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INTRODUCTION 

This special issue gathers five papers on the relation between semiotics and 
philosophy in Charles S. Peirce’s work. As Peirce’s philosophy is highly eclectic and 
his writings are not only great in volume but also scattered over several collections and 
still unorganized manuscripts, these contributions can only scratch the surface of the 
matter. However, we consider that they reveal insightful research pathways, on sub-
jects of considerable salience. 

While each article discusses a distinct aspect of this relation, a shared idea runs 
throughout. In brief, for Peirce, semiotics, as the doctrine of signs, is a theory of logic 
(CP1 2.227). Particularly, semiotics is a pragmatic logic or, more exactly, a theory of 
logic grounded on the maxim of pragmati(ci)sm. By pragmatism or, as he eventually 
termed it in an attempt to salvage his doctrine, pragmaticism, Peirce meant a maxim on 
which logic should rest (see CP 5.415). Unlike his followers, particularly William 
James, who made this term popular, by pragmatism Peirce did not refer to a general 
philosophy, epistemology or theory of knowledge. In brief, pragmaticism is the princi-
ple that the conception of an object of thought consists in all the practical effects of the 
object of thought (see CP 5.18). For Peirce, this is the same as to posit that “the ques-
tion of pragmatism […] is nothing else than the question of the logic of abduction”, 
namely to accept that “explanations of phenomena are hopeful suggestions” (CP 
5.196). This does not mean that knowledge or inquiry start with doubt, in a Cartesian 
or, generally, modern fashion. The emphasis falls on “hopeful”: pragmatic logic con-
sists in accepting plausible hypothesis as starting points for deductions and inductions. 

Peirce formulated this simple but abstract principle in various ways. Arguably, 
the notion is so simple that it defies definition. At the same time, it is counter-intuitive 
for Western modern philosophical language, deeply rooted in (Aristotelian) substance 
ontology. As semiotics is a formal semantics, Peirce defined pragmatism in a simple 
and straightforward way, by making use of the (grammatical) concept of mood: 

Pragmatism is the principle that every theoretical judgment expressible in a sen-
tence in the indicative mood is a confused form of thought whose only meaning, if 
it has any, lies in its tendency to enforce a corresponding practical maxim expressi-
ble as a conditional sentence having its apodosis in the imperative mood. (CP 5.18) 

 
1 Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, 8 vols, edited by Charles Hartshorne, Paul Weiss and 

Arthur W. Burks, Cambridge, Massachusetts, Harvard University Press, 1931–1958. 
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Simplifying even more, a proposition in the indicative mood means what it means 
because it can also be interpreted in the imperative mood. Pragmaticism supports a 
relational logic: an assertion can only be understood as part of an argument, relating to 
other assertions, including the conclusion of the argument. By conceiving the conception 
of inference in futuro, it paved the way for process philosophy. For example, Peirce also 
formulated the maxim of pragmatism as the belief that “a conception can have no logical 
effect or import differing from that of a second conception except so far as, taken in 
connection with other conceptions and intentions, it might conceivably modify our 
practical conduct differently from that second conception” (CP 5.196). Change 
(modification) is the basic criterion to consider in assessing an inference. 

Pragmatism can be expressed simply in terms of signs: 
A sign is only a sign in actu by virtue of its receiving an interpretation, that is, by 
virtue of its determining another sign of the same object. This is as true of mental 
judgments as it is of external signs. (CP 5.569) 

It is understandable, though, why Peirce often tried to define pragmatism inde-
pendently of semiotic terminology: since semiotic logic is founded upon the maxim of 
pragmatism, it is circular (or redundant) to define the latter in the terms of the former. 
However, the semiotic expression of pragmatism reveals other simpler ways of 
expressing the principle that preoccupied Peirce all throughout his philosophical work: 

To say that a proposition is true is to say that every interpretation of it is true. Two 
propositions are equivalent when either might have been an interpretant of the other. 
[…] Any necessary inference from a proposition is an interpretant of it. When we 
speak of truth and falsity, we refer to the possibility of the proposition being refuted; 
and this refutation (roughly speaking) takes place in but one way. Namely, an 
interpretant of the proposition would, if believed, produce the expectation of a certain 
description of percept on a certain occasion. The occasion arrives: the percept forced 
upon us is different. This constitutes the falsity of every proposition of which the 
disappointing prediction was the interpretant. (CP 5.569) 

These considerations shed some light on why did Peirce find the medieval notion 
of sign of particular interest. Developing a pragmatic logic implied reconsidering the 
(Aristotelean and scholastic) categories of substance and relation and, implicitly, the 
modern philosophy of mind. On a Peircean account, substance does not take ontolo-
gical priority to relation. This renders Peirce’s semiotics as particularly interesting for 
the contemporary purviews of, for example, linguistics, cognitive sciences and soci-
ology, which are at odds with modern philosophy of mind. The papers in this issue 
offer insightful contributions in this regard. 

Tony Jappy2 discusses the role that iconic signs, particularly metaphors, play in 
the constitution of Peirce’s pragmatism. For this, Jappy offers a minute investigation of 
 

2 Professeur honoraire at the University of Perpignan Via Domitia, France. He has participated in 
numerous semiotics and visual semiotics colloquia and congresses; he has published many articles on 
problems relating to linguistics, semiotics and visual semiotics, and has authored several books, including 
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the gradual evolution of Peirce’s thought on the matter. He explains the relevance of 
employing the more recent concept of mediatization so as to put to use Peirce’s theory 
of icons in the study of visuality, a possibility illustrated by Peirce’s Existential Graphs. 

Susan Petrilli3 and Augusto Ponzio4 address creativity from a Peircean perspec-
tive. The discussion revolves around abduction as a play on iconic signs. For this, they 
employ some established uptakes of Peirce’s semiotics, such as by Thomas Sebeok and 
Roman Jakobson, among others. Also, they relate Peirce’s semiotics to other celebrated 
accounts of thought as dialogical, such as in the literary theory of Mikhail Bakhtin and 
Emmanuel Levinas’ phenomenology. Petrilli and Ponzio give an overview of their 
well-appreciated semioethic theory, which they update here with a focused outlook on 
creativity. 

Ionuț Untea5 further comments on the contemporary importance of semioethics. 
His paper unearths how Lady Welby, another pillar of Petrilli and Ponzio’s semio-
 
Introduction to Peircean Visual Semiotics (Bloomsbury Academic) in 2013. His current research is devoted 
primarily to C. S. Peirce’s post-1904 six-correlate system of semiotics, which is the subject of a book published 
in 2016 in Bloomsbury Academic’s Advances in Semiotics Series: Peirce’s Twenty-Eight Classes of Signs and 
the Philosophy of Representation. He is also the general editor of the Bloomsbury Companion to Contempo-
rary Peircean Semiotics (2020). 

3 Full Professor of Philosophy and Theory of Languages, The University of Bari Aldo Moro, 
Vice-President of International Association for Semiotic Studies, 7th Sebeok Fellow of Semiotic Society of 
America. With Augusto Ponzio she has introduced the concept of “semioethics”. Her monographs include, 
with Mouton De Gruyter, Signifying and Understanding (2009) and Sign Studies and Semioethics (2014); her 
Transaction tetralogy, Sign Crossroads in Global Perspective (2010), Expression and Interpretation in 
Language (2012), The Self as a Sign, the World, and the Other (2013), and Victoria Welby and the Science of 
Sign (2015); The Global World and Its Manifold Faces, Peter Lang (2016); Signs, Language and Listening, 
Legas (2019); with Laterza, Un mondo di segni (2012); Significare, interpretare, intendere, Pensa MultiMedia 
(2019); with Meltemi, Digressioni della storia (2017); and Mimesis: Altrove e altrimenti. Con Bachtin (2012), 
Riflessioni sulla teoria del linguaggio e del segno (2014), Nella vita dei segni (2015), Challenges to Living 
Together (2017), Senza ripari (2021). 

4 Professor Emeritus of Philosophy and Theory of Languages, University of Bari Aldo Moro. He 
directs several book series with Susan Petrilli. He also directs “Athanor. Semiotica, Filosofia, Arte, Lettera-
tura”, founded in 1990. Among his books: Bachtin e il suo circolo, Opere, 1929-1930, bilingual Russian/Italian 
text (Bompiani, 2014); Tra semiotica e letteratura (Bompiani, 2015); Il linguaggio e le lingue (Mimesis, 
2015); La coda dell’occhio (Aracne, 2016); Linguistica generale, scrittura letteraria, traduzione (Guerra, 
2018); Alterità e identità. Con Emmanuel Levinas (Mimesis, 2019). With Susan Petrilli, Lineamenti di semio-
tica e di filosofia del linguaggio (Guerra, 2016), Identità e alterità (Mimesis 2019); Dizionario, Enciclopedia, 
Traduzione. Fra César Chesneau Dumarsais e Umberto Eco (AGA; L’Harmattan, 2019). 

5 Research Professor in the Department of Philosophy and Science of Southeast University, Nanjing, 
China, where he has taught since 2016. He has also been a Visiting Professor at the University of Bari Aldo 
Moro, Italy, during the 2021–2022 academic year. He previously taught at the University of La Rochelle, 
France, and was a postdoctoral fellow of the Foundation for Interreligious and Intercultural Research and 
Dialogue (FIIRD) at the University of Geneva, Switzerland. He obtained his doctorate in 2013 at Ecole 
Pratique des Hautes Etudes (EPHE), Paris. His focus is on the modern and contemporary intersections between 
semiotic, moral, political and religious thought. He has published recently “Peircean and Confucian Interpreta-
tions of Self-Development: Semiotic, Normative and Aesthetic Aspects,” Philosophy East and West 72.1: 
January 2022: 188–209. His recent work has appeared in academic journals such as The American Journal of 
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ethics, steered Peirce’s semiotic thinking, as reflected by concepts such as “significs” 
and “mother-wit”. This leads Untea to discuss, as well, matters of creativity, but as par-
ticularly related to responsibility. 

Victor D. Popescu6 tackles complex questions on the limits of interpretation. He 
argues that, in this regard, Umberto Eco’s perspective is in agreement with Peirce’ 
notion on unlimited semiosis. He contrasts this view with Richard Rorty’s approach, 
which is rooted in the linguistic turn. Following Eco, Popescu presents arguments in 
favor of Peirce’s concept of semiosis and its implications for the boundaries of interpre-
tation. This involves a minute discussion on the typically Peircean notion of commu-
nity of inquirers, as providing contexts for interpretation.  

Aleksandar Feodorov7 zooms in on the notion of community of inquirers. In 
consideration of an encompassing array of views on sociality, Feodorov explicates the 
actual relevance of a construal of community as stemming from Peirce’s pragmatic 
semiotics. His view is also supported with considerations from Josiah Royce. Feodorov 
considers human communities in a hermeneutic key, as simultaneously producing and 
produced by human interpretation. By conceptualizing community as interpretative 
process, he offers an attractive alternative to contemporary (arguably capitalist, neolib-
eral) individualistic ideologies that, paradoxically, conflict with overwhelming evidence 
that cooperation has been the engine of human progress.  
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Semiotics (2021), Semiotica (2021), Ethical Perspectives (2021, 2019), Philosophical Forum (2019), Journal 
of Aesthetic Education (2020), Politics and Religion (2019), The Monist (2018).  

6 PhD candidate at the Doctoral School of Philosophy, University of Bucharest, working on a disser-
tation on Richard Rorty’s metaphilosophy. His main interests include American pragmatism, twentieth-century 
philosophy, and film-philosophy. 

7 Part of the Department of Literary Theory at the Institute for Literature at the Bulgarian Academy 
of Sciences. His debut book Прагматизъм и литература. Навик, норма, метафора (2019) explores the 
philosophy of Charles S. Peirce and applies his semiotics to problems in the humanities and literary theory. 
As a Fulbright Scholar, in 2019 he spent 5 months researching Peirce’s aesthetics at the Peirce Edition 
Project (IUPUI), where he was personally invited by Prof. André De Tienne. He also translated fifteen of 
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8 KHK Cultures of Research, RWTH Aachen University. E-mail: alin.olteanu@rwth-aachen.de. 
9 “Constantin Rădulescu-Motru” Institute of Philosophy and Psychology, Romanian Academy. E-mail: 
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