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Introduction

We live in the world of commodities. Look around yourself. You will find
that you are surrounded by all kinds of commodities which were produced
by others. How many things can you point out that were not once
commodities? Probably very few. In our modern society, everything
is a commodity, and, as we shall see, commodity is a sign. In this sense,
when Saussure exemplified some ‘systems of signs’ in his widely cited
embryonic paragraph for the science of signs,' he omitted the most
important sign phenomenon other than language: commodity.

Why should we consider a commodity as a sign? Why is it possible
to consider the ‘exchange of commodities as a semiotic phenomenon’
(Eco 1976a: 24) at all? There are several homogeneous features between
a commodity and a sign. First, both are produced in the relationship
between human actions and materials. A commodity always requires
human labor acting on natural materials, just as a sign needs human
actions acting on certain physical materials such as pens and papers.

Second, both are products ‘for others’. A commodity which is
a ‘use-value for others’ (Marx 1977a: 48), is produced for others’ consump-
tion, just as a sign is for others’ interpretation (Eco 1976a: 151-158). Both
must be either shared (in the case of public goods and sign systems) or
exchanged (in the case of commodities and individual signs).

Third, both are combinations of material and meaning. A com-
modity is a combination of material properties and social meanings. Its
use-value is determined not only by the physical characteristics of the
object but by cultural and historical contexts. A sign, too, consists of
material part and meaning part, and its combination is, as Saussure said,
‘arbitrary’ and culturally determined.

Lastly, both have ‘triadic relations’ of which three elements are the
same: material objects, human actions, and products. This is why we have
so many triangle models in literatures of semiotics, symbolism, philosophy
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the ‘bodily experience’:

We begin to grasp the meaning of physical force from the day we are born (or even
before). We have bodies that are acted upon by ‘external’ and ‘internal’ forces such
as gravity, light, heat, wind, bodily processes, and the obtrusion of other physical
objects. Such interactions constitute our first encounters with forces, and they
reveal patterned recurring relations between ourselves and our environment. Such
patterns develop as meaning structures through which our world begins to exhibit
a measure of coherence, regularity, and intelligibility. (Johnson 1987: 13)

Perceiving produces ‘percepts’. The percept is my own experience that
other people can hardly understand directly. In other words, ‘the percep-
tion of the world by the others cannot enter into competition with my own
perception of it, for my position is not comparable to theirs’ (Merleau-
Ponty in Lanigan 1991: 122).° Thus the percept itself cannot be shared
with others and, therefore, is not exchangeable. But it has potential
exchangeability, because:

Each perception is mutable and only probable — it ... is the belongness of each
experience to the same world, their equal power to manifest it, as possibilities of
the same world. (Merleau-Ponty in Lanigan 1991: 125)

This implies that the percept is not merely a product of biological
organization but also that of culture. It is produced neither by mechanical
flesh nor by subjective mind. It is a product of ‘body’, which is ‘neither
subject or object but subject-object’ (Lanigan 1991: 126—128). As Berger
and Luckmann (1967: 49) clearly explicated, ‘there is no human nature
in the sense of a biologically fixed substratum determining the variability
of socio-cultural formations’. Therefore, the percept is determined
by biological and cultural conditions (See also Eco 1985),'° just as an
economic product is determined by both material condition (nature) and
cultural condition (productive forces or technology).

Like in the case of commodity production, ‘the percept’ should be
reproduced as something exchangeable: It must be a ‘percept for others’
or a ‘social percept’. Therefore, we need another human action that pro-
duces a sign from a percept: signifying. Just as communication labor
produces commodities with products, ‘signifying’ produces signs from
percepts. Only by signifying, our rather unique and ‘eccentric’ percepts
can be objectified, because ‘objectivation is signification, that is, the
human production of signs’ (Berger and Luckmann 1967: 35). Therefore,
a sign is ‘objectivation’ of my own percepts. Peirce also said a sign
‘denotes by describing what you are to do in order to gain a perceptual
acquaintance with the object of the world’ (Peirce in Eco 1976b: 1463).
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In short, signifying is reproducing my own percepts as something
understandable to someone else. A metaphor is the best example of
signifying, just as advertising is for communication labor. (It is not just
coincidence that most advertisements are filled with metaphors).
According to Johnson, a metaphor is ‘a process by which we understand
and structure one domain of experience in terms of another domain of
a different kind’ (1987: 15). Thus to understand a new thing, and to
exchange one’s own percepts, we need a metaphor. If my own metaphor
is accepted by others, my own percepts become ‘percept for others’ or
‘social percepts’. To understand the nature of light, for example, we need
the metaphor of either ‘wave’ or ‘particle’. Without a metaphor, we cannot
understand the new things nor can we communicate (share) what we
understand. It is because we always understand only on the basis of what
we have already known.

Another example of signifying is construction of causality. Causality
is a way of relating two things, too. But these ‘two things’ are always
originated from our perceiving. For example, when we see fire and
smoke, we can make a causality between the two things. And for Stoics,
smoke is a sign for fire. But smoke and fire become the two different
things only by our perception. Just think about the problem of whether
the flame also could be a sign for the fire: It, of course, depends whether
we discriminate the flame from the fire. If we perceive smoke and fire as one
thing, then we cannot make any relationship between them, much less
causality. Therefore, we may say that while perceiving is based on
‘dividing’ or ‘discriminating’, signifying is on ‘combining’ or ‘relating’.

Lastly, the sign, which is ‘both a human product and an objectivation
of human subjectivity’ (Berger and Luckmann 1967: 35), should pro-
duce meaning for others. It is possible only by the action of ‘interpreting’.
As consumption produces utilities from commodities, ‘interpreting’
produces meanings from signs.

Interpreting is admitting and sharing others’ percepts as my own
through mediation of signs. It implies that the referent of a sign is not
the material object but the percept. Eco also said:

The referent-cat is no longer a mere physical object. It has already been trans-
formed into semiotic entity. But this methodological transformation introduces
the problem of the semiotic definition of the percepta. (Eco 1976a: 164)

Through this process of interpretation, others’ individual ‘bodily
experiences’ of the world become something communicable — a sign.

Just as there can be various ways in consuming a commodity, a sign
also can be interpreted in many ways. The ways of interpretation or
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‘the series of codes’ for interpretation are also produced by the very process
of sign production. And just as consumption also produces commodity
production, interpretation produces signs and the semiotic relation. Peirce
said, ‘nothing is a sign unless it is interpreted as a sign. Interpretation,
then, produces the sign’ (Peirce in Greenlee 1973: 99).

There could be two kinds of interpretation according to its object:
Products of others (books, films, etc.) and products of Nature (fossils, foot
prints of rabbits in the mountain, etc.). In either case, the process of sign
production is completed only by interpreting. Interpreting the products of
Nature could be compared to gathering natural products, say fish, as a way
of commodity production.

Semiosis as a triadic relation

There is a generally admitted definition of sign: Sign is ‘everything which
can be taken as significantly substituting for something else’ (Eco 1979: 7).
This definition of sign is, of course, originated from that of Peirce: ‘A sign
is an object which stands for another to some mind’ (Peirce 1991: 141). As
we may understand through these definitions, everything is a sign as long
as it is engaged in the sign-relation or semiotic relation. This implies
that sign itself does not create the semiotic relation; on the contrary, the
semiotic relation makes something as a sign. For example, a red light
itself does not produce any relation, but the semiotic relation makes the
red light as a sign. Depending on the kinds of relations, it could be a
traffic sign, or a emergency sign, or a sign for advertisements. According
to Peirce, this semiotic relation is a triadic relation:

A representamen is a subject of a triadic relation to a second, called its object,
for a third, called its interpretant, this triadic relation being such that the repre-
sentamen determines its interpretant to stand in the same triadic relation to the
same object for some interpretant. (Peirce in Eco 1976b: 1464)

Here can we find three elements of the relation: representamen or sign,
its object, and its interpretant. I suggest that we should understand
‘object’ as ‘material quality’ (Peirce 1991: 141), ‘interpretant’ as human
action or ‘idea’ (notion) conveyed to human mind (Eco 1976b: 1460),
and sign (representamen) as something produced by the interpretant from
the object, or as something combining the external object and the
internal human mind. Thus, the semiotic relation is the process in which
the three elements are interrelated: the material, the action, and the product.

Some may ask: How could ‘interpretant’ be the human action? Because
Peirce said, ‘anything which determines something else (its interpretant)
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to refer to an object to which itself refers (its object) in the same way,
the interpretant becoming in turn a sign, and so on ad infinitum’ (Peirce
1991: 239). Thus interpretant itself might be said as a sign. But I would
argue, interpretant is not a sign at least in a sense that we have used it so
far. It is not a sign because it has no material elements.

The starting point of this essay was the proposition that ‘a sign is the
combination of the material and the meaning’. Even though Peirce
explains interpretant as ‘the idea produced by the sign’, or ‘a subsequent
thought’ (Peirce 1991: 7), but he also says, in some other places, ‘inter-
pretation replaces interpretant’ (in Greenlee 1973: 100). ‘Interpretant’ is
something between ‘the object’ and ‘its sign’, and therefore, I believe, it
should be something that relates the objects and the signs. If we do not
believe the internal and necessary relationships between the thing (the
material property) and its meaning (this is one of the crucial arguments
of Marx, and this is the point where Marx and Peirce diverge), only
human agency can make the relations of the objects and its sign. I
think, therefore, ‘interpretant’ should be regarded as a human action (this
is why I prefer ‘interpreting’ to ‘interpretation’), and I agree with Peirce
only when he ‘replaces’ interpretant with interpretation.

The three stages of the semiosis and the triple triangle model

The semiotic process consists of the three stages, and each of the stages
consists of the triadic relation. In the first stage, ‘percept’ is produced by
the action of ‘perceiving’ with the material of the ‘sense data’ or external
object. In the second stage, ‘sign’ is produced by the action of ‘signifying’
with the ‘percept’. Lastly, ‘meaning’ is produced by the action of ‘inter-
preting’ with the sign. The actual human communication begins with the
third stage of ‘interpreting’ just as the commodity production starts from
‘consumption’. We produce the sign for others’ interpreting just as we
produce the commodity for others’ consumption.

Consider a traffic light. First, it must be visually perceived by a driver.
Second, it must be signified as a traffic sign, not as, say, a neon-lamp for
advertising. Third, it must be interpreted according to an appropriate
coding scheme for certain meanings such as ‘stop’ or ‘go’.

Each of these three stages is the atomic structures that consists of
one molecule of the semiosis, and in the semiosis of human communica-
tion, a number of ‘molecules’ would be connected by sharing a certain
common ‘atomic’ structure. I believe we could construct a model for
‘the unlimited semiosis’ on the basis of this ‘triple triadic molecular
structure’. The notion of Peirce’s ‘unlimited semiosis’ could be understood
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that a sign is reproduced as another sign as a result of semiotic relation.
The same is true with the commodity production. A commodity is pro-
duced only from another commodity (Sraffa 1960), and therefore, we may
say that the capitalist production process consists also of ‘unlimited
commodity production’. As it is shown in Figure 2, the molecular structure
of semiosis or the triple triangle model of sign production is exactly the
same as that of commodity production.

These three stages of sign production could be compared to the three
categories of Peirce. The ‘Firstness’ may be related to the first stage,
because ‘Firstness’ is based on the ‘qualities’ or, in other words, certain
percepts, for example, ‘certain qualities of feeling, such as the colour of
magenta, the odour of attar, the sound of a railway whistle, the taste
of quinine’, and so on (Peirce 1956: 80).

‘Secondness’ of Peirce may look somewhat different from the second
stage. According to him, the ‘second category of elements of phenomena
comprises the actual facts’, and they are ‘perfectly individual’ (Peirce 1956:
77), while the product of the second stage is the ‘exchangeable percept’.
But there is one common thing between them: The second category of
elements is clear to everybody. It can be admitted as the same thing because
of its ‘factuality’ and ‘actuality’. And the product of the second stage is

MEANING

SIGN CONSUMPTION

SIGN INTERPRETING

PERCEPT SIGNIFYING SIGN PRODUCTION

MATERIAL PERCEIVING

Figure 2. The triple triangle model for sign production
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also clear to every body, otherwise it cannot be the ‘exchangeable percept’
or the sign.

The third category of elements of phenomena consists of what we
may call ‘thought’, ‘general’, ‘the law’, or ‘general facts’ (Peirce 1956: 78).
According to him, ‘thought is neither qualities nor facts’: And meaning is
neither percepts nor objects. Thus the product of the third stage or meaning
is, I believe, comparable to Peirce’s Thirdness.

Conclusion

In this article, I have shown that the commodity production process
and the sign production process share the homogeneous ‘triple triadic’
structure which can be represented by the triple triangle models. One of
the fundamental assumptions of the triple triangle model is that a com-
modity is a sign: Both are produced through the interactions between
Nature and human bodies; both are produced for others, and as such, they
must be exchanged either through markets or communications; most of
all, both consist of the three stages of the triadic relations of which elements
are the same: material objects, human actions, and their products.

In the sign production process, (1) objects are expressed as a referent;
(2) three different types of human actions are involved in each of the
three stages — perceiving, signifying, and interpreting; and (3) three dif-
ferent types of products are produced from each of the three stages —
percepts, sign, and meaning. In other words, perceiving produces per-
cepts from materials; signifying produces signs from percepts; and
interpreting produces meanings from signs. The commodity production
process has the same structure: (1) objects are expressed as raw mate-
rials; (2) three types of human actions are involved in each of the three
stages — material labor, communication labor, and consumption; and
(3) the products from each of the three stages are products, commodities,
and utility. In other words, material labor produces products from
materials; communication labor produces commodities from products;
and consumption produces utility from commodities.

The triple triangle model suggests several research agendas. First,
it provides us with a hypothetical answer to the question of why our
society has developed into an information society. As we have already
seen, we need two kinds of labor for commodity production: material
and communication labor. The endeavor to increase the productivity
of material labor — characterized by the inventions of machinery and
engines — had resulted in the industrial revolutions, and finally, the
industrial society. By the same token, the efforts to increase the
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productivity of communication labor provoked the rapid developments
of communication technologies, such as the invention of electronic
mass media and computer-mediated communication networks, which
have brought about communication and the ‘control revolution’ (Beniger
1986), and the information society.

Secondly, based on the triple triangle model, we will be able to shed
new light on Peirce’s concept of ‘unlimited semiosis’, that is, a sign
in a semiosis can be taken (reproduced) as another sign for another
semiosis. ‘Unlimited semiosis’ can be found in commodity production as
well: A commodity is produced only from other commodities. Even the
labor power (wage workers), as a commodity, can only be reproduced by
other commodities. In order to work, workers must consume certain com-
modities including food and clothes, as Marx pointed out. Marx’s labor
theory of value is, in fact, based on an assumption which we may call the
‘unlimited commodity production’ system, which is almost identical to
Peirce’s ‘unlimited semiosis’.

Lastly, human beings are always in the process of constructing (pro-
ducing and reproducing) their worlds through ‘perceiving’ the world,
‘signifying’ what they perceived, and ‘exchanging and sharing’ what they
signified by means of communication. These are all ‘unlimited triadic’
semiotic processes. We may call this perspective ‘semiotic construction of
realities’, or SCR perspective. By multiplying, modifying, and connecting
the molecular triadic structures of the triple triangle models, we can con-
struct general as well as specific models for various processes of semiotic
construction of realities.

Notes

* Iam grateful to the faculty members at the Istituto de Discipline della Comunicazione at
the University of Bologna, Italy, especially to Umberto Eco and Roberto Grandi, whose
invaluable comments were indispensable for this article. An Italian Government
Scholarship provided funding for my study. A part of the article was presented as a
paper to the Commission of Semiotics and Communication at the annual meeting of the
National Communication Association, New York City, November, 1998.

1. According to Saussure, ‘la langue est un systeme de signes exprimant des idees et par la
comparable a lecriture, a I'alphabet des sourds-muets, aux rites symboliques, aux
formes de politesse, aux signaux militaires, etc. etc. Elle est seulement le plus important
de ces systemes. On peut donc concevoir une science qui etudie la vie des signes au sein
de la vie sociale’ (in Eco 1976a: 14).

2. Jean Baudrillard (1989: 44-45) explains it as “The fluidity of objects and needs’. Besides,
Sahlins (1988: 132) also said, ‘The argument is that one cannot determine the nature
of what it is produced — which is to say the character of use-value — simply from the
nature of human needs or the fact that production satisfies them’.
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3. For example, Sinclair (1989: 2) says, ‘for retail price advertising usually presupposes that
the products have already been made known through prior advertising by manufacturers
or distributors’.

4. According to Advertising Age (Feb. 1, 1993: 1), ‘Time Warner’s planned “electronic
superhighway” will open up unlimited opportunities for marketers as well as consumers,
company executives and media industry’.

5. More examples can be found in others: ‘[Tlhe media’s job is to sell audiences to
advertisers’ (McQueen in Livant 1979: 97); ‘buying an ad and buying an audience’
(Livant 1979: 94).

6. But advertisers use not only commercials. They also use ‘programs’ for their advertising.
When we are watching the sports programs in TV, we cannot but see so many
advertisements on the fences of the ground and on the uniforms of the players. Even in
the films, we can find the same thing: those who have seen the ‘Back to the Future II’ may
remember that the actor wore the automatic ‘Nike’ shoes and preferred ‘Pepsi-Cola’.

7. But it does not mean that I deny existence of ‘misleading advertising’ (Harris 1983:
169-173). It is not difficult to find deceptive and fraudulent advertising in our society. But
they are not the productive communication labor, but ‘evil by-products’, just as the
pollution is the evil by-product of the material production. The misleading advertising
should be and can be reduced by the advertising policies and the civil movements just
like in the case of the environmental pollution.

8. Haug (1986: 24-34) also regards ‘aesthetic monopolization of use-value; the fight for
and with names “as” the first effect and instrument of monopolization’.

9. Regarding to this issue, Berger and Luckmann’s explanation (1967: 50-51) is also
inspiring: “This eccentricity of man’s experience of his own body has certain con-
sequences for the analysis of human activity as conduct in the material environment
and as externalization of subjective meanings’.

10. Eco argues how cultural conditions determines our perception of the colors. He says,
‘perception occupies a puzzling position, somewhere midway between semiotic catego-
rization and discrimination based upon mere sensory processes’ (Eco 1985: 166).
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