and the task of analysis is to identify these properties. On their basis a work can be fully defined.” Mentioning his and Roman Jakobson’s well-known analysis of Baudelaire’s Les Chats, Lévi-Strauss specifies: “We did not treat the work as open, as a work where we could find everything that was deposited in it by later epochs, we treated it as an object, which, once created by its author, has the stiffness of a crystal.” In his response Eco counterattacks. He shows that even Lévi-Strauss and Jakobson in their analysis of Les Chats could not fully ignore the presumed activity of the reader: “The poem Les chats not only requires cooperation from its reader but also wants him to try to make many interpretive decisions. Although their number is not set, in no case is it restricted to only one decision. Why then could we not speak about ‘openness’?” But then follows Eco’s unambiguous and inexpungeable sine qua non: “To postulate the cooperation of the reader does not mean to pollute the structural analysis with extratextual elements. The reader as an active principle of interpretation is a part of the picture of the generative framework of the text itself. . . . Any interpretation implies an interplay between the addressee and the work as an objective fact.”7

Strictly speaking, with his concept of the model reader Eco focuses the structuralist’s attention on those features of texts in general and of literary texts in particular that cannot be interpreted without recourse to pragmatics. Eco is an early pioneer of textual pragmatics without falling into its dangerous trap—the subjectivization and relativization of text meaning. Eco’s model reader is not a corporeal entity engaged in a reading that reflects his or her psychological attitudes and preferences. Eco’s view of the reader links implicitly with the literary semiotics of the prewar structuralism of the Prague school, where the reader was charged with handling the output of literary communication, the work’s reception, but was transformed from a psychophysical individual into a semiotic entity.8 And it links explicitly with J. L. Austin’s pragmatics: “the Model Reader is a set of the text given felicity conditions which must be fulfilled if the text is to be fully actualized in its potential content.”9

Even though the model reader of an open work is entitled to try many interpretive conjectures, he provides a dam against the flood of interpretations emanating from the so-called reader-oriented literary criticism. Here the reader became a necessary, maybe even primary, coproducer of the literary work’s meaning because the text as left by its author is no more than a skeleton, full of indefinite and empty spaces. It is the reader who is called to fill in the gaps and, in general, bring the work to its completion (concretization). Since the readers are here understood as beings with bodies and souls, they complete the work according to their own experiences, feelings, desires, attitudes. In the subjective acts of reading, the identity of the literary work is not only threatened but dismantled.

As already mentioned, in his focus on the text-reader interaction Eco backgrounds the concept of the author, although from early on he makes it quite clear that he does not share the idea that “the author is dead.” This becomes especially obvious when Eco himself becomes an author, a fiction writer. His Postscript to The Name of the Rose is, primarily, a reflection on the role of the author. However, even here Eco does not explain fully and systematically the author’s creative activity. The emphasis is on one aspect of this creativity, that is, on his role in constructing his own model reader. However, in the context of the widespread cult of the reader, Eco’s reflection on the role of the author is of major theoretical significance: it reveals the main and necessary feature of the author-reader relationship, its asymmetry. It is the author who innovates and pushes the model reader to accept and understand innovation. The model reader not only has to respect the text, he has to follow and understand the new text patterns and forms of meaning that an innovative author presents to him. The author leads, the reader follows. If writers stopped innovating, literature would stop evolving. If readers stopped understanding innovative authors, literature would ultimately become dead wood. The model reader not only has to respect texts produced by the authors but also has the task of accepting, understanding, and penetrating into newly invented worlds—often non-standard, outrageous, incomprehensible. This is how we should understand Eco’s explanation of the author-reader asymmetry, expressed explicitly in reference to the work of Giuseppe Manzoni:


 

When a writer plans something new, and conceives a different kind of reader, he wants to be, not a market analyst, cataloguing expressed demands, but, rather, a philosopher, who senses the patterns of the Zeitgeist. . . . If Manzoni had been thinking of the public’s wishes, he would have had the formula handy: the historical novel with a medieval setting, with illustrious characters as in Greek tragedy. . . . But what does Manzoni do instead? He chooses the seventeenth century, a period of servitude, and lowly characters. . . . And how hard he had to work . . . to make his product palatable. To force empirical readers to become the model reader he yearned for, Manzoni did not write to please the public as it was, but to create a public who could not help liking his novel.10



Turning to his own historical novel (which was to become an international bestseller), Eco asks: “What model reader did I want as I was writing? An accomplice, to be sure, one who would play my game.”11

III. THE MODEL READER IN ACTION

Eco is not a speculative theoretician but an empirical researcher who turns his theory into a tool of analysis. In order to present his narratology more fully, we have to examine how he orients the model reader to deal with open-work narratives. The most comprehensive and systematic interpretations of open works concern James Joyce and Alphonse Allais. In order properly to comprehend these inquiries, we have to remind ourselves that more than fifteen years elapsed between the two. The original version of Eco’s study of Joyce appeared in 1962 as part of Opera aperta. In Le poetiche di Joyce, which appeared in English translation as The Aesthetics of Chaosmos: The Middle Ages of James Joyce, Eco made some additions and also many cuts.12 However, he himself reports in the Author’s Note: “I have not succumbed to the temptation to make substantial changes” and decided “to keep the original perspective” of his text. He did not take into account the more recent research on Joyce, but more importantly he did not change the original interpretive method. In this work we would search in vain for later theoretical developments, for semiotics and fictional-world semantics or for the concept of the model reader.

Eco’s approach here is more traditional, leaning towards the study of the evolution of Joyce’s aesthetics and poetics among the numerous and contrasting cultural influences. The primary one is certainly the influence of the ideas originating in the Middle Ages, especially in the work of Thomas Aquinas. Equipped by his early studies with a thorough knowledge of medieval aesthetics, Eco characterizes Joyce as “the node where the Middle Ages and the avantgarde meet,” a meeting that he designates as “paradoxical.” In Joyce’s Ulysses this meeting results in a dialectic of order (Cosmos) and disorder (Chaos). For the destruction of the “traditional image of the world” Joyce uses the device of the stream of consciousness “discovered” in 1890 by William James. Joyce uses this technique to “show us a life ‘split in the middle,’ where all the conscious and unconscious ferments are swarming in the mind of the character.” Even though “each personage is constituted by the same undifferentiated field of physical and mental events, yet each is united by a personal style of discourse. Bloom’s stream assumes characteristics diverse from Stephen’s and Stephen’s stream differs from that of Molly.”13

The masterstroke of Eco’s interpretation of Ulysses is his discovery of the unifying order of Joyce’s world. It is provided by the heritage of medieval poetics, first by formal proportionality, second by allusions to medieval schemas. Joyce’s is a “well-constructed discourse” that has been compared to the three-part sonata form. One of the unifying schemes is the Holy Trinity alluding to the relationships between Bloom, Stephen, and Molly.14

Part III of Chaosmos is dedicated to Finnegans Wake. The long gestation of this text was caused by Joyce’s determination to create a work much more radical than Ulysses:


 

It may seem that Ulysses violates the techniques of the novel beyond all limits, but Finnegans Wake passes even this limit. It may seem that Ulysses demonstrates all the possibilities of language, but Finnegans Wake takes language beyond any boundary of communicability. It may seem that Ulysses represents the most arduous attempt to give physiognomy to chaos, but Finnegans Wake defines itself as Chaosmos and Microchasm and constitutes the most terrifying document of formal instability and semantic ambiguity that we possess.15



Despite these distinctions between the two novels, Eco’s analytical method remains basically the same. Again, Eco here is primarily a cultural historian who tries to uncover the medieval sources and inspirations of Finnegans Wake. Thanks to his amazing knowledge of medieval poetics and aesthetics, as well as the subsequent developments in these fields, he comes to the following synthesis: “The last Joycean work fuses the Cusanian and Brunian image of the universe, the dictates of late Romantic poetics, the universe of Baudelarian correspondences and Rimbaudean equivalences, Wagner’s technique of leitmotif and his program for a fusion of sound, word, and action.”16 And, let us add, it reflects Joyce’s “dialogue” with Vico’s Scienzia nuova and his engagement with Irish medieval manuscripts, which Eco investigates separately. Noticing also Joyce’s connection with the avant-gardes and his acquaintance with the contemporary physics of relativity and quantum mechanics, Eco is able to come to the following fundamental conclusion: “The Wake displays before the reader the entire treasure of human culture.”17

Eco’s uncovering of the sources and syncretism of Joyce’s poetics is an indispensable contribution to the understanding of this complex and difficult work. However, in this essay we are trying to reconstruct Eco’s narratology, that is, his theory and methodology for dealing with literary narratives. In this respect the study of the third part of Chaosmos generally confirms what we uncovered earlier: we do not find a systematic narratology in this work, although some individual notions and methods are suggested or utilized. Especially strong is a prelude to Eco’s semiotic narratology, his recourse to the Saussurean distinction of signifier and signified, to the Greimasean concept of text “isotopies,” and the lexicological concept of “semantic field.” All these concepts help to establish the fundamental feature of the Wake text—networks of cultural associations that generate the basic Joycean figure, the pun. Eco constructs one such network in which the neological pun “meandertale” (“meander” + “Neanderthal” + “tale”) is generated.18 By a massive generation of these “puns,” Joyce creates a new language out of the elements of existing languages. In a challenge to the famous slogan of Wittgenstein, Eco maintains that


 

Finnegans Wake makes the proud claim to bend language to express “everything.” To this aim, language selects terms from the most disparate cultural heritages and makes possible their coexistence through the connective tissue of a language capable of grafting one thing to another and of tying together by etymological violence, the most disparate references.19



What is a reader supposed to do with the work of so many puzzles? Unfortunately, only one reader is mentioned by Eco—“an ideal reader suffering from an ideal insomnia.”20 But this cannot be the model reader; although he has the time for deciphering the many “secret” elements of Joyce’s text, he gets no instructions from the text that would allow him to pursue a meaningful interpretation. All the interpretations in Chaosmos are Eco’s. We have to conclude that Joyce did not create his model reader and left it to experts to discover some order in the chaos created by his poetics.

While the model reader is absent from Eco’s interpretation of Joyce, another fundamental concept of his narratology, the concept of (a possible) fictional world, makes a timid appearance. Eco reaches this concept by noticing its appearance in the discourse of contemporary science. On its theoretical level “science develops a pure, ‘imaginative,’ and hypothetical discourse which, like non-Euclidean geometry and logic, outlines possible worlds. The relationship between these pure discourses and the universe of real events need not be immediately demonstrated.” Eco then indicates how this discourse could be transmitted into the domain of literature: “Finnegans Wake is the first and most notable literary example of this tendency of contemporary art. . . . Finnegans Wake signals the birth of a new type of human discourse. This discourse no longer makes statements about the world; rather, it becomes a mirror-like representation of the world.”21

These are words that anticipate a radical turn in the conception of literary discourse and fictional worlds. And Eco will soon contribute substantially to realizing this turn. But at this moment, despite the indication of a different approach, Eco remains in the one-world-model frame. He does not grant the Joycean universe a sovereign status, the status of a possible alternate to the actual world. Only when the traditional hierarchy is reversed, when fictional worlds become the foreground and the actual world the background of the narratology of fiction, will we clearly recognize the structure and the meaning of fictional works, especially those based on radical experiments with world creation and destruction.

Eco’s early example of an open work—Joyce’s two experimental novels—was well chosen: the interpreter has to prove his mettle in facing a difficult text. No wonder, when he returns to the open work, that he chooses a text that is no less difficult, although it is an older work that had to be dug out of semi-oblivion—Alphons Allais’s Un Drame bien parisien (1890).22 This text is a rebus, “a strange hazardous game,” a trap for the reader. Now, however, Eco can face it with a fully developed narratology. He employs the model reader who, however, runs into difficulties. Eco proposes to explore Un Drame bien parisien with two kinds of readers: naïve and critical. The naïve reader, who has never read Stern’s Tristram Shandy, or Robbe-Grillet’s La Maison de rendez-vous (that is, who is not acquainted with experimental fiction), experiences the “horror vacui” of meaning, which is characteristic of human interpreters when they face a text lacking coherence and sense. Humans cannot accept a no-sense message; they try to assign it a meaning at any price. When reading Un Drame bien parisien, the naïve reader engages in false inferences and in the construction of phantom chapters in order to make Allais’s story coherent. For example, to explain the presence of the Templar and the Piroga at the ball, the naïve reader posits the hypothesis that Raoul read the letter received by Marguerite and vice versa. “However, the text does not support this thesis, on the contrary, it excludes it.” In fact the text “does not even once say something that could provoke suspicion that Raoul and Marguerita prepare to go to the ball: it presents at the ball a Piroga and a Templar without indicating anything that could lead to an assumption that they could be Raoul and Marguerita.”23

Eco thus clearly states that the naïve reader does not respect the text. This becomes especially obvious if we distinguish between logically legitimate and logically illegitimate implications. Logically legitimate implications, as Oswald Ducrot and Catherine Kerbrat-Orecchioni have each stated, are derived from the explicit text, while illegitimate ones are free inventions of the interpreter.24 We are entitled to claim that a reader who makes illegitimate implications cannot be a model reader in the sense of Eco’s definition. But Eco does not withdraw this designation to the naïve reader. Instead, he adjusts his definition of the model reader: the reader who makes false hypotheses and constructs phantom chapters is nevertheless a model reader if he makes these moves with an “honest intention,” that is, makes “a desperate effort” to “rationalize” a senseless story and make it meaningful.25 In my opinion, this adjustment undermines the concept of the model reader and should not be accepted into narratological theory.

Let us now look at how a “critical reader” deals with the devious text. He accepts the story as being inconsistent and incoherent and recognizes that the text “displays directly the process of its own contradictions.”26 In order to arrive at this conclusion, the critical reader has to perform a series of complex interpretive moves that require a battery of narratological, logical, and semantical concepts. We have to conclude that the critical reader of Un Drame bien parisien behaves like the expert reader avant la lettre. It is the expert interpreter who speaks through the critical reader. This is a conclusion that Eco himself did not draw. But in my opinion it confirms and justifies the need to subsume the expert reader under the label of model reader. The expert reader is a model reader with special qualifications. He does what the experimental text requires of him: reveals meaning in the meaningless and coherence in the fragmentation.

IV. POSSIBLE WORLDS

In introducing Allain’s Un Drame bien parisien, Eco places it “midway between Escher’s etchings and Borges’s stories (in both cases of course courageously ante litteram). . . . Therefore this story should be taken, with all due respect, as a narrative text which has the courage to narrate the story of itself.”27 In Eco’s analogy, Un Drame bien parisien becomes a precursor of postmodern fiction. For dealing with this text, Eco, the expert reader, has to accept new concepts into his interpretive arsenal, particularly the concept of possible worlds.

Although this might be a controversial statement, I believe that we have the right to claim that the introduction of possible worlds into analytic philosophy and its application in literary (narrative) theory are poststructuralist developments. In analytic philosophy it means a definitive move away from the one world of the modernist Russell-Quine paradigm and providing a solid ground for a multiple-world semantics of modalities. The link between postmodern fiction and the idea of possible worlds has been noticed already in the authoritative work of Brian McHale, Postmodern Fiction, and confirmed in my “Possible Worlds of Fiction and History.”28

The application of an abstract logical model to the interpretation of empirically existing fictions has not been without serious theoretical difficulties. Eco became one of the pioneers in overcoming these difficulties. Early on he recognized the general problem connected with the introduction of formal concepts into empirical research: easily handled in logical or mathematical formalisms, they become empty, at best metaphorical representations of empirical phenomena. Indeed, quite often mathematical or logical models have been applied in linguistics, text theory, poetics, and semiotics as pure formalisms, cumbersome giants with miniscule cognitive power.

Eco’s adaptation of the logical possible worlds model to the needs of narrative semantics is an example that many literary theorists and narratologists have followed. He started with the suggestion, expressed in one of his striking metaphors, that the possible worlds of text theory and literary semantics cannot be “bare” but must be “furnished”: “We shall speak not of abstract types of possible worlds that do not contain a list of individuals . . . but, on the contrary, of ‘pregnant’ worlds of which one must know all the acting individuals and their properties.”29 In his contribution to Nobel Symposium 65 (later included in The Limits of Interpretation) he finds useful Jaakko Hintikka’s concept of “small world”—“a relatively short course of local events.”30 If fictional worlds of literature are conceived as small, furnished possible worlds, then the formal logical concept becomes an operational concept of literary semantics without losing the stimulating features that originally come with it. Literary semantics in general and narratology in particular now have at their disposal such notions as possible fictional world, world’s general order, extentional and intensional fictional world structuring, fictional existence, narrative modalities, transworld identity, the construction and reconstruction of fictional worlds, etc.; and, last but not least, the concept of fictional encyclopedia derived from Eco’s crucial concept of “cultural encyclopedia,” the shared communal knowledge about a world. The concepts of possible-worlds semantics have become most fruitful for the semantic interpretation of fictional works.31

Eco’s original formulation of the possible-worlds semantics of fiction was not without its problems. He interpreted all possible worlds as “cultural constructs” and claimed: “Even the so-called ‘actual’ or ‘real’ world of reference must be taken as a possible world, that is, a cultural construct.”32 Yet the ontology of possible worlds does not commit us to this position. Already in Kripke’s original model, one of the worlds (G) was privileged by being called “actual.”33 Robert Adams recognized that possible-world semantics can operate on two different ontologies. “Actualism” deems the actual world to be ontologically special—a realm of actualized possibles—while “possibilism” treats all possible worlds as ontologically uniform, as mental constructs, for example.34 A semantics of fiction can be erected on the possibilist conception. But then we would have to give up the distinction between possible worlds of fiction and possible worlds as models of actuality (scientific models, historical models).35 I am sure that Eco would not want to give up this distinction and therefore I have to assume that “possibilism” is not his last word on this matter.

The dynamism of the concept of possible worlds in Eco’s literary semantics is best attested by his changing attitude to logically impossible worlds. Let me first explain. Fictional semantics has long recognized the distinction between “natural” and “supernatural” narratives. Natural narratives do not violate the laws of the actual world as we know them. All agents of natural worlds—such as Little Dorrit, Emma Bovary, Pierre Bezukhov—possess properties and abilities that are within the range of possible human properties and abilities. In contrast, in supernatural narratives events can happen that violate the laws of nature as we know them; agents with superhuman properties and abilities roam supernatural worlds. This traditional distinction, often designated as “realist” and “fantastic” fiction, can be relatively easily handled by possible-world semantics that distinguishes physically possible and physically impossible worlds.36 Although often confused with this possibility, logical possibility and impossibility are fundamentally different. The notion of logically impossible worlds was already introduced by Leibniz: logically impossible worlds are worlds that contain or imply contradictions.

A logically impossible world resists construction as strongly as does a circle being squared. But postmodern fiction has eagerly accepted the challenge of constructing logically impossible fictional worlds.37 Eco contributed to their theoretical analysis with a very important thesis: they cannot be conceived but they can be mentioned. “We cannot conceive of worlds furnished by square circles which can be bought for an amount of dollars corresponding to the highest even number. However . . . such a world can be mentioned” because “language can name nonexistent and inconceivable entities.”38 Eco thus lends support to postmodernist fiction makers who have been stubbornly expanding the domain of fiction beyond the logically possible.39

Eco’s contribution to the possible-worlds semantics of literary fictions goes beyond the specification of the concept of fictional world. He is again and again attracted to the problem of the relationship(s) of the real (actual) world to fictional worlds. He notices busy two-way traffic. Not only do real entities enter fictional worlds but many fictional entities, like Sherlock Holmes and Leopold Bloom, have been assigned the status of reality. Tourists search for Holmes’s house in London’s Baker Street and fans of Joyce gather in Dublin for the “Bloomsday.”40 We have to emphasize, however, that these transports involve the crossing of world boundaries where actual entities have to accept the status of fictional counterparts and vice versa.

V. THE LIMITS OF INTERPRETATION

The problem of the interpretation of narrative with or without the aid of the model reader is part and parcel of a more general problem—the interpretation of verbal or textual signs. Eco’s studies of the interpretation of narrative are thus a contribution to the solution of the general problem of interpretation and, conversely, the narratological problem is illuminated by his reflections on interpretation in general. In Lector in fabula Eco states that the general problem of interpretation never disappeared from his discourse. It remained a central theme of his theorizing in the post Lector in fabula years as well. It became, in fact, more pressing due to the emergence of a new philosophical and theoretical paradigm, the paradigm of poststructuralism. Poststructuralists expanded the general problem of text interpretation by relating it, not only to literary texts, but to all texts, especially to those of philosophy, religion, law, and history, thus recovering the entire scope of traditional hermeneutics. However, the widening of the scope of text interpretation was not matched by more rigorous methods of interpretation. On the contrary, the thesis of the absolute freedom of interpretation gained wide recognition. In The Limits of Interpretation and a unique collective work, Interpretation and Overinterpretation,41 Eco engaged in a debate with the proponents of absolute interpretive freedom.

Eco proceeds from a semiotic conception of meaning. Meaning is inherent in the words of a language: that is why we differentiate between “fig” and “apple.” The meaning of a word is certainly influenced by the structure of the lexicon and by the context of use. Nevertheless, the core meaning is shared by a community and therefore the speakers of the same language can understand each other. There is no reason why the claim of inherent meaning could not be true of higher-order verbal forms, sentences, or texts since they are made of words. “No reader-oriented theory can avoid such a constraint.”42 Eco reasserts his earlier assumption that interpretation is to be distinguished from the use of texts. There are many and frequent uses of literary texts for various purposes in social communication—for advertisements, for political or religious propaganda, for gaining social status, and, in the case of writers, to imitate, paraphrase, parody. But interpreting texts has no such “practical” purposes. Interpretation means studying “the dialectics between the rights of texts and the rights of their interpreters.” And Eco claims that “in the course of the last decades, the rights of the interpreters have been overstressed.”43

In Interpretation and Overinterpretation it is Richard Rorty who assumes the role of the principal advocatus diaboli. From the position of a radical pragmatist, a pragmatist who reached “the final stage of the Pragmatist’s Progress,” he attacks the very concept of interpretation by erasing Eco’s distinction between interpretation and use.44 All we can do with texts is to use them for various purposes. “All anybody ever does with anything is use it. Interpreting something, knowing it, penetrating to its essence, and so on are all just various ways of describing some process of putting it to work.”45 Rorty tries to strengthen this thesis by resorting to the example of our attitude to programming languages. “If I use a certain computer program for writing essays, I do not need to know about the cleverness with which she [the programmer] designed the various subroutines, much less about how they look in BASIC or in some other compiler language.”46

Rorty further damages the concept of interpretation in a second move by dissolving it in the act of reading—interpretation is a part of reading. And reading is an ad hoc activity: “Reading texts is a matter of reading them in the light of other texts, people, obsessions, bits of information or what have you, and then seeing what happens.”47 The activity of the reader is an adventurous game with no rules and with unforeseeable outcomes. Or better still, it is the activity of a reader who “beats the text into a shape which will serve his purpose.”48 In consequence, Rorty’s reading of Foucault’s Pendulum has no more and no less legitimacy than the reading of a housewife from Peoria.

At this point we should take notice of Johnathan Culler’s critique of Rorty’s radical position. He looks closer at Rorty’s claim about the use of programming languages:


 

While for many significant purposes, it is not important to find out how computer programs or natural languages or literary discourses work, for the academic study of these subjects—computer science, linguistics, and literary criticism and theory—the point is precisely to attempt to understand how these languages work, what enables them to function as they do, and under what circumstances they might function differently.49



Specifically:


 

The point is that the attempt to understand how literature works is a valid intellectual pursuit, though not of interest to everyone. . . . And the idea of literary study as a discipline is precisely the attempt to develop a systematic understanding of the semiotic mechanisms of literature, the various strategies of its forms.

What is missing from Rorty’s response . . . is any sense that literary studies might consist of more than loving and responding to characters and themes in literary works. He can imagine people using literature to learn about themselves—certainly a major use of literature—but not, it seems, learning something about literature. . . . In studying literature, people do not just develop interpretations (uses) of particular works but also acquire a general understanding of how literature operates—its range of possibilities and characteristic structures.50



Culler’s defense of the study of literature as a cognitive discipline is worth a thorough reflection. But in this essay we have to return to Eco. He would not be Eco if he did not seek advice on the problem of interpretation in history. First, he refreshes our knowledge of the history of Hermeticism, which he had already presented in The Limits of Interpretation. Then he observes that Hermeticism has followed the Greco-Roman rational tradition like its shadow: “Fascinated by infinity, Greek civilization, alongside the concept of identity and non-contradiction, constructs the idea of continuous metamorphosis, symbolized by Hermes.”51 Hermeticism presupposes that a text “hides” its true meaning, and even if a certain meaning is recovered it just conceals another secret meaning. It presupposes that “meaning is infinite—the reader must suspect that every line [of a text] conceals another secret meaning; words, instead of saying, hide the untold.”52 In the framework of this conception of meaning, interpretation is necessarily indefinite. “The attempt to look for a final, unattainable meaning leads to the acceptance of a neverending drift or sliding of meaning.”53 At this point we catch the analogy between Hermetic drift and the postmodern developments in the conceptions of meaning:


 

The Hermetic model paradoxically contributes to the birth of its new adversary, modern scientific rationalism. New Hermetic irrationalism oscillates between, on the one hand, mystics and alchemists, and on the other, poets and philosophers, from Goethe to Gérard de Nerval and Yeats, from Schelling to Franz von Bader, from Heidegger to Jung. And in many postmodern concepts of criticism, it is not difficult to recognize the idea of the continuous slippage of meaning.54



It should be added that in The Limits of Interpretation Eco had already set the Hermetic drift apart from the Peircean concept of unlimited semiosis. The Peircean method of interpretation leads from one interpretant to another, but in the process “the sign is more and more determined both in its breadth and in its depth. In the course of unlimited semiosis the interpretation approximates (even though asymptotically) the final logical interpretant.”55

Regarding the problem of “hidden” meaning, we should take a detour to explain Eco’s treatment of anagrams, the “microsites” of secret meaning. Eco does not deny the existence of anagrams in some poetic texts—for example, Leopardi’s “salivi” is an anagram of “Silvia.” However, he rejects the idea that anagrams are widespread: “The Italian alphabet has only twenty one letters and . . . there are many chances of meeting pseudo-anagrams of Silvia even in the Italian Constitution.”56 Eco’s case would be strengthened had he recalled Saussure’s abandoned study of anagrams.57 Exhausted, Saussure recognized that anagrams are everywhere or nowhere, gave up, and proceeded to develop a semiotic conception of meaning.

Summing up, Eco presents two sharply different conceptions of (literary) text interpretation: “On one side, it is assumed that to interpret a text means to find out . . . its objective nature or essence, an essence which, as such, is independent of interpretation. On the other side it is assumed that texts can be interpreted in infinite ways.” In the formulation of the first position we can clearly hear the voice of Lévi-Strauss, in the second one the echo of deconstruction in general and Rorty in particular. Calling both of the radical positions “epistemological fanaticism,” Eco brings to a culmination his long search for “the criteria of limiting interpretation.” It is the text itself that limits the range of its possible interpretations by being a “system of signification,” “a system of internal relationships that actualizes certain possible connections and narcotizes others. . . . Before a text is produced, every kind of text could be invented. After the text has been produced, it is possible to make that text say many things—in certain cases a potentially infinite number of things—but it is impossible—or at least critically illegitimate—to make it say what it does not say. . . . If there are no rules that help to ascertain which interpretations are the ‘best’ ones, there is at least a rule for ascertaining which ones are ‘bad.’”58 Thus, in Eco’s general theory of interpretation the postulate of respecting the text, of respecting the intentio operis, arrived at in his narratology, is reconfirmed.

But how do we determine the intentio operis? In answering this question Eco links with Culler, albeit only implicitly. He recalls from oblivion another procedure to deal with literary texts, the procedure of analysis. He reports on a seminar in which he and his students subjected Gérard de Nerval’s Sylvie to thorough analysis.


 

We hope to have explained—after a quasi-anatomical analysis of every line of that text, scoring the verbal tenses, the different role played by the pronoun je as referred to different temporal situations, and so on and so forth—by which semiotic means that text creates its multiple and mutually contradictory effects and why in the history of its interpretation it was able to elicit and support so many different meanings. . . . I presume to have understood better how Sylvie works.59 Two instructive statements can be elicited from Eco’s analysis. First, a text analysis of this sort requires theoretical and conceptual tools that cannot be commonly ascribed to any “lay” reader. Here a reader expert is at work and Eco’s theory of interpretation requires the introduction of such a reader or the inclusion of the expert reader-analyst into the domain of the model reader. Second, if you find in Eco’s treatment of Sylvie traces of previous stages of poetics, you are right. “How Sylvie works” sounds remarkably like “how Don Quixote is made” (Viktor Shklovsky) or “how Gogol’s The Overcoat is made” (Boris Eichenbaum) and, ultimately, “how Baudelaire’s Les Chats is made” (Roman Jakobson and Claude Lévi-Strauss). Did Eco suddenly remember that his predecessors in the semiotic theory of meaning—Jakobson, Mukařovský, Barthes, and others—did not teach us to assign this or that meaning to a literary text, but, rather, to analyze the text in order to reveal its overt and covert strategies of meaning production? If we reached a stage where interpretations can proceed without any regard to the text to be interpreted, then it might be time to ask that interpretations be justified by careful textual analysis.



VI. CONCLUSION

Eco’s narratology would be remarkable and deserve our attention in any age. It is, however, especially instructive in the age that we call poststructuralism or postmodernism. Thanks to his amazing versatility, Eco was able to participate actively in the new developments. He is a postmodernist not only in his narrative fiction but also in his narrative theory. He is a poststructuralist in developing the complementary concepts of the open work and the model reader. He is a poststructuralist by accepting the concept of possible worlds into the theory of literary fiction. However, and here we summarize our previous sine qua non, the poststructuralist Eco is not willing to sacrifice, to throw overboard the achievements of structuralism. For him “post-” does not mean “anti-.” He continues to cultivate the most precious heritage of literary structuralism—an explicit, exact, and systematic poetics. And he continues to emphasize the need for an interdisciplinary frame of this poetics—semiotics, analytic philosophy of language, modal semantics, text theory. Taking into account both his theory of narrative fiction and his prodigious output of literary fiction, we recognize in Eco a postmodern renaissance man (it is not an oxymoron!), one of the many supranational and supratemporal cultural personalities that the fertile Italian soil has grown.

LUBOMÍR DOLEŽEL

UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO

DECEMBER 2012

NOTES

  1. Umberto Eco, “James Bond: Une combinatoire narrative,” Communications 8 (1966). Translated as “Narrative Structures in Fleming,” in Oreste del Buono and Umberto Eco, eds., The Bond Affair (London: MacDonald and Co., 1966), later expanded in Umberto Eco, The Role of the Reader (see note 2).

  2. Umberto Eco, The Role of the Reader: Explorations in the Semiotics of Texts (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1979).

  3. Ibid., 123.

  4. Vladimir Propp, Morphology of the Folk Tale, 2nd ed. (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1968), 79. Eco invites us to consider this aspect and effect in Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven”: “If we read only the pages that he devotes to the production of emotions which he saw as his aim, we would think we were dealing with a screenwriter for Dallas. . . . Luckily he knew that if plot is the dominant element in every story, it must however be tempered with other elements . . . (the) number of lines, . . . (the) musicality of the word ‘Nevermore,’ . . . the deliberate contrast between Pallas’s white breast and the blackness of the raven, and everything that makes ‘The Raven’ a poetic composition and not a horror film.” Umberto Eco, On Literature, trans. M. McLaughlin (Orlando: Harcourt, 2004), 249–50.

  5. Umberto Eco, The Limits of Interpretation (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990).

  6. Since Eco’s Lector in fabula: La cooperazione interpretativa nei testi narrativi (Milan: Bompiani 1979) is not fully available in English translation and I cannot follow the Italian original, my references will be to the Czech translation, Umberto Eco, Lector in fabula: Role čtenáře, aneb, Interpretační kooperace v narativních textech, trans. Zdeněk Frýbort (Prague: Academia, 2010), 71. I will indicate this in each case. Translating the Czech translation into English goes against my principle that a researcher should read his sources in the original language, but in this case I have to make an exception, hopefully excused by the wish Eco had to translate into Czech the “extended” Lector in fabula instead of the shorter (but internationally better known) The Role of the Reader.

  7. Eco, Lector in fabula, 17 (my translation from the Czech translation).

  8. What happened to the author in the semiotic conception of literature? He was equally transformed from a human being, endowed with a body and a mind, into a semiotic subject (see Roman Jakobson, “Co Je Poesie?” Volné Smĕry 30 (1933–1934); Jan Mukařovský, Kapitoly z české (Chapters from Czech poetics), vol. 1 (Prague: Svoboda, 1948). Eco’s focusing on the text-reader relationship leads seemingly to the erasure of the author just as happened in the reader-oriented criticism. But on a closer inspection, aided by Rocco Capozzi, we discover that Eco did not accept the claim that the author is “dead.” In section 3 of Lector in fabula Eco complements the concept of model reader with the concept of model author and, quite in the spirit of Prague structuralism, insists on divorcing the model author, “the subject of textual strategy,” from the “empirical subject.” Eco, Lector in fabula, 82 (my translation from the Czech translation). See Rocco Capozzi, “Interpretation and Overinterpretation: The Rights of Texts, Readers and Implied Authors,” in Capozzi, ed., Reading Eco: An Anthology (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997), 222–23.

  9. Eco, Lector in fabula, 79 (my translation from the Czech translation).

10. Umberto Eco, Postscript to The Name of the Rose, trans. W. Weaver (San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1984), 49–50.

11. Ibid., 50 (my emphasis).

12. Umberto Eco, Le poetiche di Joyce (Milan: Bompiani, 1966); The Aesthetics of Chaosmos: The Middle Ages of James Joyce, trans. Ellen Esrock (London: Hutchinson, 1982).

13. Eco, The Aesthetics of Chaosmos, 41, 43.

14. Ibid., 47.

15. Ibid., 61.

16. Ibid., 74.

17. Ibid., 81. Farronato expresses the synthesis in these words: “Eco sees Finnegans Wake, even more than Ulysses as an immense catalogue of authoritative quotations.” Christina Farronato, Eco’s Chaosmos (Toronto: University of Toronto, 2003), 17.

18. See the schema in Eco, The Aesthetics of Chaosmos, 71.

19. Ibid., 83–84.

20. Ibid., 89n16.

21. Ibid., 86.

22. Alphonse Allais, Un Drame bien parisien (Paris: Etre, 2007).

23. Eco, Lector in fabula, 236 (my translation from the Czech translation).

24. Oswald Ducrot, Dire et ne pas dire (Paris: Hermann, 1972), 8. Catherine Kerbrat-Orecchioni, L’Implicite (Paris: Colin, 1986), 43–47.

25. Eco presented Allais’s Un Drame bien parisien to two groups of “empirical readers.” The results of the test led him to suggest that “empirical readers behaved essentially like the naïve Model reader.” Eco, The Role of the Reader, 279.

26. Eco, Lector in fabula, 62, 63 (my translation from the Czech translation).

27. Ibid., 234 (my translation from the Czech translation).

28. Brian McHale, Postmodernist Fiction (London: Methuen, 1987). Lubomír Doležel, “Possible Worlds of Fiction and History,” New Literary History 29, no. 4 (1998): 785–809.

29. Eco, The Role of the Reader, 218.

30. Umberto Eco, “Report of Session 3: Literature and Arts,” in Sture Allén, ed., Possible Worlds in Humanities, Arts and Sciences: Proceedings of Nobel Symposium 65 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1989), 55.

31. See Lubomír Doležel, Heterocosmica: Fiction and Possible Worlds (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998), 163–68, 222–23.

32. Eco, The Role of the Reader, 222.

33. Saul A. Kripke, “Semantical Considerations on Modal Logic,” Acta Philosophica Fennica 16: 83–94; reprinted in Farhang Zabeeh, E. D. Klemke, and Arthur Jacobsen, eds., Readings in Semantics (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1963).

34. Robert Adams, “Theories of Actuality,” in Michael J. Loux, ed., The Possible and the Actual: Readings in the Metaphysics of Modality (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1979).

35. For a detailed discussion of this dichotomy see Lubomír Doležel, Possible Worlds of Fiction and History: The Postmodern Stage (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010).

36. See Raymond Bradley and Norman Swartz, Possible Worlds: An Introduction to Logic and Its Philosophy (Oxford: Blackwell, 1979), 6.

37. See Doležel, Heterocosmica, 163–68, 222–23.

38. Eco, The Limits of Interpretation, 76. See also Eco, Six Walks in the Fictional Woods (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994), 81–83.

39. Michael Caesar indicates that worlds that are “impossible to do” “may be relevant to Eco’s own fiction, and particularly to his third novel.” Michael Caesar, Umberto Eco: Philosophy, Semiotics and the Work of Fiction (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1999), 134.

40. Eco, Six Walks in the Fictional Woods, 169.

41. Umberto Eco with Richard Rorty, Jonathan Culler, and Christina Brook-Rose, Interpretation and Overinterpretation, ed. Stefan Collini (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992).

42. Ibid., 43.

43. Ibid., 23.

44. “This is the stage in which all descriptions (including one’s self-description as a pragmatist) are evaluated according to their efficacy as instruments for purposes, rather than by their fidelity to the object described.” Ibid., 92.

45. Ibid., 93.

46. Ibid., 104.

47. Ibid., 105.

48. Richard Rorty, Consequences of Pragmatism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982), quoted by Eco in Interpretation and Overinterpretation, 25. No wonder, to a student of literature such a statement sounds like blasphemy.

49. Eco et al., Interpretation and Overinterpretation, 116–17.

50. Ibid., 117–18.

51. Ibid., 29.

52. Ibid., 39.

53. Ibid., 32.

54. Ibid., 34.

55. Eco, The Limits of Interpretation, 28.

56. Eco et al., Interpretation and Overinterpretation, 71, 72.

57. See Jean Starobiński, Words Upon Words: The Anagrams of Ferdinand De Saussure, trans. Olivia Emmet (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1979); and Lubomír Doležel, Occidental Poetics: Tradition and Progress (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1990).

58. Eco et al., Interpretation and Overinterpretation, 52.

59. Ibid., 147–48.




17

Ulla Musarra-Schrøder

“ENCYCLOPEDIA” AND “POSSIBLE WORLDS”: HISTORY, FICTION, AND FALSIFICATION IN THE NOVELS OF UMBERTO ECO

Between Eco’s theoretical work, his explorations of the fields of aesthetics, semiotics, and reader-oriented narratology, and his literary work, there is an intense and complex relationship. Many of the theoretical ideas converge in the novels, where they are essential to themes and narrative structure. The relation between the theoretical work and the novels can therefore be conceptualized in terms of structural incorporation and novelization rather than practical application.1 Moreover, the single novels elaborate successive phases of the theoretical production. Thus many pages of The Name of the Rose are tributary to A Theory of Semiotics, The Role of the Reader, and parts of The Sign of Three, whereas the theoretical background of Foucault’s Pendulum includes chapters of The Limits of Interpretation. To the theoretical framework of The Island of the Day Before belongs the theory of metaphor, partly derived from The Role of the Reader and from Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language. As regards Baudolino, some theoretical points of departure might be found in Kant and the Platypus and others in “The Force of Falsity” (in Serendipities), whereas The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana involves theories of memory and oblivion, as elaborated in From the Tree to the Labyrinth. In Eco’s novel The Prague Cemetery two of the already quoted texts, those which deal with the themes of falsity and of oblivion, converge. However, the relation between Eco’s theoretical work and his novels is no one-way affair, but, rather, an intricate interplay insofar as the practical exercises in theory, as performed in the novels, may constitute a feedback for semiotic theory. In all of Eco’s novels the theoretical concepts of unlimited semiosis, encyclopedia, and possible worlds are particularly relevant. In the following two paragraphs I will principally focus on these key concepts within the framework of narrative semiotics.

I. ENCYCLOPEDIA AND UNLIMITED SEMIOSIS

The concept of the “encyclopedia” was introduced in A Theory of Semiotics (1976) where it represents a concrete, historical, and social semantic competence in place of the ideal competence that characterizes the more rigid model of the “dictionary.”2 The encyclopedia can be presented as a “sememe,” which might be read following various possible routes, a process of reading which includes all conventional connotations dependent on the corresponding denotations and on specific contextual and circumstantial selections. In the componential tree of the sememe, the units (“semes” or “semantic markers”) depend on various cultural contexts; in the case of the sememe “whale” we can distinguish the (stable or unstable) encyclopedic competences of a zoologist, a medieval author, a layman, or fisherman for whom, as for some characters in Moby Dick, the “whale” is a fabulous and diabolical animal.3 In his further elaboration of the concept Eco uses M. Ross Quillian’s n-dimensional model of semantic memory, which approaches Charles Sanders Peirce’s model of unlimited semiosis. In Quillian’s model numerous links connect a type A (a given lexeme) to a multiplicity of tokens (other lexemes). Each of the latter may become a type B that may itself be linked up with many other tokens, much in the same way as any sign, according to Peirce, may be linked with a multiplicity of other signs, their interpretants, which in turn may give rise to other signs or interpretants, and so on, potentially ad infinitum. According to Eco, it would be almost impossible to give a graphic representation of this process. “It must appear as a sort of polydimensional network, equipped with topological properties, in which the distances covered are abbreviated or elongated and each term acquires proximity with others by means of short-cuts and immediate contacts, meanwhile remaining linked with all the others, according to continually changing relationships.”4

In many of the essays and theoretical texts that follow, Eco explores further the connection between the idea of encyclopedia and that of unlimited semiosis, extending the theoretical field of semiotics from single lexemes to entire discourses or texts. In the first chapter of Lector in fabula, as well as in the introduction to The Role of the Reader, he describes the sememe as a virtual text and the text as an expanded sememe, an idea that was also implicit in the model of unlimited semiosis.5 A text may be conceived of as a great comprehensive interpretant or as a series of interpretants. In fact one of the concrete examples of the sememe is an entire novel: Stendhal’s Le Rouge et le noir is not only an interpretant of the statement “Napoleon died in 1821” but also the result of an “encyclopedia,” which includes the frustrations of a generation that, too late, had experienced the Bonapartist dream.6 In his theoretical work from the 1980s and 1990s Eco will repeatedly underline the difference between unlimited semiosis and “Hermetic semiosis” or “drift.” According to the latter, every element of the world is in some way linked to every other element (or to many other elements) by means of similarities or resemblances but also to every element (or to many) of a superior world. Contrary to unlimited semiosis, the Hermetic semiosis observes no semantic rules or contextual constraints.7

In the 1970s the focus shifts from the structuralist concept of code to that of encyclopedia, a broader and more flexible semiotic and pragmatic concept.8 Like the code, the encyclopedia is a sort of rule, a regulatory system, but it is, in addition, an open model which foresees many “paths” or many complementary disjunctions of a global semantic spectrum.9 Only in this enlarged sense would the term code be useful. This appears in a passage in one of the essays on James Joyce where Eco describes the encyclopedia as an ideal structure of a complete memory, an open code that constitutes the semiotic presupposition of the textual complexity of Finnegans Wake. “If the model of our encyclopedic competence is an immense web of interpretants where from every single point of the net every other point can be reached, then one could reread the whole Joycean opus as the gigantic attempt of presupposing, as its own reading code, an encyclopedia.”10 The concept of encyclopedia includes several levels. Next to a semiotic regulatory level inspired by the Quillian model and that of unlimited semiosis, Eco refers to an operational, semiosic level (the level of artistic activity, for instance: the artist who, like Joyce, posits new relations between the elements of the “rhizome” of experience), but also to a global encyclopedia, a semiosic reality or sort of archive of all registered interpretations, which might be conceived of as the library of libraries, a library that is also the archive of all (verbal and nonverbal) existing information.11 This global encyclopedia, or global inventory of knowledge, remains, however, a theoretical postulate since it can never be known or represented in its totality. In practice we will only be able to map out local or limited portions of the entire encyclopedia, a process which activates various (sociocultural or individual) types of encyclopedic competence. In the concrete case of a given (literary or scientific) text, the competence in question will be that of the author, of the “model reader,” or of the empirical reader, a competence implied by given cultural, situational, or individual contexts.

In various essays from the 1980s Eco presents the metaphor of the rhizome as useful to a structural representation of the encyclopedia.12 The rhizome may be conceived of as a complex and polydimensional labyrinth or network, which differs from the historical types of the labyrinths such as the classical labyrinth of Knossos and the Irrweg or maze of Mannerism. It has many features in common with the model proposed by the philosophers of the Enlightenment, in particular d’Alembert who, in his introduction to the Encyclopédie, presents the system of the sciences and the arts as a complex and confusing labyrinth where the only way of knowing is to construct tentative pseudo trees or local maps. The construction of local maps is important to anyone who tries to interpret a text. Independently of the sort of text, the addressee or reader will decide to limit him/herself to one concrete portion of the encyclopedia in question, activating his/her own encyclopedic competence.13 Interpretation is in fact similar to traveling inside the complex space of a labyrinth: the reader, like a traveler, will proceed by conjectures. In accordance with this similitude, Eco describes the reading process as an “inferential walk” during which the reader will make forecasts about the course and the outcome of the events narrated. The inferences will be supported by discursive or intertextual “frames.”14

One of the problems related to the concept of encyclopedia is, as Eco often has pointed out, the question of its format. The idea of a global or maximal encyclopedia will, practically, exceed every cognitive capacity. In From the Tree to the Labyrinth he confirms that any encyclopedic representation is local and always activated by determined contextual and circumstantial selections. The encyclopedia is potentially infinite because it is elastic and always open to new knowledge. Eco suggests that the faculty of the literary text to open and enrich our encyclopedic competence is partly the merit of the metaphor that in Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language is defined as “a cognitive instrument.”15 In fact the function of the metaphor is to teach us to see, to look at, and to know something in a new way; it is therefore an intrinsic part of the process of unlimited semiosis. The degree of openness is a criterion for the value of a metaphor. An open metaphor requires from the reader an interpretive labor that, by means of inferences and abductions, enables him/her to know something more: “There remains the criterion of the greater or lesser openness, that is, how far a metaphor allows us to travel along the pathways of semiosis and to discover the labyrinths of the encyclopedia. In the course of such traverses, the terms in question are enriched with properties that the encyclopedia did not yet grant them.”16 In From the Tree to the Labyrinth Eco questions once more the format of the encyclopedia, proposing a distinction between a multiplicity of specialist encyclopedias and an average encyclopedia. The latter may be identified with a given culture and includes numerous individual encyclopedias. The maximal encyclopedia, apart from being a postulate, a regulatory model, has a material existence insofar as it contains anything deposited in books and in images, anything which may function as an interpretant. It represents a vast archive of data, some of which are no longer registered by the encyclopedia. It is the task of the historian, but also of the writer of historical novels, to excavate the data that have disappeared, the encyclopedic portions that the encyclopedia might have forgotten or removed, and to return them to the average encyclopedia of the general reader.

II. FROM ENCYCLOPEDIA TO POSSIBLE WORLDS

In Lector in fabula and The Role of the Reader one of the most important items is the connection between the theoretical field of encyclopedia and that of possible worlds. Referring to Peirce, Eco affirms that the infinite series of interpretants would make semiosis unattainable and that the logical limit of the encyclopedia would be the universe of discourse. This notion seems to open interesting perspectives on the item of possible worlds insofar as it reduces the field of the encyclopedia to concrete universes of discourse, among which is the restricted or “small” world of fiction.17 Eco demonstrates that the concepts of encyclopedia and inferential walks are closely interconnected: in the case of the interpretation of a narrative text it is the encyclopedia that offers the frames for the inferences by the reader, which in their turn result in the (provisional) construction or projection of (hypothetical) possible worlds as, for instance, a possible course of events.18 According to Eco, the fictional world is not simply one possible world: besides the world constructed (imagined and described) by the author (a world made up of individuals, properties, events), the narrative includes the so-called doxastic worlds, which consist of the imaginations, fantasies, dreams, and beliefs of the characters but also the possible worlds projected by the reader during his/her inferential walks.

In The Limits of Interpretation Eco considers the possible world as a “small world,” as an incomplete and in a certain sense “handicapped world,” but it is not empty—on the contrary.19 As Eco had outlined in The Role of the Reader, possible worlds are “furnished,” perhaps overfurnished.20 A possible world takes most of its individuals and properties from the “real” world that constitutes its world of reference. Moreover, the possible world is mainly regulated by laws that apply to the world of reference, the laws of “our” experience, and “our” encyclopedia. “A fictional text abundantly overlaps the world of the reader’s encyclopedia. But also, from a theoretical point of view, this overlapping is indispensable, and not only for fictional worlds. . . . Thus all possible worlds, and fictional worlds in particular, pick up many of their individuals as already recognizable as such in the world of reference.”21 The relations between the world of reference and the possible world can be described in terms of “transworld identity” and “accessibility.”22 The two notions are useful criteria for distinguishing between various literary genres (between a historical novel, for instance, and a fairy tale)23 but they can also be applied to the analysis of the relation between the “real” world of the fiction and the embedded doxastic worlds. From the point of view of the characters, the world inside which they live is their “real” world or world of reference—a world that may in part differ from the worlds of their beliefs (dreams, fantasies). In many cases the doxastic worlds of the characters will diverge from their world of reference, that which will compromise the degree of accessibility. In comparison with the “real” world of the fiction, the doxastic worlds may be the result of false and deceptive constructions. Eco refers to the discrepancy between the two possible worlds constructed in Sophocles’s Oedipus Rex, the illusory world of Oedipus and the world of the knowledge of Tiresias, the world which has been taken by Sophocles as the report of the actual course of events. He describes this case of failed accessibility in terms of “blindness”: “Oedipus Rex is the story of a tragic inaccessibility. Oedipus blinds himself because he was unable to see that he was living a world that was not accessible to and from the real one.”24 The destiny of Oedipus prefigures that of some characters in Eco’s novels, for instance, Jacopo Belbo and Baudolino. Like Oedipus, they discover too late that they have been blind to the real or actual course of events. Moreover, their blindness, like that of Oedipus, is similar to “our” blindness with regard to our world structures:


 

Oedipus cannot reformulate his world. He has to throw it away. A good reason to go mad. Or to make himself blind. As a matter of fact, it is exactly such a story of tragic “blindness” that our world structures have schematically displayed: how was it possible to be so blind not to see to what extent the world of one’s beliefs was so inaccessible to the world of facts, and vice versa?25



Chapter 4 of The Limits of Interpretation deals with the question of the impossibility of possible worlds. Among the categories of the credible, the verisimilar, and the conceivable, the last one seems to be the most representative: possible worlds that appear verisimilar and credible, as well as possible worlds that sound nonverisimilar and scarcely credible, may be conceivable. In the second case, for instance that of the world represented in a fairy tale, a world in which animals speak, the text requires a certain flexibility from the reader: he/she should be willing to adapt his/her own encyclopedia to that of the possible world of the fairy tale. From these two types of possible worlds differs the type of inconceivable worlds, possible worlds which violate the epistemological and logical laws of our world of reference—worlds furnished with square circles, for instance, or with characters traveling into the future.26 Although this type of world is inconceivable, it may be mentioned or represented in literature, especially in the fantastic novel and science fiction, genres which presuppose a very flexible cooperation on the part of the reader. Eco considers this type of inconceivable world an extreme instance of impossible possible worlds. They are worlds characterized by inner contradictions and may—according to the terminology proposed by Doležel—be defined as self-disclosing metafiction.27 Examples of these kinds of impossible possible worlds are numerous in the visual and plastic arts (Eco quotes Penrose’s famous figure), where they are more evident than in a written text. In the latter the discovery of some bewildering incongruity or puzzling impossibility may be delayed until the end of the text. Further on we will see how Eco uses certain narrative strategies to keep in balance the poles of the conceivable and the inconceivable, the possible and the impossible.

III. ENCYCLOPEDIA, POSSIBLE WORLDS, HISTORY IN ECO’S NOVELS

In Eco’s novels the possible worlds depend on complex intersections of various types of encyclopedic competences, from the encyclopedia of the various historical periods in question (the Middle Ages, the centuries of Mannerism, the Baroque, and the Enlightenment, and, in the latest novel, the nineteenth century) to the numerous individual encyclopedic competences correlated to the respective worlds of the cultural and practical experience of the single characters, but also from the average encyclopedia of the reader (his/her ideas concerning the historical period represented in the novel) to specific specialist encyclopedias, which may correspond to the vast historical knowledge of the author. Within this network of cultural and historical knowledge, where numerous encyclopedic competences come together or intertwine, I will stress the importance of the doxastic worlds, which often coincide with embedded narratives, in which the historical encyclopedia may be subject to modification, correction, or falsification. In fact the experiences of the individual characters—often permeated with fantasies, inventions, and lies—interfere with the historical events. However, in the historical novels (in particular The Name of the Rose, The Island of the Day Before, Baudolino, and The Prague Cemetery) the first distinctive component is History, which serves as an anchoring of the individual stories. In the possible worlds of Eco’s novels, individuals and properties, belonging to the historical world of reference, are always abundantly present, which results in a more or less high degree of transworld identity and accessibility. Eco in fact does not invent history but rewrites it, transferring some of his characters from history to fiction, where they will act as variants of “real” historical individuals, and inventing others, who will be inserted in the interstices between the historical data, where they will reactivate parts of the historical encyclopedia and open up new cognitive perspectives. The encyclopedia functions as a model of experience and knowledge, constituting therefore a motif that sustains the events narrated as well as the narrative act. Moreover, the encyclopedia is illustrated on a metanarrative level (often by means of mises en abyme) by concrete spaces such as labyrinths, libraries, and publishing houses. The encyclopedia finally constitutes a structuring device that determines the intertextual variety—the extraordinary richness of quotations, allusions, and palimpsests—that characterizes Eco’s novels.

As a narrative that ironically rewrites various genres—the historical novel, the detective, the philosophical novel—The Name of the Rose has often been defined as an instance of postmodernism.28 Although these genres are structurally intertwined, the novel primarily requires from the reader an average encyclopedical competence that implies a certain knowledge of the history and culture of the Middle Ages, but also a competence which includes more specialist insights belonging to medieval as well as to modern philosophical thinking.29 From the medieval world of reference, the possible world of the novel borrows a series of historical facts (for example, the conflict between Pope John XXII and the Emperor Louis IV of Bavaria in 1327) and individuals (from Roger Bacon to William of Ockham and from Marsilius of Padua, Michael of Cesena, and Ubertino of Casale to Bernard Gui and others). In relation to this historical framework the journey of the two fictional protagonists, the Franciscan William of Baskerville and the Benedictine novice Adso of Melk (a journey through the Northern Apennines to the Benedictine monastery, where in November 1327 William has to intervene in the negotiations between the Pope and a group of Franciscans on the question of the discrepancy between the wealth of the Church and the poverty of Christ), is historically credible or necessary. This seemingly authentic historical framework is slightly destabilized by various anachronisms, including allusions to personalities who belong to a modern cultural encyclopedia such as Borges, Wittgenstein, and some modern French thinkers. Evidently even the two protagonists are instances of this sort of anachronism insofar as their names and manners ironically indicate their derivation from Conan Doyle. As a detective, however, William’s competence surpasses that of Sherlock Holmes. His encyclopedia is so elastic as to include reminiscences of the investigative method exercised by Voltaire’s Zadig and, before him, by the three sons of King Serendippo in one of the short stories of Giovanni Sercambi.30 Having identified the horse Brunellus, William explains this act of “serendipity,” of unexpected, fortunate discovery,31 as the result of a form of reasoning, similar to Peircean “abduction,” the form of creative inferential thinking that Eco sees as indispensable to open semiotic (scientific or interpretive) processes.32

In The Name of the Rose the embedded doxastic worlds include the numerous learned conversations, representative of medieval theology and of the religious ideas that prevail within the community of the monastery. Moreover, Adso’s encyclopedic competence corresponds largely to the medieval system of thought. In the architecture of the Aedificium, the principal building of the abbey, he recognizes the eternal principles of beauty, harmony, and hierarchical order. Even in the variety of figures sculpted on the tympanon of the church portal, he manages to discern a higher order, a cosmic harmony. But the two mises en abyme, the architectural as well as the sculptural one, also comprise clearly disquieting elements that foreshadow what will go on in the abbey. From the very beginning of the novel the reader is prepared for the final insight, the conviction expressed by William, that there is no higher cosmic or universal order. He realizes that the pattern of the Apocalypse as a possible key to the solution of the murders—a pattern he had outlined in the world of his own beliefs—was too schematic to correspond to a complex and confusing reality: “I arrived at Jorge through an apocalyptic pattern that seemed to underlie all the crimes, and yet it was accidental. I arrived at Jorge seeking one criminal for all the crimes and we discovered that each crime was committed by a different person, or by no one. I arrived at Jorge pursuing the plan of a perverse and rational mind, and there was no plan. . . . I should have known well that there is no order in the universe.”33 It might be noticed, however, that the Apocalypse, although it remains without any consequences within the doxastic world of William’s investigations, turns out to be effective on the level of narrated facts, with the burning of the library. With this apocalyptic event, the high-medieval encyclopedia—which until then had dominated Adso’s doxastic world—has collapsed.34 When at the end of the novel he looks back on his laborious reconstruction of that vanished world, a reconstruction based on fragments of burnt parchment, on relics, he is overcome with doubt and uncertainty: “And it is a hard thing for this old monk, on the threshold of death, not to know whether the letter he has written contains some hidden meaning, or more than one, or many, or none at all.”35

In Eco’s second novel, Foucault’s Pendulum, the principal events are set in the second half of the twentieth century. However, many of the numerous quoted and embedded texts refer to a historical past that includes the Middle Ages, Renaissance, and Enlightenment, and incorporate various esoteric, occultist, and secret societies, such as those of Freemasons, Jesuits, and Rosicrucians, and of groups influenced by Hermeticism and Kabbalism. The historical past does not constitute a linear series of worlds, but, rather, a discontinuous line of fragmentary historical facts and pseudo-historical beliefs, a line that has its starting point in the oppression of the Knights Templar in 1314 and its end in the years of World War II. The structure of possible worlds is particularly complex. Besides the relation between the contemporary world as a sociocultural construct and the doxastic worlds of the various characters, there is a continuous interaction between the latter and the numerous esoteric and occultist texts, which constitute the immense “library” of the protagonists, the three friends Belbo, Casaubon, and Diotallevi.

In Foucault’s Pendulum the rewriting of History degenerates into a sort of pseudo history, a falsification that reduces History to a series of conspiracies that pivot around the idea of a Secret that the Templars, after their oppression, should have transmitted to their imagined descendants. Contributing to this rewriting of History we find, in the first place, some of the minor characters of the novel, the so-called “Diabolicals” and, second, the three friends who are employed in a publishing house in Milan. To the Diabolicals belongs a certain colonel Ardenti, who suspects that certain neo-Templar groups have got hold of the Secret. After Ardenti’s mysterious disappearance, other Diabolicals, including the policeman De Angelis, the elegant and enigmatic Agliè, and the editor Garamond, will take up his exalted quest, trying to learn the “secret” behind the Secret. But at the same time the three friends will initiate their reconstruction of a so-called Plan, parodying the obsessive ideas of the Diabolicals. One of the outcomes of the Plan is that the Secret should refer to the mysterious Center of the Earth, which might be indicated by the oscillations of the pendulum invented in the eighteenth century by Léon Foucault and later exhibited in the Parisian Conservatoire des Arts et des Métiers. With their reconstruction of the Plan the three friends have invented a false History in which the course of events has been determined by the fiction of a senseless quest for a nonexistent Secret: a pseudo-historical possible world that step by step will absorb their own “real” world of reference.

Between the doxastic worlds of the Diabolicals and those of the three principal characters there are some noteworthy differences. Whereas the Diabolicals, affected as they are by the so-called “syndrome of suspicion,”36 naively and seriously believe in the conspiracies planned by the Templars and in the existence of a Secret, which would make it possible for them or for others to dominate the world, the three friends, and in particular the narrator Casaubon, vaunt themselves “incredulous.”37 Initially their Plan is an amusing intellectual and semiotic game where they have fun in competing with each other in finding as many unedited connections as possible. But later on they will be carried away by the game, becoming affected by nearly the same syndrome as the Diabolicals. Moreover, they neglect the differences between each of the historical data and, owing to random coincidences and amazing similarities, they find connections everywhere:


 

We read everything we could lay our hands on—encyclopedias, newspapers, cartoon strips, publishers catalogs—and read it squinting, seeking possible shortcuts. . . . But whatever the rhythm was, luck rewarded us, because, wanting connections, we found connections—always, everywhere, and between everything. The world exploded into a whirling network of kinships, where everything pointed to everything else, everything explained everything else.38



From an amusing exercise in the practice of unlimited semiosis, the three protagonists have slipped into that of “Hermetic semiosis,” according to which practically anything may be connected to anything else, a process that disregards the constraint of contexts or frames. Moreover, the connections identified seem to lead to one and the same higher principle, a secret idea, a transcendental meaning, an interpretive illusion characteristic of Hermetic semiosis.39 Consequently, their encyclopedic competences turn out to be inadequate if measured with the encyclopedia of their world of reference. When Casaubon discovers that the truth is to be found in some local fragments of nearby reality, it is too late. The Diabolicals have already confused fiction, the invention of the Plan, with reality, with the result that Belbo will be lost in the network of his own inventions and thus become the victim of his own false, doxastic world. A destiny that, after the horrific scene of Belbo’s execution in the Conservatoire des Arts et Métiers, perhaps will even befall Casaubon.

In The Island of the Day Before Eco returns to the model of the historical novel. The historical frame includes the politics of the seventeenth century, the Parisian salons, the siege of Casale Monferrato during the Thirty Years’ War, and a vast historical encyclopedia that also embraces great parts of the literary, artistic, and philosophical culture. The novel presupposes a “model reader” who possesses a certain specialist encyclopedic competence, in particular with regard to the aesthetics of Mannerism and the Baroque, although it in no way excludes a more average reading public. A number of characters have been borrowed from historical reality, such as Richelieu, Mazarin, and Colbert. Many fictional characters owe their names and their ideas to known cultural personalities of the Baroque period, such as Saint-Savin (Cyrano Savien de Bergerac), Father Emanuele (Emanuele Tesauro), and Father Caspar (Caspar Schott and Athanasius Kircher). Finally, the plot of the novel is inspired by an intriguing scientific problem, that of measuring longitude and of establishing the punto fijo or the exact position of a ship on the ocean, a problem that was at the center of the scientific ambitions and political interests of various European nations.40 Eco underlines that the so-called punto fijo is in no way to be considered as a sort of fixed point; on the contrary, it can be anywhere.41

The possible world produced by the protagonist, Roberto de la Grive, is inserted in the possible world created by an anonymous narrator, a world that also constitutes the world of reference of the protagonist. Whereas the narrator demonstrates global possession of the Baroque encyclopedia, Roberto has a limited, local, and fragmentary encyclopedic competence. In fact Roberto’s story is in part the history of a Bildung and therefore an encyclopedia in fieri, an encyclopedia that has been influenced by his mentors, the Canon of Digne, Saint-Savin, and father Emanuele, to whom he returns in his recollections when confined to the deck of the Daphne, the ship on which he had saved himself after having been shipwrecked. The possible world created by Roberto’s memories, but also by some of his visions and fantasies, constitutes the frame of other subordinated possible worlds, of the ideas or doctrines of the characters mentioned above and other characters, in particular Father Caspar, whose doctrine is a strange caricature of Baroque synthesis between biblical dogmatism and science. The statements of all those characters, together with a very great number of quoted texts, contribute to the encyclopedic structure of the novel, which can be read also as a representation of the Baroque encyclopedia, a labyrinthine or rhizomatic whole of heterogeneous, often contrasting and contradictory discourses, which have much in common with neo-Baroque or postmodernist culture.42

On board the Daphne Roberto spends his time recollecting the experiences of his youth, contemplating his present-day hopeless condition, and scrutinizing with a telescope the coastline of the Island in front of which the Daphne has been anchored.43 In his attempts to explore the past and present layers of his own encyclopedia, he resorts to the power of metaphors that, as Father Emanuele had told him, are cognitive tools. In fact some of the metaphors created by Roberto teach him something new. Others, however, especially the reciprocal metaphors, turn back to the point of departure so that his movements inside the encyclopedia will be rather circular. Like the characters in Foucault’s Pendulum, Roberto tends to find similarities anywhere. Furthermore, many of the metaphors connected with motifs such as the Island, Lilia, Casale, and the Daphne, refer to the overarching symbol of the Orange-Colored Dove, which is the ultimate object of all his desires. It is on account of the Dove that Roberto thinks of his desired landing on the Island as the event that finally would give a meaning to his life. And yet the symbol of the Dove is in itself as delusory as those of the punto fijo and of the pendulum, although it may exist as an object of dreams and passions. Its flight towards the sun forms an equivalent to the episode where the young Belbo, sounding the trumpet, had the sensation that his long, final “do” nearly reaches the sun.

For Roberto, the universe is pivoting around a center, represented by the Island and the Dove. In his last days, however, he will learn that the position of the Island, belonging to a past that he cannot recover and to a space that he never will be able to reach, is decentered. Like others of Eco’s characters—especially the aged Adso and Casaubon—during what will perhaps be his last day Roberto learns to question the existence of a Center, of a higher Meaning. During his solitary nights on the Daphne he discovers a universe where the center could be anywhere, a universe reflected in Baroque church architecture. “It is at this point that he recalls a church, quite new, seen in Rome . . . it was as if the vault of that church were an austral sky, which lured the eyes to essay ever new lines of flight, never resting on a central point. Wherever you stood under that cupola, when you looked up, you felt always at the edge.”44 Despite these new insights, which represent a transition from Roberto’s Baroque encyclopedic competence toward the encyclopedia of the Enlightenment, the narrator/author cannot avoid wishing that Roberto, before disappearing into the ocean, will have a glimpse of the Orange-Colored Dove in its flight, as an arrow, towards the sun.

With Baudolino Eco returns not only to the Middle Ages but also to the history of his native city, Alessandria in Piedmont. The world of reference is European history in the second half of the twelfth century, with, in the foreground, the conflict between the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick I (Barbarossa) and Pope Alexander III. Along with the marshy region in Northern Italy, where the town Alessandria was founded in 1168, the historical space includes Paris, Constantinople, and various regions of Asia Minor, which were traversed by participants in the third Crusade in 1189–1190, including Frederick I, who, according to the official historical encyclopedia, drowned as he tried to cross the river Selef. To these historical spaces are added some fantastic regions in the Far East, visited by the protagonist Baudolino and his friends on their way to the legendary kingdom of Prester John. The historical characters are, among many others, the emperor and persons belonging to his court: the bishop and historian Otto of Freising, the archbishop of Cologne Reinhold of Dassel, and poets and troubadours such as the Poet, Abdul, and Borone.45 To the Byzantine world belongs the chancellor and historian Niketas Choniates, to whom Baudolino tells his story.

The novel is based upon the interaction between fiction, falsification, and historical reality. Although he is an invented character, Baudolino gives rise to real historical events determining the course of History. In fact it is Baudolino who, in order to consolidate the glory of the emperor who is also his adoptive father, invents the relics of the Three Magi, an invention that brings about the plan of canonizing Charles the Great; it is, moreover, Baudolino who gives material form to the mysterious grail, identifying it with a wooden bowl that once had belonged to his real father, the old Gagliaudo. As a student in Cologne, he not only writes the famous verses of the Arch-Poet but also invents and writes the first version of the letter of Prester John.46 Baudolino addresses this first, “original” version of a “false” letter—which a legendary priest, living in a fabulous Christian kingdom in the Far East, sends to various Western sovereigns—to the Holy Roman Emperor.47 In the creation of this fake, Baudolino has a twofold objective. The letter should first serve the consolidation of the imperial glory of his adoptive father. Second, it should convince him to use the fourth Crusade as an alibi for his quest for the kingdom of the priest. Writing the letter, Baudolino has fulfilled what Bishop Otto had made him promise: not to forget the kingdom of Prester John and, if necessary, to invent it. Meanwhile Baudolino has brought about another historical event, this time not to the benefit of the emperor but to that of his own birthplace, which is also the native city of the author. By means of a trick, he manages to spare the place from being conquered by Frederick I, an action that will be attributed to the old Gagliaudo who, for generations to come, will be the legendary hero and liberator of Alessandria.

In the historical world outside the novel, the letter of Prester John, although a forged document, furthered the expansion of the West toward the Orient, producing positive effects on Western history and civilization.48 Inside the novel it forms the motif that sustains the dynamics of the course of events. Without the letter Frederick Barbarossa would never have decided to move towards the East, and Baudolino and his friends would not, after the emperor’s death, have continued their journey through the most remote and unknown regions of Asia. In the terms of possible worlds, the fabulous oriental countries seem to belong to the same world as the historical part of the novel. But it gets still more muddled with elements that have migrated from the doxastic worlds, which proliferate in the novel—worlds produced by the letter of the legendary priest and by the books that Baudolino and his friends have read in the Library of St. Victor in Paris, such as Pliny’s Natural History, the Etymologies of Isidore of Seville, the Roman d’Alexandre, and texts and illustrations all of which had contributed to the creation of the medieval encyclopedia. They recognize the strangest creatures, such as the blemmy, the sciapod, and the unicorn, only because they have read about them or seen their images. They have no doubt about the reality of these creatures: we have read about them and therefore they exist. Upon seeing the unicorn, Baudolino anticipates Marco Polo, who more than a century later thought that he had seen one without knowing that in reality it was a rhinoceros.49 Like Marco Polo, Baudolino also recognizes and identifies many of the strange beings and monsters he meets, observing the world through the eyes of culture.50

While traveling in the Far East, Baudolino has been persecuted by the memory of the mysterious death of Frederick Barbarossa. Time and again he tries to solve the mystery, suspecting in turn one of his friends. The assumption that Frederick had been murdered in his bedroom and that he had not died in the river forms a “small,” “handicapped,” doxastic world within the possible world of Baudolino’s recollections. At the end of his narrative, when the blind Paphnoutios explains that Frederick, in accordance with evident symptoms, must have found his death in the river, Baudolino realizes that he himself in his ignorance and blindness had been the real cause of the death by drowning of his adoptive father. Thus once again, much like in Foucault’s Pendulum, a character turns out to be the victim of the collision between his own doxastic world and the “real” world of the fiction, a world that does not coincide with the possible world constructed by History.

In his fifth novel, The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana, Eco connects the motif of detection with the theme of history in a rather unusual way. The historical period in question is that of the years of Italian Fascism and of the Second World War. The protagonist Giambattista Bodoni, called Yambo by his friends, is an antiquarian bookseller in Milan. As the result of a stroke he has lost his so-called autobiographical memory, conserving, however, a sort of semantic memory that allows him to travel along the paths of a vast literary encyclopedia made up of countless quotations. Having forgotten everything about his past, from his childhood to his present day, his encyclopedic competence does not include his own personal history. Because his “paper memory” seems to be the only entry into his past, his wife sends him to the family’s old country house in Piedmont in the hope that there, in photos and books, he will find some vestiges of the lost childhood and youth. The big house, which has been partly abandoned, becomes for him a sort of theater of memory, much as the Daphne was to Roberto de la Grive. But his explorations of the labyrinthine house and its many mysterious rooms evoke also William’s and Adso’s searching for clues in the buildings of the abbey. In short, his effort to recover the past becomes a sort of detection. His explorations will lead him to the attic and to a secret locked room, the former chapel of the house (two of the many commonplace literary allusions in the novel), veritable storehouses where he finds lots of newspapers, magazines, adventure stories, comic strips, and recordings from the 1930s and 1940s (pages of many of which are reproduced in the text): objects that fill some of the gaps in what once had been his historical and autobiographical encyclopedia. During his futile attempts to recover his past, he repeatedly feels touched by something that he can define only approximately as a “mysterious flame,” a metaphor that appears to have its origin in the title of a comic strip from 1934, which he finds at the end of his explorations.

But the real significance of the metaphor escapes him and he realizes that he has to resort to the memories of others. When an old school friend tells him about his (Yambo’s) Platonic first love at the age of sixteen, he is able to connect this experience to the resonance of the “mysterious flame.” The fact that his beloved Lila (perhaps an allusion to Lilia in The Island of the Day Before) had emigrated with her family to Brazil and that she died there, a mere eighteen-year-old, results in his being deeply disheartened. Trying to overcome this, he goes on searching for books in remote places of the house, finding, in a big box under some journals and books, the 1623 “in-folio” of Shakespeare’s complete works. The agitation over this miraculous trouvaille, added to the discouragement that he had just undergone, provokes a second stroke.

In a coma Yambo evokes, as in a dream, some very clear images of his past—images that include an action between partisans and fascists, in which Yambo, only thirteen years old, had been implicated. This scene had left a trauma that after the liberation he had tried to repress and in some way replace with his love for Lila. At the very end of the novel, in the moment of his death, his semantic and his autobiographical memories come together in the figures of Rossana, from Rostand’s Cyrano de Bergerac, and of Lila with himself, as a reminiscence of Cyrano. This last part of the novel confronts the reader with a memory that, from the depth of a mind in coma, is able to recover or perhaps, rather, dream a repressed past, adding to the wide spectrum of Yambo’s semantic memory great portions of his historical and personal encyclopedia.

In his most recent novel, The Prague Cemetery, Eco resumes various themes from his earlier novels: from The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana the theme of amnesia, and from Baudolino and Foucault’s Pendulum that of counterfeiting. As in Baudolino, the protagonist, Simonini, is a fictional character who acts in the interstices between well-known historical data, with the difference, however, that whereas the motives of Baudolino are principally affection or love, Simone Simonini’s actions are caused by hatred. In The Prague Cemetery, moreover, Eco elaborates a historical fact that for years had been at the center of his attention and to which he had referred in Foucault’s Pendulum. It had also been a major concern of the essay on “The Force of Falsity”: the history of how the false antisemitic document The Protocols of the Elders of Zion came into being in France in the course of the nineteenth century and how, after having been exploited by Russian antisemitism, it fell into the hands of Hitler. The latter used it as a sort of alibi for the Holocaust. Perhaps it was for Eco a matter of urgency to incorporate that story in a possible narrative world and demonstrate once again that fiction may enable us to correct or adjust our historical encyclopedia.

The historical period investigated in The Prague Cemetery is the nineteenth century with, at the center, the Unification of Italy, the Parisian uprisings against Napoleon III, the Franco-Prussian war, the days of the Commune, and the Dreyfus case. The novel borrows practically all of its numerous characters, with the exception of the protagonist, from historical reality. They include many well-known political and cultural personalities but also numerous less-known persons, among whom some rather obscure or shady figures, adherents of contrasting groups of Jesuits, Freemasons, and antisemites. The novel presents a high degree of “transworld identity.” But the interventions and crimes of Simonini, counterfeiter, swindler, and spy, are totally unedited. They fill the gaps between the historical data, hitherto registered by the encyclopedia, whereas the protagonist himself functions as a sort of missing link. It is Simonini who, serving the Piedmontese Secret Services, is responsible for the unclear death of the Italian poet Ippolito Nievo who had come to Sicily in 1860 with Garibaldi’s expedition. Furthermore, it is Simonini who repeatedly organizes false conspiracies or incites to revolts, always to his own benefit and to the damage of his credulous accomplices, and who in the days of the Paris Commune in 1871 lures a group of Communards into an ambush, provoking a terrible massacre. By the end of the century Simonini serves antisemitic interests (those, for example, of the known journalist Drumont) by forging the document that, in 1894, results in the accusation of Alfred Dreyfus for treason.

Simonini delegates some of his most repulsive crimes to his mysterious double, the abbot Dalla Piccola, crimes that go on in the shady circles of “false” Jesuits and “false” Freemasons. Meanwhile he is himself engaged in the completion of his document “The Prague Cemetery,” a sort of “work in progress” that had its origin in his childhood, in a blind hatred against the Jews inspired by his grandfather; a document that he elaborates during the many years of his exile in Paris. In composing this false document Simonini copies numerous texts, among which are novels by Eugène Sue and Alexandre Dumas. The document represents a scene where some suspects are conspiring in order to dominate the world. In the course of the various redactions of the document, the scene will be set in the Hebrew cemetery in Prague, whereas the leadership of the conspiracy will shift from Jesuits to Freemasons and, finally, to Jews. At this point, Simonini can sell his false document for a high price. He finds his best customer in Rachkovskij, an adherent of Russian antisemitism and a delegate of the Russian political police in France. How, after the death of the protagonist, this story becomes history, we may read in the additional note to the novel and in “The Force of Falsity.” But the novel itself also demonstrates how literature can recover forgotten or repressed sections of our historical encyclopedia.

IV. NARRATIVE STRATEGIES AND POSSIBLE/IMPOSSIBLE WORLDS

In all his novels Eco exploits the techniques of first-person narration, linking up with some of the most well-known narrative conventions of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, such as the devices of the narrator as a witness to historical events and of the rediscovered manuscript, two devices that traditionally produce an effect of authenticity. It is evident, however, that Eco’s revisiting of these conventions is, in his own terms, anything but “innocent.” In Eco’s postmodernist versions of first-person narrative the traditional pretensions of (historical, autobiographical) authenticity are ironically undermined. The first-person novel becomes a highly self-conscious metanarrative genre in which the frontiers between possibility and impossibility are often transgressed.

The Name of the Rose seems to adhere to the tradition of the classical novel of recollection, although already in the preface the pretended authenticity, characteristic of the first-person narration, is put in doubt by the intertextual irony and the mystifications regarding the transmission of the manuscript. In the novel itself the conspicuous anachronisms might alert the less credulous readers, although the illusions of reliability, true to tradition, are maintained throughout the entire novel. Only in his epilogue does Also, in accordance with the preface, allude to his own autobiographical text as a pure textual construction, a montage of fragments, an “acrostic” that, instead of reflecting some cosmic order, merely repeats what had been suggested by the fragments. In this way the epilogue confirms the textual nature of the novel, as announced in the preface, and the intertextual and metatextual strategies put into action in the novel itself. The two narrative instances, Adso as “author” inside the fiction and the anonymous editor/author outside it, tend to approach and overlap each other, crossing the boundaries between “diegetic” and “extradiegetic” levels.51

In Foucault’s Pendulum the situation that gives rise to the narrative remains indefinite until the end of the second chapter, where Casaubon finds himself in Belbo’s country house in Piedmont, where he reproduces the story he had reconstructed, two days before, when he was hiding in the periscope of the Conservatoire des Arts et Métiers—a reconstruction based on Belbo’s computer files, which he had read in Belbo’s flat in Milan only two days before. This distribution of the narrative situation in three different stages may cause some uncertainties in the reader. In the first place, it will hardly be conceivable that Casaubon had been able to reconstruct the whole story during the few hours in the periscope. Second, the manner in which he reproduces it two days later is not specified. When, moreover, at the end of the novel the only allusion to the act of writing is expressed in the conditional mood, we realize that not Casaubon but somebody else, the author, will write his story. As a possible, doxastic world, Casaubon’s first-person narration displays its own impossibility, characteristic of what Eco has termed “self-disclosing metafiction”—but only after having transported the reader along the paths of a labyrinthine fiction that makes him/her forget a puzzling feeling of “imbalance” provoked by the paradoxes and indeterminacies of the narrative act.52

In Eco’s novels the first-person narrator as a link between the recollected narrated world and the reader is gradually disappearing. The reader is left with many questions with regard to the transmission of the first-person narrator’s story, be it a manuscript, fragments of annotations, or an oral account. In The Island of the Day Before an anonymous third-person narrator, who has inserted himself between the letters or annotations of Roberto and the text as presented to the reader, demonstrates his uncertainty about the destiny of Roberto’s papers, hazarding more or less adventurous hypotheses according to which they might have been found by Abel Tasman, on a hypothetical second journey to the Tonga Islands, or by Captain Bligh, set adrift by the mutineers of the Bounty. In the case of Baudolino, too, the transmission of the protagonist’s account remains suspended. Niketas Choniates, to whom Baudolino tells his adventures in 1204 while Constantinople is burning, does not feel able to write down Baudolino’s story. As a historian Niketas prefers to tell real events not fantasies or lies. Fortunately, it will be told (and has effectively been told) by someone else, who is an even greater liar than Baudolino.

In The Island of the Day Before as well as in Baudolino the uncertain nature of a first original text, if there were to be one, is underlined by the use of the so-called “pseudo-diegetic” mode (applied also by Casaubon in reporting Belbo’s manuscript): an anonymous narrator, more or less intrusive, transforms the original first-person account into a third-person report. The pseudo-diegetic mode is a strategy that allows the narrator to summarize the events but also to keep at a certain distance or render less direct an autobiographical narrative that otherwise might be too moving or pathetic.

The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana consists of a long monologue that corresponds to the mode of “simultaneous narration.” Only in the last part of the novel does the monologue include a retrospective narrative, where the experiences of childhood and youth are evoked with a clarity that renders them almost visible. Here, however, the link between the monologue and the reader has totally disappeared. The transmission in the form of a first-person narrative of the visions, fantasies, and dreams of a fictional character who is lying in a coma or is dying is inconceivable and may be considered a narrative impossibility, an instance of “self-disclosing metafiction.”

In The Prague Cemetery the link between the first-person account and the text that we are reading seems to have been restored, but in such an ostentatious manner—with the fiction of an anonymous narrator who peeps over the shoulders of the first-person narrator in the very moment that the latter is writing his diary—that its artificiality and impossibility are immediately underlined. The basic structure of the novel as a sequel of diary entries written by the main character, Simone Simonini, is undermined by the letters of Simonini’s double, the abbot Dalla Piccola, and by the commentaries of an intrusive narrator, with the latter tending to dominate the diegetic field while reporting and summarizing large extracts of the diaries. Moreover, the diary entries, as also the interrupting commentaries and summaries by the narrator, refer not only to the present but also to the past, particularly by means of vague allusions to events that Simonini has forgotten or repressed, but which he, together with the narrator and the reader, will discover in the course of the narrative. The alternation of respectively simultaneous and retrospective narration, a sort of “intercalated narration,” has an interesting impact on the reading process. The Prague Cemetery addresses a reader who, as a detective, is constantly alert, willing to formulate and to falsify hypotheses and who, at the end of a series of “inferential walks,” where he/she has the occasion to project (provisional) possible worlds, will experience having enriched his or her encyclopedic competence.

In all of Eco’s novels the narrative strategies foreground their own artificial character, bringing into evidence the seam that separates the possible world of fiction from its world of reference, a seam that traditional narrative tended to smooth out. The readers who will be aware of this metanarrative artificiality will perhaps also be ready to call into question the frontiers that separate the fields of their knowledge and experience from the proliferating possible worlds that, day after day, pervade their own actual encyclopedia.
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UMBERTO ECO’S SEMIOTIC IMAGINARY

At the time of writing, Umberto Eco’s fictional work comprises six novels written at more or less regular intervals in the course of the last thirty years: The Name of the Rose (1980), Foucault’s Pendulum (1988), The Island of the Day Before (1994), Baudolino (2000), The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana (2004), and The Prague Cemetery (2010).1 Felicitously described as “hybrid, encyclopedic fiction,”2 they combine popular genre forms—for example, the detective, the mystery, the picaresque, the epistolary, the romance, and the feuilleton, among others—with verbal and visual material of apocryphal and official history. They recreate settings, events, personages, and cultural debates from epochs that Eco has often addressed in his scholarly inquiry: the early and late Middle Ages (The Name of the Rose and Baudolino), the Baroque (The Island of the Day Before), the long European nineteenth century (The Prague Cemetery), and the modern period, from fascism and World War II to the present (Foucault’s Pendulum and The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana). However, despite these novels’ dependency upon historical archives from past to very recent times, these are also works that consistently test the reliability of the historical record and the edifice of its representation. Not only do these novels’ archives prompt questions of authorship and origins, forgery and authenticity, reliability and unreliability, and the preservation, transmission, and circulation of knowledge, but their narrativization foregrounds issues of willed memories and forgetting, and of competing and mutually debunking representations. In this sense Eco’s fictions fully participate in the crisis of the idealist philosophy of history that characterizes the work of many post-Nietzschean, nonfoundational thinkers. Eco shares with them a nonorganicist, nonteleological understanding of historical, material processes as sites of fragmentation, gaps, contradictions, and discontinuities testing epistemological frameworks as well as ontological categories. Yet, while Eco’s narrative discourse reflects our culture’s weak understanding of historical knowledge, his fiction also raises questions of agency and responsibility during times of weakened hermeneutics. Stated otherwise, Eco’s fictional imagination not only thematizes the limited possibilities for objective historical knowledge and absolute truths but also enables readers to follow a wide range of interpretive activities of characters who strive to create meaning out of the continuum of experience that they inhabit. In this sense, as Eco writes in Six Walks in the Fictional Woods, his fiction can rightfully claim to be an activity closely related to everyday life because “it is through fiction that we adults train our ability to structure our past and present experience” and “give sense to the immensity of things that happened, are happening, or will happen in the actual world.”3

The interpretive grids and schemas that inform the actions of Eco’s characters can be usefully elucidated by revisiting some of the most crucial aspects of Eco’s semiotic inquiry.4 Since this is an inquiry that develops across several decades and remains ongoing, I will limit my discussion to some of its most salient aspects: the expansion of the structuralist idea of the sign, the code, and the dictionary in relation to the dynamic concepts of abduction, encyclopedia, and unlimited semiosis; the limits placed on definitional expenditures; and the location of the referent and of the subject in processes of signification.

Between 1962 and 1965 Eco came into contact with structuralist methodologies that were then flourishing in France. Through a broad application of Saussurean linguistics, these methodologies provided an explanation for cultural phenomena understood as sign systems, that is, as closed and regulated synchronic structures acquiring meaning through differential relationships. While Eco’s encounter with structuralism is documented in some of his readings of popular culture, contained in works such as Apocalittici e integrati (1964) and Il caso Bond (1965),5 with the publication of La struttura assente in 1968,6 Eco begins to question some of the fundamental premises of structuralism. He argues that Lévi-Strauss’s anthropology and other disciplines that have embraced a structuralist understanding of the sign as a twofold entity of signifier and signified, and of the code as a closed and regulated system, seek to establish constants and absolutes in the phenomena of culture. They thus promote what was a method of inquiry into an ontological category, “the Structure as Ur-code”:7 “after modern culture surrendered . . . to the evidence that languages, along with other social systems, differ from population to population, and from time to time, structuralism . . . is today aiming at the discovery of constant structures . . . universal articulations capable of generating all the various systems that they underlie.”8 But besides questioning the ontology of “the Structure,” Eco also advances another approach to signs, the so-called “serial method,” which he defines as “the other dialectic side of the structural method, the side of becoming as opposed to that of permanence . . . a structure that questions itself and sees itself as a historical phenomenon.”9

Eco’s statements cannot fail to bring to mind those other theoretical perspectives that, beginning in the mid-1960s and often gravitating around the influential group of Tel Quel, were going to displace structuralism from its central position in the theoretical debate. It might be worthwhile to recall that this was the time when Jacques Derrida had emerged as a major figure in French thought with the publication of La Voix et le phénomène, De la grammatologie, and L’Écriture et la différence, all released in 1967.10 In these works Derrida develops his “grammatological” argument that meaning does not reside in a closed system of binary oppositions and in an underlying correlation between signifiers and signifieds guaranteed by a structure. Since, for Derrida, every signified can function as a signifier, signification is subject to referrals and deferrals, or the free play of “différance.” From categories of Freudian psychoanalysis mediated by linguistics, Jacques Lacan was also questioning structuralist paradigms. In his Écrits (1966) the notion of fixed meaning is replaced by an understanding of signification as an open-ended process, an endless sliding of the signified under the signifier produced by the desire for a plenitude forever lost with the entrance into the symbolic order.11 Nevertheless, despite the fact that La struttura assente explicitly refers to the work of all of these theorists, Eco does not fully abandon the notion of structure. In a gesture that reconciles materialism with structuralism, he emphasizes the provisionality and historicity of structures, but also maintains their operative validity in the formalization of the object of inquiry necessary to enable cultural, social, and, ultimately, political change. Any tensions inherent in Eco’s attempt to negotiate the poles of formalization and processuality, as well as synchronic and diachronic analysis, are resolved in his argument that what is at stake is less an irreducible opposition and more an issue of how closure and openness ultimately imply and legitimate each other: “In this manner, the consciousness of closed systems corresponds to the consciousness of the process that transforms and restructures them; but this process can only be identified as a succession of closed and formalized systems.”12 Thus La struttura assente is not only a document of the late 1960s debate on structuralism but also illustrates how Eco’s understanding of the sign is not easily subsumed within structuralism or poststructuralism but remains a “weakened” structuralism, poised between the retention and the refutation of structures: “series [sic] will be a structure that, recognizing itself as the mere temporal manifestation of an ulterior code, is constantly looking for it within itself, in a state of continuous tension and permanent methodological doubt which alone can produce meaning.”13

Eco’s productive dialogue with structuralism brings us to the threshold of his mature work on semiotics. This passage is announced in the last section of La struttura assente, titled “The Semiological Frontier,” where Eco introduces semiotics as a study of cultural phenomena of communication intended both as closed systems and as models open to contextual variability and historical modifications. In short, it is here that Eco sets the foundation for his monumental reflection on signs, which he will pursue throughout the 1970s and 1980s with publications such as Le forme del contenuto (The form of content), Il segno (The sign), A Theory of Semiotics, The Sign of Three: Dupin, Holmes, Peirce, and Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language.14

Collectively considered, these works not only provide a much needed historical reconstruction of semiotics—from Plato, Aristotle, Epicurus, and the Stoics to the logicians of Port-Royal, Leibniz, and Locke, to name but a few15—but also combine the insights of Saussure, Hjelmslev, and Jakobson with more dynamic notions of the sign proposed by Peirce and Morris, among others. The result is a scientific systematization of semiotics as a discipline, a science of the sign conceived as a theory of codes and a theory of sign production. The first, which remains indebted to Saussure, entails a semiotics of “signification”: a code-based semiotics focused on the rules underlying and governing the functioning of a great variety of natural and artificial languages understood as closed systems and encompassing zoo semiotics, olfactory signs, tactile communication, kinesics, proxemics, musical, aesthetic, and visual codes, and so on. By contrast, in theorizing about a semiotics of “communication,” that is, in exploring how new meanings are produced, Eco replaces the Saussurean notion of the sign as a twofold entity of signifier and signified with that of the sign function or a mutable and transitory correlation whereby one or more units of expression can be associated with one or more semantic units of content. Following Morris and, especially, the American pragmatist Peirce, Eco describes the production of meaning as an inferential process dependent upon three entities: the sign, its object, or that for which the sign stands, and its interpretant, the mental effect created by the relation between sign and object. Therefore the meaning of a sign, or its interpretant, comes to reside in another sign in a process of unlimited semiosis produced in the shift from interpretant to interpretant. Eco’s inferential definition of the sign also enables a departure from the dictionary-like semantics of structuralist derivation, or semantics based upon one-to-one equivalences, and leads to the development of the important concept of the encyclopedia. Described through the metaphor of the rhizome proposed by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari,16 the encyclopedia expands the static model of the dictionary into that of the labyrinthine archive of culture:


 

The universe of semiosis, that is, the universe of human culture, must be conceived as structured like a labyrinth of the third type: (a) It is structured according to a network of interpretants. (b) It is virtually infinite because it takes into account multiple interpretations realized by different cultures. . . . (c) It does not register only “truths” but, rather, what has been said about the truth or what has been believed to be true as well as what has been believed to be false or imaginary.17



The new semantic model that the encyclopedia represents is mobilized through a process of abduction. Abduction, which Eco derives from Peirce,18 is a mode of reasoning that extends the logical methods of deduction and induction to encompass a process of interpretation where both the general rule achieved by inductive reasoning and the specific cases that result from deduction are hypotheses, not absolute truths. Thus abductions are conjectures that proceed through a series of possible inferences, giving rise to an infinite number of associations enabled by the units of the encyclopedia during the course of interpretation. Yet, despite the fact that Eco will always remain faithful to his dynamic notion of the sign as that which refers to another sign in a process of unlimited semiosis, the model of interpretation that he outlines cannot be compared to theories of pragmatism, radical reader-response, and deconstruction. The regress enabled by the inferential process of abduction through the meandering, open paths of the encyclopedia does not produce the undecidability of deconstructive drift or the endless slippage of meaning along the chain of signification. Not only does abduction remain teleologically oriented towards the creation of a more developed and better determined sign, but its potential for unbounded drift is contained by the notions of ground, or context, and final interpretant, or provisional definitions agreed upon by habit, that is, the intersubjective agreement of interpretive communities negotiated at a given historical, social, and cultural moment.19 This is the reason why, as Eco emphasizes, the concept of the “encyclopedia does not deny the existence of structured knowledge” but presupposes “a local dictionary every time we want to recognize and to circumscribe an area of consensus within which a given discourse should stay.”20

The regulative, pragmatic aspect of Eco’s semiotic inquiry that is born at the confluence of formalization and processuality, as well as synchronic and diachronic analysis, also informs his work on reception and hermeneutics from the late 1970s to the 1990s: Lector in fabula and its partially translated English version The Role of the Reader: Explorations in the Semiotics of Texts, The Limits of Interpretation, and Interpretation and Overinterpretation.21 Without proposing a belated notion of univocal, absolute meaning, The Role of the Reader argues for the importance of textual and contextual boundaries to regulate the process of interpreting signs. From the premise that acts of interpretation depend upon the reader’s willingness to cooperate with the message as opposed to “using” it, Eco contends that the reader’s hypotheses must be validated by the text and its context, and therefore should be accepted only if legitimate and discarded as misreadings when proven invalid. The Limits of Interpretation and Interpretation and Overinterpretation take one more step away from deconstruction, pragmatism, and reader-response theory. Eco argues that modern hermeneutic theories bear a number of similarities with Hermetic traditions of aberrant semiosis, drift, and connotative neoplasm. To them, he opposes principles of rational logic (for example, linearity, causality, noncontradiction, and excluded middle) to guide decoding, while stressing, once again, the importance of fidelity to text and context and the role of interpretive communities to arrest the potentially unlimited processes of inference that is enabled by the encyclopedia:


 

A text is a place where the irreducible polysemy of symbols is in fact reduced because in a text symbols are anchored to their context. . . . Many modern theories are unable to recognize that symbols are paradigmatically open to infinite meanings but syntagmatically, that is, textually, open only to the indefinite, by no means infinite, interpretations allowed by the context.

To recognize this principle does not mean to support the “repressive” idea that a text has a unique meaning, guaranteed by some interpretive authority. . . . Texts are the human way to reduce the world to a manageable format, open to an intersubjective interpretive discourse.22



Within this extensive reflection on signs as it develops from the late 1960s to the 1990s, Eco makes no claim for the referentiality of semiotics:23


 

Semiotics is concerned with everything that can be taken as a sign. A sign is everything which can be taken as significantly substituting for something else. This something else does not necessarily have to exist or to actually be somewhere at the moment in which a sign stands in for it. Thus semiotics is in principle the discipline studying everything which can be used in order to lie. . . . I think that the definition of a “theory of the lie” should be taken as a pretty comprehensive program for a general semiotics.24



To clarify this point further, because Eco’s semiotic project seeks to study “an immense range of objects and events as signs,” that is, “the whole of culture sub specie semiotica,” his theory “does not deny the existence of physical things and states of the world, but assigns their verification . . . to other types of approach.”25 This is also the reason why Eco’s semiotics establishes boundaries and demarcating lines to exclude nonsemiotic territories. Among these territories are the referents (that is, the object, thing, or state of the world) in their relation to the sign and the acting, concrete, biological human subject of semiosic processes (that is, the individual consciousness who produces and decodes signs). While Eco acknowledges that some semiotic inquiries take into account the “‘empirical’ protagonist” of semiotic processes, in his theory of code and sign production the “semiosis-making subject” has no place.26 In Eco’s words:


 

There is sign production because there are empirical subjects which display labor in order to physically produce expressions, to correlate them to content, and so on. But semiotics is entitled to recognize these subjects only insofar as they manifest themselves through sign-functions, producing sign-functions, criticizing other sign-functions and re-structuring the pre-existing sign-functions. . . .

What is behind, before or after . . . might be tremendously important. Unfortunately it seems to me—at this stage—beyond the semiotic threshold.27



Eco’s understanding of the subject is therefore sharply distinct from other variants of semiotics, such as Julia Kristeva’s “sémanalyse,” to which Eco devotes a fairly long note in A Theory of Semiotics, only to separate her “threshold-trespassing semiotics” project from his own.28 Whereas in Kristeva’s psychosemiotic inquiry the sensorial and unconscious dimensions of the subject emerge in forms of visual and poetic transgressions of referential language, for Eco the subject is “semiosis itself, coinciding with meaning-creation and production processes.”29 Thus, in Eco’s view, subjects and referents are inscribed within the inferential mobility of the sign, destined to emerge only as expressed contents, signs of semiosic processes that might have arisen from bodily and sensorial apparatuses, such as the body’s perceptions of “the various physical or psychic objects of which languages speak,”30 but whose being can only be revealed through signs. The areferentiality of Eco’s semiotic theory is forcefully restated in Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language. Eco points out that since the subject coincides with the process of semiosis, it can never be present to itself as it is in the transcendental form of consciousness of structural semiotics, but emerges as a diffuse, mobile configuration through processes of sign production and interpretation:


 

The sign as the locus (constantly interrogated) for the semiosic process constitutes . . . the instrument through which the subject is continuously made and unmade. . . . The subject is constantly reshaped by the endless resegmentation of the content. . . . As subjects, we are what the shape of the world produced by signs makes us become.

Perhaps we are, somewhere, the deep impulse which generates semiosis. And yet we recognize ourselves only as semiosis in progress, signifying systems and communicational processes. The map of semiosis . . . tells us who we are and what (or how) we think.31



Eco’s understanding of the referent and the subject as inscribed in and coinciding with signifying processes extends beyond A Theory of Semiotics and Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language to permeate, by necessity, his work on reception and interpretation. Authors and readers are not empirical subjects but model authors and model readers manifested in the generation and actualization of textual structures respectively, that is, in the codes, subcodes, fabulae, frames, topics, ideologies, and so on that constitute the text and that will be actualized in processes of sign decoding: “The empirical reader is only an actor who makes conjectures about the kind of model reader postulated by the text. Since the intention of the text is basically to produce a model reader able to make conjectures about it, the initiative of the model reader consists in figuring out a model author that is not the empirical one and that, in the end, coincides with the intention of the text.”32

In recent years Eco’s investigation has led him to address more closely the nonsemiotic territories excluded from his earlier reflections on signs and explore the connections between objects and their representation, texts and reality. In Kant and the Platypus (1997),33 Eco revisits the Peircean notion of the dynamical object, the starting point of cognition that, through perceptual judgments, creates the immediate object or the object as represented by the sign: “the Dynamical Object is what drives us to produce semiosis. We produce signs because there is something that demands to be said. To use an expression that is efficacious albeit not very philosophical, the Dynamical Object is Something-that-sets-to-kicking-us and says ‘Talk!’ to us—or ‘Talk about me!’ or again, ‘Take me into consideration!’”34 One such “Something-that-sets-to-kicking-us” was the platypus, alluded to in the title of Eco’s book. In revisiting the labor of interpretation aroused by the discovery in Australia of an animal unknown to Europeans,35 Eco’s reflection on signs seeks to account for the terminus a quo of signification: the being that arouses processes of semiosis. At the same time, however, Eco continues firmly to maintain his conviction that being can only be known through language, that perception and knowledge are mediated by signs, however imperfect and provisional these signs may be: “if, in a Peircean sense, there is such a thing as a Dynamical Object, we know it only through an Immediate Object. By manipulating signs, we refer to the Dynamical Object as a terminus ad quem of semiosis.”36

In summary, then, from the late 1960s onwards Eco’s reflection on the sign has evolved from a semiotics of decodification founded upon a static notion of sign as equivalence and a dictionary-like semantics of structuralist derivation, to one of interpretation, where the sign is articulated though a dynamic process of inferential abductions enabled by the ever expanding concept of the encyclopedia. Nevertheless, if signifying processes depend upon the unlimited semiosis enabled by the encyclopedia, Eco’s work also restrains definitional expenditures by way of habit, ground, and final interpretant. Against the background of these important developments in Eco’s theoretical inquiry, what has perhaps remained more constant is his culturalist understanding of subjects and referents, of objects, things, or states of the world as expressed contents, that is, as signs of processes of semiosis that nevertheless can achieve a conjectural, provisional notion of truth and reality: “But if the sign does not reveal the thing itself, the process of semiosis produces in the long run a socially shared notion of the thing that the community is engaged to take as if it were in itself true. The transcendental meaning is not at the origins of the process but must be postulated as a possible and transitory end of every process.”37

The extensive reflection on the mechanisms and dynamics of sign production and interpretation of Eco’s semiotic inquiry resonates throughout his fictional works. However, it is important to clarify that the relationship between Eco’s theory and his fiction is not simply one of specular reflection. While his novels are infused by semiotic theories, they are also creative endeavors deeply shaped by the poetics of the “open work.” For this reason, Eco’s novels cannot simply be read as a roman à thèse or à hypothèse, that is, as the expressions of a semiotician who, wearing the hat of the novelist, seeks to persuade his readers of the validity of the inquiries that he has pursued in his scholarly work. Faithful to the dictum that modern and contemporary art partakes in the poetics of the “open work,”38 Eco creates multicoded, plurivocal texts that allow for a number of possible interpretive choices in the pragmatic context of reception:


 

When I write a theoretical text, I try to reach, from a disconnected lump of experiences, a coherent conclusion and I propose this conclusion to my readers. . . . When I write a novel, on the contrary, even though starting (probably) from the same lump of experiences, I realize that I am not trying to impose a conclusion: I stage a play of contradictions. It is not that I do not impose a conclusion because there is no conclusion; on the contrary, there are many possible conclusions (frequently each of them being impersonated by one or more different characters). I refrain from imposing a choice between them not because I do not want to choose but because the task of the creative text is to display the contradictory plurality of its conclusions, setting the reader free to choose. . . . In this sense the creative text is always an Open Work.39



Eco’s fictions, then, share numerous affinities with the cluster of contemporary historical novels examined by Linda Hutcheon in her study on post–World War II narrative, A Poetics of Postmodernism. According to Hutcheon, fictions such as Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children or Graham Swift’s Waterland belong to the genre of “historiographic metafiction,” a type of self-reflexive historical novel that does not advance a “correct” model of reading and interpreting the world that would be comparable to that of the roman à thèse but relies instead on a number of hypothetical discursive practices that are more typical of the roman à hypothèse. In Hutcheon’s words: “Historiographic metafictions are not ‘ideological novels’ . . . they do not seek, through the vehicle of fiction, to persuade their readers of the ‘correctness’ of a particular way of interpreting the world. . . . Instead they make their readers question their own (and by implication others’) interpretations. They are more ‘romans à hypothèse’ than ‘romans à thèse.’”40

Turning now to Eco’s fiction, let’s begin with The Name of the Rose. Published in 1980, this historical novel was hailed by critics as one of the first examples of postmodern literature in Italy.41 Just two years later, in 1983, Eco entered the debate on postmodernism directly with Postscript to The Name of the Rose and a long interview with Stefano Rosso.42 Entitled “A Correspondence with Umberto Eco,” the interview was appropriately published in one of the most important forums of postmodernism at that time: Boundary 2: A Journal of Postmodern Literature and Culture.43 In both texts Eco suggests that postmodernism is an umbrella concept encompassing both rhetorical practices and philosophical questions. As an expression of rhetorical practices, postmodernism is an aesthetic phenomenon distinct from avant-gardist programs founded on experimentation and originality. In postmodern art aesthetic worth is no longer identified with difficult experimentation and daring originality but can also be located in a poetics of citation of existing forms, genres, and languages: “Between 1965 and today, two ideas have been definitively clarified: that plot could be found also in the form of quotation of other plots, and that the quotation could be less escapist than the plot quoted.”44 Hence, in The Postscript, Eco’s discussion of postmodernism unfolds into his famous definition of a postmodern poetics of “irony, metalinguistic play, enunciation squared,”45 which is described by Eco through the words of Barbara Cartland:


 

But the moment comes when the avant-garde (the modern) can go no further. . . . The postmodern reply to the modern consists of recognizing that the past, since it cannot really be destroyed, because its destruction leads to silence, must be revisited: but with irony, not innocently. I think of the postmodern attitude as that of a man who loves a very cultivated woman and knows he cannot say to her, “I love you madly,” because he knows that she knows (and that she knows that he knows) that these words have already been written by Barbara Cartland. Still, there is a solution. He can say, “As Barbara Cartland would put it, I love you madly.”46



It should be noted that in pointing out “that plot could be found also in the form of quotation of other plots, and that the quotation could be less escapist than the plot quoted,” Eco makes it clear that he is not championing a literature of escapism and consumption. Taking as a model Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, Eco describes it as a work that closely reflects his understanding of fiction in Six Walks in the Fictional Woods, that is, a novel that can provide a pleasurable yet transformative reading experience: “The reader was to be diverted, but not diverted, distracted from problems. Robinson Crusoe is meant to divert its own model reader. . . . But Robinson’s semblable, after he has enjoyed reading about himself in the novel, should somehow have understood something more, become another person. In amusing himself, somehow, he has learned . . . something either about the world or about language.”47 But aside from addressing the postmodernist debate from the perspective of rhetorical expressions that have developed after “the abstract, the informal, the white canvas, the slashed canvas, the charred canvas” of the avant-gardes,48 Eco proposes a second description of postmodernism, now understood as a metahistorical philosophical category and therefore no longer chronologically delimited by the “after” or “post” of modernity. “I believe,” Eco writes in the Postscript, “that postmodernism is not a trend to be chronologically defined, but, rather, an ideal category—or better still, a Kunstwollen, a way of operating. We could say that every period has its own postmodernism.”49 In the interview with Stefano Rosso, Eco further elaborates on his philosophical, metahistorical definition of postmodernism and argues that it is “born whenever it is discovered that the world has no fixed center, that I have to find my way through the world inventing my own points of reference. Very disturbing, and naturally human, all too human.”50 The figure that illustrates this cognitive space for Eco is that of the labyrinth, yet the postmodern labyrinth is neither a classical nor a manneristic labyrinth. While the classical labyrinth is a space with one entry and one exit, a structure where, despite the horrendous presence of the Minotaur, one cannot get lost, the manneristic maze has many blind alleys but also one way out. By contrast, the postmodern labyrinth is shaped like a rhizome: “the rhizome is set up so that each path connects to every other one. It has no center, no periphery, and no exit, because it is potentially infinite.”51 Thus conceived, then, the postmodern labyrinth is none other than the model of culture theorized by Eco’s semiotic theory as the encyclopedia: a mobile and unstable cognitive space that is potentially infinite and never structured because it is constantly shaped and reshaped by the inclusion of new cultural units. It is precisely this cognitive space that provides the background and setting of Eco’s six novels.

The fictional macrocosm of The Name of the Rose is a medieval Christian-Latin world destabilized by the conflict between church and empire as well as the presence of two Popes and the strife between the monarchs Frederick of Austria and Louis the Bavarian. Traditional forms of knowledge and the institutions that derive from them are questioned by the rise of heretical movements, the emergence of a secular culture, and the rediscovery of Aristotelian rationality. The instability of this fictional world at large is reflected by the events that befall the Benedictine Abbey in the year 1327, where the monastic order, an order punctuated by the canonical hours, is broken by the mysterious death of several monks.

Like The Name of the Rose, the other fictional worlds of Eco’s novels emerge from unstable cognitive spaces. Eco’s second novel on the Middle Ages, Baudolino, represents a world divided by deep political and social conflicts. The communes of Northern Italy, oriented more and more towards a mercantile economy, actively seek to sever their feudal ties with the empire of Frederick Barbarossa. When the tension between imperial and papal claims leads Pope Alexander III to excommunicate Frederick and support the Italian communes’ quest for civic autonomy, Italy becomes the theater of war as Barbarossa crosses the Alps several times and destroys the city of Milan in 1162. The complexity of this political configuration increases with the third and especially the fourth crusade. The great rift between the Eastern and Western civilizations following the formal religious schism of 1054 widens after the fourth crusade is diverted from the conquest of the Holy Land to Constantinople (or Byzantium). Following three days of pillaging and plundering the city falls at the hands of none other than Christian Venetians and crusaders in 1204. The conquest and the colonization of the Byzantine Empire by the West is thus realized, at the price, however, of immeasurable harm to future relations between Eastern and Western cultures.

The instability that characterizes the medieval worlds of The Name of the Rose and Baudolino permeates the rest of Eco’s novels regardless of their chronological settings. The Island of the Day Before takes place in the seventeenth century, a period of enormous religious, social, and philosophical transformations. To put it in the anonymous narrator’s words, the figure of the cosmos in which the fabula of The Island of the Day Before originates is no longer the circle, “stable and round,” but the spiral, “a snail shell, a vortex.”52 Many events contribute to this helical configuration and mention is made of the Reformation, the Nantes Edict, and the discovery of the New World as a possible cause for the crumbling of inherited theological systems. The Copernican revolution and the experiments of Galileo Galilei are also probing the adequacy of previous scientific models, while philosophies of pre-Socratic and Lucretian derivation are rising and clashing with Aristotelian substantiality and Scholastic metaphysics. Political and social instability is just as strong, and with the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648) begins a period of alternating hegemonies of French, British, and Spanish powers. The main events of Foucault’s Pendulum occur between the 1970s and 1980s and therefore after the cultural revolution of 1968, in a world fragmented by semiautonomous social, political, and cultural beliefs. The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana narrates the story of Giambattista Bodoni, or Yambo, who, after having suffered a possible stroke on April 25, 1991, has maintained a semantic or public memory but has lost his autobiographical memory. Not only can he not recognize friends and family but he has no understanding of his past self as a young Italian man raised during the years of the totalitarian fascist regime. As for Eco’s latest novel (at the time of writing), The Prague Cemetery, this is a work that reconstructs, through the travels of Simonini between Turin, Naples, and Paris, a vast historical fresco shaken by the French Revolution and the Paris Commune, freemasonry, clericalism and anticlericalism, capitalism and the industrial revolution, but especially the unfolding of nationalism and antisemitism.

Yet it is precisely from such mobile cognitive spaces that is born the vis semiotica of Eco’s characters, who produce chains upon chains of signs as they amass and interpret information to create ordering patterns from the complex, contradictory worlds of their fictional experience. In The Name of the Rose the Franciscan monk William of Baskerville is charged by the Abbot to investigate the series of murders that have occurred in the Benedictine monastery. In Foucault’s Pendulum the young scholar Casaubon reconstructs on June 23, 1984, from his hiding place in the Conservatoire des Arts et Métiers in Paris, the events of a fourteen-year period that have led him, along with his friends Belbo and Diotallevi, to the creation of the Knights Templar’s “Plan” for the conquest of the world. The seventeenth-century protagonist of The Island of the Day Before, Roberto della Griva, conjectures that binary, rigid divisions between good and bad armies, villains and heroes, are a lot less tenable than he had assumed since, in the course of the Thirty Years’ War, French and Spanish armies not only come to occupy the positions of victors and vanquished as the fortunes of war change but, following the Casale siege, the besieging soldiers feed the besieged. Yet Roberto’s conjectures are to know further developments when he agrees to embark on a boat headed towards the western Australian coast. When the boat shipwrecks in the New World, Roberto finds himself as an “embarrassed Adam.”53 At the Antipodes he discovers that the signs his language system have provided him with are not only inadequate to describe an ever evolving European culture but appear to be so even in relation to the physical world since his storehouse of definitions fails before the unknown fauna and flora that now surround him. In passages that cannot fail to bring to mind Eco’s reflection on the relationship between dynamic and immediate objects, as well as on the challenges that new discoveries pose to inherited cultural schemata and categories, Roberto produces inventive metaphors to name an unknown reptile, identified by the anonymous narrator as a turtle but described by Roberto as the artwork of a silversmith imprisoning in a shield a footed serpent.54 Other examples are a kangaroo, represented as a two-headed rat, and palms, said to be trees whose foliage is a star.55

The vis semiotica exemplified by William of Baskerville, Casaubon, and Roberto della Griva is shared by virtually all the characters of Eco’s novels, including Baudolino, the protagonist of the homonymous novel, and Simonini from The Prague Cemetery. These are characters who provide explanations for events and facts that are taken or have been taken as factual truths by the encyclopedia of culture, but also for the legends and myths that the encyclopedia records—for the forgeries and lies that, having been taken as truths, can become the cause of factual, historically recorded events. However, Eco’s narratives do not simply exemplify the birth of semiotic creativity in the rhizomatic labyrinth of the encyclopedic archive but, through character-led plots, they chart a wide range of hypothetical models of semiotic production. From the first episodes of The Name of the Rose, William, a Franciscan monk armed with the teachings of Aristotle, Roger Bacon, and Occam, displays a mastery of the logical methods of inductive and deductive reasoning based upon empirical observations that enable him to recognize with accuracy not only the marks left on the snow by an unknown animal but also to name with accuracy the animal itself: the Abbot’s favorite horse Brunellus. William’s ability to interpret signs extends beyond inductions and deductions to encompass the conjectural model of abductions. As he explains:


 

Solving a mystery is not the same as deducing from first principles. Nor does it amount simply to collecting a number of particular data from which to infer a general law. It means, rather, facing one or two or three particular data apparently with nothing in common, and trying to imagine whether they could represent so many instances of a general law you do not yet know, and which perhaps has never been pronounced. . . . But until you reach the end you will never know which predicates to introduce into your reasoning and which to omit. And this is what I am doing now. I line up so many disjointed elements and I venture some hypotheses.56



William’s semiotic virtuosity is pitted against that of Adso of Melk, Bernard de Guy, and Jorge de Burgos. Refusing to acknowledge the unlimited interpretability that the ever changing world of the encyclopedia requires, these are characters whose conjectures do not depend upon the inferences and hypotheses enabled by an open order of meaning but tend towards the affirmation of dictionary-like definitions and the preservation of closed structures and centered universes guaranteed by a Divine Order. While Bernard de Guy becomes a Papal Inquisitor, charged with extirpating the perspectives of emerging heretical groups that threaten the cohesion of the Christian-Latin world, Adso never fully grasps the teachings of William. An old man by the end of the novel, he approaches the hour of death dreaming of a metaphysical, presemiotic order where all contradictions are annulled: “I shall sink into the divine shadow, in a dumb silence and an ineffable union, and in this sinking . . . will not know the equal and the unequal, or anything else: and all differences will be forgotten . . . in the silent desert where diversity is never seen . . . where there is no work and no image.”57 But Jorge de Burgos is the character who most forcefully rejects the unlimited interpretability of an open world. The librarian of the Aedificium—“a spiritual labyrinth” as well as a “terrestrial labyrinth”58—Jorge is the only monk who knows the building’s secret layout, moves freely among the books, and decides which volumes should be lent to the rest of the men. In his view, the role of the library is “Preservation, I say, and not search . . . of knowledge. . . . Preservation, I say, and not search, because it is a property of knowledge . . . that it has been defined and completed over the course of the centuries. . . . There is no progress, no revolution of ages, in the history of knowledge, but at most a continuous and sublime recapitulation.”59 Thus, in an effort to maintain the presumed integrity and cohesion of a medieval Christian culture, Jorge poisons the pages of the treaty on comedy of the second book of the Poetics of Aristotle that some of the monks had been reading secretly. As Jorge explains to William, Aristotle is not only the philosopher who has “destroyed a part of the learning that Christianity had accumulated over the centuries,”60 but the author of a discussion on laughter as “the object of philosophy and of perfidious theology”61 that would have “succeeded in overturning the image of God,” thereby crossing “the last boundary.”62 While the death of Jorge and the burning of the Aedificium represent the demise of closed orders of meanings and of their defenders, the novel also reveals the limits of William’s conjectures as the process of investigation that has brought him to the Abbey fails. The murders are not the acts of a single individual and do not follow a pattern that he thought he had identified, namely the clues of the seven trumpets of the apocalyptic revelation of Saint John of Patmos. Thus, while the books of the greatest library of the medieval Christian world are turned into fragments of parchments in the dramatic fire of the seventh day, William must admit the fallibility of his vis semiotica that had posited the existence of an order in the universe based on the correspondence between signs and things, on the adaequatio rei et intellectus, instead of recognizing the provisional and contingent value of every instrument of human knowledge:


 

I have never doubted the truth of signs, Adso; they are the only thing man has with which to orient himself in the world. What I did not understand was the relation among signs. I arrived at Jorge through an apocalyptic pattern that seemed to underlie all the crimes, and yet it was accidental. . . . Where is all my wisdom, then? I behaved stubbornly, pursuing the semblance of order, when I should have known well that there is no order in the universe. . . . The order that our mind imagines is like a net, or like a ladder, built to attain something. But afterward you must throw the ladder away, because you discover that, even if it was useful, it was meaningless.63



Yet the interpretive debacle of William, and his realization that the orders created by the mind are provisional and contingent, neither sanction the closed hermeneutic models of Bernard de Guy and Jorge nor the hermeneutic drift. As the events that befall the characters of Foucault’s Pendulum suggest, skepticism towards absolute orders and truths does not imply cognitive relativism. Conspiracy theorists, these characters have sought nothing less than to reconstruct the Knights Templar’s “Plan” for the conquest of the world through the harnessing of telluric energy that had begun with the old fascist Colonel Ardenti on the basis of a text found in a library by the daughter of Ingolf: the message of Provins. With the help of a computer named Abulafia, Belbo, Casaubon, and Diotallevi have reconstructed the “Plan” up to 1944, via a conspiratorial narrative that, by following Hermetic drifts and conjectures, had led them to assemble “the entire history of so-called Western culture, with unavoidable extensions towards the Eastern one, based upon a free system of analogies, associations, and convergences between whatever name, whatever point, whatever time of the cultural Babel.”64 Thus, by associating Hitler to the Argonauts, Marx and Freud to the Red Brigades, Jules Verne and Tritemius to Richelieu, the Milky Way to the Golden Fleece, Bacon and Shakespeare to the Freemasons and the Jesuits, little by little Causaubon and Diotallevi have given shape to the presumed “Plan.” From 1344 to 1944, and according to intervals of 120 years, six groups of Knights Templar who had escaped the annihilation of their order, mandated by the king of France in 1307, had met in six locations to transmit to the followers of the sect the secret for the conquest of the world: the harnessing of telluric energies in a specific point of the earth to be indicated on a map by a ray of sun on the first day after the summer solstice. But next to the unrestrained semiotic process performed by Belbo, Diotallevi, and Casaubon, Foucault’s Pendulum also includes the decoding of Lia, Casaubon’s girlfriend, who interprets the message of Provins by limiting interpretive drifts according to circumstantial and pragmatic selection, and by using a tourist guide and a glossary of the standard abbreviations used at that time. Therefore, alongside the interpretations of conspiracy theorists there also emerges a reading of the message as a laundry list, a reminder written by a merchant who, from his departure on Rue Saint-Jean, would have received various sums of money for his deliveries of hay, fabric, and roses. However, Casaubon is not ready to abandon his interpretive practices. He will only do so after his friend Belbo is killed by the Diabolicals, a group of criminals who are also looking for the map to control the world, and the novel ends with his declaration that he has finally understood that “there is nothing to understand.”65 Nevertheless, since Casaubon is aware that even his silence will become the object of aberrant interpretations on the part of the Diabolicals, nothing remains for him to do but engage in a sort of postsemiotic contemplation of the horizon that lies ahead of him: “So I might as well stay here, wait, and look at the hill. It’s so beautiful.”66

Like most of the characters from Foucault’s Pendulum, the main protagonist of Eco’s third novel, The Island of the Day Before, exemplifies an aberrant interpretive model, a practice of Hermetic semiosis that leads Roberto to establish connections that reproduce some of the hermeneutic practices discussed by Eco in The Limits of Interpretation and Interpretation and Overinterpretation. In an unrestrained use of interpretants that not only disregards rules of causality, noncontradiction, excluded middle, and so on, but also depends upon a highly flexible system of analogies and similarities, Roberto immerses himself more and more in the drift of signification. His drift eventually leads him to cross ontological boundaries and enter the water of the Pacific Ocean convinced that either he will traverse the line of the 180th meridian—that is, the date line, allowing him to come back to the past, to the day before and thus save Lilia—or, alternatively, his body will be dissolved in atoms of air that will reach the beloved woman in a fatal, eternal embrace.

Even though the vis semiotica of Yambo, the character of The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana, is not an example of a gnostic and Hermetic semiosis comparable to that of the characters of Foucault’s Pendulum and The Island of the Day Before, his interpretations also achieve problematic results. In quest for his lost identity after losing his autobiographical memory, Yambo goes to the family house in the countryside of Solara where he seeks to recover his “I” through the semantic memory of the encyclopedia of the culture of his childhood and youth: books, films, songs, stamps, cartoons, photographs, and objects that belong, for the most part, to the second half of the fascist ventennio. This archive includes not only the texts of propaganda disseminated by the regime, such as Ciuffettino balilla by Enrico Novelli, but also cartoons imported from overseas, such as Mickey Mouse, Flash Gordon, Terry and the Pirates, and Dick Tracy. Through these texts Yambo manages to reconstruct a considerable portion of the culture of the times, a popular, mass culture version of the library of The Name of the Rose. Yet these signs are often contradictory, as illustrated by the pages of Corrierino: “without in any way distinguishing one from the other, the Corrierino spoke of Fascist glories and of fantasy worlds inhabited by grotesque fairy-tale characters. It offered me stories and serious cartoons of absolute Fascist orthodoxy alongside paneled pages that were, by all appearances, American in origin.”67 Even after eight days spent in his family house reading the books of his childhood, Yambo remains disoriented by the cognitive space of this encyclopedia—“I was in a maze. No matter which way I turned, it was the wrong way”68—and asks himself to what extent he had fallen prey to fascist ideology. “Did I believe in victory, did I love Il Duce, did I want to die for him? Did I believe in the Chief’s historic phrases, which the headmaster dictated to us?” “Did I really believe all that, or was I repeating stock phrases?”69 But precisely because fascist culture was a schizophrenic culture, founded on a “tattered” rhetoric and propaganda, Yambo had been able to evade its ideological appeal, as the episode of Vallone confirms.70 The episode recounts how, with the help of his friend Gragnola, Yambo had brought to safety a group of eight Cossack troops who had been imprisoned by fascist and Nazi soldiers. Nevertheless, despite the resurfacing of episodes such as the one of the Vallone, the novel casts some measure of doubt over the final results of Yambo’s quest for his own identity. After having amassed more images, sounds, objects, and texts of the encyclopedic archive of Italians who were born between the 1930s and 1940s of the fascist era, Yambo reflects on the oneiric dimension that has shaped his anamnesis: “Perhaps I am, indeed, in a coma, but am dreaming within it, not remembering. I know that in some dreams we have the impression of remembering, and we believe the memories to be authentic, then we wake and are forced to conclude, reluctantly, that those memories were not ours. . . . Indeed, I have often thought that in our dreams we take over other people’s memories.”71

But in the predicament of Yambo is also expressed Eco’s understanding of the subject as a subjectivity-in-process, a mobile configuration that emerges in the production and interpretation of signs that Yambo partially achieves in the inferences of his semiotic performances but does not recognize as being subject-producing. Not surprisingly, the novel closes with the deferred plenitude of the self. Yambo, who has identified his true “I” with the face of a lost love of youth, Lila, awaits eagerly for her appearance among the parade of characters—most of them belonging to cartoons and youth literature—that descend the stairway at the end of the novel. Yet Lila’s face remains hidden in the foggy smoke of the room and in the darkness that descends upon Yambo, who either dies or enters into another coma:


 

I am finally able to see Lila, who will descend still modest and mischievous in her black smock, lovely as the sun, white as the moon. . . . I will finally learn . . . I will see what I have looked for all my life . . . and I will be reunited. I will be at peace. . . . But a faint, mouse-colored fumifugium is spreading from the top of the stairs, veiling the entrance. I feel a cold gust, I look up. Why is the sun turning black?72



If the vis semiotica of the main characters of The Name of the Rose, Foucault’s Pendulum, The Island of the Day Before, and The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana often leads to failed or, at least, problematic results—The Name of the Rose concludes in a fire, Foucault’s Pendulum and The Island of the Day Before leave readers uncertain over the final destiny of Belbo and Roberto, The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana ends without Yambo’s discovery of his self—the impact of their conjectures is nevertheless limited to themselves or to the immediate group of characters that surrounds them. Different, however, are the cases of Baudolino and Simonini, whose processes of symbolization become engines of History. Baudolino, moved by his desire, illogical reasoning, and even the inebriating effect of a green honey, produces many forgeries that the encyclopedia registers as truths, thereby causing events that impact the real world; or, as Niketas states, “such was his power that it became truth.”73 Baudolino engenders the Constitutio Habita, or the granting by Frederick of special privileges for law scholars in Bologna, and the canonization of Charlemagne in 1165 in Aachen. He also creates relics, myths, and legends, like the one of the Holy Grail, the history of the foundation of the city of Alessandria, the love poems of Abelard to Heloïse, but especially the famous letter of Prester John, or Presbyter Johannes. This letter, referenced in the Chronica of Otto of Freising in the twelfth century, described Prester as a Nestorian who led a kingdom full of riches. In this marvelous, fantastic world rivers contained precious stones: “emeralds, topazes, carbuncles, sapphires, chrysolite, onyx, beryls, amethysts.”74 The earth was populated by elephants, camels, hippopotami, and dromedaries but also by imaginary beings identified as the marvelous monstrous races of antiquity but revived in the Middle Ages by authors such as Solinus and Isidore of Seville, and, especially, by The Book of John Mandeville: “Centaurs, horned men, fauns, satyrs, pygmies, cynocephali, giants forty cubits tall, one-eyed men.”75 When, with a group of other travelers, Baudolino embarks on a quest for Prester’s kingdom, falling prey himself to the semiotic fantasy that he has created, he will reach the land of Pndapetzim, inhabited by sciapods, poncies, blemmyae, panotians, and Cyclops, but also by the Hypatias, the beautiful sirens whose names recall the Neoplatonic philosopher killed by Christians following the order of the Bishop Cyrillus. Yet the Prester’s kingdom illustrates not only the medieval world of the marvelously grotesque and fantastic but also an alternative moral geography. As Baudolino notes, here “every pilgrim was welcomed with charity, no one was poor, there were no thieves, predators, misers, or flatterers.”76 This is also a space where “the various races . . . give no importance to bodily differences, to color or shape, as we do, when even if we see a dwarf we consider him a horror of nature,”77 a land which “has been the refuge over the centuries for all the sects excluded from the Christian world of the Occident,”78 including the ten lost tribes of Israel. In this sense the conjectures of Baudolino well exemplify a fictional utopia since, as Forchetti remarks: “The Kingdom of Presbyter Johanness becomes . . . the place where heterodox theologies, reneged and stigmatized by Catholic orthodoxy during late Antiquity, find hospitality, a sort of port-franc, of a tolerant and synchretic land where sciapods, monsters, Nestorians, Gnostics, and satyrs coexist. The imaginary East of Presbyter Johannes is a kaleidoscope of ideas and theologies exiled from the West.”79 Nevertheless, since the letter described Prester John as a descendant of the Three Magi as well as an ally of the Christians against the Muslims and the Patriarch of Constantinople, this was also a piece of writing that could (and did) legitimate projects of Western geographical and political expansions towards Africa and Asia, such as the Crusades. In short, Baudolino’s conjectures perform the alternative order of a medieval fantastic utopia but also the darker side of fakes. This might explain why, at the end of the novel, Baudolino, guilty of many deaths—including that of his adoptive father Fredrick, thrown alive in the river Kalikadnos, where he drowns—climbs the white stone column of the hermits promising never to produce signs again in yet another postsemiotic moment that cannot but bring to mind the closing words of Adso of Melk from The Name of the Rose: “I will annihilate myself in silence. I will try to achieve a solitary distance from every opinion and imagination, to feel neither wrath nor desire, nor even reasoning or thought . . . I will drain soul and intellect, I will arrive beyond the kingdom of the mind.”80 To be sure, after a few seasons spent on top of the column, Baudolino will leave again for the lands of Prester John, newly captive of a fantasy so strong as to move his own reality. But the episode remains an admission of the limits of his conjectures, as fascinating and as enthralling as some might be, not just for the possible world of the character but also for that of readers of Eco’s novel.

If, despite the effects of forgeries on reality, lands such as Pndapetzim and the Kingdom of Prester John contain an apology for the signs of fantasy or at least for the utopian aspects of marvelous conjectures, different is the case of The Prague Cemetery. As in Baudolino, in this novel Eco again places the creation of a forgery at the center of the narrative, but the story is no longer that of a pleasant boy named Baudolino, but, instead, of Simonini, the nephew of a reactionary Piedmontese Captain who, ever since childhood, has nurtured in himself sentiments of hate for the other, a hate that coalesces around the character of Mordecai. Such hate, undoubtedly aggravated by Simonini’s unreciprocated feelings for a girl from the Jewish ghetto of Turin, transforms Simonini into a monster, a character that is undeniably the most sinister of Eco’s entire corpus, surpassing even the Diabolical assassins of Foucault’s Pendulum. Simonini, exiled to France after the expedition of the Thousands during the Italian Risorgimento, becomes a professional forger and creates documents against the Jesuits, the Freemasons, and especially the Jews.

Through the grafting of many existing texts (from Maurice Joly’s Dialogue in Hell between Machiavelli and Montesquieu, Gioberti’s Il gesuita moderno, Padre Bresciani’s L’ebreo di Verona, Dumas’s Joseph Balsamo and The Wandering Jew, Eugène Sue’s The Mysteries of a People, Augustin Barruel’s Memoirs Illustrating the History of Jacobinism, and Hermann Goedsche’s Biarritz, among a plethora of other pillaged works) and the perfidiousness of his semiotic conjectures, Simonini not only fuels myths of Freemasons’ and Jesuits’ conspiracies but leads to the antisemitism of the Dreyfus case and especially of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion. A nineteenth-century text that functioned as a vessel to house not only Christian prejudices towards the Jews but also the anxiety caused by the advent of European modernity—secularism, socialism, internationalism, universal education and suffrage, and so forth—The Protocols sought to demonstrate a Jewish conspiracy to take over the world. This conspiracy would have led the Rabbis to meet periodically in the cemetery of the ghetto of Prague according to a description of a similar gathering contained in the novel Biarritz. But if this semiotic process reveals itself to be a forgery created by a sinister, criminal mind, it has the power to provide a totalizing explanation for the complexity of an emerging European modernity, a narrative that was unfortunately easy to believe by minds too weak to confront a changing reality and too eager to find assuring truths. In the world of factual history, The Protocols were sold to the Czar who, from 1905, disseminated them under the title of The Great Within the Small by Sergei Nilus. Immediately translated into numerous languages, the reliability of The Protocols was negated in 1921, the year it was denounced as a false document by The Times. Yet the power of the text continued to inspire racial hatred, thus providing a justification for projects of extermination that lead to the horrors of Adolf Hitler and, sadly, thereafter becoming “the most widely circulated work in the world after the Bible,” as reported by a chronological table added at the end of The Prague Cemetery.81

A forgery, then, with catastrophic outcomes upon the facts of history, a sign production that is devoid of any utopian redemption on the part of a character who, unlike many other figures that inhabit Eco’s fictional oeuvre, does not promote any kind of identification with the reader, but, rather, renders the act of reading the endless semiotic deliriums of his first-person narration a rather difficult, uncomfortable process, one comparable perhaps only to Louis Ferdinand Céline’s antisemitic pamphlets of the 1930s. While these aspects of the novel explain the great deal of controversy that it has generated, the reader can nevertheless follow the interpretations of a hateful, fanatic, and diabolical mind, and gain further awareness of the effects of aberrant processes of semiosis on a reality too permeable to fictions and forgeries. In this sense, then, this novel fulfills once again a role that is similar to that of Eco’s other fictions, even if the subject matter is infinitely more complex than the rest of his other works. Reflecting on the permeability of reality to fakes and forgeries years before the publication of The Prague Cemetery, in Six Walks in the Fictional Woods Eco discusses The Protocols at some length before asking the following question: “How should we deal with intrusions of fiction into life, now that we have seen the historical impact that this phenomenon can have?”82 He then proceeded to note that he does not wish to propose that “walks in the fictional woods are a remedy for the great tragedies of our time,” but, more modestly, that these walks could enable us as writers and readers “to understand the mechanism by which fiction can shape life” and to reflect on how “these complex relationships between reader and story, fiction and life, can constitute a form of therapy against the sleep of reason, which generates monsters.”83

In conclusion, then, Eco’s semiotic theory resonates throughout his fictional works in a corpus of romans à hypothèses that performs the hermeneutic successes and failures, the gains and losses of characters who, through the interpretation and production of signs, strive to make sense of the complexity of their culture and circumstances. The Name of the Rose illustrates the limits of totalizing interpretations as well as the provisional and contingent nature of cognitive schemata that claim to order the labyrinth of the world. Foucault’s Pendulum explores Hermetic drift and pragmatic restraint, while The Island of the Day Before describes the pitfalls of unlimited semiosis but also the creativity of metaphors that arise from the objects of perceptual cognition. The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana stages the inferential location of the subject at the confluence between a shared and an individual encyclopedia, while Baudolino and The Prague Cemetery illustrate how fictional signs, even though misguided and fake, have the power to affect the world of history and reality. Ultimately, then, in the “play of contradiction” between the many interpretive models that arise from a metahistorical postmodern condition, from The Name of the Rose to The Prague Cemetery, Eco’s semiotic imaginary enables readers to follow the conjectural cartographies of possible worlds and evaluate the viability of models of sign production and decoding, of the cognitive instruments that we might employ to navigate the undeniable complexity of the historical, cultural, and social processes that constitute the lived reality of every human experience.
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REPLY TO NORMA BOUCHARD

Norma Bouchard has interpreted both my theoretical and my narrative work very well. At first sight I would be tempted to reply to her as I reply to Brian McHale because at the beginning of her essay, in discussing my novels, Bouchard acknowledges that they represent “a nonorganicist, nonteleological understanding of historical, material processes as sites of fragmentation, gaps, contradictions, and discontinuities testing epistemological frameworks as well as ontological categories.” It would appear that her premises coincide with McHale’s conclusions whereby through “weak narration” the novels call up a philosophy of “weak thought” in the sense proposed by Gianni Vattimo. If these were also Bouchard’s conclusions I would have to say to her—as I have done to McHale—that while a theoretical essay is intended to come to conclusions, and hence is committed in a certain sense to the “truth” it is intended to demonstrate, in a novel we do not intend to demonstrate any theory. A novel is a stage for certain aspects of life complete with all their contradictions. And so in conclusion I have accepted the proposal suggested by McHale that in my novels I practiced a sort of “weak narration”—but without any implication that I agreed with the philosophy of “weak thought.”

However, it does not seem that Bouchard wishes to attribute any propensity for weak thought to me, and before tackling the novels she goes through my entire philosophical career acknowledging that, even though I talked about unlimited semiosis, I did not adhere to the “radical reader-response” theory and deconstruction. In fact if it had been that way I could not have titled one of my books The Limits of Interpretation.

Bouchard sees very well how, in light of Peirce’s thought, I recognize how the sequence of interpretants does not resolve itself in the “undecidability of deconstructive drift or the endless slippage of meaning along the chain of signification.” There exists a final interpretant that produces a habit, a capacity to act on that which surrounds us, and the possibility exists that, in the course of our interpretation of the world, in the long run the community produces forms of consensus, of intersubjective agreement, that we can assume (albeit provisionally) as “truths.”

In my more recent writings, such as the essay on negative realism (“Di un realismo negativo,” 2012), I point out that, no matter how much our interpretations are potentially manifold, there exist facts that oppose our excessive interpretive generosity. For example, it is a fact that all men are mortal. It is a fact that if I wish to leave a room and I don’t take the only door, but head for a wall with no openings, it is certain that I shall not get out of that room. This is why I maintain that there are aberrant interpretations.

At this point it is a matter of seeing why in my novels I set in motion, to use McHale’s words, a weak narration.

Bouchard acknowledges that “the relationship between Eco’s theory and his fiction is not simply one of specular reflection” and concludes (following Linda Hutcheon) that my novels are examples not of the roman à thèse but of the roman à hypothèse. And from the meticulous summary that she makes of my various novels I think it emerges very clearly that, while the structure of the novels—their metanarrative nature that always brings into question both the voice of the author and those of the characters—clearly always portrays a world that I would call “out of joint,” the story nonetheless always brings the reader face to face with some undeniable facts. They are the facts that I have cited in my response to McHale, and so in the end William discovers who is really responsible for the events in the abbey, and the characters in Foucault’s Pendulum are able to tell the hallucinations of the “Diabolicals” and their aberrant interpretations from something that cannot be the subject of overinterpretation, etcetera. And, as Bouchard writes, “skepticism towards absolute orders and truths does not imply cognitive relativism.”

For these clarifications I am grateful to Bouchard and for the fact that she has contrasted (while keeping separate) the aspects of my research and those of my narrative habits.

U.E.
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Helen Bennett

READING LESSONS IN FOUCAULT’S PENDULUM

Viewing Umberto Eco’s body of work from the vantage point of 2016, we can see that his fiction has consistently been in conversation with his theoretical writings about how signs work, how we make meaning. In fact one cannot fully understand or appreciate Eco’s literary works without having read his theoretical writings. And one might argue that reading Eco’s fiction makes one better able to appreciate the complexity of his theoretical works. His novels all have plots that in some way dramatize textual creation and interpretation. At the same time, the works’ semiotic complexity, their postmodern intertextuality (referencing his own corpus as well as a daunting number and range of works from multiple cultural traditions) and double coding (creating a narrative that can be read on multiple levels, from simply following the plot to recognizing the intertextual references and language games) make the process of interpretation extraordinarily challenging. Eco’s second novel, Foucault’s Pendulum, perhaps more than any other of his novels is about interpreting texts in the contemporary world. In the central plot the three editors at Garamond Press—Belbo, Casaubon, and Diotallevi—recklessly “use” texts to manufacture a global conspiracy for taking over the world; looking back, Casaubon as narrator tries to interpret past events (and texts) within the central plot in a way that creates coherent structure and meaning; and, in assessing the interpretive strategies illustrated at different narrative levels within the text, the reader of the novel tries to determine the conjectures that a model reader would make in order to uncover the intention of the text. In his theoretical works Eco has, over time, mapped out a middle ground of interpretive freedom, a balanced position that the editors and Casaubon as narrator all appear to miss. With this interpretive freedom, readers of the novel can learn from the characters’ errors and come to a greater appreciation of their responsibility to the text, as well as of the pleasures to be derived from being attentive to the text. Using Eco’s theoretical works as a starting point, my analysis will explore the general lessons that the novel teaches about interpretation at each narrative level, and specifically how the dangers and possibilities of reading complex texts are demonstrated in the novel through Kabbalah.

In A Theory of Semiotics Eco advocates replacing the Saussurean idea of “a sign as a two-fold entity (signifier and signified or sign-vehicle and meaning)” with Charles Sanders Peirce’s triadic definition of semiosis as involving “a sign, its object, and its interpretant.”1 This movement from “decodification semiotics” to “interpretation semiotics” places greater emphasis on inference, on using abductive reasoning to make the connections that inform interpretation.2 Whereas decodification involves applying established codes, abduction proposes possible new rules.3 Having initially advocated for openness in interpretation, Eco subsequently has emphasized the limitations appropriate to interpretive practices, again based on Peirce’s semiotic theory. Peirce’s central idea is that “a sign can be explained only through another sign” in a process of potentially “unlimited semiosis.”4 However, Eco points out, as each interpretant becomes the sign for the next interpretant, “the sign is more and more determined.” While semiosis has the capacity to be infinite, establishing “a given universe of discourse” allows signs to move closer to the object, that is, for us to know more as we move from sign to sign.5 For Peirce, the “endless series of representations, each representing the one behind it,” has “an absolute object as its limit.”6 Semiosis moves ever closer to a “final interpretant” (or thorough understanding of the object) through the gradual consensus of the interpretive community. The wisdom of the interpretive community is measured by “constant wariness about the fallibility of [its] knowledge,” and that community’s primary duty is to be ever ready to “rewrite the encyclopedia.”7 In sum, Eco and Peirce believe that something exists to be interpreted although the interpretation may never be complete.8 Therefore Eco terms a “misunderstanding” of his theory the idea “that semiotics should not take any interest in processes of referring.” His focus, he says, has been on “how culture constituted a system of content, and how discourses produced an effect of truth”; he has been “interested in the mental mechanisms by means of which we come to say something is true.” In short, he has been asserting that “it is not possible to explain how we refer to reality if we do not first establish how we give meaning to the terms we use.”9

The “poetic” or, more broadly, the “aesthetic text” deliberately cultivates more ambiguity than other kinds of text. In A Theory of Semiotics Eco cites Roman Jakobson and others on the ambiguity of the poetic text as “a mode of violating the rules of the code,” a stylistic “deviation from the norm.” Ambiguity, Eco asserts, “on the expression plane must involve a corresponding ambiguity on the content plane”;10 as metasemiotic statements, aesthetic texts draw attention to their expression plane while also “frequently produc[ing] a new type of awareness about the world.”11 The aesthetic text therefore by its nature invites openness in interpretation: “like a large labyrinthine garden, a work of art permits one to take many different routes, whose number is increased by the criss-cross of its paths.”12 Postmodern works, which Eco sees as recently attracting more critical attention, create especially complex semiotic labyrinths through techniques such as intertextual irony (the inclusion of direct quotations from/references to other famous works) and metanarrative (direct comments within the text on its own nature).13

At the same time that the poetic text—even the postmodern text—“invites openness,” it also, according to Eco, sets limits to that openness. The poetic text is a device (Eco calls it a “lazy machine”)14 for eliciting interpretations and creating the model reader, who reads the text “as it is in some sense designed to be read,”15 who uses abductive reasoning to construct hypotheses about how the material fits together—about which connections will prove significant as the narrative progresses. This model reader brings to the text sufficient encyclopedic knowledge to allow her to “get” allusions and to make appropriate intertextual connections between the other texts and the text she is reading. Above all, the model reader is responsive to the intention of the text—that is, the model author—and refines, adapts, or rejects her conjectures according to whether they conform to/support the coherence of the text as a whole. The model author and model reader both emerge during the process of reading within Eco’s definition of the “hermeneutic circle”:


 

Since the intention of the text is basically to produce a model reader able to make conjectures about it, the initiative of the model reader consists in figuring out a model author that is not the empirical one and that, in the end, coincides with the intention of the text. Thus, more than a parameter to use in order to validate the interpretation, the text is an object that the interpretation builds up in the course of the circular effort of validating itself on the basis of what it makes up as its result.16



However, the actual interpretive process of any given empirical reader—“an actor who makes conjectures about the kind of reader postulated by the text”17—can fall short of the model author’s intention. A “naïve” reader may not have an encyclopedia that equips her to grasp the nature of the text. She may miss the clues/allusions/tropes provided by the model author. She may be interested only in the plot, making conjectures only about what will happen next (a semantic reader) rather than being alert to the aesthetic effects created by the text and the means by which the text creates those effects (the semiotic reader).18 And finally, any individual empirical reader may not share Eco’s sense of obligation to honor the intention of the text. In several nonfiction and theoretical works over the years, Eco has lamented “a dangerous critical heresy . . . according to which we can do anything we like with a work of literature, reading into it whatever our most uncontrolled impulses dictate to us.”19 Eco terms this heresy “use” as opposed to “interpretation,” the former meaning “to start from [the text] in order to get something else,” basically disregarding what the text says, while the latter is directed toward understanding something about the “nature” of the text.20 A reader may legitimately bring up unanticipated connections in the text; “use” involves bringing in parts of one’s individual encyclopedia—based on personal experience or texts read—not triggered by the textual strategies of the work under consideration, in order to impose a meaning that reflects the reader’s agenda independent of the text. In what Eco terms “overinterpretation” a reader may go too far in identifying an endless chain of resemblances/connections that point only to further hidden secrets to be uncovered but never to any meaning; such a reader is a “paranoid” reader.

The distinction that Eco makes between the complexity of the poetic text that a model reader respects, on the one hand, and the practices of the paranoid reader or user of the text, on the other, closely parallels his distinction between metaphor and symbol. The language appearing in Eco’s discussion of the poetic text as a deviation from the norm, possessing cognitive value, resembles his description of the metaphor as a special case of language in general. In Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language Eco refers to the question of whether metaphor “constitutes a scandal (that is, if the metaphor is a deviation from . . . a system of norms).”21 On the literal level the metaphor states something that is not true by “transferring to one object a name belonging to another.”22 Metaphors have an openness in their meaning and require conjecture by the reader/interpreter but “metaphors are always governed by rhetorical rules and controlled by their co-texts.”23 The interpreter creates and tests hypotheses about which properties of each term should be highlighted and then creates Porphyrian trees to reach a common node.24 At their best metaphors make us see something new or see something familiar in a new way. Therefore metaphors have cognitive value, creating new resemblances between “cultural units” and enriching our understanding of the encyclopedia.25

In contrast, Eco associates interpretive paranoia and textual “use” with the symbolic mode, which, as related to contemporary theory, lacks cognitive value.26 Eco cites the etymology of the word “symbol” in which two things, “one standing for the other,” are matched up and fully functional only when reunited, a final state suggested originally by the term itself. However, within contemporary theory, the (re)uniting of the signifier with the signified is “always deferred,” each sign becoming the signified for another sign. Symbols, Eco states, are now appreciated for their openness, for not “express[ing] a ‘final’ meaning.”27 The symbolic mode occurs “where neither the sender nor the addressee really wants or is able to outline a definite interpretation,” when there is no semiotic code—or too many semiotic codes—to apply, when the text refuses to help us conjecture about its meaning.28 Without belief in an ultimate signified, the text will tell only the truth that the reader makes it speak, a truth made in the reader’s image (that is, use).29 Such a situation exists in contemporary theory where the only truth, as Eco reads Derrida, is “the very play of deconstruction” and nothing outside the text itself.30 The effect on interpretive practices is that symbolism is seen everywhere, not as a specific rhetorical/linguistic strategy. All discourse is seen as vague, indirect, imprecise, masking some other meaning that can never be determined. Eco argues that not everything is symbolic, and that suspecting the symbolic everywhere on the one hand makes us unable to perceive symbolism where it does exist and, on the other hand, makes us unable “to enjoy the revelation of the literal.”31

Eco traces the history of symbolic paranoia and semiotic drift back to ideas beginning with a Neoplatonism in which there exists only an imperfect and contradictory way of speaking of the unknowable One who is God; this tradition evolves into the “Hermetic Platonism of the Renaissance [that] maintains that the very core of every secret knowledge is the faith in the deep contradictoriness and ambiguity of reality.” Within religious traditions symbols are used to express the inexpressible, transcendent divinity, and the interpretation is controlled/coded by religious authorities through exegetical strategies such as allegory. Thus church fathers established “the theory of the four senses” to control a potentially infinite number of possible meanings for scripture.32 The Hermetic tradition, in contrast, is characterized by (1) “the belief that nothing is stable and that every element of the universe acts over any other through reciprocal action”; (2) the denial of linear sequence of cause and effect, the acceptance of the principle “post hoc ergo ante hoc”; (3) the acceptance of contradictory ideas within disparate strands of traditional wisdom as all true; and finally (4) “the principle of similitude. . . . And once one has decided to fish for similitudes, one can find them everywhere: under certain descriptions, everything can be seen as similar to everything else.”33 The belief in the continuous instability of everything allows the endless deferral of meaning of any expression, except as “an ambiguous allusion to something else.” In this way “the content of every expression is a secret, or an enigma that evokes a further enigma.”34

The Hermetic tradition and the symbolic paranoia that leads to semiotic drift appear explicitly in Foucault’s Pendulum in connection with the central plot. The three editors succumb to symbolic paranoia in creating The Plan, and the texts that they use to “document” the existence of The Plan are those same texts that Eco discusses in other works as associated with the Hermetic tradition. Those texts actually exist in the world, and their history in the world is as fantastic as the megaconspiracy created within the novel. Eco writes about this outer history in The Search for the Perfect Language and in his essays on falsehood. Most relevant to Foucault’s Pendulum are (1) Eco’s discussions of the nature and function of language as exerting an active power over the world through a never-ending process of secret, hidden significations, and (2) his demonstrations of the real historical consequences that false texts and failed quests for secret knowledge can produce.

Many aspects of the secret knowledge included in the editors’ conspiracy theory and sought by the “Diabolicals” whom the editors are mocking belong to esoteric traditions that posited language as not simply referring to the world but as impacting it. Among them were followers of the medieval Jewish Kabbalistic tradition and Christian thinkers in the Renaissance who incorporated techniques and principles of Kabbalah. They sought to recover or replace the “perfect” language in which Adam named the animals in Genesis, a language in which somehow words (signs) “[mirror] the true nature of objects.”35 During the Renaissance the Corpus Hermeticum, together with Kabbalah, formed the basis for many treatises on astral magic, which, through an understanding of the laws governing the “sympathy” between macrocosm and human microcosm, enables one both to predict and to control the effects of celestial forces and bodies on earthly affairs. Astral magic involves wearing “talismans” and performing particular ceremonies, but primarily it works through words, “a language by which human beings can command the stars.”36 The secret of this language and the power it contains is always reserved for the (intellectual) elite.

Fabrications that produced real, often dire, consequences characterize several movements that grew out of the quest for the perfect language (sometimes confused with a “universal language”), although they aimed to bring all people together and herald an era of peace. The Rosicrucian movement is one example. It began with the anonymous publication of two texts, in 1614 and 1615, announcing the existence of a secret society meant to educate and reform governments; the second text called for the intellectual elite to contact the authors of the “manifesto,” even though the authors could not reveal the secrets of the society and required “a secret language to inaugurate a universal reform.”37 Those presumed to be the authors—including Johann Valentin Andreae and John Dee—always denied their authorship or dismissed it as “a youthful folly.”38 Many written responses to the call appeared, with respondents claiming to share the views of the Rosicrucians, although no one would admit to being one or even to knowing any members. Anti-Rosicrucian texts also appeared, attacking members as forgers and devil worshippers. Freemasons claimed descent from the Rosicrucians by way of the Templars. The Rosicrucian myth was variously used by those (for example, Freemasons) challenging the authority of church and state and those supporting church and state against the threat to their sovereignty by the Enlightenment. Astonishingly, even today, in San Jose, California, the official claim for the temple of the Anticus et Mysticus Ordo Rosae Crucis is that “the original texts legitimizing the order certainly do exist but for obvious reasons will remain secret and locked up in inaccessible archives.”39

In the novel the three editors bring together expertise in these two philosophical/mystical/historical traditions—belief in language as creating the world, and false beliefs/texts/secret societies affecting world history. Diotallevi, who “thinks he’s Jewish,”40 has studied Kabbalah and is fascinated by the various techniques of combining letters—gematria, temurah, and notarikon. Presumably it is his influence that has led Belbo to name his computer “Abulafia,” the thirteenth-century founder of ecstatic Kabbalah. Enter Casaubon, working on a dissertation about the Templars, medieval defenders of Jerusalem who, according to legend, upon being disbanded by their royal patron went underground, awaiting the proper time to reassert their power. All three men are together when Ardenti, a prospective client, comes to Garamond Press in the hopes of publishing a book about the Templars’ plan to take over the world. Ardenti is reaching out to other authors to help supply information for completing the story. This meeting eventually sets in motion the events that take up the rest of the novel.

During and in the aftermath of the conversation between the editors and Ardenti, the characters engage in symbolic paranoia and use of texts. Ardenti has based his whole theory of the return of the Templars on a text: he brings to the editors a document that he claims outlines a plan for the Templars to disappear and reemerge when the time is right. The so-called message of Provins is literally too fragmentary to express an “intention” as text; it can be made to support a virtually unlimited range of interpretations because it has more gaps than text, more absence than presence. Ardenti claims to have simply “decoded” the message but has, in a parody of the hermeneutic circle, filled in the gaps based on what he terms “unassailable surmises,” which have “restored the text to its ancient splendor.” He has created the text that he then says “still needs interpretation.”41 Ardenti’s mysterious disappearance and a time lapse intervene before Belbo, Diotallevi, and Casaubon get caught up in just that enterprise of interpreting Ardenti’s text. Eventually, out of intellectual pride and disdain for authors like Ardenti, and without heeding the lessons illustrated by the historical texts they are weaving together, the three editors create their own version of what the fragmentary text means, outdoing those they are mocking in the complexity and intricacy of the conspiracy they invent. Casaubon says, “When you assume an attitude of suspicion, you overlook no clue. . . . I was prepared to see symbols in every object I came upon.” And again, “I was becoming a master of chains of association. You could start anywhere.” Belbo sounds just like the definition of symbolic paranoia: “Any fact becomes important when it’s connected to another. The connection changes the perspective; it leads you to think that every detail of the world, every voice, every word written or spoken has more than its literal meaning, that it tells a secret. The rule is simple: Suspect, only suspect. You can read subtexts even in a traffic sign that says ‘No littering.’”42 In time, both Belbo and Casaubon forget that they are “constructing” and not “discovering” the secret plan.43 Casaubon says, “We don’t have to invent connections. They exist.”44 But the facticity in the material is only convenient not necessary: the editors are using the connections to suit their plan, which as Casaubon the text user says, “like soft clay . . . obeyed our narrative desires.”45 Eco closes his chapter on “Magic Language” in The Search for the Perfect Language by summing up history’s judgment of the Rosicrucian manifestos:


 

the manifestos were nothing but a joke, a sophomoric game, an exercise in literary pastiche made up of all the buzz-topics of the day: the search for the language of Adam, the dream of a sensual language, glossolalic illusions, cryptography, kabbala. . . . And since everything went into this pot au feu, anything could be fished out again. Thus, as will always happen when the spectre of mystery is raised, there were those who read the Rosicrucian manifestos “paranoically,” discovering in them what they wanted to believe anyway, and needed to rediscover continually.46



With a few revisions in the items listed, this quotation could sum up how Belbo, Diotallevi, and Casaubon, on the one hand, and the Diabolicals, on the other hand, play fast and loose with texts both as authors and as readers, and this is the narrative level on which Eco’s critique is most straightforward.47

As narrator, Casaubon seems to be atoning for the semiotic drift that he so recklessly practiced as coconspirator. He sorts through his memories, moving back and forth among three time periods: the present time of the novel, in which he sits in Belbo’s country house awaiting the Diabolicals to come for him; the scene of horror two nights earlier in the Conservatoire des Arts et Métiers in Paris; and the preceding twelve years since he first became involved with Belbo and Garamond Press. The intricate chronology is further complicated by Casaubon’s foreshadowing, interruptions of narrative threads, and retrospective commentaries, with the result that the frame story unfolds as a complex maze of interlaced narratives. All the while, Casaubon is sincerely trying to “make sense out of the chaos of that misguided creation of ours,” “to draw from it a story.”48 He is trying to discover the connections, not make them up, and to discern a coherent narrative that makes a point. Yet his strategies for doing so lapse suspiciously until he is again creating texts and connections to satisfy his desperate desire for structure, closure, and ultimate meaning.49

Central to Casaubon’s semiotic atonement is his interpretation of Lia’s significance. Having thoroughly analyzed how he, Belbo, and Diotallevi got caught up in their deadly interpretive game, Casaubon sets up Lia and the baby as real and therefore as resistant to semiotic drift: Lia is the corporeal presence that rescues him at least temporarily from the Hermetic maelstrom of The Plan. The baby is the reality that counteracts “the old wives’ tales” of the Diabolicals. The baby is Casaubon’s philosopher’s stone and Lia is his grail, the holy vessel.50 For the baby, Casaubon and Lia are the “Unknown Superiors.”51 The endless search for secret knowledge pursued by the Diabolicals contrasts with Lia, who insists that her womb represents no secrets.52 Most significantly in relation to interpretive limits, Lia offers the no-nonsense reading of the text on which The Plan rests: instead of a clue to an enduring Templar/Rosicrucian plot to take over the world, Ardenti’s text is a “laundry list,”53 that is, a text with only literal meaning. Lia has exercised interpretive restraint, using nothing but a travel guide for intertextual clues to the meaning of Ardenti’s text, and her inferences are kept to a minimum. Lia’s reading seems to provide “the revelation of the literal.” At the time Lia’s reading is a revelation to Casaubon. In the final moments of the novel Casaubon recalls Lia’s wisdom, equating it with the wisdom of the earth.

Casaubon’s recognition of his interpretive excess in connection with the conspiracy and Lia’s role in his epiphany are never undermined within the novel, but his other interpretive efforts during the final days in his narrative are more suspect. He might well be accused of committing the sin that deconstructionists attribute to more traditional scholars: imposing a coherent structure on texts and insisting on a meaning within the text that has only to be extracted.

Casaubon (re)creates a story of Belbo’s life in order to feel whole himself, and we see him gradually imposing structure and meaning by creating the texts themselves and metaphorical correspondences within them. Central to Casaubon’s success is his reading of the files that Belbo has saved on his computer, Abulafia. He does so in response to Belbo’s call two days before the present time of the novel. In the beginning of the process Casaubon tries to show interpretive restraint, not to project himself onto Belbo and instead open his eyes and mind to “read” the texts that Belbo offers. Casaubon’s challenge begins with trying to figure out the password to Belbo’s computer. He knows he will have to employ “inductive guesswork”; we see Casaubon creating several hypotheses based on his beliefs about Belbo’s way of thinking; each meets with failure; he admits “I was clinging stubbornly to an elegant but false hypothesis,” and again “I was making this up. My explanation was just like The Plan: substituting wishes for reality.”54 Eventually, he discovers the password by in a sense giving up rather than by using abduction effectively: to the question, “Do you have the password?” he simply answers, “No.”55 Then, he uses “no” as a unifying element to the story—balancing the password with Belbo’s ultimate refusal to cooperate with the Diabolicals.

It is Casaubon’s reconstructed story that gives Belbo’s life that meaning and structure that, Casaubon concludes, Belbo always craved. Within his computer files and in conversation with Casaubon, Belbo has expressed the fear that he has always been a coward, that he always runs away, that his life has been a series of opportunities missed. Therefore he has never seen himself as the protagonist but always as the spectator.56 In the dramatic climax of Casaubon’s narrative Belbo is the protagonist and the hero, not only resisting the desire of the Diabolicals to learn the nonexistent secret but refusing to be intimidated, his final words the defiant, “Ma gavte la nata.”57 In the present time of the novel Casaubon has come to believe that Belbo prepared for death-by-pendulum and thus, even at the moment of losing, scored a victory. But he does not know if Belbo himself understood this victory.58

Casaubon similarly tries to create closure in connection with Belbo’s yearning for creativity: Belbo has become an editor because he felt he lacked the courage and creativity to be an author. From reading the files, Casaubon comes to understand that Belbo participates in the publication of bogus Hermetic texts to punish other authors who refuse to limit their roles to that of spectator, and that Belbo records failures in life but shapes The Plan to write his own myth, to exercise control, and to try to avenge himself on those who, like Agliè, defeat him in real life. For Casaubon, Belbo’s victory as author and protagonist comes in the last document he finds, what he calls the “key text,” describing the incident in which Belbo as a child played the trumpet at the funeral of partisans during World War II. Belbo’s learning to play the trumpet had been connected to his first (unfulfilled) romantic love story, but in this instance Belbo volunteers—heroically chooses—to perform a service above his skill level. Knowing neither Assembly nor Taps, the two pieces requested, Belbo instead of Assembly plays do mi sol do, holding the final do to “give it time—Belbo wrote—to reach the sun.” Without ever fully releasing the single note, for Taps he plays “a single note, high” before the commander thanks and dismisses him. For Casaubon, this experience is the pinnacle of Belbo’s life, and his description is overtly antideconstructionist, contradicting the concept of unlimited semiosis practiced by the editors in their creation of The Plan: this moment “had been no symbol, no sign, symptom, allusion, metaphor, or enigma: it was what it was. It did not stand for anything else. At that moment there was no longer any deferment, and the score was settled.” Casaubon laments Belbo’s failure to recognize that “he had had his moment,” that he had “stared into the eyes of Truth,” and consequently had spent his life seeking a fulfillment elsewhere. In this instance, instead of wondering, Casaubon “believes,” “hopes,” and “prays” that in his final moments Belbo “finally understood this, and found peace.”59

While Lia may be seen as successfully resisting endless semiotic drift, the metaphysical moment of Belbo’s trumpet note deconstructs itself. What Casaubon has called the “key text,” like the so-called message of Provins, does not really exist. Unlike the other of Belbo’s files, it has been handwritten at different times in Belbo’s life. However, while Casaubon indicates that Belbo wrote the sentence about the trumpet note reaching the sun, overall Belbo’s version has gaps, overlappings, lines crossed out; Casaubon admits, “I am not so much rereading it as reconstructing, reliving it.”60 At a crucial point in the narrative Casaubon is looking at “broken, twisted, unsyntactical sentences, mutilated by rows of dots.”61 His interpretive process bears a striking resemblance to Ardenti’s in dealing with the message of Provins. Belbo’s story is more poetic text than laundry list, and Casaubon’s motives may be more noble, but he is satisfying his desire for a complete text filled with meaning while looking at a Derridean trace of what is absent. Furthermore, Casaubon endows the narrative with symbolic significance for Belbo: “though he didn’t come out and say it—in that moment he was possessing Cecilia [his first love]”; shortly afterwards, Casaubon calls the moment Belbo’s “chemical wedding” with all the women he had lost in life.62 This transfiguration is Casaubon’s desire for Belbo; for Belbo himself, it quite likely remains an unrecognized victory. The insubstantiality of Casaubon’s construct is further intensified in the final chapter of the novel when Casaubon says, “I would have liked to write down everything I thought today.”63 So, like the other key texts of the novel—the message of Provins, Belbo’s narrative of his moment of truth—Casaubon’s narrative does not really exist as text.64

What does exist as a complete text with an intention is the novel itself. In a statement that cannot fail to recall Barthes’s “The Death of the Author,” Casaubon at the end of Foucault’s Pendulum says “the author has to die in order for the reader to become aware of his truth.”65 Eco himself has consistently argued that, while the model author—as equivalent to the intention of the text—is crucial to textual interpretation, the empirical author is unimportant to the interpretive process: “When one has a text to question, it is irrelevant to ask the [empirical] author.”66 Empirical authors may well say more or something other than they intended; they may say things accidentally. Yet Eco does allow a “theoretical” role for the empirical author—in responding to critics, the empirical author can discuss his or her authorial intentions as they conform to or diverge from the intention of the text as interpreted by critics; this commentary should not be used to validate interpretations.67 However, the format of critical essays followed by Eco’s response has itself almost achieved the status of a literary genre,68 which at times appears to result in invalidating interpretations that the empirical author judges to be unsupported by the text. Readers aspiring to emulate the model reader and to discover/realize the model author/intention of the text find it virtually impossible and ultimately counterproductive to ignore empirical author Eco himself.

Critics routinely note Eco’s “uncontrollable temptation in wanting to expound . . . on everything that he writes about” and consequently “not leav[ing] much room for critics to uncover and to explain issues that he himself has not already addressed.” This commentary extends to identifying intertextual references, critics’ responses, and issues of translation.69 One might add to that list explicit references to the empirical author’s own biography and his creative process, all of which spill over from the “theoretical” role to the “critical.” So, for example, should readers take into account Eco’s statement that he agrees with Lia’s reading of the message of Provins,70 or that he included in the novel a discussion of Casaubon’s name specifically to discourage an association with the character in George Eliot’s Middlemarch?

Eco gives mixed signals to the would-be model reader when he discourages the “game” of identifying specific intertextual allusions as “generally a waste of time,”71 but expresses satisfaction when critics “so cunningly discovered what I had so cunningly concealed in order to lead them to find it.”72 One could apply to Eco himself his commentary on Un Drame bien parisien, which “lures its Model Reader into an excess of cooperation and then punishes him for having overdone it.”73 Linda Hutcheon expresses the interpretive impossibility of Foucault’s Pendulum specifically: the novel “ironizes all attempts at either deconstruction or construction of meaning.”74

Of course, while scholars and critics continue simultaneously to bemoan and celebrate the challenges presented by Eco’s fiction, they also continue to try to meet those challenges. In that tradition, I offer the suggestion that one can see how both textual strategy (model author) and empirical author play with the limits of interpretation by examining the way Kabbalah functions in the novel.75 Through its conceptualization of knowledge, its strategies for attaining that knowledge, and the ways it is explicitly used in Foucault’s Pendulum, Kabbalah brings together all the textual, interpretive, and structural themes I have been exploring thus far. At each level of the narrative Kabbalah simultaneously provides structure and shatters it, directing semiotic practices that become suspect even as they seem to provide interpretive guidelines.76 Kabbalah, briefly mentioned earlier, is the term used to designate a body of theosophical, mystical, esoteric Jewish teachings that developed most fully from the twelfth century on. It is theosophical in its quest to uncover the mysteries of a transcendent, simultaneously self-revealing and self-concealing God and His creation; it is mystical in the recognition that such knowledge by its nature lies beyond the reach of reason and can be expressed only indirectly through figurative language. And it is esoteric in that the most profound kinds of understanding are open to the select few and should be kept secret from ordinary people unequipped to handle or benefit from such knowledge.77 All three characterizations of Kabbalah converge in the interpretation of texts as the way to knowledge, in the belief that knowledge of creation and the world comes through understanding language.78

Kabbalah as a tradition takes two forms—theosophical Kabbalah (Kabbalah of the Sefirot) and ecstatic Kabbalah (Kabbalah of the names)—both of which appear in the novel. Abraham Abulafia, founder of ecstatic Kabbalah, appears in the novel as the name of Belbo’s computer and in Diotallevi’s explanation of various techniques used by Kabbalists who atomize words and combine letters to discover the real Torah beneath the written text; the hidden Torah consists of all the divine names of God. In response to a critical reading that sought to justify Abulafia’s name as creating an “A-B-C-D” sequence together with the names of the three editors, Eco has said that he named the computer only very late in the whole creative process, and that the alphabetic series is “textually irrelevant” since it is not continued through to “X-Y-Z” by the characters in the novel.79 However, Abulafia is textually relevant in several ways having nothing to do with the letters in his name (although that connection would be appropriate, given Abulafia’s emphasis on the significance of individual letters). If we consider what Eco and other scholars have said about Abulafia and reconcile that information with how Abulafia actually appears in the novel, Abulafia can be seen as representing the argument against unlimited interpretive freedom in a godless world.

In The Search for the Perfect Language Eco describes Abulafia’s techniques of combining the Hebrew letters of the Torah as unlike theosophical Kabbalah, which maintained “a basic respect for the sacred text itself.” Kabbalah of the names “altered, disarticulated, decomposed, and recomposed the textual surface to reach the single letters that served as its linguistic raw material.”80 This disregard for the text may seem analogous to semiotic drift and use of a text but within a religious framework there is a real and attainable goal. Furthermore, it is Abulafia himself who made the distinction between the two trends in Kabbalah as a way of legitimizing his own enterprise and answering his critics.81 His mystical writings focus on the transformation of the individual through the mystical practice. Although earlier scholars such as Gershom Scholem deemphasized the goal of mystical union in Kabbalah, more recent studies have argued that Abulafia “assumes that the human intellect can become one entity with the divine mind, an experience that could be designated as mystical union.”82 He sees a process whereby the human intellect absorbs the lower faculty of the imagination and is able then to apprehend transcendent truths. But this status is attainable only by the select few. Abulafia outlines an elaborate sevenfold process for scriptural exegesis, whereby the first three, beginning with literal or plain meaning, are available to ordinary people, the fourth is used by philosophers, and the highest three are used by Kabbalists. These last three methods, using the existing text as only the starting point for strong interpretations, are based on individual letters, the fifth preserving the scriptural text exactly and the sixth breaking up the existing order of the letters, “liberat[ing]” the letters from their original bondage within words and giving new form to matter that lacks form.83 Thus the source of the interpretation is the mind of the interpreter (not the intention of the text). The seventh method brings the individual to a state of prophecy in which he transforms verses of the Torah into divine names and then each individual letter into a divine name. In this process the prophet is a creator, able to alter aspects of nature.84 Moshe Idel argues that prophecy, in destabilizing a text, makes the divine spirit present and active; interpretation commences only when the direct relationship with God is already past; when there is no longer any possibility of new revelation, then decoding begins.85 Again this description sounds like the semiotic drift that Eco criticizes but Idel argues that such a method involves both “an extreme dedication to the text and an opportunity for great creative freedom.” Ironically, what Eco sees as abandoning a basic respect for the text is in one sense totally “intratextual,” literally focusing exclusively on the literal—the letters of the text—without bringing in any external connections among words, as allegorical exegesis does.86 Moreover, the religious framework posits God as the end of the semiotic process.

Eco does acknowledge that within a mystical practice of articulating the letters, each as a divine name with its own meaning, together with special body movements and breathing techniques, “the adept might pass into ecstasy, and from ecstasy to the acquisition of magic powers; for the letters that the mystic combined were the same sounds with which God created the world.”87 Abulafia in fact relates the combination of letters and the recitation of divine names to a messianic and redemptive experience, and Idel sees this connection as pointing to a way for a chosen one not only to attain the state of prophecy but also to declare himself the messiah, heralding in an age where, among other transformations, all languages will again become one.88

Within the novel Abulafia stands as a critique of a world practicing techniques of mystical exegesis without a transcendental signified. As Eco says in “On Symbolism,” “Deprived of a God to allude to, we seek allegories everywhere, mysterious connections. . . . And as a result we are losing the gift for identifying the symbolic mode where it does lurk.”89 In Serendipities Eco cites Karl Popper’s argument that “the social theory of conspiracy . . . is a consequence of the end of God as a reference point and of the consequent question, Who is there in his place?”90 This same point is made explicitly within the novel in the epigraph for chapter 118, which consists of the Popper quotation, and by Diotallevi, who notes that Abulafia’s disciples forgot the mystical purpose of their meditations and desired only to control nature through magical powers.91 Diotallevi himself attributes his terminal illness to his manipulation of texts without the redemptive aspiration of union with the divine.92

Abulafia as the name of Belbo’s computer reinforces this alienation from the divine. Belbo rhapsodizes about the advantages of a word processor that is much faster than a “goose quill” or a typewriter: “your fingers dream, your mind brushes the keyboard, you are borne on golden pinions.” In an instant one can “delete” and protect the sanctity of one’s private thoughts but one can also change one’s mind—“Abu . . . is merciful”—and hit the “retrieve” button.93 Still, the limits of the technology are clear: while Belbo pretends that the computer can actually “create” the connections on which The Plan will rest, over and over again, it is only the human minds—Belbo’s, Casaubon’s, Diotallevi’s—that do so. Abu can only randomly select and sequence the data fed into it.94 Eco says explicitly that computers cannot create metaphors.95

Belbo’s computer files contain his creative efforts as well as his lamentations about his inability to be creative. However, unlike the other of Belbo’s files, the story about his childhood experience of playing the trumpet is handwritten (albeit in fragments) and never copied onto his computer, as if—according to Casaubon—he did not “hav[e] the heart to recover these lines and subject them to electronic humiliation.”96 This story thus has the quality of being more human, personal, corporeal—and real. It reflects a time in Belbo’s life that was not characterized by cynicism and disillusionment: that in which the note Belbo plays has time to reach the sun.97

Just as Abulafia the computer performs letter-combining operations without any spiritual aspirations to legitimize them, so Casaubon in his role as narrator can be better understood as a failed Abulafia, the mystical prophet. Idel describes Abulafia’s mystical techniques as “including a basic element of reciting letters of the divine names in an isolated room while in a state of mental concentration.”98 The mind is not calmed by “fixing the mental processes on a static point” but instead contemplates “an object that is changing all the time”: thus the mind is cleared of distractions by “overactivation of the mental faculty.”99 Idel goes on to describe the prophetic experience as dialogic, a kind of “inner speech.”100 This description fits Casaubon well as he sits in Belbo’s country house alone trying to find order and meaning in what has transpired: “I am remembering now . . . in order to make sense out of the chaos of that misguided creation of ours. Now . . . I shrink into one remote corner of my mind, to draw from it a story.”101 The object that Casaubon contemplates is the ever changing story.

As Casaubon meditates on events and reconstructs the story he makes explicit connections to the ten sefirot or emanations of God, which figure prominently in Kabbalistic teachings. A major source of these teachings is the medieval set of texts called the Zohar or Sefer hazohar. Within the Zohar and related texts “God is represented as a dynamic flow of cosmic energy—composed of ten identifiable dimensions or stages of emanation (the sefirot)—always in flux from a primordial source of Infinity, unfolding in progressively greater manifestation through these ten sefirot until birth is given to the lower world.”102 Recent scholarship on the Zohar has focused on its literary qualities. Eitan Fishbane sees two genres within the work: a commentary on scripture, “blending metaphysical rumination on the inner workings of divine reality with an interpretive technique rooted in older midrashic [exegetical] creativity”; and a fictional narrative of a rabbi and his disciples journeying “in search of mystical wisdom.”103 Casaubon’s narration provides a parodic version of this combination of genres: he recounts the creation of the Plan as a series of interpretive moves by which the editors craft ingenious connections among texts; his narrative of the preceding two days indeed follows his journey in search of wisdom, a quest he is attempting to complete as he meditates.

Despite generic similarities between Kabbalistic traditions and Casaubon’s situation and reflections at the end of the novel, the text of the novel tells us that Casaubon fails, rhetorically and spiritually. As he traces his story, he makes connections to each of the ten sefirot and tries to find meaning in the correspondences he sees.104 Within Kabbalistic texts like the Sefer hazohar, the cognitive value of imagery and metaphor can extend beyond an interpretive tool to “make the ineffable visible”; metaphor is a vehicle that reorganizes “the kabbalist’s perception of himself, his God, and the relationship between the two. . . . These reorganized perceptions ultimately function to transform a man into a mystic.”105 But Casaubon is not transformed or even enlightened by the metaphorical relationships he sets up between his experiences and the sefirot because his spiritual journey is organized in the wrong direction: he begins with Ein-Sof (“Without End,” referring to the concealed and unknowable divinity), from which the sefirot emanate, and ends with Malkhut, the sefirah “closest to humanity and . . . traditionally understood as the gateway to the sefirotic realm.”106 At the beginning of the novel he equates the Pendulum, connected by an “infinite extrapolation of its wire” to “the Only Fixed Point in the universe,” with “the One, the Ein-Sof, the ineffable.” In the next moment, however, he rejects the spiritual for the factual: “It was not an epiphany I now was seeking, but information. . . . Don’t think of Wisdom now; ask the help of Science.”107 As the night’s experience of horror ends some six hundred plus pages later, Casaubon is no longer asking the help of science: the pendulum’s fixedness has been undermined while he waits in the periscope and becomes merged with the sefirot at the moment that Casaubon would like to see as Belbo’s transformation: “Belbo hanged from the Pendulum would have drawn, in space, the tree of the Sefirot”; then, as the wire and sphere continue to move “but only from his body down,” Belbo becomes “the point of suspension, the Fixed Pin, the Place from which the vault of the world is hung. . . . If Hod is the Sefirah of glory, Belbo had had glory. A single fearless act had reconciled him with the Absolute.”108 Science and mysticism are thus merged. But, like his other revelations by metaphor, this seemingly climactic statement is not the interpretive end for Casaubon: it addresses a middle sefirah and is followed by Casaubon’s creation/interpretation of Belbo’s key text, which still fails to grant him a sense of closure.

In the final moments of the novel, in Malkhut, Casaubon keeps trying to make an end. His intermittent focus on simple sensations is appropriate to Malkhut, whose strategy, according to Ellen Haskell’s reading of the Zohar, transforms “the reader’s consciousness of an action that is part of his daily life [that is, eating], and thus chang[es] his relationship to God, self, and world.”109 Casaubon reflects, “when I bit into the peach I understood the Kingdom and was one with it. . . . I should be at peace. I have understood. . . . All is clear, limpid.” But he is not at peace, and he concludes that understanding means recognizing that “there is nothing to understand. . . . Malkhut is Malkhut, and that’s that.”110 He is stuck at the beginning of the spiritual journey and therefore not in a state of mystical understanding of the ineffable, but, rather, in a state of symbolic/paranoid exhaustion. His position that there is nothing to understand conforms to the experience of the symbolic mode as Eco defines it, when, if everything has a hidden meaning then everything is “flat”: “The symbolic mode exists at that point where we finally will have lost the desire to decode at any cost.”111

Invoking Kabbalah as the test of semiotic orthodoxy seems peculiarly medieval. Kabbalah offers the transcendental signified of God as the end point of even the most deconstructive textual practices. Without God, there is only “the very play of deconstruction.”112 So Casaubon ends in a state of semiotic despair. But just as Eco does not endorse the concept of infinite deconstructive deferral of meaning, so he does not support an end to all “desire to decode.” The model reader should strive to discover from the text what kind of semiotic tools best apply and then let the text guide her. The attentive reader of Foucault’s Pendulum will make progress, will understand something if not everything, and that in itself is pleasurable. It should be comforting to know that each time one goes back to the work, and each time one reads what Eco or others have said about the work, one will understand more. Proof that there is something to be interpreted and that understanding—if not complete understanding—is possible lies in the basic consensus among critics on the meaning and strategies of the novel. Differences tend to arise from specific intertextual discoveries. And Eco has demonstrated that no matter how much he himself says about his writings, the texts are never fully revealed, and critics can keep producing interpretations.

In Six Walks in the Fictional Woods Eco has an essay called “Lingering in the Woods” in which he urges us “to cultivate the art of lingering,” that is, enjoying the process of the story and not only trying to get to the end. He enumerates three forms of time in a text—story time, discourse time, and reading time—and raises the question of how a text can impose a reading pace on a reader. The answer is that the text can slow the reader down through an abundance of detail and description. The text can also create “trepidation time” through the delay of a dramatic ending, and “hint time” in which delay is used to make the reader realize something about the story. Dante’s Divine Comedy is Eco’s primary example of “lingering on an epic scale.” Eco does much the same, also lingering on an epic scale. For Dante’s model reader, a medieval Christian believer, life is a pilgrimage that, if one proves worthy, ends in “the vision of God.” The work takes one through Hell, Purgatory, and the Heavens in “an interminable lingering,” but at the climactic moment Dante says “he’s unable to express what he has seen.” Dante’s readers, Eco imagines, are satisfied, having anticipated an encounter with the “Unutterable.” Eco may not take us where Dante takes his readers but Eco’s novel shows us that even in our modern world and especially if we avoid “critical heresy,” we can experience a comparable feeling of satisfaction: “while we wait . . . we learn a great deal about the world—which is, after all, the best thing that can happen to us in this life.”113
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Lucio Angelo Privitello

“I HAVE WANDERED IN A FACE . . .”


 

               To love unsatisfied the world is mystery, a mystery which love satisfied seems to comprehend. The latter is wrong only because it cannot be content without thinking itself right.

—F. H. Bradley, Appearance and Reality



Having been invited to select and read a novel by Umberto Eco in three languages, and to write an interpretive essay in English that incorporated Eco’s writings on translation, I selected The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana. I began by reading it in Italian, its source language and my mother tongue. I then read the text in two target languages, French and English. Although English is almost as familiar to me as Italian, there is something about the world and form of life I inhabited in Italy and Sicily that, to this day, overtakes the language and the world I write in and inhabit in the United States. I chalk this up to an indelible lyricism. It remains a struggle to imagine a language outside of that form of life. This will become plain as my style of approach unfolds in this essay. And so, with Wittgenstein, “to imagine a language means to imagine a form of life.”1

I was also faced with the decision of how to engage with the wonderful illustrations and photos, including Eco’s graphic adaptations and montages, in my reading of The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana. This brought me to the brink of visual inebriation owing to my long apprenticeship in the arts. Next in question was the string of cultural, literary, philosophical, and poetic references. Although these are more accessible in some of Eco’s other novels, they have an overwhelming presence in this one, seemingly scattershot throughout its three parts. I had to bite my knuckles to hold back from engaging their presence in toto and in Hermetic fashion. I first made many interpretive conjectures, each nearly fully formed from what I felt was the intentio operis. One by one, I abandoned them to the notebooks where they were written. As in the technique of sculpting in marble, I began to notice an internal coherence or form in this process of subtraction, and that is how the figure of the quaternity appeared—where I felt the text’s law. After that, all I had to do was remain loyal to its possible world.

I. SCINTILLA (SPARK)

The idea of contributing a few reflections on a novel by Umberto Eco that included the joyous task of reading the novel in three languages seemed extremely liberating. The process of text selection was quite another thing, however. I instantly felt pulled towards the most layered, scholarly, philosophically minded text, brimming with literary and linguistic details, partly in order to feel immersed in a baroque world theater resonating in three languages and partly so that I could hedge my bets in the comforting zones of a philosophical activity. This initial pull seemed too external, however, too much like a personal desire or drive or, in Eco’s terms, too much “use” of the text. Revisiting the novels that I knew fairly well reminded me of the danger in the propensity to absorb a text into a world that is one’s own, an intentio lectoris gone wild. Plus a novel is not a philosophical treatise, even though its structure(s) can be underpinned by theoretical knowledge. I wanted to work on a novel that I had not yet read. There were two choices. All this negotiating concluded thanks to the image—actually the covers of a text in its various national and international editions.2 And so The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana became the novel of choice by a kind of intersemiotic transposition, or a reverse ekphrasis.3

By focusing on the cover art I could relax about betting on a particular “orbit” of the text, given that this one was not under the complete control of the author. The cover art impacted me as a reader trained in artistic practices and aesthetic theory. But, while these pleasures have a particularly deep history and niche in my own background, I did not (in the end, to my own surprise) base my reading of the text on the alluring illustrations. Loosening my intentions and expectations in relation to the text felt right; I would begin afresh, as much as one can, and allow the work to surprise me.4

How can I describe this text’s intersemiotic transposition, or surprise, in a nutshell? In the following way: between encyclopedias a dizziness is created that serves as a playground for the ecstatic child, and there, in small worlds, one is dissolved into and stands in the presence of a Paracelsist increatum.5 The “of one” has become the “as one,” poised at the boundaries and inception of a Bildungsroman.6 Such is a rather condensed, if not cryptic, first attempt at articulating the resonance experienced in reading The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana. The reader of this illustrated novel (though “novel with illustrations” would ring more true) is presented with a particular organic form and has little hope but to recreate (not freely create) or be pulled along, deafened and suppliant, afraid to discover. Each reader must find their attic. As my attic was beginning to take shape, it yearned for symmetry.7 The call to this came from four chapters (by design or chance?) wherein something was missing and yet symmetry was found. In rebus ipsis manifestata?

After noticing something exciting, too much interpretive languishing will create a rip in a text’s possible world. On the other hand, interpretive hyperactivity would create piles of unfolding encyclopedic hypotyposis, seams of unlimited semiosis, and wild explorations reaching far beyond the text. The tension between these two approaches is a constant one. There would be no way out, no movement, and no lesson of socialization if there were no negotiation between these approaches. The delicate negotiation is played out between acting as a model reader (interpreting) and acting as an empirical reader (using). A text is an apprenticeship, a discovery of the devices and demands of the production, as Eco would say—of its “model reader,” both naïve and critical.

We have an intrinsic Bildungsroman in The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana, one replete with the contradictions found in literary and artistic apprenticeships, and we certainly have a “hero” (still to be determined whether insipid, antiheroic, or normal). The construction (discovery) of the type of hero will determine the type of Bildungsroman, along with the tension within what can be considered a postmodern “Confession(s).” What about this hero, Yambo, and the question of “reach[ing] back to the moment of my birth” as a “journey toward infancy”?8 First, there is looking up to a hero (was it Holmes, or Sandokan?) or the recognition of a hero (Flash Gordon), who “must have provided [Yambo] with [his] first image of a hero.”9 If not, at least the hero provided a “social conscience” that would allow him to grow from the turn of events and see the hero as his grandfather.10 In this one cannot forget the figure of Gragnola.11 The tension that persists between Bildungsroman and postmodern “Confession(s)” in The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana is created by the rediscovery of events that on the surface appear recounted but are so only through a process of becoming conscious of the past as events to be recounted. If this is about the hero’s education, where recollection was tantamount to the accomplished deed, then the lack of the end in sight (of Lila’s face) carries with it, and drives home, the aspect of endless becoming.12 In Bakhtin’s terms, this belongs to “another incomparably rare type of novel that provides an image of man in the process of becoming. As opposed to a static unity, here one finds a dynamic unity of the hero’s image . . . his character becomes a variable in the formula of the novel . . . thus the entire plot of the novel is reinterpreted and reconstructed.”13

My reading of The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana is the product of the joyful outcome of an authors’ aesthetic activity in which a novel emerged from the design of a world. The reading is a recreative discovery and analysis (much of which is played out in hints and connections within the notes), one that traces an increatum, designed by and as the text, in memory images as internal talismans coexisting at the resistant (resilient) core of its meaning and artifactual structure.14 My hope is to build a textual allegiance.

My search began with the pleasure of having found symmetry in what was lacking in the text (and thus is deeply connected to what is desired). The desire for symmetry created more desire for symmetry. Was this order, or the need to fill in, totalizing like a stranglehold around openness at all costs? Warning:


 

the openness—that we receive from every work of art is based on both the double nature of the communicative organization of the aesthetic form and the transactional nature of the process of comprehension. Neither openness nor totality is inherent in the objective stimulus, which is in itself materially determined, or in the subject, who is himself available to all sorts of openness and none; rather, they lie in the cognitive relationship that binds them, and in the course of which the object, consisting of stimuli organized according to a precise aesthetic intention, generates and directs various kinds of openness.15



This gentle bind is how choices from a world become expressions of a world. The desire for symmetry could be what coexists between intentio operis and intentio lectoris. One must negotiate and, as an apprentice in the devices of a text, get caught in the process of production of becoming a model reader. For an interpreter or translator to be able to see the world as did the poet or author—along with dipping into the history that makes up part of the narrative—is what makes negotiation exciting, but extremely delicate.16

II. READING IS A FORM OF FRIENDSHIP17

My reading of The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana will begin (and end) within a quaternity, and with four chapters where illustrations are missing.18 What surprised me is what this “missing” might reveal. Perhaps this would be the number, weight, and measure (numero, pondere et mensura) of the text.19 Consider this quaternity as an internal Liber Eco Quartorum,20 or a trap door to the text from where, with some work and play (and some laughter), an inferred law will show the exaltatio intellectus, and the union of a result.21 I believe that these, so to speak, blind chapters are a structural device of the text.22 They remain faceless compared with many well-illustrated chapters.23 I believe that this is a precise property of the text—not a solo performance of my own interpretation. What I cannot know, nor have I asked (the author!), is whether this structural device is the author’s specific design or something emergent in the process of creation (or emergent through its limits, hence blindness) that remained independent of the author’s vision.24 This interpretive choice will no doubt reveal my particular blindness, for when a reader, or in de Man’s terms “a modern critic think[s] they are demystifying literature, they are in fact being demystified by it; but since this necessarily occurs in the form of a crisis, they are blind to what takes place within themselves.”25 Of course this hypothesis could easily overstep the boundaries of the dance between intentio operis and intentio lectoris, but only at that point can the excitement of interpretation, and the intensity of an apprenticeship, remain worth the task. We must seek these apprenticeships. Translation is another kind of apprenticeship—an apprenticeship of an entire culture, a world, the four corners of the earth, another embrace, another endlessness.26

To read this illustrated novel, and then reread it from the perspective of the four chapters where illustrations are missing, in such a way that the desired face (Lila’s) remains unseen in the end, is to participate in the impossibility of transmutation and in a final revelation sunken into darkness.27 It is a knowing as one ceases to know, a doing done in a different context, a sun felt but unseen, extinguished, where everything is clear except for her face, like a TV suddenly switched off.28 This is the haunting yet measured openness, and the protection of the cosmos of the novel where the unreachable goal is realized only in its renunciation. This is also a resonance with Marcilio Ficino, where “man as the juncture of all things” (l’uomo nodo del tutto) is in the same space as “man mirroring all things, dissolves in the vicissitudes of all things” (l’uomo specchio di tutte le cose, si dissolve nelle vicende di tutte le cose).29 Here there is joy in recognizing a formal structure and Hermetic references—all from the mention of a volume too dear to sell.30 Is this an uncontrollable drive of the reader, or is it where “the discovery of a ‘good’ Law makes the Result acceptable”?31 Could this quaternity and the structure of references unfolded within it reveal a depth and scope of the novel, and knowledge of the resistant mechanism (the apprenticeship to first love), and do so from within the choice of chapters that lack illustrations? Could it nuance a distinctive interpretive choice (amongst many others) in which we may experience a perspective on the contour of the text?

I believe that within these four chapters we can find a key to the internal textual coherence of what otherwise is a necessary isolated aesthetic totality. So this is a hunch—a question about the use of a lack of illustration in a novel that employs many illustrations (something implicit, oblique, to be made explicit); and a conjecture that, if properly unfolded—even under the pressure of the Anxiety of Influence—might elicit a resistant (resilient) core mechanism in the text as well as something about its nature and underlying significance. In unfolding the four blind chapters of the internal Liber Eco Quartorum, we could see an ordo compositionis and the text’s best of all possible world(s), its being already given, its intentio operis. This unfolding could constitute the impossible wish to survive by being forgotten for centuries, hidden (out of sight) in a library (through mastery of the logic of the Library) and patiently waiting to have Eco’s text’s imago mundi discovered in centuries to come, as futural resonance.32 My approach is one of working out a way in which an open work unfolds its infinite folds without ripping the creases of its matter. “But a soul can read in itself only what is distinctly represented there; it cannot unfold all its folds at once, because they go to infinity.”33 I believe that my hypothesis both protects and opens the text, basically “protecting [The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana] in order to open [The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana].”34

The way in which this illustrated novel could be known, its modi significandi, and the way in which its possible world actually behaves, its modi essendi or states of affairs, have not been given their day. Here, too, is a possible rebirth of the Bildungsroman, but one pulled inside out. It is in terms of this reversal that I see the problem of Yambo’s mature instability, which seeks its meaning in the past not the future. But this does not accentuate “modernity’s dynamism and instability.”35 Is this interpretive approach asking too much of the text, its possible world, a reading, the reader, and the limits of knowing as negotiation? In Moretti’s view, the aspect of “compromise” is, after Faust, the “novel’s most celebrated theme . . . it was precisely this predisposition to compromise that allowed the Bildungsroman to emerge victorious from the veritable ‘struggle for existence’ between various narrative forms.”36 Is my approach asking for the stars, for the coordinates of, or correspondence to, a perfect language, precise properties, or form?

III. SIBYLLINE ORACLES

Since the four blind chapters form a field where movement is possible, one may outline the topology of a game. Think of it as a playing field.37 The interpretive game is a question of the squares selected, the direction (the tendency, the sense), and the ensuing pattern within this field. Selection and then direction are the primary issues and the decisive matter. My game board looks like this (see Figure 1): it is a square divided by one central vertical line and one central horizontal line. The main square thus divided contains four smaller squares. Twelve segments were selected from each of the four blind chapters for each smaller square. The number twelve was not planned in advance (nor was I planning, or lulled into, some kind of zodiac for an ars memoriae). Rather, after reading the novel and having returned for a few rereadings, and having been struck by the four blind chapters, I noticed from my study of them and my note-taking that each one contained twelve particularly highlighted and marked segments. These were references, citations, titles, terms, names, or some intertextual detail that I had been following. Now the four squares are divided into twelve even smaller squares, each containing the page number of the segment that had been highlighted and noted.38 Beginning with “The Murmur of Mulberry Leaves” (bottom left square), the first four smaller internal squares are numbered one through four from left to right (some things are more resistant to change). The next row is drawn atop the first, thus square five atop square one, square six atop square two, and so on, until square eight rests atop square four. In the row above this, square nine sits atop square five, which sits atop square one, with square twelve completing the run and sitting atop eight, while eight sits atop four. The other three squares follow the same patterning, one through twelve.

The next detail is that the chapter “Someone May Pluck Your Flowers” is diagonal to “The Murmur of Mulberry Leaves” (thus the top right square). The diagonal represents the tension and the literary battle between D’Annunzio and Cardarelli (other things resistant to change). Next to “The Murmur of Mulberry Leaves” is “Clarabelle’s Treasure,” and diagonal to the latter we have “The Alchemist’s Tower.” At this point, the seemingly insurmountable decision that remains is that of selection and the direction taken through the game board. This will be explained below, but what the simple design respects is the direction of the flow; that is, whatever move is to be made first, the next would come by way of a square (symmetry!). Thus, if we begin with square seven in one chapter, and, going from left to right, square seven were the next step in the next chapter, then, rising to the next square, going from bottom right to top right, square seven were selected, and finally, going from the top right and moving to the top left, square seven were again selected: this makes up the selection and direction of the quaternity.

What becomes clear is that the quaternity is a resilient voice within the text in question: our interior man (interior homo noster), “Adam discovering his Garden of Eden.”39 As an alphabetical transcription of sound, sffft,40 this provided a starting point in the field, a first cut: what was most difficult, nearly impossible. Beginnings are impossible, we merely dig in the dirt. The name itself (Adam) begins the foursome because of its implicit geographical fourfold. The name Adam is open to East, West, North, and South.41 This first move has within it the entire field—microcosm/macrocosm—and a precise calculus. “There are moments in our lives when what happens seems not to happen. Stupor keeps us for a moment at a distance from the fact.” The core is the “pleasure of discovery, not memory.”42 It is the child’s adventure, the preparation for an active life of learning. But the child is a man, so we have a curious, perhaps even radical revision of the novel, where adventure and inwardness, romance and reality are one. And so it was with this interpretation. To overstep this pleasure of discovery, this Garden, kitchen, and geography, is to board the Ship of Fools,43 to be fated to carve an elaborate memory palace on a ship’s rail that was only meant to line up to a docking marker. Serving the contortions between “heroic composition and disillusioned chronicle,”44 memory will eventually whittle away the rail.45
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Figure 1. Quaternity

The passages quoted above come from the four blind chapters and are the first four moves in the internal Liber Eco Quartorum. In their original order the chapters are: “The Murmur of Mulberry Leaves” (part 1, chapter 2), “Someone May Pluck Your Flower” (part 1, chapter 3), “Clarabelle’s Treasure” (part 2, chapter 5), and “The Alchemist’s Tower” (part 2, chapter 10). This makes up the field. Two of the chapters get their titles from the lines of poets (D’Annunzio and Cardarelli) and two from popular fiction (Mickey Mouse for “Clarabelle’s Treasure” and a book from My Children’s Library from “The Alchemist’s Tower”).46 Here we clearly have the elements of a Bildungsroman: naïve perfection, the aim at an ideal through education, the protagonist’s process of becoming, cultural contortion, swerves and folds, and, at times, bizarre developments.

Following the explanation of the board game, the reading I will unfold here has the four chapters in the following order, forming a square: “The Murmur of Mulberry Leaves” (1.2, now bottom left), “Clarabelle’s Treasure” (2.5, now bottom right), “Someone May Pluck Your Flower” (1.3, now top right), and “The Alchemist’s Tower” (2.10, now top left). The dynamism between the poets and popular children’s fiction is maintained and with it, perhaps, even an example of Renaissance Hermetism.

IV. WITHIN AND AROUND THE QUATERNITY: OCULOS NON HABET, ET VIDET47

Beginning from the first quadrant we are well within the theme of memory and time and, in the use of D’Annunzio, also deep into a cavernous and immemorial song of desire and futurity. Here we embrace the diffuse sensuality of an ars memoriae. We have primordial and restless youth, our interior man (interior homo noster), “Adam discovering his Garden of Eden.”48 From here the rest unfolds, and the unrest defines the unbalanced hinge between life and art, and there begins the recall, citation, and torment of “life as an encyclopedia.”49 Cut from the umbilical cord of the encyclopedia (or faced with its proliferations) there was much to learn.50 It was more than what the quotation of passages on fog (or “the fog of fantasy”) could ever illuminate,51 and beyond any convenient stopgap for appearing knowledgeable, for they are now liberated into what is enjoyed as the “marvel of beginning ab ovo.”52 Could this beginning (again) weld together what distinguishes our temporality in Augustinian fashion as “expectation, attention, and memory” (“the mind and the memory are one and the same”)?53 The ab ovo of the three moments in which we live is resolved in the figure and earthly wisdom of Amalia.54 Amalia is an earthen angel and kitchen witch of a certain type of history who embodies a disappearing dialect and the scents of childhood and discovery. She will find her counterstep and neoclassic resolution of expectation, attention, and memory in the seriously named “STUDIO BIBLIO,” and also in what study and a promising scholarly field repressively represent.55 Contained in these terms is the culture of the need to confess hopes of a rediscovery from a wounded memory, a forgetfulness retained in memory. It is in this manner that the citation from Cardarelli, “Someone May Pluck Your Flower” (Pure qualcuno ti disfiorerà), sets the field opposing that of D’Annunzio (“The Murmer of Mulberry Leaves”) and an open tension is formed, meeting in an incommensurable diagonal.56

It is in this tension that Eco captures the contrasting sentiments and worlds in The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana. When we need to expose the more delicate (and overarching) issues of translation (from culture to culture) we pin them on the chest of our authors and there we recognize meaning. We must seek to relive the references therein and give them life again. This gives us the formation of the three Yambos.57 The Bildungsroman gains in complexity through the process of becoming that reveals the character’s education. In the next step we find mention of a recognized Bildungsroman: The Catcher in the Rye, along with The Betrothed and Orlando Furioso.58 The narration of The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana is in reverse order to that of The Catcher in the Rye. Instead of youth narrating its moral education, we have a mature individual narrating theirs; clearly an enunciative duplicity.59 But this is not the most important aspect of or variation on the theme, a theme that becomes clear in the way the adult (Yambo) narrates from what is not a stable determinate situation. All this belongs to “paper memory,” closer to an impersonal memory where even a self can be reconstructed (as in the case of Zasetsky).60

Here, too, we remain in D’Annunzio’s quadrant and come from expression as a way of life to citations (quotationism, verbal memory) as a way of becoming, words as sensations. To escape we must hopscotch into the quadrant of “Clarabelle’s Treasure” (the quadrant next to “The Murmur of Mulberry Leaves”), where a body memory takes over and where one may be “gripped by a vague joy; an absent-minded happiness.”61 “No immensity approaches the greatness of little children.”62 It is this kind of vague joy that is desired, first in auditory form, then in the visual encounter with Sibilla.63 Then we find ourselves again in the Cardarelli quadrant (which sits atop “Clarabelle’s Treasure”) in the fascination of and with adolescence, without the heroics of capture, without hypersensualized mythology, and in a melancholic dialogue with memory, one’s ancestral language, and Cardarelli’s very own Sibilla. All this, in another step, belongs to the child and to how “a child can live in different worlds,”64 especially if the thread between learning too much (Heraclitus’s warning) and remembering becomes frayed, as seen in the passageways of “The Alchemist’s Tower” (next to “Someone May Pluck Your Flower” and atop “the Murmur of Mulberry Leaves”). There the world is only recoverable as a vast literary recollection and each particular type of language will in turn compose a different experience and a different world.

Where will this lead and whence might it have emerged in the “long run,”65 as Peirce was apt to say of the process of scientific inquiry? It would be unknowable for a single finite inquirer, as it was unknowable for Yambo. It is only possible as a stage of “the way in which every mind would act.”66 This stage must extend itself, in Peircean fashion, to a “whole community of minds.”67 The step out from this D’Annunzian quadrant leads us to where the hope of discovery may be triangulated: to Solara, its surroundings, and, again, to the quadrant of “Clarabelle’s Treasure.”68 There is still hope that Peirce’s “torch of truth” may be carried through the attics of humankind. For Yambo, the surrounding landscape acted as a body memory, like “hands [that] remembered first”69 or the “memory of . . . fingertips.”70 And these experiences (experiences of a body memory that carries forth), found in the chapters that follow “Clarabelle’s Treasure,” belong to Solara’s surroundings, history, and home; to armoires, a threshing floor, a fruit orchard, and the gorge—in a word, to “accepting” an “animal” faith.71 Here we must nod to Merleau-Ponty. Here, too, we are able to see what “the long run that was there before” would look like.72 It would be a tactile consensus, something not fabricated by the warbling effects of language, but, rather, a something and a somewhere that, by being there given, remain the “resistance(s)” and the Lacanian gorge of the Real. “With all its eyes the creature-world beholds / the open. But our eyes, as though reversed, / encircle it on every side, like traps / set round its unobstructed path to freedom.”73

Yet, in the next move—into Cardarelli’s quadrant (“Someone May Pluck Your Flower”)—we again meet up with a return (perhaps even an eternal return) to a dialogue with and in memory, a battle with clichés, and a classicism where “the wise man is nothing but a child / that suffers from having grown up” (il saggio non è che un fanciullo / che si duole di essere cresciuto).74 To have discovered or to have “learned what desire is”75 is to float upon the fiction of social life,76 like building a collection of rare books by applying, in some cases, the “vulture method [and] identif[ying] the great families in decline.”77 Great texts are created in a similar fashion. The fall in the sensation of remembering allows other stories to grasp what has become extinguished as another fog light for fictitious memories.78 Living is a grand narrative-like transmutation of lives. “Memory is a gulf that a word can move to its lowest depths.”79 “Though someone will deflower you, / source of a spring . . . a sponge diver, / will have this rare pearl” (Pure qualcuno ti disfiorerà, / bocca di sorgiva . . . un pescatore di spugne, / avrà questa perla rara).80 The fiction of social life is understood in the quadrant of “The Alchemist’s Tower” as the irresolvable play of “not remembering, but [having] learned too much,”81 an aspect of the struggle between “heroic composition” and “disillusioned chronicle.”82

This struggle can be noticed especially in the relation between the D’Annunzio quadrant and the Cardarelli quadrant: the first as a need to transform living into a heroic work of art, conquest, and courage, and a memory theater of sorts; and the second as turning against heroic autobiography, and a controlled meditation, accompanied by a dialogue of memory on the pain of living. The pairing is exact and as such they form the diagonal. In the unfolding of the novel, “Someone May Pluck Your Flower” (1.3, Cardarelli) follows “The Murmur of Mulberry Leaves” (1.2, D’Annunzio), and so it was, in the main, and in the history of Italian literature. The move of the irresolvable play in “not remembering but [having] learned too much”83 leads to “a notion,” not a memory.84 But notion is not being. At most, and in Hegelian fashion, “Being and Essence in their own dialectical development . . . lose themselves in the unity of the notion.”85 “Lose” is the operative term. From here, the move is into the vineyard (in the quadrant of “Clarabelle’s Treasure”), the contact with nature and the body, and the nature of a body: a bowel movement and the “feeling of an ancient satisfaction” while “hunkered down in the great midday silence—broken only by the voices of a few birds and the stridulations of cicadas.”86 Again we are with Merleau-Ponty and the “body chiasm [as] a charged field.”87

From this body chiasm we step into Cardarelli’s quadrant—“Someone May Pluck Your Flower”—and come to Sibilla’s “long, straight blond hair that framed the perfect oval of her face.”88 Here the “face to face remains an ultimate situation,” one where the “epiphany of the face is ethical.”89 In the quadrant of “The Alchemist’s Tower,” where even base lead may be turned into gold, the many faces meld, or must be derived from, smelted with, or become part objects of the other faceless face (Lila’s) forming the terminus a quem of the novel. But which one did Yambo think he was imagining?90 Was it the imaginary novel, the face, or the epiphany of the birth of the novel? Here we return to D’Annunzio’s quadrant and “living in pure loss,”91 a Lacanian existence, a “throat memory,” speech, and with one step we are back in “Clarabelle’s Treasure” and the naming of a cat (Matù).92 “In some situations of supreme importance nothing approaches so near an omniscient intelligence as the simple instinct of a faithful animal. An animal is a lucid somnambulist.”93

Cardarelli’s quadrant explains this complexity of naming, which is, as seen in the previous realization, that “the best part of having loved . . . is the memory of having loved.”94 “Life is but a long loss of those whom we love.”95 This, in the end, is nothing “but the diabolical power of paper,”96 just as spells and spelling would be within “The Alchemist’s Tower.” Sibyls will make one feel this way, and without a doubt it is their practice,97 always holding one book or another, or a scroll; and in the quadrant of “Clarabelle’s Treasure” it is all chalked up to “a mysterious flame . . . like the barn owl fleeing into the night.”98 What is remembered is part of the encyclopedia, part of history, or Cardarelli’s Leopardian revocation. Only in such a way can anything, even fog, become “part of the encyclopedia.”99 This is what it is like for personal identity to pass like “Pippino from old age into early youth” and there enjoy “the marvel of beginning ab ovo.”100

In D’Annunzio’s quadrant, the most baroque in its references and semiosis, personal identity is given a name. The name grants identity in Leibnizian fashion: “because of the name you’d been stuck with you couldn’t have done anything else.”101 This becomes the pulp of memory “made of pages,”102 and, as in reviewing maps and mapping, fingers will do the walking. In the Cardarelli quadrant both this act of preparation and the act of remembering are seen in the collecting of citations about fog.103 In “The Alchemist’s Tower,” the quadrant of My Children’s Library, the trapdoor opens over a cloud of dust, and to the realization of having had a “wonderful childhood,” although this too was seen “through the eyes of an antiquarian book dealer.”104 But how could such a seeing exist if the “antiquarian is a black hole: what falls in never comes out”?105

The novel develops from this dilemma, which is part of its Bildungsroman: of Yambo’s education, of his journey, which is exemplified in the rediscovery of Augustine’s Confessions “alongside the encyclopedias . . . and the philosophy books.”106 From the D’Annunzio quadrant, again, we begin the movement that struggles between discovery and memory; and the fatal blow, seen in “Clarabelle’s Treasure,” realizes the movement that shows us that within the “interiorem hominem . . . you will find Larousse.”107 As Yambo states, “I had come this far to learn that the encyclopedias were right.”108 This is reinforced in Cardarelli’s quadrant in the dialogue with and as memory in a line inspired by Augustine: “the best part of having loved, I told myself, is the memory of having loved,” and, along with that, in a reference to a character of Balzac’s (and what is recognized as a near perfect novel of the same name): Eugénie Grandet.109 This is what happens when you examine the floorboards in “The Alchemist’s Tower.”110 As such, surrounded by fog, the “fogs of [Yambo’s] youth” appear; there, in the place “where [he kept] the books [he] had when [he] was a kid,”111 and where each book, cover, comic strip, stamp, and his stay at Solara were transformed into a vast theater of memory. This discovery, similar to the remapping in “Clarabelle’s Treasure,” leads to the realization of a “memory of humanity, not of a human being”112—of a first man, Neanderthal—as the complexity of body memory is mixed with paper memory. This mixing of body and paper memory is taken up in Cardarelli’s quadrant, “Someone May Pluck Your Flower,” in the example of Marsilio Ficino’s 1947 translation, Iamblichus de mysteriis Aegytiorum.113 Could all this be part of the manipulative side of the development of children, the magic tricks of the thin edges between reality and fairy tale, and “an allegory of a pointless world?”114

From this move within the quadrant of “The Alchemist’s Tower” things come full circle, and the final movement around the four quadrants comes alongside the first move in the game. From the D’Annunzio quadrant, “The Murmur of Mulberry Leaves,” there is the recalling of the sound of “the laughing man,”115 the suture of an “irresistible smile,” and the memory of the thought of confessing, of losing a soul, of snapping shut Hugo’s The Man Who Laughs.116 It is all innocently Borrominian when drawn forth into a vineyard.117 As stories they appear as “clichés intertwined in an unrealistic way,” though lived without shame, as is desire when it lovingly “mock[s] the language of poets, of newspapers, and of official rhetoric” “by a twisted sense of humor.”118

Here we come back, squaring the interpretation of the novel by hopscotching its genesis, humor, reach, and resolution; and we are carried through the “sentimental countryside of my childhood, stirring and moral countryside of my youth” (campagna sentimentale della mia fanciulezza, campagna eccitante e morale della mia gioventù).119 Here we are also at the edges and boundaries of an intimate “following after” (παρακολουθέω) as a token of genuine possession, a quite unusual one; an event out of life, of things that strip signs of their veils and decorum, close to bodies lifted into the air, or pressed still by a reverent openness in enthusiastic raptures gone mute and blind. It has all been a journey of coming and going now fallen deep into a private language and an apotheosis of interiority’s backtracking, all to find love in a face within which I have wandered, and . . .


 

Du siehst in die Nebelwolke und kannst dir daher einreden, das

Ziel sei schon nahe. Aber der Nebel zerrinnt, und das Ziel ist noch nicht in Sicht!120

You are looking into a fog-cloud and for that reason persuade yourself that the goal is already close. But the fog disperses and the goal is not yet in sight!

Tu guardi nella nube di nebbia e cosí puoi persuaderti che la meta sia già prossima. Ma la nube si dilegua e la meta non si vede ancora!
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NOTES

  1. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 4th rev. ed., trans. G. E. M. Anscombe, P. M. S. Hacker, and Joachim Schulte (London: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), §19.

  2. It is easily noticed how “copertina,” “copertine,” “cover,” “covers,” “couverture,” and “couvertures” are used throughout The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana and listed under “Sources of Citations and Illustrations.” One could elaborate here on the image and images, and the “designs of images, each of which stands for a distinct thing; and it is these that they [wise sages of Egypt] sculpt onto their temples. . . . Every incised sign is thus, at once, knowledge, wisdom, a real entity captured in one stroke.” Plotinus, Enneads V, 8, 5–6, cited in Umberto Eco, The Search for the Perfect Language (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995), 144–45. The three editions of The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana and their covers were in this reading order: (as the source language) La misteriosa fiamma della regina Loana (Milan: Tascabili Bompiani, 2006), (and as target languages) The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana: An Illustrated Novel, trans. Geoffrey Brock (Orlando: Harcourt, 2005), and La Mystérieuse flamme del la reine Loana, trans. Jean-Noël Schifano (Paris: Grasset, 2005).

  3. The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana is the story of Giambattista “Yambo” Bodoni, an Italian antiquarian book dealer who has lost his episodic personal memories but retained his cultural semantic memories. Within this chasm Yambo begins the labor of reconstructing his personal identity and tells of his experiences and his wrestling with the image of his first love, the face he was always looking for. We follow Yambo’s experiences of body memory, such as the revisited landscape of his grandfather’s country home in Solara (81), where he has been sent by his doctor for some rest. He describes a bowel movement in the vineyard as a sort of species memory (85) as well as the memory of how his fingertips must have paged through the 1905 edition of Il Nuovissimo Melzi (108) and how his hands remembered containers, tins, and boxes found in the magical Solara attic (121). But the attempts to reconstruct his identity as the body memory of a human being remain scattered as fragile memories made of paper (72) or reside as the transcendent fog of an Olympus memory of humanity (86). Yambo realizes that quotations are his fog lights (63) through a devastated mind. In the search through episodes, an attic full of comic books, magazines, notebooks, records, snippets of conversation and flashes of images, and a very surprising folio, this novel with illustrations constructs a biography of a generation, of childhood and adolescence, in this case lived through the 1930s and 1940s in Northern Italy. To this day there has not been a response to this novel or a critical analysis that has influenced my view. There have been responses to other novels by Eco that he exemplifies in the struggle between empirical reader and model reader. See Umberto Eco, Confessions of a Young Novelist (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011), 44–62.

  4. A surprise (one of many) came as the final four moves were made, as described in a final note found below [n118]. After writing this, I had discovered something that also gave my experience some support. In The Open Work Eco writes: “The kind of expectation aroused by a message with an open structure is less a prediction of the expected than an expectation of the unpredictable. The value of an aesthetic experience is determined today not by the way a crisis is resolved but rather by the way in which, after propelling us into a sequence of known crises determined by improbability, it forces us to make a choice.” Umberto Eco, The Open Work, trans. Anna Cancogni (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), 80, see also 74–75. For a further clarification of this citation see Eco, Confessions of a Young Novelist, 33–68.

  5. The term increatum, a being without beginning or end, was used in the alchemical tradition. In the hands of Paracelsus and Co., matter itself was of a divine aspect wherein God is reflected, though distorted.

  6. The encyclopedia is a touchstone early in this novel, a way to find a balance, a way to question, a way that a life has become; an encyclopedia of fog citations (The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana, 60), and the weight of oppression “full of Homer, Manzoni, and Flaubert, and now . . . the encyclopedia of pulp literature” (163). What could parallel the encyclopedia (but more lightly) would be the “map” in “Clarabelle’s Treasure” (71) and the “map in my head” as they climbed up the Gorge (367), and perhaps each and all these emerged from the fog due to the “sacrifice” of Ortelius and the Theatrum Orbis Terrarum. Somehow cartography must be reinvented even if, in the end, as a creation of the “Olympus of my memories” (421). So here we have the Bildungsroman at its edge, where a sense of common experiences or destinies become compromised and lead the reader to feel a sense of disillusionment since the main character, as Lukács would have it, “wants to realize his deepest interiority in the outside world.” This active boundary between the Bildungsroman and the novel of disillusionment that I see within The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana maintains the characteristic—noticed by Lukács—that shows how “loneliness is neither accidental nor the fault of the individual, but signifies that the desire for the essence always leads out of the world of social structures and communities and that a community is possible only at the surface of life and can only be based on compromise.” Georg Lukács, The Theory of the Novel, trans. Anna Bostock (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1971), 136.

  7. Recall Yambo’s “uneasy feeling, as if my sense of symmetry had been disturbed” while inspecting Solara’s upper floor windows. See The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana, ch. 10, “The Alchemist’s Tower,” 216–24. Before this vision of symmetry and the lack of illustrations dawned on me, an entire essay had been organized with the following sections: Encyclopedia One, Face, Memory, Legs, and, Encyclopedia Two; and another essay was developing (with references picked up throughout the novel) that would describe a lost book from the history of culture from Epicurus (14) to Luca di Leyda (Lucas van Leyden) (447).

  8. Ibid., 147. Here we see a new hero that produces his own story by recalling a heroic childhood, or giving the hero a wonderful infancy, and yet, “what a wonderful childhood” Yambo does rediscover (224). Even more, and as Yambo states: “I am educating myself for my encounter with Lila” (405).

  9. Ibid., 154, 234, 236–37.

10. Ibid., 242, 271.

11. Ibid., 66, 333–76. A hero myth is well developed in this novel, and could serve as another fascinating reading. The characters could be provisionally inserted into what Otto Rank worked on as his basic chart for the myths in the text. Otto Rank, The Myth of the Birth of the Hero, trans. F. Robbins and Smith Ely Jelliffe (New York: Vintage, 1932). On Rank’s chart, see E. James Lieberman, Acts of Will: The Life and Work of Otto Rank (New York: The Free Press, 1985), 88. This is how a hero genealogy would look from The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana, with a few page references to the novel:


 

YAMBO



	I. Grandfather:
                               
	Socialist newspaper journalist in 1920s

Antifascist partisan

Book collector and seller (dies of grief after son and daughter-in-law died, 99)




	II. Prehistory:

	Amalia stories (and Yambo’s memory theater)

Father, Duilio, and Mother, Office worker (both killed when Yambo was in late teens, 24)

(The severed relation with parents, “make peace with my childhood,” 416)

Sister: Ada (lives in Australia, snapshot on 275)

(“the photo truly moved me . . . as if I had seen it in a movie,” 274–75)




	III. Course

	



	     a. Type:

	Revocation of “the Gorge,” 353–76, countryside, 76, 330.

“This is how I become . . . wrapped in a uterine fog,” 403.

“You used to say you were born in it [fog],” 32

(a symbolic expression of birth)




	     b. By:

	Paola’s suggestion about going to Solara, 76.




	IV. Rescue:

	




	              Man-Gragnola: (achievement and noble ending).

              Woman: Sybilla (Lila Saba) “face” in grandfather’s study, 104–7, 294, 448.

                      (“I am educating myself for my encounter with Lila,” 405).




	V. Return: backtracking







12. The complexity of this becoming is another source of tension and can be understood if one turns to the category of the aesthetic in Lukács’s early work “Die Subjekt-Objekt Beziehung in der Ästhetik,” published in Logos: Internationale Zeitschrift für Philosophie der Kultur 7, no. 1 (1917–18). “The stylized subject of aesthetics is a living unity that contains within itself the fullness of experience that makes up the totality of the human species,” and this, as de Man would have it, is possible if the author (subject) remains in control of the form (a form that must appear autonomous), and a form that frustrates due to its restrictions, and in that battle, the subject (author) is brought to the edges of his or her own personality, and there, as if turned inside out, realizes the becoming as “a renunciation at the very moment when it comes into being.” In The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana we have this experience but the renunciation is tempered (though dramatic, to say the least) due to a biological/neurological factor, and thus, in all a kind of realism returns, albeit, one, in this light (or “sun turning black”), of disillusionment. See The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana, 449. “Should one really demand a final revelation, if as soon as one has it one sinks into darkness?” (129); “Gray, black, blackout” (184); “I want to live, sun on my face” (203); “The mysterious flame is extinguished forever” (252); “Like a TV screen gone tilt” (409).

13. M. M. Bakhtin, Speech Genres & Other Essays, trans. Vern W. McGee (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1986), 21. It would be interesting to plot the types of “novels of emergence” described by Bakhtin (pure cyclical adventure time, life experience as a school, biographical/autobiographical, didactic pedagogical, and historical emergence) as ways of interpreting and reading The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana.

14. Theorizing is one thing, telling a story is another thing. I do not believe that Eco confuses the two. One is not a substitute for the other but both emerge from a life of letters, a life that does not easily slide into bellelettrisme. Of course grand narratives might have disappeared (slightly) but a life, a life enjoyed and filled with reflection, is a narrative, grand enough. The grandeur is in the contortion between two positions: that of Villiers de I’Isle Adam, where the boredom of reality should be lived only by servants, and that of Saul Bellow, who wrote: “Sometimes I think of the world as impregnated by centuries of fiction and self-fertilized by science swelling out in new forms of consciousness. Anyway, it has gotten well beyond the literary imagination. Novelists (poets too) have so long taken it for granted that they knew how to describe and what to describe and that they were doing all right. What apathetic error! What overconfidence! The world has beaten and exceeded us all by astronomical miles.” Saul Bellow, Letter to Stanley Burnshaw, February 19, 1965, New Yorker, April 26, 2010, 57.

15. Eco, The Open Work, 39.

16. The return to Yambo’s history is, in my estimation, not an attempt, as Nietzsche would have it, of giving “oneself a past from which one would like to be descended in opposition to the past from which one is descended.” Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Advantages and Disadvantages of History for Life, trans. P. Preuss (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1980), §3. I believe that there is a “critical history” brewing throughout The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana.

17. Marcel Proust, On Reading, trans. John Sturbock (London: Syrens/Penguin Books, 1994), 44.

18. Pt. 1, ch. 2 “The Murmur of Mulberry Leaves”; pt. 1, ch. 3 “Someone May Pluck Your Flower”; pt. 2, ch. 5 “Clarabelle’s Treasure”; and pt. 2, ch. 10 “The Alchemist’s Tower.” The order of the chapters will be altered, as will be seen.

19. To me, the issue of model reader, model author recalled Isaac Newton’s phrase numero, pondere et mensura Deus omnia condidit: God (model author) created everything by number, weight, and measure.

20. This is a reference to the alchemic/Gnostic tradition and the occult Liber Platonis Quartorum, which exists in various Latin and Arabic versions. The text is a commentary on what is set up as statements from a Platonic text. Many studies believe that the author of the commentary also wrote the text attributed to Plato. See Pierre Thillet, “Remarques sur le Liber Quartorum du pseudo-Platon (Kitâb al-rawâbiˈ li-Aflâtun),” in Cristina Viano, ed., L’Alchimies et ses racines philosophiques: La tradition grecque et la tradition arabe (Paris: Vrin, 2005).

21. This is magisterially captured and explained in Eco, The Open Work, 37–38. See also Eco, The Limits of Interpretation (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990), 59, 157–59.
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43. Ibid., 52.

44. Ibid., 215–16.
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Charles Jencks

OF BOWLS, MAGNETIZED MARBLES, AND UMBERTO ECO

I

In the 1960s Umberto Eco moved into the architectural world to explore one of his favorite questions—how everything is experienced as a sign or symbol. Churches and doorways were obvious subjects for his semiotic speculation, but also the more perplexing spaces of the city, and how we might relate in them at closer distance, for instance those in the street and bedroom. “Architecture” can mean almost anything in the environment, and with his amusing insight Eco wandered into this field as a welcome alien, seeing things of which the inhabitants were only dimly aware. Because of his acuity I invited him to talk at the Architectural Association in London—maybe it was 1969, but certainly when modern architecture and Brasilia were being questioned.

His talk was based on one of the hypotheses behind semiotics, and perception in general: the fact that we see architecture through codes, both distorting and correcting lenses, but never entirely free of either. Naïve realism was out and the frailty of looking through cultural spectacles was back, if not the convention of seeing through a glass darkly.

E. H. Gombrich had made much of this insight concerning the history of art and often used the famous duck-rabbit illusion to clinch the point. You can see this eponymous figure as a duck or a rabbit and, with effort, even oscillate between the two as you force the reading left or right; or, think of either animal one at a time. And you can torture it into a third figure; or mere abstract lines on the white paper if you try very hard. But the one thing you cannot do is see it without interpretive lenses.

Thus Eco took us through the environment showing how buildings communicated as intended—somewhat—or were systematically misread, according to the codes of the inhabitants. If I remember rightly, his talk culminated in one of the most famous, iconic landmarks of modernism: the new city of Brasilia, and its capital buildings designed by Oscar Niemeyer, in the dream commission of the age.

The problems of the city layout were well advertised in architectural circles. Though idealistic in its egalitarian intentions, the fact of construction led to workers living in impoverished favelas outside the city. These, through another irony, had a much more stimulating urban life than those of the better off, who were housed in anonymous superblocks. By the late 1960s advanced architects (though few modernists) had absorbed the lessons of Jane Jacobs and her devastating attack on Le Corbusier and planners in her polemic The Death and Life of Great American Cities.1 We knew something had gone wrong with the good intentions of architects, and looked to anthropologists, semioticians, sociologists, and radical thinkers—any suggestive views from outside the profession.

So the audience at the AA was keyed up as Eco reached his semiotic climax. The center of Brasilia was focused on the Federal District—the nation’s highly symbolic capital designed overall as a “bird or plane,” and more particularly the Plaza of the Three Powers. The three buildings were purified volumes: a vertical abstract shaft set between two half spheres (Figure 1). This design quickly became the icon of a new Brazil.

The mass culture image presented semiotic questions. The phallic metaphor was always too obvious to talk about publicly, and the twin tower at the center had another metaphorical problem that Lewis Mumford had raised about the contemporary United Nations. It prioritized the office above the organs of government, the Senate and Chamber of Deputies, saying, in effect, “bureaucracy rules politicians.” And the latter two hemispheres, the bowls of the Three Powers, should have symbolized something poetic and aesthetic, not something sexual and conventional; that is, according to the modernist doctrine of Le Corbusier’s “Le Purisme” (an expressive theory of communication).2 As Corb defined the new architecture, it would capture the aesthetic delight of white volumes seen in sunlight, and the pure harmony of primary geometry—“truth, egality, and goodness”—to recall the connotations of the abstract, Platonic code. However, that modernist reading was not the popular one.

As Eco pointed out, the inhabitants, who were living the realities of the new Brazil, reread the forms of the hemispheres according to a local and more relevant code. Instead of signifying equality, the expensive white dishes symbolized how the politicians and bureaucrats had spent all the money for the rich and powerful. That interpretation was confirmed because of the typical Brazilian lunch, where the upturned bowl receives the lettuce (“our money”) and the upside-down bowl signifies the meal has ended (“we are broke”). Thus local codes of (mis)reading may take priority over intended architectural codes, especially where the latter are abstract, in a new language, merely aesthetic, and reduced—all four in this case. This Lesson of the Salad Bowl was not lost on me, nor was Gombrich’s paradigm of the duck-rabbit. I made them lessons in the argument for The Language of Post-Modern Architecture (as the book of 1977 was called) and criticized modernists for their inadvertent metaphors, architectural malapropisms, and their failure to consider the codes of the inhabitants.3
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Because both producers (architects) and consumers (inhabitants) should occupy a primary place in determining meaning, I drew several more lessons from Eco’s insights. The language of architecture is based on varying codes that change at vastly different rates, and must appeal to several opposing tastes. Thus, for the extremes of taste cultures—traditionalists versus modernists, populists versus professionals, left versus right, and so forth—the code of architecture becomes radically schizophrenic. To simplify this argument, it follows that a large or public building might be designed at least twice: once for the professionals (architects), once for the inhabitants (and by the interior designers who now customarily finish the job).

The Lesson of the Salad Bowl, and its two readings, led to the idea of “double coding” in postmodernism and its attendant irony. More generally it led to the notion of multiple coding and cross coding—the way various layered publics can be addressed—as abstraction and ambiguity are used positively.

This last implication became apparent, as more and more iconic buildings followed from the example of Niemeyer and Le Corbusier right up to the present generation of global designers (or Starchitects as they are known, often contemptuously). If in a mass culture so much public meaning is typically misread and reread, then an iconic building must be multiplicoded with mixed metaphors that are suggested to different taste cultures. Otherwise they will be dismissed as one liners, and read ironically against the architects’ intentions, as so many dominating skyscrapers are today. For instance, in London Renzo Piano’s self-styled “Shard” vies with Norman Foster’s “Gherkin,” named by taxi drivers and journalists. The arms race of competing icons continues with The Pinnacle, Cheesegrater, and Walkie-Talkie—some admired, some disliked—but all seen through the lenses crafted by culture and point of view, class and prejudice, profession or citizenship. To deal with this, the more successful structures have adopted what I have termed the “enigmatic signifier” (in The Iconic Building),4 not only a careful mixture of metaphors that relate to function and nature, but a few paranoid ones that provoke a response (as did the Eiffel Tower). The important role of the enigmatic signifier developed from Eco’s notion of the relations between primary functions and secondary connotations, and his humorous parables about architecture and postmodernism.

By the 1970s the idea of coded perception became accepted, if not dominant, in professional circles. Umberto Eco had published an early version of his talk in 1967 about the same time as George Baird and I (influenced by Roland Barthes, Claude Lévi-Strauss, and continental writers) were publishing Meaning in Architecture.5 We were all part of a growing movement that stemmed from research in the 1950s, much of it concerned with information theory, mass culture, opposing taste cultures, and pluralism. Eco summarized much of this thinking a lot more effectively than anyone I came across because of his inimitable energy, systematic thinking, and good humor. His vivid and patient delivery—in heavy Italian-American tones—would nail down a point in the mind that always returned because it was accompanied by a striking image.

Another architectural lesson of his talk, and another bowl, shows the pervasive influence of semiotics. This lesson again concerned some well-intentioned planning, but now in an impoverished area of southern Italy, and the role of a very white, progressive technology. As part of the urban renewal around the ancient city of Matera, architects provided the citizens with new sanitation, with flushing loos, female bidets, and male urinals. These were also industrial objects—and modern symbols—that Le Corbusier had illustrated as the epitome of the machine age, white icons of truth and good health. They cleared away filth with a pull of the handle. But the inhabitants, mostly farmers, had other priorities than those of middle-class hygiene and the aesthetics of MoMA. They relieved themselves outdoors in the customary way and, instead, appropriated the white bowls to wash their grapes.

The Lesson of the Toilet Bowl equaled that of the Salad Bowl and again illustrated important semiotic distinctions, between primary functions and secondary connotations, the codes of professionals and those of the inhabitants, schizophrenic design, and so forth.

I wrote up this didactic lesson in the anthology Signs, Symbols and Architecture (see note 5) where we republished Eco’s semiotic analysis of architecture, which was an extended version of his talk in 1969. It is only on rereading these texts that I see how my mind played tricks on some details. My farmers washed “grapes” in their white flushing bowls, his farmers washed “olives.” The difference points up how semiotics was growing within architecture, the fact that I heard the version first in 1966, from Giancarlo de Carlo at a meeting of Team Ten in Urbino. He had designed mass housing near Matera, and also was trying to deal with differences in taste, perception, and architectural codes that the grape version illustrated.

These parables of taste and code difference sound trivial until one recalls the larger battles that were under way concerning mass housing and urban renewal. Low-intensity conflicts were fought in cities such as central Amsterdam, Covent Garden, London, and Greenwich Village, New York where local inhabitants were pitted against the planners. Moreover, many housing estates in the mid-1970s and later were blown up by the authorities because they had become places of crime and misery. The most famous of these explosions was at Pruitt-Igoe in St. Louis in 1972, when eleven slab blocks were dynamited. The award-winning, modernist architecture of Minoru Yamasaki had failed for many reasons. Some were social and economic, some were racial, some were based on the failure of primary functions (the lack of private, defensible space). But all were mixed up with the semiotic codes, and connotations of the white abstract architecture, through which these failures were perceived.

It is these semiotic relations—stereotypes, forms, and visual signs—that I traced as one attendant of “The Death of Modern Architecture” in 1972;6 the explosions were rebroadcast around the world on television and film. In response, a new postmodern architecture was meant to be designed, as mentioned, across the codes of the inhabitants, the architects, and other taste cultures, including that of the public.

Did it happen? In part, yes: many exemplary buildings, and parts of cities, resulted during the next thirty years, which I wrote about in the subsequent editions of The Language of Post-Modern Architecture. But, predictably, the dilemma of crossing codes occurred, and became a problem for postmodernists who had trouble mixing high and low tastes not their own. Even worse, as with many reform movements that have become popular since 1800, a much larger amount of second-rate culture also resulted. Commercial pastiche, weak eclecticism, kitsch iconic architecture, and the imperatives of global mass culture played the dominant role, as they had with all the modern movements. By the 1990s reactions set in against the general culture of postmodernism, and semiotics itself.

You could say all this battle, change, and even understanding of the semiotic issues illustrated Eco’s larger point, that semiosis is a continually shared process of meaning that never stands still. Culture incessantly recycles and invents meaning as it recounts stories, and old jokes. There is a logic to this process, as he points out, not always straightforward or transparent, but it can follow dictates of semiosis, and the mind—the complexity of the labyrinth, the net, rhizome, and encyclopedia, these favorite images for complex thinking.

II

The penultimate time I met Umberto Eco was across a table in Greenwich Village during a Thanksgiving weekend in 1996. I was curating a large exhibition on postmodern art and architecture for Barcelona, called Runaway Meaning. This adapted his idea of the branching labyrinth for its several paths, and I hoped to get his collaboration on the project.

We settled in for a long discussion over drinks, with a large bowl of peanuts placed between us. As we drank more and more, we talked as usual on any topic that followed the logic of conversation wherever it went. These directions were not far from our favorite semiotics, and his discussion of C. S. Peirce’s “unlimited semiosis,” which is to say it went anywhere as long as it followed some associative path.

Eco’s voracious appetite for thoughts fed on themselves as if the ideas were doing the talking, not us, and I wondered why he never made much use of Bakhtin’s theory of dialogic, the quintessential logic of the novel where dialogue is a creative path that neither speaker controls. A true dialogue has no predetermined ending, and like the Mannerist labyrinth that became the basis for The Name of the Rose, it is a tree-like structure that continually bifurcates. It is also like The Garden of Forking Paths of Jorge Luis Borges—another murder mystery and, as I mentioned to him, like the Garden of Cosmic Speculation that I was designing at the time in Scotland.

We discussed our preference for Early Gothic architecture—Autun, Moissac, Conques—on the various pilgrimage routes to Santiago de Compostela. This style was more expressionist than the systematic High Gothic. He admired the thin writhing sculptures at their entries because of their evocative freedom, and he noted their details and symbolism. Indeed, in working on his bestseller Eco had studied various encyclopedias of architecture to get the layout of his abbey and its main character—the library—and even the correct number of steps in the spiral staircase.

Critics who faulted him for being a kind of Platonic semiologist, who is cut off from the real world, get it wrong; he is an empiricist of a kind. But his version of semiotics does seek to establish its methodology independent of nonsemiotic “reality.” My version, based on Anglo-Saxon work of Ogden and Richards, smuggled the real-world referent into the semiotic triangle, something we argued over, as the peanuts started to disappear ever faster.

Inevitably we turned to architecture and his Postscript to The Name of the Rose, which suggests several definitions of postmodernism (that had become widespread and canonic) and his images for thinking as being like various forms of labyrinth.7

He mentions three models of conjecture starting with the simplest, the unicursal maze of prehistory and the Greeks. Here one follows a single path like the labyrinth at Chartres cathedral that leads the pilgrim to the center, Jerusalem. The Bible, the scientific treatise, and propaganda are designed with such a controlled path and singular outcome—little freedom for the reader but all the virtues of a clear direction.

The third, most complex labyrinth is a net or what Deleuze and Guattari call the more organic rhizome—or ginger root—which sends out shoots every which way. There is no center, no periphery, no exit, and potentially infinite connections, as in unlimited semiosis. Neural nets, and glial cells running along them establishing new thoughts, are a physical analogue of this complex labyrinth, an image we discussed that illustrates the supreme plasticity of the mind-brain. It can think itself new pathways, just like our dialogue over peanuts.

But Eco’s library, which illustrated the cover of The Name of the Rose, is the second type of labyrinth.8 Like the one at Rheims, it has several (not infinite) connections and a tree-like structure of order that you can learn, through trial and error. His related point is that the detective story and murder mystery make use of the same structured quest, as the reader seeks the goal—who done it?—a structure that the thriller shares with other genres including cosmology, religion, and metaphysics. The mind is pushed and pulled along this complex path, and it can be strewn with many detours (as his novel showed), with history, comedy, semiology, or romance: any genre as long as the goal is strong enough. It must pull one through the detours, and it can be most compelling in a symphony or film that plays with expectations and their partial fulfillment. Eco also refers to “the novel as a cosmological event” that makes use of this force, and this connection led back to my cosmic garden, and the big question of metaphysics.

Eco appeared to believe that with culture, the mind, and the universe there is just an infinite number of nodes and connections—not any plot. At the end of the novel the Sherlock Holmes figure, the English monk William of Baskerville, says to his Dr. Watson named Adso: “Where is all my wisdom then? I behaved stubbornly, pursuing a semblance of order, when I should have known well there is no order in the universe. . . . The order that our mind imagines is like a net, or like a ladder, built to attain something. But afterward you must throw the ladder away, because you discover that, even if it was useful, it was meaningless.”9

III

This echoes Wittgenstein’s famous remark about discarding ladders—belief systems—after they have proven useful, and one has grown up into agnosticism. Or is it the nihilism of unlimited semiosis? This view may reflect Eco’s personal metaphysics on occasion, but he holds a different outlook at other times and in any case a character in a novel, as he points out, must first follow the logic of the story.

In his essay “Joyce, Semiosis and Semiotics” (1988), the Joycean novel is used to test various images for the mind and its endless churning through infinite signification.10 It takes an almost heroic effort to understand Joyce’s world of self-referring meaning and puns—the slipping beauty that can be read both ways, the book that creates “the ideal reader affected by an ideal insomnia.”11 Here we are close to Eco’s (and as it happened my) “ideal postmodernist” affected by a love of pluralism, polysemy, and the meaning created by conflicting interpretation. But this ideal booklover is an attentive insomniac not, as Eco characterizes some deconstructionists, an “incontinent reader.”

In this essay, and the whole collection The Limits of Interpretation, Eco defines the constraints made by science on the universe and by reading on literature. While theoretically the world has endless pathways through it, there are rules of the road and you can tell when you have made a bad turn—or been proven wrong. This is the Popperian test of negativity epitomized in the Wildean epigram “experience is the name I give to my mistakes.” Positively, in literature, Eco writes “internal textual coherence controls the otherwise uncontrollable drift of the reader.”12 That is, the text as “a coherent whole” directs unlimited semiosis. At these moments the voracious Eco with his ideal insomnia checks his appetite for endless lists and exhausting signification.

Other checks include his favorite metaphors for thought such as the multi-forking labyrinth. A new, striking one in this essay is the mind-brain seen as a box full of magnetized marbles.13 Imagine each idea being a marble that undergoes magnetic attraction and repulsion in its global semantic universe, as you feel and think your way through a book. This magnetization reduces some interrelationships and strengthens others—an idea I mentioned to Eco, as we continued eating and drinking, that I found very attractive.

It put the growth of the mind on a coherent track. Might it have a larger metaphysical role as well? Warming to the metaphor, I asked if magnetized marbles could be a superior form of materialism, and if so, whether they could give the world a possible structure and direction? As against the Einsteinian view—“God does not play dice with the universe”—you could say, “Yes he does, but he loads the die.” That would be like Eco’s second type of labyrinth—complex but not infinitely chaotic—the kind in Eco’s novel and my impending exhibit on postmodernism. Or, is the world and universe, as Churchill asked about history: just one crazy thing after another, the Adso question about Chaosmos?

As I looked across the bowl separating us, I saw a truth emerge from behind his eyes. Or was it my reflection in his glasses, or maybe it was the wine, maybe it was all the peanuts; but suddenly I saw an apparition, a semblance.

Umberto Eco resembles his name, I realized, as if his persona were illustrating his theory of the Nomothete. These god-like authors of several biblical traditions go around naming first things in order to bring them into being (“In the beginning was the Name”). And few others would work as well as his own moniker.

Consider “Umberto,” with slightly royal overtones (Umberto I of Italy); it means “bright warrior” and it sounds friendly with its triplet rhythm, just like his bright philosophical character and serious face (“laughing philosophers are not taken seriously,” he had said). The surname “Eco” is even more fitting, as one hears the colloquial Italian and polysemic “ecco.” Depending on the context this all-purpose expression can mean many things such as “here” or “there,” or “I agree,” “that’s right.” Or “ecco,” with the right gesture of the hands, can mean the opposite, “hold on there.” Or more opposites: “this is” versus “that’s all then.”

The English “echo” also provokes endless semiosis, as meanings reverberate in the mind creating evermore cascades of overchoice. Thus the compound “Umberto Eco,” the designation his parents chose, has created the fiction that writes according to the word magic embedded in his name, a conspiracy that drove his continual fascination for the Nomothete, even while we were talking.

The Nomothete, I knew, helped him explain the origins of linguistics, as the attempt to find the first natural or universal language—and it had become an explanatory and humorous figure in his book The Search for the Perfect Language, which had come out in English the previous year.14 Many theories joined the hunt for the ideal language, which lay behind the present-day variety, the biblical curse of many tongues, the Tower of Babel.

Eco went through the possibilities, a big list. Perhaps language was based on nature, and some linguistic universals, as in Noam Chomsky’s model. Or, following phonemic properties, perhaps explained by a naturalistic link between sound and sense. Or perhaps it was created when some theoretical Nomothete, Adam, called things into being “by their own names,” that is, their right name either because of some rational quality that special words have or else by conventional usage. Or, searching through earlier theories of linguistics, perhaps the world’s first ur-language was something like a primordial vernacular? Or underlying physical connections; God expressing himself, as Eco wrote, by thunderclaps and lightning. I was delighted by such speculations and overwhelmed by their number.

But, I objected, they were still not enough, and there was a different kind of creator at work—not just a linguistic one, or God the novelist.

Besides, there was an earlier origin much further back than in either Christian or Greek cosmogony: that of the Ancient Egyptians. Here the great god Ra (or Amun or Aten) only had to name a thing and it came into being. This, the first cosmic Nomothete, uttered the words: “I am Khepera at the dawn, and Ra at noon, and Tum in the evening,” and behold on the first day he was the sun rising in the east, passing across the sky and setting in the west. When he named Tefnut the spitter the rain fell; when he uttered Shu the wind blew; when he spoke the name Geb the earth rose above the waters of the sea, and so on, until finally he created Man (in the form of the first Pharaoh) and his consort, Woman. The Genesis account had this important precedent that had to be added to Eco’s list, which generated the word magic.

I went on and on about my love of Egypt and how it had created many of the universals of the classical language of architecture for which the Greeks and Romans had claimed paternity, with their voracious logocentrism. And, as we were finishing our debate, I countered his Verbal Nomothete with the Architectural “Picturathete.” It derived from Plato and was painted several times in thirteenth-century Europe. These pictorial works showed “God the architect of the universe” laying out earth, air, fire, and water, while he divided day and night, the sun and moon, and so on through construction. He created ex nihilo not by speaking everything into existence as did Ra but by using architectural instruments, a compass and T-square, and with them built and sculpted everything and the universe. The keystone of my argument was Plato’s metaphor of God the Great Architect of All Things, especially appealing to my profession, to Le Corbusier, Buckminster Fuller, and those laying out new cities such as Oscar Niemeyer in Brasilia.

In this manner we came to a fork in the road, and a question I had not foreseen. Was it the conversation that had led to the drinking and eating, or the other way around? Crisis.

We looked down at the large, almost empty bowl between us—an unwelcome fact. The absent peanuts were dry roasted, a particularly aggressive form of edibility making us reflect on aphorisms—“self-control is eating one peanut” or “the increase of appetite has grown by what it fed on”—and then we reflected on the semiotics of real things such as food and stomach aches, the fact that drink and conversation are only a ruse by which the peanut gets its way to reproduce. Just as the selfish gene uses life to get around and replicate. Culture and conversation are its secondary byproducts, the essential thing is the arm’s race of peanuts against potato chips. Unlimited semiosis was coming to its end in the void of the bowl, and so with this melancholic idea, we concluded our demise would be Death by Peanut—a good way to go, but ultimately the revenge of nonsemiotics nuts.

CHARLES JENCKS

LONDON, ENGLAND

FEBRUARY 2013
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REPLY TO CHARLES JENCKS

How to react to Charles Jencks’s Peanuts Philosophy? First of all, by acknowledging two debts I owe him. One of these is the fact that perhaps he was the first to take my reflections on the semiotics of architecture seriously.

Perhaps I ought to clarify something for the reader’s benefit: how did it happen that, even though I am not an architect, I taught for a few years in two faculties of architecture, one in Milan and one in Florence? The fact is that my first tentative discourses on semiotics were met with great suspicion by the Italian philosophical community, and only a few architects, on catching a glimpse of the possibilities that these concepts might have for a debate on the nature and the goals of architecture, had invited me to come and teach in their departments. In those years the world of architects was very close to various philosophical positions and I have to thank Ernest Rogers, Leonardo Ricci, and Paolo Portoghesi for having desired my presence in their lecture theaters.

I shall not discuss the rigidity of Italian universities in those days, but in order to permit lectures on the semiotics of architecture, and since semiotics did not appear in the Ministry of Education’s curricula, I had to choose to teach decoration (which may perhaps have made a little sense in the nineteenth century but which had been silenced by that time). Smuggled in under this false name, semiotics made its entry into the faculties of architecture. After a few years (my time with the architects lasted from 1967 to 1970) Dean Portoghesi requested the Ministry of Education to change decoration to semiotics and the Ministry (with maximum seriousness and no sense of humor whatsoever) replied that the change could be made “as long as the content of the discipline remains unchanged.”

Having to discuss semiotics with architects I realized that the only member of the profession who had dealt with the problem (since 1964) was Giovanni Klaus Koenig, who had tackled the problem of architectural communication using the instruments of Morris’s semiotics.1 I began my courses on that basis, but I am sorry that Koenig’s work has been forgotten. He was a real pioneer.

From the relationship with Jencks there came a series of encounters with other English and American scholars, as Jencks says in his essay. I am also grateful to Jencks for the same reason that many others are in his debt, namely, that he was the first person to make a critical and theoretical study of postmodernism, right from the 1970s on.2 Jencks limited himself to architecture and only after him did postmodern become a broad-ranging term, with reference not only to literature and art in general but also to wider philosophical problems, as happened with Lyotard.

It is natural that even though we did not meet many times (luckily for our health, judging by the description that Jencks gives of one encounter) our thoughts met several times. I have little to say about his amusing paper and only one objection. This is the matter of the Salad Bowl that he considers a case of double coding. I would not agree with this. As can be seen from Brian McHale’s contribution and my reply to him, double coding occurs when it is possible to make two interpretations of a text that are not contradictory, except that one is within the reach of those with a greater cultural awareness; but even the first-level reader (who perhaps does not grasp certain intertextual ironies) can enjoy the text in question just the same. The case cited by Jencks is instead the one that elsewhere I defined as an example of “aberrant decoding”: conceived to signify a thing, a text, or an object, they are interpreted by others who refer to different codes, and the two interpretations mutually exclude each other. This was the case of the highly amusing (but true) story of the sanitation fixtures provided for the inhabitants of the Italian city of Matera, which they interpreted in a way that certainly did not correspond to the architects’ project. Even though, I observe now, the fact of using white bowls to wash grapes (or olives) seems faithful to some affordances proposed by the objects in question.

One other very small objection is that, while I was very interested by Jencks’s reconstruction of Egyptian cosmology, I believe that Amon Ra was not the only divinity who, to quote Austin, knew how to do things with words. Basically, also the God of Genesis said: “Let there be light!” And there was light . . . God said: “Let there be a vault between the waters to separate water from water” . . . “And it was so. . .” Etcetera, etcetera. The formation of the universe through the word is a feature of many religions. Naturally, it is fine by me to admit that Amon Ra was the first to do this.

The fact that on that evening in Greenwich Village in 1996 we could not have said “we are still peanuts in the bowl” merely means that neither I nor Jencks are gods. But on this point I think we are in complete agreement.

U.E.
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Brian McHale

FIVE OR SIX POSTMODERNISMS

I. INTRODUCTION: WHAT WAS POSTMODERNISM?

What Is Postmodernism? The architecture critic Charles Jencks asks this in the title of a pamphlet from 1986. But of course he already knew the answer, at least in the sphere of his own primary expertise, having spent nearly a decade by then promoting the idea of postmodernism in architecture. The point of asking the question in 1986 was to consolidate postmodernism’s territorial gains in other spheres of culture, notably visual art (the much heralded “return of painting”) and literature. What is postmodernism in literature? Jencks replies, in effect, it’s whatever Umberto Eco says it is (with some corroboration from John Barth). In the same year, when Matei Calinescu prepares a new chapter on postmodernism to append to his book Faces of Modernity: Modernism, Avant-Garde, Decadence, Kitsch—which now becomes Five Faces of Modernity (1987)—he turns to Eco for examples of both theory (his Postscript to The Name of the Rose) and practice (The Name of the Rose itself).1 Similarly with Linda Hutcheon’s seminal A Poetics of Postmodernism (1987), which cites Eco by name at least seventeen times and The Name of the Rose, in particular, at least ten. Manifestly, whatever postmodernism was at its peak, in the mid to late 1980s Eco was central to it.2

There are many reasons why Eco might be regarded as central to postmodernism in its peak phase, some of which I will try to tease out in the course of this essay. One reason, surely, is that he appears in the course of his career to have straddled the divide between modernism and postmodernism. He begins as an avant-gardist in the high modernist tradition, affiliated with the neo-avant-garde Gruppo 63. Additionally, Eco was a scholar of Joyce (albeit the Joyce of Finnegans Wake, already far down the road toward postmodernism). The Open Work, the book that first established his international reputation (he was already famous at home in Italy as a columnist), is a manifesto of modernism not postmodernism. But by 1980 he had “crossed over,” in more senses than one, and since then he has been regularly made to serve (for better or worse) as a poster boy of postmodernism. His longevity and continued productivity make it possible for us to look back over his long career and trace in it the entire trajectory of postmodernism, from its onset, through its main phase, to (arguably) its obsolescence.

What was postmodernism? The change of tense serves to indicate, not that postmodernism is decisively over (whatever that might mean), but only that enough time has elapsed since its peak phase in the 1980s—and even more time since its emergence all the way back in the postwar decades. We are in a position now to make statements about it that are more definitive than anything that could be said when it was still “contemporary,” still a work in progress, evolving all around us.

There are, I think, two general ways to address the question, “What was postmodernism?” The first entails what might be called the total (or “wall to wall” or “big tent”) approach: postmodernism is a single thing, if perhaps a sprawling and complex one—a general cultural “condition” (according to Lyotard) or the “cultural logic” of its period (according to Jameson). All of its cultural manifestations, by this account, are animated by the same underlying reality of its historical moment. Jameson, for instance, identifies as features of postmodernism the depthlessness of an image-saturated culture; a weakening of historicity; a “schizophrenic” textuality that shatters temporal organization into disjointed moments of intensity; a new technological sublime, arising from technologies of electronic reproduction rather than of speed and power (as in modernism); and a distinctive new mutation of architectural built space.3 All of these cultural features, heterogeneous though they may be, derive from the same logic of late capitalism.4

Alternatively, one might adopt a partial or semiautonomous approach to postmodernist culture. This approach entails acknowledging the internal dynamics of each cultural practice—for example, of literature, visual arts, architecture, dance/performance, film/video, even of “theory” or philosophy itself. Each has its own history, which is not necessarily synced up with the “main sequence” of capital-H History; lags are possible, as are speed-ups or proleptic leaps, or even lateral moves into side channels flowing parallel to the main historical current. In particular, each cultural practice presumably has its own distinct modernism, not necessarily homologous with the modernisms in adjacent fields; consequently each postmodernism will be distinguishable from all other postmodernisms. Modernism in architecture—the modernism of the Bauhaus and the International Style—maps only with tortuous difficulty (if at all) onto literary modernism; consequently, postmodernism in architecture and in literature emerge differently, responsive to the different starting points and different dynamics of their respective partial histories.

In what follows I will try to locate Eco’s theory and practice in relation to some (by no means all) of the features commonly attributed to postmodernism when the latter is understood to be a “condition” or “cultural logic,” that is, in the light of total approaches. Afterwards, I will undertake to place his practice of fiction, in particular, in the context of the semiautonomous development of postmodernist fiction.

II. AVANT-POP

What exactly does Eco say that, in Charles Jencks’s view, helps us answer the question “What is postmodernism?” Jencks cites a well-known passage from Eco’s Postscript—sufficiently well known, indeed, that I won’t quote it here verbatim. It’s the passage where the “postmodern attitude” is exemplified by the lover who, knowing that the language of love has been debased by its association with romance novels such as those of Barbara Cartland, nevertheless succeeds in communicating his love by ironically citing (and in the process presumably neutralizing) romantic clichés: “As Barbara Cartland would put it, I love you madly.”5 “Intertextual irony,” Eco calls this elsewhere, and indeed irony has regularly been identified as a feature of postmodernism.6 In a similar vein Max Apple, around the same time (1984), in a mock manifesto defines the postmodern attitude as “a mixture of world weariness and cleverness, an attempt to make you think that I’m half kidding, though you’re not quite sure about what.”7

Irony as such, however, can’t be the whole story since a great many texts throughout literary history have been ironic, not least of all many modernist texts; so how does postmodernist irony differ from other kinds—the modernist kind in particular? Alan Wilde once argued that modernist irony was disjunctive while postmodernist irony is suspensive. Modernist era ironists, committed to recovering an ideal integration and coherence, acknowledged the disconnectedness of things yet sought to control disconnection even if they could not ultimately resolve it. Postmodernists, by contrast, “simply (or not so simply)” accept “the world in all its disorder,” abandoning the quest for integration altogether.8 Eco’s irony is presumably of this second kind.

But this is still too generic. Jencks recognizes something more specific in Eco’s formulation, something that he has also observed in postmodern architecture—a specifically postmodernist ironic structure that he calls double coding. According to Jencks, postmodern buildings, such as the ones he championed by Robert Venturi, Charles Moore, Michael Graves, Robert A. M. Stern, Frank Gehry, and others, appeal simultaneously to two different audiences: on one level, through their sophisticated reflection on modernist design, structural techniques, and materials, to a minority constituency of architects and connoisseurs; on another level, through their decorativeness, their legibility, and their playful and pleasurable allusions to familiar historical styles of architecture, to a broader public of consumers. Jencks detected double coding in the lessons that Venturi and his collaborators drew from the populist commercial architecture of the Las Vegas Strip, as reported in their seminal book of 1972, Learning from Las Vegas.9 He also recognized it in John Barth’s account of the “literature of replenishment,” practiced by Márquez, Calvino, and others, which “keeps one foot always in the narrative past . . . and one foot in, one might say, the Parisian structuralist present.”10 Had he known of it when he wrote this essay in 1980, Barth might also have mentioned The Name of the Rose in this connection. A few years later, Linda Hutcheon, as we have already seen, would make The Name of the Rose a cornerstone of her own account of what she calls historiographic metafiction, a double-coded genre characteristic of postmodernism that combines ironic self-reflection and critical or revisionist historiography with the narrative pleasures of entertainment fiction.

Eco himself has expressed a certain skepticism about double coding. He is skeptical of its conflation with intertextual irony and he doubts that it is specific to postmodernism.11 Nevertheless, there are moments throughout the Postscript—not only the familiar “I love you madly” passage—where Eco seems explicitly to acknowledge a strategy of double coding.12 Moreover, the original dust-jacket blurb for The Name of the Rose, composed by Eco himself but omitted from the English translation, seems to lend authority (literally) to the claim that, like the buildings that Jencks called “postmodern,” Eco’s novel was designed to appeal to multiple audiences simultaneously. Eco specifies three audiences but it’s easy to see that two of them actually belong to the same constituency of sophisticated, reflective readers as distinct from the naïve readers for pleasure who constitute the novel’s other audience.13

The fact that Eco is appealing to this other audience at all—the popular one—is what is surprising and needs to be accounted for. He begins his career, as I have already noted, as an avant-gardist, sharing the avant-garde’s hostility toward popular culture, animated in part by a Frankfurt School style critique of the culture industry.14 Nevertheless, as early as the 1960s Eco began developing a serious academic interest in pop-cultural materials—comics, television, thrillers (James Bond), and eventually cult movies such as Casablanca—that, after his embrace of semiotics, flowered into the sort of research program that would elsewhere go by the name of cultural studies. By the early 1980s he had traveled sufficiently far, intellectually, from his starting point in Frankfurt School critical theory as to be able to acknowledge, and apparently accept, a certain erosion of the absolute distinction between genuine art and kitsch, which he had once taken for granted. Eco writes in 1983: “Our relationship with mass-produced goods has changed and also with the producers of ‘high’ art. Differences have been reduced, or erased. . . . We have achieved what the enlightened and enlightenment culture of the ’60s was demanding, that there should not be, on the one hand, products for helot masses and, on the other, difficult products for the cultivated, refined public. The distances have been reduced, the critics are puzzled.”15

This erosion of the hierarchical distinction between “high” and “low” culture had been vigorously advocated by iconoclasts like Leslie Fiedler since the 1960s and would receive its definitive formulation in the analysis of Andreas Huyssen in the mid-1980s.16 For Huyssen and others, what characterizes postmodernism and distinguishes it from the modernism that preceded it is precisely this crossing of the divide, or closing of the gap, between high and low culture. A typically American twist would be applied to this idea by Larry McCaffery, who dubbed the postmodernist tendency to conflate high and low art practices Avant-Pop. Associated by McCaffery with the fiction of Kathy Acker, Mark Leyner, Ronald Sukenick, William T. Vollmann, David Foster Wallace, and others, Avant-Pop “combines Pop Art’s focus on consumer goods and mass media with the avant-garde’s spirit of subversion and emphasis on radical formal innovation.”17 It is, in other words, double coded.

So, too, is Eco’s own fiction. No one, I think, could challenge the Avant-Pop credentials of The Name of the Rose. In reading it, as David Richter reported, “the reader seems to be reading two novels at once,” simultaneously a detective novel (with gothic horror overtones) and a sophisticated antidetective fiction that reflects on its own fictionality.18 Its astonishing crossover success, confirmed by its adaptation by Jean-Jacques Annaud (1986) as a big-budget film starring Sean Connery—James Bond himself!—places it in the same category as other crossover phenomena so typical of the postmodern era, for example, the popular acclaim accorded to avant-garde minimalist music (Philip Glass, Steve Reich, John Adams) or Laurie Anderson’s performance art or (in the other direction) the cultural “legitimation” of rock music, science fiction, and graphic narratives.19

If none of Eco’s subsequent novels has crossed over to an international mass audience to the extent that The Name of the Rose did (as suggested by the fact that none has been filmed), nevertheless Eco has never ceased experimenting with new syntheses of popular genres and styles with learned materials and avant-garde practices. The subliterature of occultism and conspiracy theories in Foucault’s Pendulum, and again in The Prague Cemetery, popular feuilleton fiction of the cloak-and-dagger type in The Island of the Day Before, also revisited in The Prague Cemetery, seafaring and shipwreck literature and adventure fiction in the spirit of Jules Verne in The Island of the Day Before, and medieval travelers’ tales in Baudolino—all these familiar entertainment genres are coupled with sophisticated games of intertextual allusion and covert patterning.20 The climax of Eco’s poetics of double coding is perhaps achieved in The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana, which exhibits without embarrassment the pulp literature, pop songs, movies, and, especially, the comics and other visual materials that constituted the selfhood of a pop-culture consumer of the protagonist’s (and Eco’s own) generation. This is as close as Eco has ever come to producing his own comic book—or rather to assembling one since his procedure here is akin to avant-garde practices of collage and the display of objets trouvés. Here Eco has decisively crossed the border and closed the gap between cultural strata, collapsing high and low in an Avant-Pop synthesis.21

III. TRAVELS IN HYPERREALITY

The legitimation of popular culture and the erosion of the cultural hierarchy of high versus low, genuine art versus kitsch, is driven in part by the mass media, especially the electronic media whose ubiquity makes them all but coextensive with culture in the postmodern era. Apart from eroding cultural hierarchies, the mass media’s pervasiveness has other consequences as well, including, it has been argued, that of compromising our very sense of reality.

As long ago as the early 1960s the historian and cultural critic Daniel Boorstin presciently observed how reality was beginning to be preempted by the mass-mediated image. Certain categories of people (“celebrities”) and events (Boorstin called them “pseudo events”) existed only as a function of the communications media that supposedly reported but actually generated them.22 Mass-media pseudo events included, for instance, press conferences, presidential debates, opinion polls, and the like. “Spontaneous events” such as sports or crime, Boorstin reported, were becoming anomalies. The mass media’s preemption of reality was separately identified, in different but parallel terms, by the Situationist Guy Debord in his critique of the society of the spectacle.23 But it received its definitive formulation from Jean Baudrillard, who analyzed the phenomenon in terms of what he called hyperreality or the precession of simulacra: the simulacrum precedes, and indeed displaces, the reality it purports to simulate. Nothing is exempt from the precession of simulacra, not even war, which, as Baudrillard provocatively argued, does not happen now except as a simulacral media event.24

The literary locus classicus of the precession of simulacra is, no doubt, the “Most Photographed Barn in America” from Don DeLillo’s White Noise (1985): a barn that one photographs because so many others have photographed it before you, so that what one photographs is not the barn itself (whatever that might be) but rather its capacity to be photographed. DeLillo’s camera-ready barn, however, is actually a literary latecomer. Anticipating DeLillo and all the media theorists who preceded him—anticipating, indeed, the very condition of postmodern mass-media saturation to which they were all responding—is Jorge Luis Borges, who in ficciones such as “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” and “On Exactitude in Science” constructs scenarios in which imaginary worlds displace reality and maps are commissioned on a scale of one to one, coinciding at all points with the territory they are meant to represent.25

Eco has more than once acknowledged Borges’s inspiration—not least by naming the antagonist of The Name of the Rose after him!—and it is from Borges, I suspect, more than from media theory, that he has developed his own insights into the simulacral or hyperreal character of postmodern culture. Borges is his guide, not Baudrillard, when he embarks on his “Travels in Hyperreality” (written in 1975), visiting sites where American culture (already fully “postmodernized” at that relatively early date) attempts to satisfy its hunger for reality by simulating it.26 His itinerary includes Ripley’s “Believe It or Not! Museums and other roadside attractions,” William Randolph Hearst’s dreamhouse, Xanadu, the Getty Museum at Malibu (the faux Pompeiian one not the new Getty Center), Forest Lawn cemetery, and, inevitably, Disneyland and Disney World.27 “The reason for this journey into hyperreality,” Eco writes, is to “search [for] instances where the American imagination demands the real thing and, to attain it, must fabricate the absolute fake.”28

Hyperreality preoccupies Eco elsewhere during these same years. For instance, in “A Photograph” (written in 1977), he notes that the police raid that closed down the independent station Radio Alice in the insurgent year 1977 was narrated “live” on air in terms derived from action movies.29 Eco draws the relevant conclusion:


 

It is the visual work (cinema, videotape, mural, comic strip, photograph) that is now part of our memory. Which . . . seems to confirm [the] hypothesis . . . that the younger generations have absorbed as elements of their behavior a series of elements filtered through the mass media. . . . To tell the truth, it isn’t even necessary to talk about new generations: If you are barely middle-aged, you will have learned personally the extent to which experience (love, fear, or hope) is filtered through “already seen” images.30



In “Event as Mise en scène and Life as Scene-Setting” (1982), he observes, in the spirit of Boorstin’s analysis of the image, how “real” events such as the Royal Wedding of Prince Charles and Lady Diana were coming increasingly to be shaped by the expectation of being televised.31 Eco identifies, in short, the hyperreality of “reality TV,” already discernible as early as the seminal PBS reality series An American Family in 1973,32 though not fully realized (so to speak) in its classic form until the debut of MTV’s The Real World in 1992.

More than once in his career as a novelist Eco has used the tools of fiction to probe the precession of simulacra, exposing the apparatus of hyperreality for our inspection. He does so even in one of his medieval novels, Baudolino, set in the twelfth century, long before mass-media technology made simulation ubiquitous. Baudolino and his collaborators forge a letter from Prester John, supposed sovereign of a (nonexistent) Christian kingdom lying somewhere beyond the Islamic world.33 This act of simulation unleashes ripple effects across Europe, with consequences for Baudolino himself, who ends up journeying to the very frontiers of the kingdom he has helped imagine into existence—a realm of hyperreality, like Disneyland’s Magic Kingdom in our own era. “Imagining other worlds,” Baudolino reflects ruefully, “you end up changing this one.”34

But Eco’s fullest exploration of the precession of simulacra occurs in Foucault’s Pendulum, where another clique of conspirators, this time belonging to our contemporary world, manufacture a simulacrum of reality, not for any political purpose (as in Baudolino’s case) but strictly as a prank. Synthesizing all the crackpot conspiracy theories they have run across, Casaubon and his confederates fabricate a single all-encompassing conspiracy, which they call The Plan. Integrating the Templars, the Freemasons, the Rosicrucians, the Illuminati, the Jesuits, the International Jewish Conspiracy, the Nazis, and much more—the “greatest hits” of conspiracy theory—The Plan is transparently a parody of conspiratorial thinking. Unexpectedly, however, the sorts of people who actually see the world in conspiratorial terms—people whom Casaubon and his friends call Diabolicals—having become aware of the Plan, not only embrace it but undertake to realize it. “We invented a nonexistent Plan,” Casaubon reflects, “and They [the Diabolicals] not only believed it was real but convinced Themselves that They had been part of it for ages, or, rather, They identified the fragments of their muddled mythology as moments of our Plan. . . . But if you invent a plan and others carry it out, it’s as if the Plan exists. At that point it does exist.”35 The consequences prove to be lethal for at least one of the pranksters, and presumably for Casaubon too.

Casaubon and the others are aware that this is what actually happened, over and over again, in real history: fantasies about nonexistent secret societies (the Rosicrucians, the Freemasons, the revived Templars, and so forth) actually summoned those groups into existence, as the Diabolicals of their respective eras “realized” the simulation. The most consequential of all the conspiracy fantasies that have literally “made history” is, of course, the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, which figures in Foucault’s Pendulum, and which Eco revisits in The Prague Cemetery. Here, however, the stakes are much higher, for while the master conspiracy of Foucault’s Pendulum is entirely fictitious, in every sense, the history of how the Protocols of the Elders of Zion came to be written, unfortunately, is not. Eco defends the historicity of nearly everything in The Prague Cemetery, claiming to have invented only one character—its vile protagonist Simonini—who indeed amounts to little more than a sort of expositional convenience. This allows us to track the various transformations of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion as they make their sorry way from one fantasist or agent provocateur to another across the nineteenth century, until they finally emerge from the demi-monde of conspiracy theory to play their malign role in underwriting the Final Solution. Hyperreality forecloses reality and real history succumbs to the precession of simulacra.

IV. WORLD WIDE WEB

The electronic media undergo a transformation at the end of the 1980s and beginning of the 1990s, with the emergence and explosive expansion of digital media, especially the Internet or World Wide Web, the implications of which we are still struggling to come to terms with. One consequence of digital media’s emergence is a new mutation of hyperreality itself, which now increasingly takes the form of cyberspace (that is, the virtual space of the Internet), virtual reality, and computer-generated imagery. The locus classicus of these new developments in hyperreality is the Wachowski brothers’ blockbuster movie The Matrix (1999), a film so theoretically savvy that it actually cites Baudrillard.

The Web and digital media more generally have been welcomed in some quarters as the ultimate technological realization of postmodernist literature—the medium for which postmodernism had been waiting all along, and toward which it had been inexorably tending. Representative of postmodernism’s sometimes euphoric embrace of the new media is the postmodernist novelist Robert Coover’s endorsement and patronage of electronic literature.36 The first wave of electronic hypertext fiction in the late 1980s and early 1990s—for example, Michael Joyce’s afternoon: a story (1987), Stuart Moulthrop’s Victory Garden (1991)—using a software platform, Storyspace, that facilitated hyperlinks among segments of text, seemed to realize postmodernist fiction’s dream of limitless plurality, indeterminacy, and interconnectedness.37 No longer were novelists constrained merely to speculate about “gardens of forking paths” (as Borges did in his story by that name); now they had the technological means to actualize them.

If those sorts of claims and expectations were hyperbolic, nevertheless the emergence of hypertext fiction did clarify, in retrospect, the ways in which postmodernist print fiction had always already been hypertextual. Some print fictions—for example, Nabokov’s Pale Fire, Pavić’s Dictionary of the Khazars—deployed internal cross-references in ways that presaged later digital hyperfiction. Others, such as Barth’s Letters, referred intertextually to other novels belonging to the same writer’s own corpus; while a great many postmodernist novels, including Alasdair Gray’s Lanark and all of Thomas Pynchon’s novels, made abundant use of intertextual allusion, citation, and even plagiarism, creating links with texts, discourses, and bodies of knowledge external to themselves. All of these forms of hypertextuality, internal and external, are of course anticipated by Joyce’s Ulysses, testifying either to the modernist origins of hyperfiction or to Joyce’s precocious postmodernism (or both). And not Joyce alone; according to Eco, Borges, too, had anticipated hypertextuality in the sense that “one book not only talks of another, but one can penetrate one book from within another. In not only designing the form of his library but also prescribing in every page how one should peruse it, Borges had designed the World Wide Web ahead of its time.”38

Borges being one of Eco’s models, as we already know, it is hardly surprising to find anticipations and realizations of hypertextuality in Eco’s theory and practice alike. The cultural encyclopedia, structured rhizomatically (as Deleuze and Guattari taught Eco to say) as a network of links among nodes, is an essentially hypertextual organization of knowledge. So are the “inferential walks” that, by Eco’s account, readers take when a text sends them out to gather relevant models from their prior reading or worldly experience; and so, too, is the concept of unlimited semiosis.39

Hypertextuality, especially (but not exclusively) of the external, intertextual kind has been a conspicuous feature of Eco’s practice of fiction since the very beginning. In the jacket-flap blurb from The Name of the Rose that I cited earlier, Eco “asserts, perhaps mendaciously, that not one word is his own”: everything is intertextual citation, second-hand language lifted from other, mostly medieval texts. No doubt this claim, if not exactly “mendacious,” is at least exaggerated. Nevertheless, much of the novel’s language is undeniably second-hand, while certain passages really do seem to be nothing but collages or palimpsests of intertextual citations, as in the case of the celebrated erotic encounter between Adso and the “maiden beautiful and terrible as an army arrayed for battle.” One way or another everything seems to gesture, hyperlink fashion, toward external textual contexts.

The Name of the Rose’s medieval encyclopedia overlaps in part with that of Baudolino, while others of Eco’s novels engage with entirely different encyclopedias—different World Wide Webs or different sectors of one and the same Web. Foucault’s Pendulum relies on a dense network—a true rhizome—of occult pseudo knowledge, secret histories, and conspiracy theories, which it partly shares with The Prague Cemetery. In addition to this esoterica, however, The Prague Cemetery is further enriched by an entire encyclopedia of nineteenth-century doxa—ethnic and national stereotypes, misogynist clichés, ready-made psychological models (and even menus and recipes!)—of the kind that Barthes mined so profitably in S/Z. Through its illustrations it also accesses the visual clichés of nineteenth-century feuilleton fiction: a range of second-hand visual material comparable to what The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana explores for a later period—the interwar decades of the twentieth century—and which necessitates the scholarly-looking apparatus of a source list of citations and illustrations appended to that novel. The Island of the Day Before, finally, engages intertextually with yet another encyclopedia, that of European Baroque civilization—the same encyclopedia that would be realized in a different, digital form in Eco’s companion project, his multimedia encyclopedia of seventeenth-century civilization on CD-ROM.40 Here digital hypertext and print hypertext mirror each other.

Figures of encyclopedic intertextuality abound in Eco’s fiction, typically functioning as mise-en-abymes of the encyclopedic texts in which they appear.41 The abbey library in The Name of the Rose is transparently a figure of the medieval cultural encyclopedia. Other similarly spatialized realizations of the encyclopedia include the ship Daphne in Island of the Day Before, a sort of floating museum or Wunderkammer, and the grandfather’s attic in The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana, where the hoard of printed ephemera has been stored away.42 Elsewhere Eco gives us figures, not of the encyclopedia itself, but rather of hypertextual practices of linking and collation. Casaubon’s card file in Foucault’s Pendulum is one such figure, as is the computer Abulafia in the same text, which accomplishes automatically what Causabon can only do manually. A related mechanical method of linkage is Father Emmanuele’s metaphor machine, the “Aristotelian telescope,” in The Island of the Day Before, while in The Prague Cemetery Simonini develops a combinatorial technique of his own for generating documents appropriate to any conspiracy theory. Finally, in The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana, the protagonist Yambo, who before his stroke had been by both vocation and inclination a collector, becomes, once the stroke has destroyed his personal memory, a “walking encyclopedia” of cultural knowledge—the Web personified.43

What is paranoid reading if not a hypertextual practice? Anatomized in The Name of the Rose, Foucault’s Pendulum, The Prague Cemetery, and elsewhere, paranoid interpretation involves literally making links—whether of the sort that the detective William of Baskerville makes in The Name of the Rose by deduction (or, rather, as Eco insists, abduction) or as the conspiracy-obsessed Diabolicals do it in Foucault’s Pendulum. The fundamental rule of Diabolical interpretation, as Casaubon’s confederate Belbo explains, is “Suspect, only suspect”: “Any fact becomes important when it’s connected to another. The connection changes the perspective; it leads you to think that every detail of the world, every voice, every word written or spoken has more than its literal meaning, that it tells us of a Secret.”44 Corollary rules follow from this fundamental one:


 

Rule One: Concepts are connected by analogy. There is no way to decide at once whether an analogy is good or bad, because to some degree everything is connected to everything else. . . .

Rule Two says if tout se tient [everything hangs together] in the end, the connecting works. . . .

Rule Three: The connections must not be original. They must have been made before, and the more often the better, by others. Only then do the crossings [that is, links] seem true, because they are obvious.45



Simonini, the professional forger and conspirator of The Prague Cemetery, will formulate a complementary template for paranoid writing, dubbing it the “Universal Form of Conspiracy.”46 Whether viewed from the perspective of writing or reading, production or consumption, the paranoid mode looks alarmingly like the hypertextual logic of the Web.

V. DOOMED DETECTIVES

The erosion of cultural hierarchy, mass mediation and the regime of simulation, hyperlinked intertextuality on the model of the World Wide Web: all of these developments are symptomatic of a general condition affecting the whole of postmodern culture across the board. All of them derive ultimately from the underlying logic of late capitalism, some of them directly and transparently—for example, the speculative boom that drove the rapid expansion of the Internet, the economics of commercial television that ensured the ascendancy of reality TV—others more indirectly. Whether direct or indirect, they are all manifestations of a cultural condition in which (as Marx and Engels already said of nineteenth-century capitalism) “all that is solid melts into air.”

Eco addresses this underlying condition and its manifestations in his role as theoretician and critic of culture, and inevitably reflects them in his fiction, as I have tried to show in preceding sections. “Reflection” may be a misleading metaphor, however, since postmodernist novels, Eco’s or anyone else’s, do not so much mirror postmodernity as refract it through the formal resources of their medium, prose fiction. And these resources, in turn, are determined by a specific history of the novel form, in particular the relationship of the postmodernist novel to its modernist precursors. So, in surveying Eco’s postmodernism, it is not sufficient merely to trace the impact of the postmodern condition on his fiction; we need also to historicize his practice in terms of the semiautonomous history of his chosen mode of expression, the novel.

Absolute novelty is unlikely in literary history. Every device has been used before, so innovation is typically a matter not of minting brand new devices, but, rather, of reconfiguring the relationship among devices, each of them familiar enough in itself; it is the configuration that is new, not the devices that make it up. In the history of forms change is achieved by reshuffling the hierarchy of devices and, in particular, by subordinating the entire hierarchy to a new dominant in Roman Jakobson’s sense of the term.47 I have argued elsewhere, at length, that the dominant of modernist fiction was epistemology—theory of knowledge—and that the exhaustion of the resources of epistemologically oriented fiction was a precondition for the emergence of a differently oriented practice of fiction, that of postmodernism.48 At one historical moment epistemology dominates the configuration of fiction’s devices; at a subsequent moment the hierarchy undergoes a reshuffle, epistemology is displaced from its dominant role, and a new dominant takes its place.

We can track the change of the dominant in the history of the twentieth-century novel by observing the fate of the detective story in Eco’s fiction. Why the detective story? Because the detective story is the most typical form of epistemological fiction and because its history runs parallel to that of literary modernism, from their common nineteenth-century origins through their consolidation at the turn of the century to their peak moment of achievement, diversification, and crisis in the years between the wars. Alternatively, we could turn this formulation around and say that modernist fiction typically takes the form of a detective story, an investigation, inquiry, or epistemological quest, sometimes literal, sometimes metaphorical, from the fiction of Henry James and Joseph Conrad and, yes, even Proust, to Kafka, Faulkner, early Beckett, and beyond.

Eco’s use and (especially) his abuse of the detective story, above all in The Name of the Rose but elsewhere as well, restages and recapitulates the exhaustion of epistemological fiction. As everyone knows, The Name of the Rose is a “whodunit” modeled on the fiction of Conan Doyle and other detective writers. Eco’s detective hero, William of Baskerville, a Sherlock Holmes figure displaced to the fourteenth century, applies Holmesian ratiocinative skills of deduction (or abduction) to the solution of a series of six murders at a mountaintop abbey. Or, rather, it appears that William has pursued his epistemological quest to its successful conclusion. Certainly he has correctly identified the murderer, Jorge of Burgos, the blind librarian; or rather, he has identified a murderer since one of the murders was committed by someone else, independently of Jorge, while yet another death was no murder at all but suicide. There is, it turns out, no pattern of murders based on the scenario of the Apocalypse of St. John, as William had surmised, but only a patternless series of improvised and opportunistic killings. William does solve the case, and in the process a number of subsidiary mysteries as well, but only through consistent misinterpretation of the evidence and by relying on irrational associational leaps. “There was no plot,” he is forced at the end to confess,


 

and I discovered it by mistake. . . . I arrived at Jorge through an apocalyptic pattern that seemed to underlie all the crimes, and yet it was accidental. I arrived at Jorge seeking one criminal for all the crimes and we discovered that each crime was committed by a different person, or by no one. I arrived at Jorge pursuing the plan of a perverse and rational mind, and there was no plan, or, rather, Jorge himself was overcome by his own initial design and there began a sequence of causes, and concauses, and of causes contradicting one another, which proceeded on their own, creating relations that did not stem from any plan.49



William has solved the crime but at the cost of calling into question the entire epistemological project itself—the entire enterprise of achieving reliable knowledge through direct perception and ratiocination.

Elsewhere in Eco’s fiction we find a whole series of other “doomed detectives,” as Stefano Tani once called them50—doomed not so much to failure, or even (as in William’s case) to an ironic kind of success that is more disturbing than failure itself, but more often to simple irrelevance. In Foucault’s Pendulum the police detective DeAngelis is trying to solve Colonel Ardenti’s mysterious disappearance but DeAngelis fades out of the plot, remaining a marginal figure, while Ardenti reappears at the end, alive and well, his disappearance still unexplained. In The Island of the Day Before Roberto succeeds in tracking down the mysterious Intruder on board the stranded Daphne, deducing the location of his shipboard lair, but this proves to be a minor incident not the triumphant resolution of anything.51 Baudolino introduces a locked-room mystery involving the death of the Holy Roman Emperor, Frederick Barbarossa, but “whodunit” seems to trouble no one for a couple of hundred pages—fully a dozen chapters—and the explanation when it finally arrives is belated, tentative, and irrelevant.52 Only in The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana does an epistemological quest become central to the novel, as Yambo behaves like a metaphorical detective, seeking to recover his own lost past and that of his generation through the clues scattered among the printed ephemera stored in his grandfather’s attic.53

What replaces the compromised and irrelevant detective story in these novels is, as we have already seen, conspiracy fiction—a related genre in the sense that both are forms of crime fiction, but one in which the quest to learn “whodunit” is subordinated or entirely absent. Instead, if Fredric Jameson is right, conspiracy fiction has a different function and orientation: in postmodern culture it serves as a tool of cognitive mapping, the attempt (perhaps futile, certainly difficult) to grasp the totality of the late capitalist world system itself. Conspiracy fiction, says Jameson, is a “degraded attempt” to grasp this totality—“degraded,” presumably, because it relies on the formal resources of commercial entertainment fiction and so is deeply complicit with the very system it undertakes to map.54

It goes without saying that conspiracy abounds in Eco’s fiction, not only in Foucault’s Pendulum and The Prague Cemetery but elsewhere as well. For instance, both William’s and Jorge’s views of the events at the abbey involve conspiracy theories, though William’s theory attributes the conspiracy (mistakenly, it turns out) to Jorge, while Jorge’s attributes it to God.55 In Island of the Day Before Roberto della Griva has been framed by Cardinal Mazarin and compelled to spy on the Englishman Dr. Byrd’s longitude experiments, so he is both the victim of a conspiracy and himself a conspirator; and there are other examples. Literal mapping, too, abounds: William maps the abbey library in The Name of the Rose, and discovers that it reproduces the map of the world;56 Roberto in The Island of the Day Before maps the Daphne in order to locate Father Caspar’s hiding place;57 Baudolino incorporates several medieval world maps; and so on.58 These literal maps seem to be scale models en abyme of the cognitive mapping to which these novels aspire at another level through their conspiracy plots and conspiratorial worldviews. The epistemology of detection yields to something else, something more global—potentially, a way of grasping totality.

VI. WAYS OF WORLD-MAKING

A way of grasping totality—or of making one? Whether a conspiracy theory does or does not map the system of our world, and however adequately or inadequately it does so, it certainly produces a world in the process. Conspiracy theory’s capacity to produce worlds is demonstrated in Foucault’s Pendulum, which explores the ontological side effects of the confederates’ Plan to mimic Diabolical interpretation. Recall Casaubon’s insight: “if you invent a plan and others carry it out, it’s as if the Plan exists. At that point it does exist.”59 The confederates imagine a conspiratorial world and the Diabolicals realize that world in something like an ironic secular parody of St. Anselm’s ontological proof for the existence of God. Early in the story Belbo mocks St. Anselm’s proof as “moronic”: “The saint confuses existence in thought with existence in reality.”60 So do the Diabolicals, it turns out; and so, too, in a different novel, does Baudolino, who lives only a century after Anselm and paraphrases the latter’s proof: “in Paris they told me that if our mind is able to conceive of a thing that is greater than anything, surely that thing exists.”61 He has himself conceived of a world in which the great Christian sovereign Prester John ought to exist, and he will later visit that world.

When the novel’s pursuit of epistemological questions approaches its limit and epistemological fiction appears to be nearing exhaustion, the dominant changes: in place of theory of knowledge, theory of being or ontology; in place of epistemological quests, the exploration of (to use Nelson Goodman’s phrase) “ways of world-making.”62 “Writing a novel is a cosmological matter,” Eco asserts in his Postscript, “like the story told by Genesis,” and “to tell a story you must first of all construct a world.”63 Here, and elsewhere when he revisits this idea, he has in mind mainly his own procedure of assembling an encyclopedic image of his novel’s world—literally making maps and drawings, checking facts, and so on, before beginning to compose his story.64 But he could just as easily be talking about the fundamental principle of fiction itself, namely, that it involves world-making, even when the world being constructed overlaps to some larger or smaller degree with contemporary reality (as in Foucault’s Pendulum) or the reality of some moment in past history (as in his other novels).65

A text “is a machine for producing possible worlds,” Eco has said66—a machine for producing the baseline reality of the text, whether that text is fictional, factual, or some mix; but also for producing the subjective subworlds of characters—their plans, fantasies, speculations, expectations—that are typically at odds in some way and to some degree with the text’s baseline reality. If this is the case with texts in general, then postmodernist texts, we might say, are machines for producing possible worlds and laying bare the machinery of world production in the process. A novel always produces a little cosmos and writing one is always a cosmological matter, but a postmodernist novel shows us the architecture of that microcosm and gives us a behind-the-scenes tour of the world-maker’s workshop. This is what it means for ontology to be postmodernism’s dominant.

If Foucault’s Pendulum is the novel that explores world-making most self-consciously and exhaustively, it is hardly alone among Eco’s fictions in foregrounding the theme of worlds and world-making or in exposing to view the ontological apparatus of fiction. World as theme is particularly evident in The Island of the Day Before where Baroque-era speculation about the plurality of worlds figures in a number of learned conversations. Plurality of worlds as a feature of ontological structure, however, is realized more fully elsewhere, for instance in The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana. Here microworlds proliferate:67 the worlds of Yambo’s childhood books, of the American comics in which Yambo immerses himself, of the postage stamps that open windows onto other spaces, and so forth—one microworld jammed up against another, world jostling world in this crowded pop-culture universe.

These are all, of course, secondary worlds, inset one level down from the real world of Yambo’s experience. One particular image from Yambo’s collection demonstrates with special clarity the potential for ontological complexity of this sort of inset world: the image from a tin of “effervescent powder,” showing a table on which rests a tin of this very same powder, which in turn bears an image of the table with the tin of powder, and so on, potentially ad inifinitum.68 This familiar Chinese-box or Matrioshka-doll structure demonstrates mise-en-abyme, a device we have already encountered several times in Eco’s fiction, in which a second-level representation—the ekphrastic description of a visual image or artwork, for instance—partially mirrors or models the very world of which it forms a part. Such internal duplications, always paradoxical, are apt to be disturbing, as in the case of the sculpted reliefs on the tympanums of the abbey church and chapter house as described by Adso in The Name of the Rose, which closely mirror (or so it appears) the apocalyptic events at the abbey. For that matter, the abbey library itself functions as a mise-en-abyme, its labyrinthine ground plan mirroring the medieval world in which the novel unfolds.

We might somewhat extend this category of paradoxical internal duplications to include not just secondary artworks but secondary creators: characters who mirror their own author, pseudo authors or author surrogates, demiurges of their own secondary worlds. For instance, Simonini in The Prague Cemetery is himself a sort of pulp or feuilleton novelist, though not a very competent one; an inveterate plagiarist, seldom fully in control of his materials, and often self-deceived about his mastery of the art of fiction, he is a sort of debased parody of his own author. Similarly, Roberto della Griva in The Island of the Day Before becomes an author in his own right, producing a baroque romance about his evil double, his brother Ferrante. So does Baudolino, who, in forging the letter from Prester John, creates a fantastic world based on travelers’ tales—a world that he will subsequently go on to experience firsthand, despite its being a fictitious fabrication. “I suggested you wanted to be the Prince of Falsehood,” his interlocutor Niketas Choniates tells him at one point, “and now you make me realize you would like to be God Almighty”—just like his author, who, as we have seen, models his own fiction on “the story told by Genesis.”69

It is especially when the ontological structure of narrative levels is violated that the structure itself, and the world-building project on which it depends, comes fully into view. Such violations of levels or metalepses recur throughout Eco’s fiction. Sometimes the “Author” or “Narrator” intrudes metafictionally to comment, paraphrase, or generally to assert his authorial privileges, as he does from time to time in The Island of the Day Before and The Prague Cemetery. More disturbing, however, is Roberto’s conviction at the end of The Island of the Day Before that he will be reunited with his beloved Lila because, in the plot of the romance he has been writing, he has contrived to strand her—or rather her fictional surrogate—on the nearby island. He sets out to swim over to the island to join her—in effect, to swim into his own fiction, one level down from the world in which he himself exists. This seems sheer delusion (particularly since Roberto is unable to swim). Alternatively, however, it might constitute something like a “strange loop” akin to the famous one in Julio Cortázar’s “Continuity of Parks,” where a man sits reading a novel in which he himself is murdered, his killer slipping from one ontological level to another. Similarly disturbing in its violation of levels—and similarly characteristic of postmodernist fiction—is the moment when Yambo, in a coma, suspects he may be a fictional character—as indeed he is. “My ontology is out of joint,” he says—an insight that many postmodernist characters, in Eco’s novels and elsewhere, could endorse.70

VII. UNDER ERASURE, OR WEAKNESS

Plurality of worlds, internal duplication of worlds and their authors, metaleptic violation of narrative levels: these are all strategies for laying bare the world-making apparatus of fictional texts, foregrounding their ontological dimension. More radical than any of these, however, are strategies of unmaking: the laying bare of fiction’s ontological structure by undoing what the world-making apparatus has done, whether by narrating two or more mutually exclusive sequences of events, producing internal contradictions, retroactively unnarrating events that have already been narrated, or derealizing characters or objects whose existence has previously been posited. In all of these various ways, postmodernist texts place parts of their narrative worlds, sometimes even the world as a whole, sous rature—under erasure.71

Time and again Eco’s worlds fall under erasure of various kinds. As we have seen, the logic that sustains the detective story of The Name of the Rose collapses and the novel’s medieval world is destroyed, at least symbolically, as the abbey library, microcosm of that world, is consumed by fire, leaving only dispersed fragments for Adso to brood upon.72 More damaging to the status of this world, however, is the account by the text’s putative editor of the dubious provenance and tangled transmission of Adso’s narrative. A translation of a translation of an edition of a lost and very likely apocryphal text, The Name of the Rose hovers in a kind of ontological limbo. Fatally compromised right from the outset, its world subsists under erasure.

The world-making exercise in which Casaubon and his partners engage in Foucault’s Pendulum is, of course, designed to show the baselessness of the conspiratorial vision of the world, but it does rest on one apparently genuine document: a cryptic message found by Colonel Ardenti that supposedly encodes the Templar plan for world domination. When Casaubon’s girlfriend Lia demonstrates that this document is in fact nothing but a medieval laundry list, the last prop is jerked out from under the entire speculative edifice, which collapses into nothing. Analogously, at the end of The Island of the Day Before, the “Author,” who has intruded several times previously, reasserts his authorial privilege so aggressively as to dissolve Roberto’s reality right before our eyes, placing his narrative and its world under erasure. As for Baudolino, his career of deliberate falsehood fatally undermines the credibility of his traveler’s tale of Prester John’s world, leaving that world suspended between reality and fabrication, under erasure. Niketas Choniates, the chronicler to whom Baudolino has transmitted his story, is advised literally to erase him from the historical record—“Strike Baudolino from your story”—and he does so.73 Finally, in The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana the world so painstakingly recovered from the disjecta membra of popular culture seems to be lost instantaneously at the end with Yambo’s apparent death.74

The regularity with which Eco places his narrative worlds under erasure suggests to me a certain ambivalence on his part toward the very qualities that have made his novels, The Name of the Rose in particular, so successful with the reading public. Robust narrativity is characteristic of popular fiction and Eco’s novels are all robustly narrative—they are all “good reads.” Yet a certain residual neo-avant-gardism that seems to linger on in Eco’s aesthetic constitution apparently makes it hard for him not to feel suspicious of narrative. Relying as it does on conventional models of coherence, legibility, and closure, narrative seems hopelessly complicit with dominant ideologies, hence the avant-garde’s perpetual hostility towards it. Eco (and not he alone) seems to have hit on an ingenious strategy for having his narrative and deconstructing it too: he tells stories but places them under erasure; he practices a form of “weak” narration.75

If I am not mistaken, the practice of weak narration corroborates Lyotard’s celebrated definition of postmodernism as “incredulity toward master-narratives,” the alternative to which are petits récits, local language games—weak narratives, rather than robust, comprehensive, masterful ones.76 Again, if I am not mistaken, weak narration is also related to the postmodern “weak thought,” il pensiero debole, associated with Eco’s friend, the philosopher Gianni Vattimo.77 Weak thought, insofar as I understand it, seems to start from the premise that, while we can’t not do metaphysics, at least we can do metaphysics in such a way as to deplete its strength, its power to do harm. Now, Eco has distanced himself from certain aspects of Vattimo’s weak thought, namely its refusal to distinguish interpretation from misinterpretation.78 Nevertheless, if we were to substitute “narrative” for “metaphysics” in the formulation I just offered, I think it would yield a version of Eco’s approach to narrativity with which Eco himself might agree: We can’t not narrate, but at least we can narrate in such a way as to deplete narrative of its strength, its power to do harm; we can narrate weakly, under erasure. Weakness, too, is a form of postmodernism.
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REPLY TO BRIAN MCHALE

I really appreciated Brian McHale’s interpretation of my novels. At first sight his essay deals with my narrative contributions but, as we shall see, he brings philosophical problems of great importance into play.

First of all, I can only endorse what McHale says about postmodernism: he is among those who have gone into this issue in the greatest detail, while I tackled the question of postmodernism in my Postscript to The Name of the Rose, and I believe that our ideas coincide. I must say straight away that when I was writing The Name of the Rose I had absolutely no thought of writing a postmodern novel, and in fact the Postscript came several years after the publication of the book and—if I recall aright—that came about precisely because some critics had talked about my book as an example of the postmodern. In addition, the issue of double coding came to my attention after the publication of my first and second novels, and thanks to Linda Hutcheon’s studies it was made clear for me. McHale mentions my “skepticism” about double coding but he is referring to the Postscript. As time went by I did not remain skeptical about this and I accept that it is possible to identify the double-coding technique in all my narrative works.

I like the pages that McHale devotes to my penchant for fakes, too. As I think I made clear in my autobiography, the issue of fakes has always interested me and I wrote many semiotic essays on the phenomenon because I consider reflections on fakes to be a very philosophical way to tackle, albeit indirectly, the problem of truth. I have written essays on the way in which fakes have often produced history and how, to quote McHale, “real history succumbs to the precession of simulacra.”

I also like the way in which McHale has established a relation between all kinds of interpretive paranoia (discussed in Foucault’s Pendulum but also in many other works of mine) and hypertextual practice. In fact there is a chapter in The Limits of Interpretation (“Unlimited Semiosis and Drift”) where you can see how every form of paranoid interpretation of the world or of a text springs from what we might define as a hypertextual cancer, an indemonstrable tendency to connect every thing with every other thing.

But I have no wish to write a positive review of McHale’s essay, which would seem fairly narcissistic. Rather, I would like to put an objection to him—one that also concerns Norma Bouchard’s essay. From a reading of my novels McHale draws the conclusion that “weak narration” implies a philosophy of “weak thought” in the sense proposed by Gianni Vattimo—even though McHale rightly observes that I have distanced myself from Vattimo’s position. There is no doubt that in my stories the characters find themselves doubting the possibility of recognizing a truth, and the story itself does its best to erase, confuse, and weaken the characters’ certainties.

But I always feel embarrassed when people want to read my narrative works in a strictly philosophical manner, just as it embarrasses me that in this volume the studies on my philosophical and semiotical essays are accompanied by studies on my narrative work. I have written on several occasions that a theoretical essay, through research that may well be full of trial and error, aims at coming to a conclusion, and so the author undertakes to defend his theories when someone confutes them or—worse—interprets them in a way that seems not to correspond to what he or she meant to say. In contrast, in a novel you do not wish to demonstrate any theory (except in so-called didactic novels or novels of so-called socialist realism). A novel offers a portrayal of certain aspects of life with all their contradictions. Moreover, in a novel you must never presume that the ideas of a character coincide with those of the author, otherwise we would have to think that Dostoevsky, when he has Raskolnikov speak, intends to state his views regarding the usefulness of murdering old ladies.

Let us take the ideas that I certainly put into the mouth of William of Baskerville in The Name of the Rose. There is no doubt that William doubts the truth and even his own method. If we wished to modernize his position he would be an advocate of weak thought. But William represents and reflects a moment in medieval philosophy when, in the fourteenth century, doubt was being cast on the principles of the great theological and systematic constructions of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The fact that William has doubts does not necessarily mean that I share them (or that I share them to extremes). Otherwise I should be attributed with the thoughts of Jorges of Burgos. There is no doubt that by contrasting the positions of two adversaries I show sympathy for William’s position because it seems to me that it is the one corresponding to the culture of his day. To what extent do I share it?

I have written various essays in which I explain my position on weak thought, especially in one of my most recent works, on negative realism.1 According to the hypothesis of negative realism there is an infinite number of interpretations that can be made of the world (or a text) but in the final analysis we often find ourselves faced with naked facts that contradict our interpretation—as if the world (or a text) replied “No” to our interpretive suggestions.

Is this presence of incontestable facts really absent from my narrative work? William doubts all truths but in the end the conclusions that he comes to (what the lost book contains) are true, or rather the narrative casts no doubt on them. Foucault’s Pendulum is full of all kinds of occultist ravings but the novel has us realize that ravings are indeed what they are and that the only truth is asserted by Lia when she shows that the mysterious Provins manuscript was merely a shopping list.

It is more difficult to identify some irrefutable truth in The Island of the Day Before because I wanted to represent all the doubts and the radical transformation of all traditions that threw people of the seventeenth century into crisis. But in the tale of Baudolino, a liar and faker by vocation, the backstory is true: the politics of Frederick Barbarossa, the conquest of Constantinople, and so on. Baudolino constructs fakes but those events produce real history. The central character of The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana manages to reconstruct his childhood and the situation of fascist Italy. He will die, but after having understood what really happened. As for The Prague Cemetery, I believe there are no difficulties: the birth and development of antisemitism are historical facts. The central character of my novel is a liar, a forger, and a murderer too, but the author of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion is not and I think that the context of the novel constitutes a hard, severe judgment of his work.

So why have I always given more emphasis to the moments of doubt, always explicit, and less to the moments of certainty? Because it is always more exciting to portray evil rather than good. And because (and let’s say this, to show that McHale is partly right) many of the doubts and contradictions of my characters are often my own: and this is why, as I said on the dust jacket of the Italian edition of The Name of the Rose, what you cannot theorize about, you must narrate.

What McHale has understood very well is that the doubts and contradictions do not belong only to my characters but become part of the tissue of my stories. So I accept his definition according to which I have practiced a kind of “weak narration.” But this does not mean that I share the philosophy of “weak thought.” If anything, my decision to narrate the things I do not feel like theorizing about means that my novels are also part of my philosophical thought, certainly imbued with a certain productive schizophrenia.

U.E.

NOTE

  1. See “Di un realismo negativo,” in M. Ferraris and M. De Caro, eds., Bentornata realtà (Turin: Einaudi), 91–112; Eco wrote in the autobiography in this volume that he definitively presented his concept of negative realism at the 13th World Congress of Philosophy in Athens in 2013; see section XV of the intellectual autobiography in this volume for a longer discussion of negative realism. [Ed.]
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CULTURAL STUDIES, IDEOLOGY, AND MEDIA TEXTS

I. INTRODUCTION

Towards the end of 1975, a very controversial time and one particularly dangerous for Argentine universities (just before the bloody 1976 military coup that would annihilate almost an entire generation of young people, workers, students, and teachers), I applied for a scholarship to the Instituto Italiano de Cultura in Buenos Aires in order to study semiotics under Umberto Eco’s supervision in the University of Bologna. During my undergraduate studies at the Faculty of Philosophy and Letters I had read a book that fascinated me, Apocalypse Postponed, as well as his now famous The Open Work, which had helped to define my vocation.1 For a student in the 1970s such as myself, semiotics was the science of meaning, the “reading key” that would unravel the ideology in the media, the panacea for all our ills and cultural theories. In other words, I wanted to be a semiotician—an unpredictable destiny to say the least. I had always been amazed by Eco’s heavily heuristic style of thinking and reflection, not only in the period of the apogee of the broadcasting media and their effects but also extending to the present since his theory of the interpretation of texts and possible narrative worlds corresponds to the kind of semiosis that the Web is now posing for us.

I wrote to Milan as one who is addressing Santa Claus. I was not disappointed: I received by return of mail a cordial letter accepting me into their 1976 semiotics course as well as Eco’s latest book Trattato di semiotica generale as a gift.2 After reading the first few pages, I should have suspected what awaited me: that semiotics was not the easy discipline that I had imagined (in any case, it did not make reading Donald Duck easier). Incredibly, in the era of the death of the book, that book saved my life. I was able to get out of Argentina legally protected by the Italian Institute of Culture, with the book under my arm, together with a group of scholars from different universities, even as the jaws of the dictatorship were closing in on thousands of others who had not had the chance to leave. And my life changed forever.

II. APOCALYPSE POSTPONED: THE ANTICIPATION OF CULTURAL STUDIES

Along with The Open Work—which is an anticipation of the aesthetics of reception—Apocalypse Postponed belongs to Eco’s “programmatic” trilogy. La struttura assente (1968), for its part, constitutes a continuation of a semiotic project understood as reading the social phenomena of modernity.3 I think it is important to point out that, in an epistemological reading of the fate of the pioneering books, Apocalypse Postponed has performed the function of a cultural manifesto for the decade—the decade of Kennedy and the one that saw the affirmation of modernity in the era of broadcasting, the emergence of free time, and the entrenchment of a culture of entertainment with happy endings.

In Latin America the book was translated into both Portuguese and Spanish in 1970. At the same time, McLuhan, Barthes, Lévi-Strauss, and Pasolini were being translated and published. The critical reviews immediately recognized that Apocalypse Postponed was a book hinged between the existentialist postwar period and the new times of the visibility made possible by the audiovisual media. It was these new times that, in turn, required new tools and approaches; it was an era in which the civilization of television became complementary to that of the book.4

Mass culture—which was also being described by French theory in the work of Edgar Morin and Roland Barthes—has a dynamic of its own that can be decoded. Eco’s book was unanimously received as a reflection that opened up a new cultural era in which other voices were integrated, such as those of Richard Hoggart, Marshall McLuhan, and Dwight MacDonald, ultimately showing how our culture had entered into entirely new times.5 Eco identifies and describes that precise moment in which the collective imaginary underwent a paradigm shift: the moment in which the unicorn—which had ruled from the Middle Ages onwards—disappears from the cultural imaginary but paradoxically will always return, albeit in a resignified manner, with Disney and Pixar in the twentieth- and twenty-first centuries. Eco has always been aware that he was contributing to the creation of a cutting-edge, theoretical avant-garde, pointing to those issues that the community of semioticians and other social science researchers should discuss if they were interested in the crucial problem of “signification” in messages.

In Latin America Apocalypse Postponed allowed us to situate mass culture within a dialectic between elite culture and popular culture. This was, in fact, an extremely controversial debate that carried on throughout the 1970s insofar as it defined cultural programs and policies, a debate that was later to be continued in an anglophone perspective.6 Eco considered three cultural phenomena—the mid-brow, low-brow, and popular—as typical products of bourgeois culture once the hegemony of the broadcasting paradigm was established. In contrast, the Latin American reading saw differences in the mode of production: popular culture would be a “counterculture,” a culture of resistance, a marginal one that was trying to escape from mass culture’s compensatory nature and function. Eco, who lucidly considered the role of the intellectual and the counterculture as a problem of “power,” says:


 

I was also very explicit in my use of the term “culture”: I used it in the sense in which it has been used by the human sciences for at least a hundred years, to refer to a body of knowledge, beliefs, moral codes, law, custom and any other ability and habitability man acquires as member of a society. If culture is understood in this way, it is clear that there are organized and dominant cultures and that there are alternative, often peripheral cultural models.7



Unfortunately this Latin American reading could not withstand the test of time and the media produced an increasing cultural hegemony with the long-term effect of reshaping the collective imaginary. What is curious about the book is that Eco discusses a number of cultural phenomena that took place mostly in the United States: comics in his reading of Steve Canyon, popular heroes such as Superman, repetition as their core cultural matrix, and the fragmented narrative that was already anticipating his later theory of the lacunary text. In short, mass culture profits from its nineteenth-century narrative past by appropriating its feuilleton-like serial structure, but above all, it is a marker of a pattern of formal production, of a veritable language that, due to its repetitiveness, has become a formula in contemporary times. This passage had originally been made by the American culture industry.

III. THREE OPERATIONAL DEVICES

In Apocalypse Postponed the first device in the construction of this unprecedented way of approaching cultural texts—a veritable “new paradigm of reading”—is one of modernization of the debate. This modernization should be understood not only in terms of authors but also in terms of the methodological tools used in the description, especially because these products of the culture industry appear for the first time as an object of critical and academic attention. Eco speaks of phenomena that were developing “in another place,” of which we were their periphery. This produces an effect of fascination in readers still blinded by the economic progress of the period—in that, for the first time and avant la lettre, they feel part of a global modernity. We are faced with the first culture in history that is not local but shared by a broad swath of the planet by means of the creation of homogenizing codes and the production of stereotypes. Before the emergence of mass culture, one talked about French, English, or Latin cultures. Now, Eco’s ethos begins to be delineated: to be within mass culture but at the same time outside of it. Irony is, without a doubt, an important metalinguistic instrument and is so in its very discursive, argumentative form.

The formula with which Eco faces the cultural dichotomy mass culture versus elite culture, and that in fact provides the title of the volume, is well known: the apocalyptic are those who cannot see in mass culture anything but absolute evil, while the integrated are those who understand that the media have an extremely interesting structural complexity because they allow us to analyze the very form of contemporary narrative texts. The way in which mass culture becomes our world is interpretable and accessible. “Apocalyptic” criticism is essentially elitist and ahistorical.

How could one get out of “Aesthetics” in order to found an “aesthetic” that would deal with ephemeral objects, products that would be consumed and die, objects without metaphysical pretensions? This is the first of three operations of legitimation that Apocalypse Postponed fulfills: legitimating the study of what happens, what fleetingly passes by, without knowing whether it will be forgotten or not. It is a theory that has to do with those representations that are recorded every day in the collective consciousness and that get sedimented in the social imaginary, only to reveal themselves a posteriori as endowed with a strong vocation for perpetuity, as evidenced by the anniversaries of Mickey Mouse, Superman, or Star Wars.

Apocalypse Postponed is built not only as a discussion circling on mass communications theory but also as a genuine gesture of foundation. Placing the media in the center of the contemporary debate, it legitimizes it thanks to the method used. The first theoretical result of this gesture is to consider the media from a structural perspective, not only formally but also historically; the media are thus plausibly a true genealogy of types and myths, a theogony of strains, something that is well demonstrated by sagas such as Star Wars, Harry Potter, and Lord of the Rings, or video games that reproduce, albeit using different visual codes, the very same narrative devices of the wicked and the good, transposing them into the transmediality of our new culture of technological convergence.

Apocalypse Postponed is a strongly contextualized theoretical intervention. Considered as a proliferating message within a culture, mass communications can be understood, above all, in anthropological and not only semiotic terms. This is the second operation: what method is to be adopted for these ephemeral genres? What guarantee is given by temporality? One seeks to discover whether there are rules and how they would operate. Eco’s hypothesis is that the universe of the media is heavily repetitive; its narrative economy proceeds by constructing “small worlds” that the reader is called upon to actualize or realize on the basis of a double condensation: type and genre. Through identifying the generating code we will find the rule for sign production.

If an object and a method exists, what would this new branch of cultural studies—that we could also call semiotics’ upper threshold—consist of? The second theoretical result is thus an exploration of a territory of experimentation within the social sciences—one privileged by the research of Anglo-American media sociology—that is considered as an interdisciplinary space par excellence.8 In all his books of the period but also in his later academic perspective, Eco has not ceased to explain how science is a set of crisscrossing questions and answers. In his programmatic reading, we are dealing here with a vast and complex theoretical operation that, by choosing certain objects with a major impact on mass society, may subject them to an anthropological, psychological, sociological, or aesthetic reading—in sum, a semiotics of culture.9 These disciplines converge at the upper threshold of semiotics as it would subsequently be designed ten years later in A Theory of Semiotics.

A double innovation: on the one hand, Apocalypse Postponed carries the germs of cultural studies that were later developed in Anglo-American academic contexts; on the other hand, this book—by situating itself at the very origins of a semiotics of culture—anticipates the subsequent development of semiotics as a discipline. For instance, it includes allusions to some phenomena of social forgery that could be understood in a new light by following Eco’s famous definition of a sign as any element that can be used to lie.10 What is taking shape with this book, then, is not only an ambitious research program but also one that is still valid today: (a) the formal analysis of mass-communication messages, understood as the search for the constitutive rules of a code for sign production; (b) the different modes of media reception, which are strongly influenced by their political, economic, and cultural contexts; (c) the proposal of a media aesthetics based on one of the classical, canonical relations in semiotic thought—that of the adequation of form and content.

Finally, the third operation concerns the definition of the role of the intellectual in a changing civilization that, in turn, has been proposed as a model for consensus urbi et orbi. If (Western) culture is spreading out as a hegemonic force on a global scale, the homo mediaticus should be prepared to read its texts, in a sort of global literacy. Eco’s position was therefore optimistic: this is the moment in which the critic becomes a cultural operator who is able not only to pinpoint social contradictions but also to ensure the transmission of certain values and intercultural tolerance.11

The theoretical horizon proposed by Eco (a horizon that he would later develop with his articulated model of reading and that will give rise to a theory of interpretation understood as an intersemiosis operation) values the method: not the perishable nature of the message but the method’s theoretical coherence. His vision is optimistic because it postulates that the media is a “means” for a politicocultural project of which it is a part. The question becomes: what is the cultural action that is possible so that the mass media can channel cultural values? This is Eco’s core question and throughout his entire oeuvre the prevailing idea is that the media, in their Enlightenment dimension, are privileged spaces for global literacy. The system of broadcasting of the 1960s and 1970s—which was centralized and state run, at least in Europe—represented a moment of homogenization of cultural and behavioral codes, and these were times in which one could still cultivate the illusion of a certain capacity to operate within the system. What Eco actually postulates is that to understand them it is necessary to study the media logics of representation of our symbolic imaginary. Twenty years later, with a certain nostalgia not devoid of courage, Eco would make an ironic comment on this situation: “Once upon a time there were the mass media, and they were wicked, of course, and there was a guilty party. Then, there were the virtuous voices that accused the criminals. And Art (ah, what luck!) offered alternatives, for those who were not prisoners of the mass media. . . . Well, it’s all over. We have to start again from the beginning, asking one another what’s going on.”12

IV. A THEORY OF SEMIOTICS: THE MOMENT OF THE PROJECT

In its time A Theory of Semiotics was a book for a strictly academic audience and a reelaboration of Eco’s previous studies. Of these, one was La struttura assente, with its two fundamental epistemological assumptions according to which culture must be studied as a communication phenomenon and, in turn, all aspects of a culture can be studied as communication contents because it is actually the laws of communications that govern the laws of culture, and semiotics is the study of this process. Another was Le forme del contenuto, with the thesis on the forms of articulation of the signifying function (that is, signification) and the conditions given by the Hjelmslevian formulation of the two planes—expression and content—in the production of semiosis as a process. A third was Il segno, where Eco developed not only the philosophical history of the concept but also the very basis of his notion of sign function. The latter is conceptualized as the establishment of relations between elements based on a meaning-making intention that produces meaning through interpretation, the process of semiosis thus being an interpretive one.13

The Delimitation of the Territory

Eco was outlining here an état de lieux (update) of the semiotic territory within the limits in which this discipline presented itself, and, above all, what he then considered to be his own particular contributions to it: the distinction between the processes of (physical) communication and (cultural) signification, the discussion about the place of the referent in this process, the incipient dissolution of the boundaries between semantics and pragmatics, and, above all, his radical critique of the notion of iconism and a semiotics centered on the classification of signs. In doing this, he was privileging a semiotics of the production of meaning in which the influence of Charles S. Peirce’s thought is well known.

I believe that A Theory of Semiotics is the point of maximum accomplishment reached by a semiotics born of the convergence between, on the one hand, the structuralist horizon—hence its classificatory and topological nature—and, on the other hand, its immediate and subsequent dislocation caused by the influence of Peirce’s theory, whereby the problem is displaced from the notion of code to that of the production of meaning. Eco considered this book to be less provisional than his previous ones, aware as he was of the breadth and richness within which the horizon of semiotic studies was being laid out.

Is a general theory of semiotics possible? Eco’s answer is that it is. Such a theory can explain every case of sign function in terms of underlying systems and in relation to specific codes. Aware as he was of the fact that he was contributing to the foundation of modern semiotics, this concern about the strict delimitation of the discipline’s fields of action would be found again in the 1980s in his Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language. This is evidenced in the latter’s key distinction between, on the one hand, a “specific semiotics” that takes the form of a particular grammar of a sign system, and, on the other hand, an “applied semiotics,” an area whose imprecise limits explains the fact that he prefers to refer to it as “descriptive-interpretive practices.” Among the practices included in an “applied semiotics” one could include those involved, for instance, in studies such as those identified as “semiotics of advertising” or “semiotics of mass communications” in a broad sense. If each specific semiotics deals with one particular system of signs, general semiotics is of a philosophical nature. This slippage toward philosophy as the primary and ultimate matrix as far as the reflection on the sign is concerned would be emphasized in Eco’s subsequent investigations in which semiotics would feature as the most mature form that the philosophy of language would take.

Undoubtedly, the epistemological horizon was strongly marked by Chomsky and by the possibility of a general linguistic theory that was powerful enough to describe all the states and all the productions of a given language. It seems important, however, to emphasize how highly indebted to Peirce—as opposed to the structuralist and Saussurean tradition—Eco’s semiotics project is, particularly with regard to the deep conception and constitution of such a project. The importance given to the notion of sign function—from which his use of the concept of semiosis would certainly be derived—and the emphasis put on an interpretive pragmatics demonstrate that the process of semiosis has to do, above all, with an absence of object. The foundations of Eco’s project are not, in any case, based on linguistics.

When, in a pioneering move towards the end of the 1970s, Eco attempted to outline a first history of semiotics, what he was interested in was rendering apparent the methodological and theoretical possibilities of the relation of a sign referring to another sign, that is to say, the very relation of standing in for something else—aliquid stat pro aliquo. This starting point marks the entire universe of signification and would represent the common thread that traverses philosophy and that can be used to trace the birth of a semiotic way of thinking throughout different eras. Semiotics is part of the human sciences and shares elements in common with philosophy and aesthetics insofar as they have addressed the problem of signification. Its history must therefore take into account all the theories in which the relationship of standing in for something else—or a sign referring back to another sign—is present as a problem. The history of semiotics is thus, according to Eco, a branch of the history of philosophy. As for Roland Barthes, semiotics was a constituent part of linguistics, which for Saussure was originally conceived as an integral part of social psychology. A step has been taken, however, from the Eco of the 1970s (who considered semiotics as a science that could, and should, study the whole culture as a communication phenomenon based on a process of signification) to this later Eco, sliding out of the territory of cultural anthropology into philosophy. In these later developments Eco considers semiotics to be a discipline that would deal with, amongst other topics, falsification phenomena as meaning-making processes, and would thus develop a polemic with the verifunctionalist trends represented by those conceptions of language maintained by analytic philosophy.

The other interesting element is the institutional legitimatization of semiotics: is it a field or is it a discipline? Roland Barthes had spoken of semiotic knowledge as a metascience, that is to say, a science of all the systems of signs, and, above all, of semiotic praxis as an “adventure” in the sense of what came to be semiotic knowledge from the signified and not from the signifier. He would point out the preeminence of the binary classification in the discourse of the human sciences. Let me recall here the survival of the all-embracing optimism of the 1970s and its confidence in the development of the human sciences, that widespread pansemioticism that was so characteristic of the period. For instance, the introduction to Eco’s A Theory of Semiotics would include research areas such as medical semiology, the study of olfactory systems, kinesics and proxemics, and the study of musical systems and visual communications, precisely as the political boundaries of the emerging discipline. At the same time, Barthes was dealing with the heteroclite deployment of signifying phenomena. It is only at this point that the convergence with the Saussurean project seems to be symptomatic: semiotics is a science that seeks to study the role of signs as part of social life, following Saussure’s well-known expression.

It was this scenario that I entered when I arrived at the University of Bologna, the Alma Mater Studiorum that was resisting the centuries and whose Vice Chancellor had just opened up a degree in the disciplines of art, music, and spectacle—the famous DAMS—in which Eco ran the Instituto di Discipline della Communicazione and had his chair in semiotics. A legion of lecturers and assistants taught semiotics of music, radio and television studies, film language or mass communications, and seminars on logics and semantics. A quick browse through the list of courses that were offered simultaneously made me realize that DAMS was the paradise of experimentation, debate, and critique in the main theories and currents of thought in the human and social sciences. And there, in the corridor of this mythical Institute, at the very center of the avant-garde and the experiments that characterized this lavish and boundless decade lived through by the Italian people, Umberto Eco made his appearance. He invited me to share a pizza and asked me which topics I was interested in. This was when I timidly put forward the question about the ideological processes in the media. Eco immediately sent me to read the ideologues of the eighteenth century.

V. THE PLACE OF IDEOLOGY IN A THEORY OF SEMIOTICS

As a theoretical concept ideology does not belong to the semiotic tradition but, rather, to political philosophy. The insistence throughout the 1970s on including it as a mechanism of the production of meaning reveals a double impact on the studies of mass culture. On the one hand, there was the influence exerted by the postwar Marxist debate arising from the work of Louis Althusser and, on the other hand, the focus on the culture industry that had developed in America and Europe.14 In section II, above, we saw how Eco was positioned in this debate through Apocalypse Postponed. In fact, Eco introduces the term “ideology” at the end of the third part of A Theory of Semiotics as a way of integrating his theory of sign production. The fact that ideology was treated as a system of hegemonic representations interpolates and challenges the semiologist.

The concept of ideology was undoubtedly the climax that semiotics had in common with cultural studies. After dominating the debate in the social sciences, the topic literally disappears in the following three decades, and this paradoxical situation renders it relevant to analyze now what Eco proposed then, particularly in A Theory of Semiotics. The debates on the nature of ideological processes continued in cultural studies during the 1980s,15 but it is at this point that a frontier began to be built: two sets of disciplines initially engaged in the description of the production of social meaning would embark on an helicoidal journey that would increasingly take/bring them apart up to the point of totally ignoring one another. Cultural studies would incorporate some elements from structural semiotics, such as the notion of code or the encoding and decoding processes (Stuart Hall) at a time when semiotics had already critiqued the functionalist linear model of communication; it would take as a model a notion of social discourse that was extrapolated from the studies on discourse analysis available in that period; finally, it would belatedly incorporate the notion of textual processes16 after Eco had already extensively developed his concept of text as lazy machine and expanded sememe and especially the model reader hypothesis.17

I would like briefly to outline the contours of this debate at the time when A Theory of Semiotics was published. The debate is represented by the Marxist philosophical tradition, which Eco certainly does not ignore but neither does he belong to it: a tradition that is dominated by the Althusserian interpretation and by French theory’s incursion into discourse analysis, giving a final form to the problems of analysis “beyond the phrase” through French theory’s very practice of working on the texts themselves.

I initially thought that introducing the term ideology at the end of the volume was a concession that Eco was making to the spirit of the time, but he is not a modish man who would follow trends; rather, he is one of those who sets them, as we have seen with the revival of the medieval imaginary in pop culture. Therefore, it is crucial to confront the sophisticated solution that the Italian semiotician finds for the concept: ideology is a rhetorical mechanism of manipulation and persuasion but—and here we may recognize the great Ecoesque themes—in relation to truth statements. It is a solution to the classical definition of ideology as false consciousness. Ideology stands as an orator’s engine that hides the world or makes it visible depending on the passionate effect that it seeks: adhesion, belief, rejection. We do not know whether Nazism would have existed if there had been no Hitler, but certainly it was strongly supported by his oratorial rhetoric. In that sense we are not concerned with the judgment of true or false but with the form of knowledge transmission (revealed or masked).

VI. SOME ELEMENTS FOR DISCUSSION

In the period of the publication of A Theory of Semiotics the debate over the concept of ideology was dominated by the strong political philosophy perspectives of Marx, Althusser, Aaron, and Gramsci. The complexity and hegemony of the debate reveals the ambiguity in the concept of ideology. Described by Marx and Engels in The German Ideology as “false consciousness,” the concept of ideology appears in A Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy in the famous topological metaphor of two levels, typical of the nineteenth century: the material base of social relations of production and the symbolic superstructure. For Marx and Engels, another distinctive feature of ideology is the action “of hiding” that evolved into Althusser’s “ideological masking.” Ideology is what prevents us from seeing and understanding the world as it appears in its raw material reality: as class struggle over the ownership of the means of production.18

What matters to us here are the semiotic components of the concept, which could be placed at the level of what Peirce called the final interpretant. For instance, there is the identification of hegemonic ideas as habits of interpretation (habitus): dominant ideas in a particular period, such as economic values; ideas that produce domination, as in the case of Nazism; ideas that would justify domination, such as radical Islam or the Christian conquest of the New World. In sum, “ideology” is a system of shared representations that perfectly finds its place within a semiotics of culture.

Throughout the 1970s, particularly around 1975, a set of themes and publications by authors from different disciplines, such as history, philosophy, linguistics, literary criticism, anthropology, and semiology, were crystallized and converged around a set of common questions. What are the relations between language and the social?19 What are the prediscursive conditions of discourse? What is the materiality of ideology? In Europe a comprehensive and inclusive answer was found in the theory of social discourses, a sociosemiotics that would account for the social aspects of language. But in the epochal context it meant the expulsion of the individual mechanisms of the enunciator. It seems clear that mass culture, owing to its ability to produce homogeneity, effaces this frontier at an imaginary level. Everything is social in the circulation of messages and all discursive processes presuppose both the existence of imaginary formations and an anticipation of representations on the audiences’ part, and the sender bases their enunciative strategy on these anticipations. These two main mechanisms of transformation of the recipient—persuasion and manipulation—create a particular cultural complicity.

Foucault spoke of discursive formation, Verón and Pêcheux of the prebuilt (préconstruit).20 Pêcheux, founder of discourse analysis as a trend within French linguistics, wrote: “It is impossible to identify ideology and discourse, but the discursive aspect is one of the material aspects of ideological materiality, in short, the ideology is developed in a discursive space.” Furthermore: “The anticipation of what the other [interlocutor] will think, seems to be constitutive of every discourse. . . . It is impossible to analyze a discourse as text, that is as a linguistic sequence closed on itself; on the contrary, it is always necessary to refer it to the set of possible discourses deriving from a defined state of conditions of production.”21

Two rhetorical operations leave the sign in the production of meaning: the relation of paraphrase and the prebuilt. The former refers to relations of equivalence between two statements where one can be the reformulation of the other. The latter is located halfway between semantics and pragmatics and can be defined as types of content inscribed almost as commonplace in the statements insofar as they correspond to relations that are already known—to a collective voice that is not affected either by negation or interrogation. It is an “already said” or “presupposed statement” that, by building a cultural complicity, produces the effect of evidence and of belonging to the same group. Close to the Barthesian connotation, this concept will become central during the following decade with the consolidation of the analysis of the discursive strategies of the media.

An expression that characterized the period is that of the “conditions of production,” which, under the Chomskyan influence, replaced the concept of “circumstances” or the Jakobsonian “context.” Production is understood here in the sense of producing an effect. A common thread that links these authors is the existence of stable semantic-rhetorical invariants as well as the idea that all discursive formations depend on specific conditions of production. In an example from Le Monde published in the week of the attacks on the French satirical newspaper Charlie Hebdo, the title “Juifs de France: la tentation du départ” (Jews of France: the temptation to leave) is built on the basis of a common and specific “prebuilt” of French society: that of the collaborators who betrayed the French families of Jewish origin, and this group’s exodus during World War II. The prebuilt is simultaneously a semantic and pragmatic device that constructs a shared knowledge between the enunciator and the recipient, producing an effect of complicity, a causal relationship, and a collective double identity: it is because the French themselves betrayed each other during the Nazi occupation that the collective “Jews of France” may be tempted to leave.

When Jean Pierre Faye analyzed the phenomenon of Hitler and the narrative of World War II in 1977, he argued that the sequence of events would not, by itself, be able to explain the process of Hitler’s rise, were it not a prevalent way of telling German history: a framed, directed narrative. By introducing the “narrative” of history as a crucial argumentative device—based on the distinction between narrative and history that is so typical of French historiography—Faye noted the need for “a study of the conditions of production and circulation of narratives and their power.”22 He analyzed the first appearance in a political speech of the word totalitarian in Benito Mussolini’s speech of June 22, 1925, which is called “the Augusteo,” as well as the meaning that the Italian politicians gave it as a “totalitarian will.”
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Without analyzing in detail the rich Foucauldian concept of discursive formation—close to Althusser’s ideological state apparatuses—we could say, for the purposes of this argument, that Foucault describes a semiosis centered on the transformation of the body but substantiated in different discourses. The body evolves from the automaton—a tool docile to punishment—into a trained soldier’s performing body. In this sense the ideological process reshapes the soldier by transforming his body into a machine that would not be possible without the surrounding discourses. Foucault describes a circular semiosis whereby the ideological processes condition the discourses and, in turn, are conditioned by them.23

So the particular mode in which an ideological instance operates is that of uniting a set of representations that are made to come together and interact with each other. This transformation process of discursive forms is what occurred during Argentina’s last military dictatorship, a process that culminated as a hegemonic narrative during the Falklands War.24

VII. IDEOLOGY AS FORM

We have seen that ideology is not a concept that comes from the semiotic paradigm, yet, at the same time, it is not a topic unfamiliar to semiotics. Actually Eco’s semiotics develops the most radical critique of the concept in four directions:


 

     (a)  The investment of the topological location of base/superstructure, where meaning is at the very basis of social reality, and there is no social functioning without meaning.

     (b)  Ideology as representation. It is not within the remit of semiotics to verify the validity of an ideology, its values, or its contents. Only a formal analysis may show the relativity of the concepts at stake in a given ideology because there are no representations in an abstract sense: they only arise from complex textual sets with a plurality of dimensions (that is, visual/audiovisual, gestures/images, images/text).

     (c)  Ideology as content. Only discursive genres and rhetorical strategies exist since there are no nonideological contents as opposed to ideological ones, in contrast to what the idea of opposing scientific discourse and political discourse would have us believe.

     (d)  Ideology as masking. Rather than being a question of truth or falsehood, ideology has to do with producing an effect—a “belief effect”—by means of concealing certain elements and displaying other ones. Ideology is not a value judgment.



In a classic study of the relationship between literature and society, Eco devotes an analysis to Eugène de Sue and the serial novel of the 1900s. He finds an inextricable interconnection between three dimensions, namely, the ideological trajectory of the French writer, the misery of the masses in the Paris of that period, who see in crime their last resort, and the logic of installments as the pivotal dynamics of the work’s circulation. Sue is the best example of Marx and Engels’s The Holy Family.25 The analysis justifies the intervention of semiotics in the description of the structures of Sue’s work. Using a vocabulary that echoes the Russian Formalists’, Eco’s study is a methodological application to the dialectical work-author relation and an interpretation of the work-context relations to which he would return in The Role of the Reader: “We shall isolate three ‘series,’ or ‘systems,’ which play a part in the work: (i) the author’s ideology; (ii) the market conditions which determined or favored the conception, the writing, and the circulation of the book; and (iii) the narrative devices.”26

VIII. IDEOLOGY AS SIGN PRODUCTION

This long tour of the migration of a concept through different disciplines and authors allows us to situate and better understand the originality of Eco’s position in A Theory of Semiotics: a moment of the maturity of his semiotic thoughts and at the same time a text opening up the definitive incorporation of Peircean thought. Eco puts the ideological at the very border, as the utmost limit or boundary of the process of sign production, between the lower threshold (stimuli) and the upper one (the symbolic), or as a technique of interaction of the discourse. The big difference from the authors quoted above (Althusser, Pêcheux, and Verón) is that Eco works with the ideological mechanisms as sign-production processes that the texts display as rhetorical devices.

For Eco, an ideological position exists when there is a partial discourse, that is to say, when the recipient does not possess the entirety of the variants in play coming from the sender because the latter is either voluntarily or involuntarily concealing them. Analyzing the metaphorical and metonymic processes in the production of advertising messages on sugar substitutes—which simultaneously produce a positive value (reducing sugar) and a negative value (may cause cancer)—Eco singles out cases of semic interdependence when there is metonymic substitution (of the value carcinogenic) with the other part of reality (the dietary effect). However, he realizes that the ideological mechanism cannot be reduced exclusively to the substitution of the isotopic values of life/death—which he calls extrasemiotic residues—because the latter depend on a catalyst agent for semiosis.

As noted by Eco himself, this rhetorical mechanism undoubtedly contributes to the diplomatic discourse at the same time as being located at its very base. If we look at Vladimir Putin’s speeches about Russia’s recent interventions in Syria, or the way in which the recent commemoration of World War II in Moscow’s Red Square was staged, we find that this reading is still current. These rhetorical devices form the basis of the unsaid, the implicit, or the threat that is commonplace in diplomatic discourse.

The ideology depends on the belief system of the recipient—which was a kind of cultural prebuilt in the tradition of critical theory; on that common knowledge shared by the sender and the recipient that allows for adhesion and complicity to be built. Therefore, Eco’s question is about the structure of semiotic judgment, which presupposes a code that assigns one or more cultural values to a certain content. It is society that assigns to it an encyclopedic representation, but the encyclopedia is the instance that establishes the correspondence expression–world. If one of the core characteristics of ideological processes is their becoming opaque for the subjects who suffer them, as Althusser maintained, then the study of social intelligibility is simultaneously an object of study and a duty of sociosemiotics.

The short sketches of Les Guignols de l’info, a humorous French television prime time program representing the main protagonists of current affairs through grotesque puppets, are an example of the construction of humor based on the mechanism of aberrant hypercodification. Recently one of its shows staged the destruction of the Syrian cultural heritage as a case of misinterpretation: two jihadists are destroying with a hammer all the statues that they find, when a TV interviewer interrupts by asking: “If [you] have never seen the true face of God, how could [you] know that what [you] are destroying is not a manifestation of Allah?” To which one of the two responds “Oh, God, we need to get some glue.” From this scene (see Figure 3), we could derive the conclusion that ideology as a semiotic category is a partial semantic system that, by concealing its premises, does not allow contrariety: it is an absolute discourse.

In his reading of the different levels of pop culture Eco describes the ideological mechanisms in the public space, doing so precisely in those extremely complex texts in which persuasion strategies are laid out. In this sense advertising is an unlimited source of connotations and prebuilts. Moreover, it is as such the genre that best condenses the ideological dimension as manipulation (the passional) and, above all, as persuasion (dispositio). The processes of hypercodification, aberrant decoding, and hypocodification are central to the production of meaning in mass media reception.

In a parody of the popular Disney film Frozen, titled The Queen of Jihad, Les Guignols de l’info puts in motion the life-changing experience of a French girl, representing a Parisian suburban stereotype, in search of the Muslim lover whom she met on the Internet. As she goes through her journey she discovers blind love in the Muslim faith and cheers in song her submission to the precepts of radical Islam. Her submission is portrayed through acts of initiation such as hiding her face, pleading guilty to adultery, being stoned for showing her hands, accepting being sold, and ultimately being exploited in an anonymous terrorist attack. The seriocomic depicted here is an example, in the country of Voltaire, of aberrant decoding, the masking of the premises, and the partiality of the semantic space.

For Eco, there is no such a thing as a semiotic theory of ideology, only a technique capable of showing the relativity or the effectiveness of certain inferential trajectories of meaning and the pertinence of other ones. What the semiotician can do is show the (cultural) relativity of certain concepts in relation to other ones taken as semantic axes.
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IX. CONCLUSION: MANY YEARS LATER

Rereading these texts, we could put forward the hypothesis that ideology is, for Verón and Pêcheux, a methodological condition of the theory rather than an empirical result. Moreover, in this version of semiotics ideology appears as a pre-Peircean problem. In fact when Eco incorporates the concept of semiosis, ideology disappears as a theoretical problem and dissolves itself into a horizon of meanings. From there it can be reconstructed through watermarks in the books that compile Eco’s contemporary chronicles and in his analysis of the various versions of the culture industry.27 Most importantly, however, it reappears in the concept of encyclopedia. The concept of encyclopedia is the most coordinated response to ideology as an interpretive framework for the operation of ideas. This operation, paradoxically, deprives ideology of the “representational” component introduced into it by critical theory in order to reintroduce it as semiosis’s final logical interpretant.

It is in the following decade that, as Eco incorporates Peirce’s work into his semiotic constructions, the dictionary/encyclopedia dichotomy reaches its full expansion. From a sociosemiotic point of view, we are constantly manipulating partial encyclopedias of groups, classes, and so constructing the concept of encyclopedia as a regulative hypothesis.28 Semiosis, the interdiscursive network of the social production of meaning, and ideological processes traverse discourses.


 

Therefore the process of unlimited semiosis shows us how signification, by means of continual shiftings which refer a sign back to another sign or string of signs, circumscribes cultural units in an asymptotic fashion, without even allowing one to touch them directly, though making them accessible through other units. . . . Semiosis explains itself by itself: this continual circularity is the normal condition of signification and even allows communicational processes to use signs in order to mention things and states of the world.29



What roles do the ideological mechanisms of meaning-making play in the digital public sphere today? We could imagine a society with a sole, self-identical set of sense-making rules that could explain the meanings produced at all levels of social functioning: a society dominated by a single grammar, a sole master code. This society was described by Orwell but we lived through it in Argentina in the 1970s while Eco was writing A Theory of Semiotics. Today we see it delineated in the destruction of entire ancient cultures in the name of an idea. Nothing is further from Eco’s thought. A master is one who allows you to inhabit his language and continue to live in it.

LUCRECIA ESCUDERO CHAUVEL
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