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“branching” or “mediation” (CP 4.3 and MS 339, quoted by Par-
mentier 1985). Indeed, he even remarked that there was something
“injurious” to making the word “sign” do a much bigger job than that
to which it was fitted. Here Peirce sounds very much as Humpty
Dumpty becoming at last aware of his ruse. And yet, it is also in
accordance with Peirce’s “ethics of terminology”, which states that we
should not introduce terms that “interfere with any existing term” (see
EP 2: 263-266). Strange to say, those who like to think of themselves
as the true Peirceans do not seem to have taken into account this piece
of self-criticism on the part of Peirce.

In the following, | will take the sign to be one of the (more
complex) ways in which meaning may be realised. Let us start out by
considering what some central instances of signs could be, and then
try to determine what they have in common. The linguistic sign is
clearly an instance. The picture sign (in a sense which will be
elaborated on below) is, | believe, basically similar to the linguistic sign,
and so are at least some gestures. Play-acting, as well as children’s
symbolic play, would seem to be of the same general kind. | am not, of
course, arguing that these kinds of meaning are all conventional, as
would Umberto Eco, Nelson Goodman (1968), and many others
whose arguments | have long ago rejected (see Sonesson 1989, 1993,
1995, 2000a). I am not even arguing that play-acting or symbolic play
instantiate the same kind of iconicity as the picture; indeed, | am
comparing all three of them to the linguistic sign, which is basically
conventional. However, they all possess that which would allow the
presence of a convention, just as well as a motivated relation: (at least)
two parts. Indeed, Saussure (1973) here was the more subtle
phenomenologist: quite apart from what it connects to in the outside
world, that is, the referent, the sign itself has two parts, because beside
that which is perceived, it also contains something which construes
the referent in a particular way.
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According to Jean Piaget's account of child development, every
child goes through a number of different stages enhancing his or her
capacity for understanding. Of particular importance in the present
context, however, is Piaget's (1967[1945], 1967: 134ff, 1970: 342ff)
claim that, on the border between sensori-motor thinking and
concrete operations, around 18 months of age, the child learns to
master “the semiotic function” (originally called the symbolic
function), which involves, not only language, but also, notably,
drawing and symbolic play. Piaget does not deny that the child
experiences meaning before this age, for instance in perception (thus
anticipating the criticism of Trevarthen, Logotheti 1989), but he thinks
that it is only with the attainment of the semiotic function that the
child is able to conceive meaning as something differentiated into a
signifier and a signified. It should be kept in mind, nevertheless, that
Piaget is here talking about the capacity for producing language,
pictures, etc., and not the ability to interpret them. As in the case of
language, the capacity to understand pictures would most naturally be
taken to precede any ability to produce them. However, we are not
concerned here with the moment of emergence of the sign function,
but with its structure.

The notion of differentiation, which is normally overlooked, is
fundamental in my view. But it is also indispensable to maintain the
distinction between subjective and objective differentiation. The
semiotic function, or, as | will say from now on, the sign (function)
requires “a differentiation, from the subject’'s own point of view,
between the signifier and the signified” (Piaget 1967: 134f). Thus, for
instance, the visible extremity of an object that is almost entirely
hidden from view is the signifier of the entire object for the baby, but
it also happens to be “an objective aspect of the signified” and thus,
according to Piaget (ibid.), it cannot be a sign. But when the child uses
a pebble to signify candy, Piaget claims, the child is well aware of the
difference between them, that is, there is subjective differentiation.
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Although Piaget obviously does not say so, his notion of
differentiation is, in my opinion, different from Hockett’s “design
feature” of displacement (see Hockett, Altmann 1968). Elsewhere, at
least, 1 have taken the view that a label on a bird case showing the
picture and the name of an animal that is also present in the cage is
still differentiated and therefore a sign (see Sonesson 2009b). On the
other hand, displacement would seem to presuppose differentiation.

Curiously, Piaget takes for granted that something which is not
objectively differentiated cannot be subjectively so. However, we can
imagine this same child that in Piaget's example uses a pebble to stand
for a piece of candy having recourse instead to a feather in order to
represent a bird, or employ a pebble to stand for a rock, without
therefore confusing the part and the whole: then the child would be
employing a feature, which is objectively a part of the bird, or the rock,
while differentiating the former from the latter from his point of view.
Moreover, contrary to what Piaget (1967: 134) submits, the hunter,
who identifies the animal by means of the tracks, and then employs
them to find out which direction the animal has taken, and who does
this in order to catch the animal, does not, in spite of the existence of a
physical and temporal relationship between the animals and its tracks,
confound the tracks with the animal itself in his construal of the sign,
in which case he would be satisfied with the former. Indeed, if the
tracks are not differentiated from the animal having produced them,
they cannot be read as signs, but only as a part of the complex
situation of which the animal is a part. Differentiation may possibly be
a result of the object that serves as signifier not being continuous in
space and/or time with the object serving as signified, as well as of
taking the signifier to be of a different general category of the world
than the signified, but there could also be other criteria that remain to
be delineated.

If Saussure and Piaget may be said to have made a fairly good, but
not particularly explicit, phenomenological job, Husserl himself could
be expected to have some contribution to offer to the phenomenology
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of signs. Indeed, Husserl's discussion of signs (which he calls “repre-
sentations”) may help us spell out what is involved in “subjective
differentiation”. According to Husserl (1939), indeed, two or more
items may enter into different kinds of “pairings”, from the “paired
association” of two co-present items through the “appresentative
pairing” in which one item is present and the other indirectly given
through the first, to the real sign relation, where again one item is
directly present and the other only indirectly so, but where the indi-
rectly presented member of the pair is the theme, that is, the centre of
attention for consciousness. This clearly implies that the sign is
asymmetrical in a double sense: one part of it is more in focus than the
other, and the second of its parts is more directly accessible than the
first one. In perception, on the other hand, the highest degree of focus
and directness coincide.

But we should take these observations further: since what is at
stake is a thematic structuring, and this structuring itself is relative to a
subject for whom it is a part of the field of consciousness, the first part
of the sign is in some sense a stand which the subject may take on the
other. In more familiar terms, the first part of the sign is “about” the
other. Of course, this more readily applies to the relation between the
content and the referent, where the latter corresponds in the world
outside of the sign to that with which the sign is concerned. Husserl
(1980), in fact, makes this distinction clearly only in his study of
picture consciousness, where he notes that the depicted Berlin palace
is here in the picture, whereas the real palace is in Berlin (see Sonesson
1989: 270ff, 2006; Zlatev 2009). As | have suggested elsewhere
(Sonesson 1989: 193ff), we would thus have to suppose some kind of
thematic hierarchy going (in the ordinary case) from the expression
through the content to the referent.

Thus we can minimally define the sign by the following properties:
a. Itcontains (at least) two parts (expression and content) and is as a

whole relatively independent of that for which it stands (the

referent);
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banana picture as some less good instance of the category of bananas.
Another experiment within the SEDSU-project involved a single
chimpanzee, Alex, who had been trained to imitate 20 different action
sequences beforehand, and who in a new experiment was solicited to
perform these actions, prompted, not by a live model as before, but by
being shown the actions on video, colour photographs, black and
white photographs and drawings (Call et al., forthcoming). Of parti-
cular interest is the fact that the chimpanzee was able to accomplish
these actions when shown pictures representing a pre-final phase of
the sequence just as well as when confronted with pictures of the final
state. It would seem far-fetched to suggest that the chimpanzee is here
simply confusing the still photograph and the action, in particular
when the photograph shows an incomplete action, where the picture
prompting the action is distinct from the action requested, both
because it is a static view of the action and because it does not show
the action in its complete or most characteristic state. Perhaps, then,
the understanding of picture signs is within the purview of chim-
panzee capacities.

1.2. Iconicity, indexicality, symbolicity — within the sign

It is customary to distinguish iconic, indexical, and symbolic signs.
Although similar divisions have been made many times before,
Peirce’s terminology is nowadays the one that is most often used.
However, from this terminology follow certain presuppositions, some
of which may be welcome to us, when considered from a pheno-
menological point of view, while others being less so. In the following,
I do not want to quarrel with this trichotomy. Instead, | am going to
present an interpretation of this particular Peircean trichotomy, which
seems to be compatible with phenomenological experience, as far as it
goes, to the extent that iconicity, indexicality, and symbolicity are
distinguished from their use in forming grounds and as further bases
for sign functions.












From mimicry to mime by way of mimesis 31

Since the iconic ground is established on the basis of properties the
two items possess only because of being what they are, the standard of
comparison must be something like similarity or identity. Indeed,
Peirce also says that an icon (more exactly, a hypoicon) is “a sign
which stands for something merely because it resembles it” (CP 3.362)
or “partak[es] in the characters of the object” (CP 4.531). When
conceiving iconicity as engendering a “referential illusion” and as
forming a stage in the generation of “figurative” meaning out of the
abstract base structure, Greimas and Courtés (1979: 148, 177), like
many others, identify iconicity with perceptual appearance. In fact,
however, not only is iconicity not particularly concerned with “optical
illusion” or “realistic rendering”, but it does not necessarily involve
perceptual predicates; many of Peirce’s examples (see Sonesson 1989:
204ff), have to do with mathematical formulae, and even the fact of
being American is not really perceptual, even though some of its
manifestations may be. This is the conception of iconicity that will be
taken for granted here.

1.3. Iconicity, indexicality and symbolicity in the world

Perception is imbued with meaning, and this meaning may often by
iconic and/or indexical. According to the phenomenologist Aron
Gurwitsch (1964: 176f), perception carries meaning, but “in a more
broad sense than is usually understood”, which tends to be “confined
to meanings of symbols”, that is, our signs. Indeed, as Gurwitsch
(1964 262ff) goes on to suggest, some kind of meaning (or, in our
terms, semiosis) is already necessary for some irregularities on the
surface to be perceived as being marks, even before these marks serve
as carriers of the meanings found in words. Criticising other
psychologists, Gurwitsch notes that the carrier of meaning is not part
of the meaning of a sign, that is, the expression is not part of the
content, unlike what happens in perception: the latter is made up of
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perspectives (noemata) which are integral parts of larger wholes.
Meaning, in the sense of the Bedeutungslehre of Jakob von Uexkiill
(1956) would be of this kind, and therefore would not involve any
signs (see Sonesson 2007).

As | have formulated the same distinction elsewhere (Sonesson
1989), perception involves wholes which amount to more than their
parts; signs have to do with something which is something else than what
they stand for. When first formulating this distinction, | was certainly
thinking of the way in which each item given to perception is integrated,
horizontally so to speak, into a wider perceptual context, a configuration
or Gestalt. Such a relation surely pertains to indexicality. But there is
also a sense in which something is more than it appears to be at first,
vertically, to pursue the same metaphor, because it is a member of a
particular category. To the extent that we are talking about categori-
zation as an immediate, that is, not a conscious choice (that is, in the
sense of “categorical perception”), this clearly has something to do with
iconicity. Not, to be sure, with iconicity per se, but rather with the iconic
ground, because any ground must already suppose relational thinking.
It will be noted that the two traits | suggested above to account for
differentiation are designated to exclude too much indexicality (no
continuity) and too much iconicity (not the same category) in this sense.

In the first neuropsychological treatise couched in Peircean
terminology, written by Terrence Deacon (1997: 74ff), iconicity comes
out as the night in which all cats are grey. It is the fact of there being
no distinction: the perception of the same “stuff” over and over again.
It is, he maintains, like camouflage: the moth’s wings being seen by the
bird as “just more tree”. He goes on to suggest that iconicity is
recognition, that is, the identification of a category, and even “stimulus
generalisation” (Deacon 1997: 77ff). He then claims that “typical
cases” such as pictures are essentially of the same kind: what makes
pictures into icons is “the facet or stage that is the same for a sketch
and the face it portrays”. At some level, this may be true: however,
while the fact of there being no distinction is iconicity per se,
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From the point of view of the tick, there can hardly be any difference.
Not only are there no signs to the tick, there is not much of a world to
explore. To be sure, there is no way for us to know how it feels to be a
tick. But these distinctions seem utterly pointless in the Umwelt of the
tick (that is, in terms of the functional cycle).

Everything in the world pertains to a particular type or category; this
is iconicity, independently of the sign function. Everything is also made
up of parts and/or appears in the neighbourhood of something else; this
is indexicality, before it is even used to construct signs. Human
experience is meaningful, because it is made up of things (“substances”,
in Gibson'’s terms), which have different properties, which are members
of different categories, and which appear in varying contexts. In the
world of the tick, as described by von Uexkill, or that of the single cell,
none of this makes sense. Anecdotal evidence, and even some research
(see Tomasello 2008: 42f), suggests that the Umwelt of dogs and cats, let
alone apes, is much more akin to that of human beings.

In the common sense Lifeworld there are three ways of dividing
any conceivable object: into its proper parts (for example, the head,
the torso, the legs, etc., if the whole makes up a human body); into its
properties (being male as opposed to being female, or being an adult
as opposed to being a child, with reference to the same whole); and
into its perspectives or adumbrations (the body seen from the back,
the head seen in a three quarter view, etc. — see Sonesson 1989, 1996,
2000a, forthcoming). These are three kinds of factoriality, which,
along with contiguity, makes up indexicality, not as a kind of sign, but
as a ground. A more well-known term for this is mereology, which is
the theory of parts and wholes, derived from Husserl’s (1913) early
work, or rather from such precursors of Husserl as Twardowski and
Meinong (see Cavallin 1990), but given this name by the logician
Lesniewski (see Smith 1994, 1995; Stjernfelt 2000, 2007: 161ff). One
may also think of at least the former two divisions as making up
hierarchies: an extensional one, which goes from bigger proper parts to
smaller ones (arm — forearm — hand — finger — nail, etc.) and an
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intensional one, which starts with general properties and ends up with
more particular ones (animate being — human being — man — old
man — grumpy old man, etc.). The latter can be conceived as a series
of ever more narrow circles of category membership. In extensional
hierarchies subcategories are less space-consuming, while in
intensional hierarchies extension is held constant (as long as you do
not change the referent). The limits of the arm and the nail do not
coincide, but it is the same man who is old and grumpy, and who is an
animate being, although the latter property is shared more widely (and
thus intensionally more wide-ranging).

The task of mereology is not only to account for the relations
between the whole and its parts, but also to explain the difference
between various kinds of totalities. Husserl opposes configurations to
aggregates, and we find attempts of the same kind, but sometimes
more developed, in the work of various representatives of Ganzheits-
psychologie (see Sonesson 1989: 81ff). Peirce wrote a very long but
rather disorganised list of various kinds of totalities (quoted in
Stjernfelt 2000). More recently, many psychologists have been sepa-
rating local cues from two modes of more holistic perception, “global
processing” in which what is attended to are the highest level of
hierarchical stimuli, and “configurational processing”, which is con-
cerned with the interspatial relations between elements (see discussion
in Sonesson, Zlatev, forthcoming).

Evidence for mereological experience outside of human beings is
mostly indirect. The study of picture perception in doves and apes,
and everything in between, may have failed to establish that the
animals are able to perceive pictures as pictures, but it certainly shows
that they attend to both similarities and differences between a human
being and the corresponding picture, or a real banana and its
depiction, respectively (see Sonesson, Zlatev, forthcoming). It also
appears that pigeons are able to identify objects, not only when not all
of their parts are included in the rendering, but also when the
depiction is perspectivally deformed, at least as long as some “geons”
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As for symbolicity, Peirce no doubt takes it to be synonymous with
the sign relation (see Table 1). However, if symbolicity, in a parallel
fashion to iconicity and indexicality, involves all conceivable con-
nections between phenomena that are based on rules or habits, then
the sign function is only a particular case of such symbolicity. Not only
will there thus exist symbolic grounds in the Lifeworld which are not
signs, in the sense defined above (traffic rules, for instance, the rules of
chess, and so on), but it is also possible to base a sign function on a
pre-existing symbolic ground, just as happens with iconicity and
indexicality: thus, for instance, it has been a habit (or even a norm) for
a long time in our culture for women to wear skirts, and thus the skirt
may become a sign of a woman, as it does, indirectly by means of
depiction, on the common variety of signs for indicating the ladies’
restroom.

2. Primary and secondary iconic signs

In his definition of iconic signs, Peirce maintains that the property of
iconicity is independent, not only of the sign relation (which is also
true of indexical signs), but also of the relation between the two things
involved. There are several ways in which the relevant notion of
independence may be taken, some of which give quite absurd results:
thus, there is a sense in which the portrait Leonardo made of Mona
Lisa (or even Picasso’s portrait of Gertrude Stein) cannot be said to be
independent of the person depicted. On another interpretation, |
would argue that the iconicity of some iconic signs is independent of
the sign relation, in the sense that it is the perception of the iconic
relationship which cues us to the existence of the sign relation; but
then, conversely, the iconicity of other iconic signs is dependant on
the sign relation, because the sign relation is that which makes us
discover their iconicity. | have called these big groups of signs primary
and secondary iconic signs, respectively.
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2.1. The intervention of iconicity in the sign

The relative part played by iconicity and conventionality in a sign may
be used to distinguish primary and secondary iconicity. In fact, to be
more precise, we should distinguish primary and secondary iconic
signs, since we are really involved with the way iconicity is assigned to
signs. A primary iconic sign is a sign in the case of which the
perception of a similarity between an expression E and a content C is at
least a partial reason for E being taken to be the expression of a sign
the content of which is C. That is, iconicity is really the motivation
(the ground), or rather, one of the motivations, for positing the sign
function. A secondary iconic sign, on the other hand, is a sign in the
case of which our knowledge that E is the expression of a sign the
content of which is C, in some particular system of interpretation, is at
least a partial reason for perceiving the similarity of E and C. Here,
then, it is the sign relation that partially motivates the relationship of
iconicity. In a sense, what | here call secondary iconic signs are not
very good examples of iconicity, as the latter is characterised by Peirce,
for the definition clearly implies that, in at least one sense, the
iconicity of the signs is not independent of their sign character: on the
contrary, it is a precondition. Perhaps this does not have to be taken as
an argument against Peirce’s definition: iconicity per se may well be
independent of the sign function, even though its presence in signs
may sometimes be conditioned by the sign function. More precisely,
what is at stake here is the independence of the iconic ground from the
sign function.

Pictures are, of course, primary iconic signs in this sense, and they
may well be the only kind there is. In fact, given the facts about picture
perception in apes and small children referred to in the first part, there
is a reason to believe that pictures are the only primary iconic signs for
human beings which have reached at least the age of 2 or 3 years.
Before that age, it could be argued, pictures are not primary iconic
signs, because they are no signs at all, but are rather ranged with the
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objects they depict in one and the same category. This shows that the
primarity and secondarity of iconic signs is relative to a given
(collective) subject.

On the other hand, no matter our age, we do have to learn that, in
certain situations, and according to particular conventions, objects
which are normally used for what they are, become signs of themselves,
of some of their properties, or of the class of which they form part: a
car at a car exhibition, a stone axe in the museum showcase or a tin
cane in a shop window, an emperor’s impersonator when the emperor
is away, and a urinal (if it happens to be Duchamp’s ‘Fountain’) at an
art exhibition. When used to stand for themselves, objects are clearly
iconic: they are signs consisting of an expression that stands for a
content because of properties which each of them possess intrinsically.
And yet, without having access to a set of conventions and/or an array
of stock situations, we have no possibility of knowing either that
something is a sign or what it as sign of: of itself as an individual object,
of a particular category (among several possible ones) of which it is a
member, or of one or another of its properties. A car, which is not a
sign on the street, becomes a sign at a car exhibition, as does Man
Ray’s iron in a museum. We have to know the showcase convention to
understand that the tin can in the shop-window stands for many other
objects of the same category; we need to be familiar with the art
exhibition convention to realise that each object merely signifies itself;
and we are able to understand that the tailor’s swatch is a sign of its
pattern and colour, but not of its shape, only if we have learnt the
convention associated with the swatch (see Sonesson 1989: 137ff).

When Man Ray makes a picture of a billiard table, we need no
convention to recognise what it depicts. However, if Sherrie Levine’s
(real, three-dimensional) billiard table is to represent Man Ray’s
picture, there must be a label inverting the hierarchy of prominence of
the Lifeworld. This shows that among the properties determining the
probability of an object functioning as the expression of an iconic sign
is to be found three-dimensionality rather than the opposite. Since the
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closest we come to Peirce’s relation between the “representamen” and
the “object”. It is in the relation between the picture object and the
picture subject that pictoriality may be more or less extensive, and
more or less intensive, that is, concern a greater or lesser number of
properties, and realise them to a greater or lesser degree (“Extensitat”
and “Intensitat der Bildlichkeit”, Husserl 1980: 56f). However, there
does not seem to be any reason not to apply extensivity and intensivity
to all iconic relationships. In addition, extensivity can obtain in
relation not only to the division of the object into properties (for
example, “red”), but also into proper parts (for example, “cheeks™),
and, at least in the case of pictures, perspectives (for example, seen
from upper left). Such a definition derives from mereology, the study
of the ways to divide up the things of the world.

From the point of view of the relation between sign and referent,
the kind of iconicity present in language would seem to be largely
secondary. This has been argued independently by De Cuypere (2008:
80) and Sonesson (2008). However, the truth may actually be that the
kinds of interpretation characteristic of primary iconicity and
secondary iconicity have to be applied in several rounds, in order to
account for the process of interpretation as it occurs, as suggested by
Ahlner and Zlatev (this volume) from the study of the kind of iconicity
rather inappropriately known as “sound symbolism”. This again
suggests that primary and secondary iconicity may not be the most
appropriate terms for the phenomena we have delimited.

3. Two extremes of iconicity:
from mimicry to mime

In the night of all iconicities, there is no difference between “the same
stuff again”, mimicry, pictures, imitation, and pantomime. On the
contrary, we will explore in the following the different ways in which
iconicity pertains to mimicry and similar phenomena and to imitation
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way, surrogates would seem to be of the same general kind as
camouflage, but quite the opposite of signs. Elsewhere, | have taken
Deacon (1997: 76ff) to task for claiming that camouflage in the animal
world (such as the moth’s wings being seen by the bird as “just more
tree™) are essentially of the same kind as those “typical cases” of
iconicity we are accustomed to call pictures (Sonesson 2006). In fact,
camouflage will only function as such, to the extent that it is not
recognized for what it is, whereas, on the contrary, a picture, or any
other sign, can only work as a sign, to the extent that it is seen to be a
sign, and not, for instance, another instance of what it depicts or
otherwise signifies (that is, a picture of a banana, and not only a bad
instance of the category “bananas”). In this respect, scarecrows, just as
Saddam Hussein’s doubles, are like camouflage, because they only
accomplish their function, as long as they are not recognized for what
they are, that is, for not really being human beings or Saddam Hussein,
respectively. As recounted by Ginzburg, effigies seem to be rather
similar to our scarecrows. They are still different from camouflage,
familiar in the animal world (but not, of course, as a military pro-
cedure), in being known by their creator (though not their receiver)
not to be the real thing.

However, perhaps there is a more subtle sense in which effigies
may be different from scarecrows from the beginning: by being known
to be different from heroes, but still standing in their place, instead of
being about them. Perhaps a better example of this would be the
understudy, in the way that term is used in the theatre: the person who
takes over the part normally played by a well-known actor in no sense
“means” that actor. He simply is equivalent to the actor for the
purpose of the performance here and now. Indeed, we should rather
think about what the scarecrow is to the farmer: something taking the
place of a human being for a particular purpose, but certainly not
signifying “human being”. Perhaps we could say that this is the case
where Searle’s (1995) formula, “X counts as Y in C” really applies.
Effigies, understudies, and the scarecrow from the farmer’s point of
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view do share some properties with signs: if they are understood as
such, they stand for something which is different from themselves, so
in order to grasp their function, you must get a sense both of their
equivalence to what they stand for, and the difference between them
and what they stand-in for. Thus, there is certainly a differentiation
here, and some kind of asymmetrical relationship between the two
items involved: but there is no possibility of one item being in any
sense a stand taken by a subject (including a collective subject) on the
other item. To see the difference, one may compare with exemplifi-
cations (things standing for themselves, for the category of which they
are members, or for some property they have) and, in particular, what
I have elsewhere called pseudo-identities, which are objects having all
or most perceptual properties of the thing they stand for, but not those
defining them: wax food, which cannot be eaten, the dummy showing
the cloths in the shop window (see Sonesson 1989: 336ff and 2.1
above).

Camouflage, as the term is used by Deacon, is a particular case of
(biological) mimicry, as Timo Maran (2007) has observed. According
to Maran, mimicry in this sense is “a message (feature and signal) of
one organism, the mimic, [which] resembles some message of another
organism, which usually belongs to a different species, some feature of
the environment, or a generalization of either of those, that is called
the model”. As Maran judiciously points out, resemblance between
two individuals of the same species is not mimicry. This is important,
because we recognize the distinction we have observed earlier on
between membership in a category and the sign function. Maran goes
on to point out that the resemblance should have some functionality
for the bearer. Thus, for instance, it may protect an animal from a
well-known predator. Finally, accidental resemblances are not
included, but only those which have a continuity in an evolutionary
timescale.

Except for the final characteristic, mimicry is similar to the case of
the scarecrow: to work it must not be detected as such by the receiver.
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the adequate means, which would produce a failed act of imitation. Or,
I may merely simulate the outer actions of cracking the shell open,
without letting them have a sufficient impact on the physical environ-
ment, in which case | may either be engaged in symbolic play, play-
acting, or simply practicing the movements. While it may be true that
imitation as sign comes for free with imitation in the sense of learning,
as Donald suggests (personal communication), and that thus most
probably the sign function as such comes as a bonus once mimesis is
attained, imitation in these two senses are at least phenomenologically
distinct.

4, Conclusions

In this paper, | have tried to spell out some important properties of
iconicity and iconic signs, which are not usually taken into account.
First, | suggested that the sign is in need of a much more specific and
explicit definition than that given either in the Saussurean or the
Peircean tradition — if it is going to be of any use in a theoretically
developed and empirically grounded semiotics. In agreement with
Peirce’s late insight that all his terms were too narrow, | choose to
open up semiosis, by take the Saussurean sign, never defined by
Saussure, as being a good example of a sign, which means that pictures
and (at least some) gestures are signs, too, but not many other
phenomena often claimed as such, for example percepts and other
meanings close to perception. We have to have recourse to
phenomenological variation in the imagination in order to arrive at a
specific concept of sign, but, in fact, while Husserl himself did
provided us with the criteria of focus and directness, Piaget, being a
phenomenologist sans le savoir, discovered an even more fundamental
property, that of differentiation, presupposed by the former. Once the
sign has been defined independently of properties like iconicity,
indexicality, and (in a slightly different sense of independence)
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symbolicity, and once iconic, indexical, and symbolic grounds are
shown to be found in direct experience, as well as in combination with
the sign function, Peircean insights may be mustered, without losing
ourselves into the night of all iconicities, where mimicry and mime
and everything in between cannot be told apart.

In the second part of the paper, | discussed two ways in which
iconicity may be present in a sign, either as its condition or as its con-
sequence, thus giving rise to primary and secondary iconic signs,
respectively. In the case of the primary iconic sign, | said, we take the
perception of the similarity of what is later doomed to be the expres-
sion and the content as a reason for postulating a sign relation, which
is not otherwise motivated, or at least not sufficiently motivated
without the perception of similarity. The secondary iconic sign, on the
contrary, makes perceptible the similarity between expression and
content, only once the sign is known to pertain, either because there is
a similarity to too many different things for this particular similarity to
be noted, or because, without the sign relation, the thing in question
would not be taken as a sign, but as an object in its own right. In the
domain in which it was first defined, visual iconicity, this distinction
has proved very useful, distinguishing true pictures from droodles,
identity signs, and similar meanings. There can be no doubt that this
distinction has done a very useful heuristic job, but it is certainly not
sufficient on its own, because, once we take a closer look, we realise
that there are many intermediary cases between primary and secon-
dary iconic signs, and this cannot be accounted for, in the way the
distinction is now defined. Moreover, linguistic iconicity, with the
exception of that which is sound based, seems to be exclusively
secondary, which means the distinction is not of much help in that
domain.

In the third part, mimicry, in the biological sense, along with some
other phenomena such as effigies and scarecrows, were distinguished
from true signs, because they have a different relation than signs to the
recognition on the part of the interpreter of what they are. At the same
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