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1. How Meaning Becomes Cultural Reality

It is in the human nature to generate, sediment, and of course experience culture. We 
naturally develop practical behavioral habits and, in parallel, theoretical representations, 
including historical narratives, religious beliefs, myths and fictions, principles and 
ideals. Changes in representations are as likely to affect our behavior as changes in 
habits are to affect our representations. Many scholars have offered suggestions as to the 
origin or emergence of this dynamic aspect of our species, which led to the existence of 
differentiated and still differentiating societies, civilizations, unstable and contrasting 
life styles, in short, History in general.2 There is little doubt that it has somehow been the 
consequence of the specific ways in which human individuals think and communicate, 
or rather: how we combine thinking and communication. If we want to circumscribe this 
specificity, some aspects of current studies of human cognition (thinking) and human 
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semiosis (communication) may therefore be useful. The study of cognition focuses on 
how we make sense of what happens, while the study of semiosis targets the ways in 
which we share the sense that things then make. Since most of what happens to us is 
related to our communication, the connection between cognition and semiosis has to be 
a	two-way	dynamic	process.	In	the	core	of	this	process,	we	find	what	the	philosophical	
traditions have come to call the sign. 

The literature on signs is huge, from Antiquity to (Post-) Modernity, and nevertheless 
the consensus is surprisingly scarce.3 Some thinkers even feel that making sense of sense-
making	itself	is	impossible	by	definition,	and	that	research	in	this	domain	had	better	give	
up. By extension, since thinking and speaking about culture is cultural, it should stop, 
and likewise using language to do inquiry about language (doing linguistics) ought to 
be banned; the disciplines of the humanities are driven by human scholars and should 
therefore be eliminated. However, such attitudes are shown to be absurd by the existence 
of splendid unfoldings of actual cultural studies. These are, I claim, all eventually based 
on our foundational capacity to represent representations, think of thoughts, use words for 
words (such as the word ‘word’), and devote our attention to the signs by which minds 
both connect to the world and to other minds. Minds connect to the world cognitively 
and develop schemas and categories (ideas) that easily grow internal but expressible4 
representations: conceptual names, by which they can be ‘called’ into mental presence. 
Since these mental representations are expressible, they easily connect to the expressive 
systems of our species and so, to a certain extent, become external signs (graphic, 
gestural, verbal, etc.).

Signs are the elementary units of any science of culture, I claim. In the following, I 
hope to be able to show what this hypothesis says and means. 

All signs bind some signifier to some signified, that is, an expression (a content of 
possible perception) to a meaning (a content of conceptualization).5 Different types of 
signs then differ by the character of the binding principle (the interpretant: the cognitive 
activity	that	‘binds’	signifier	and	signified).	The	traditions	describe	these	types	in	many	
ways, one of which, stemming from the American philosopher C. S. Peirce, distinguishes 
image-like signs (icons), non-image-like signs (symbols), and thing-like signs (indices). 
One important source of inspiration for such a classification is verbal writing. Image-
like glyphs (iconic) become conventionalized (symbolic), whereas the direction of the 
linear display shows (indexically) the movement of the writing hand. This triad of sign 
types	does	reflect	something	important	about	semiotic	binding:	that	the	involved	minds	
use clearly distinct registers of their capacity to process complex signifiers. The sign 
types	thus	reflect	a	typical	difference	in	the	neuro-cognitive	treatment	involved	in	using	
them. Images are directly processed by our visual and figurative imagination, which 
possesses certain universal formal characteristics. Furthermore, when images freeze and 
become conventional symbols, our mind has to use its long-term memory to process (and 
‘know’) them; they have to be learnt. When spatial or temporal percepts causally refer 
to events that produced them, our mind has to mobilize natural worldly experience and 
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causal schemas in order to ‘understand’ them. Often, our minds of course must do all of 
this at once, it has to use interpretants of the three kinds in parallel. A facial expression, 
for example a smile, is often both an index of how the person feels, a conventional sign 
(a symbol) of politeness, and an image (icon) that replicates another facial expression, 
another smile.

It may be of interest to see how signs contribute to our temporal orientation in nature 
and culture. Some signs refer to things in the past, others to things to come, whereas many 
refer to things here-and-now. If we list the basic sign types, their temporal reference, and 
their interpretant principle, we get an array like the following. 

Figure 1. A table of signs
SIGNS       Past reference Present ref. Future ref. INTERPRETANTS
Indices: traces                 symptoms       omens                Causal beliefs
Symbols: landmarks           signals            instructions Conventional knowledge
Icons: pictures               maps               diagrams            Figurative imagination

We may compare these series to three non-standard supplementary types:

Language: narratives           descriptions       speech acts Discourse modes

Music: recalling calling desiring Emotional modes

Thinking: remembering attending        expecting     Consciousness modes

In the case of the indices, or natural signs, interpretation is based on our beliefs concerning 
the causal phenomena of the experiential world. Since these ‘signs’ are ‘expressions’ of 
non-intentional natural events, we may consider them as pre-semiotic; however, it is still 
common to refer to natural phenomena whose interpretation requires some expertise by 
the term sign.6 Intentional signs are made with the intent of communicating, iconically or 
symbolically. The difference lies, as mentioned, in the cognitive resources activated for 
expression and reception: imagination or learned meaning. 

— Symbolic semiosis is a form of intersubjective sign use that refers to some social 
authority justifying an imperative, a moral obligation, a deontic rule, or any other 
recipe for performing something that can be done right or wrong.7 Symbols such 
as	traffic	signs	are	often	described	as	arbitrary,	since	they	are	based	on	learnable	
codes—their force is social and necessarily linked to a particular community that 
distinguishes the subjects (persons) they semiotically connect.8 Symbols regularly 
form systems that allow signs to combine into complex ‘messages’ that have a 
particular syntax and particular times and places for proper manifestation. 

— Iconic semiosis, by contrast, does not depend on codes that subjects have to learn 
and revere; they simply develop out of spontaneous figurative imagination.9 
Iconic	signs	point	to	some	immediately	intelligible	figurative	properties	of	what	
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they refer to. Subjects are therefore able to establish iconic communication 
independently of previously established ethnic or other social and conventional 
conditions. Iconic communication can be cross-cultural, because the minds of 
human beings are built and developed to immediately understand images and 
figurative	expressions.10 Images of different kinds always create imaginary spaces 
and even invite subjects using them to identify places in such spaces where they 
‘are’, have been, could be, will be… The organizing structural universals of 
human cognition allow subjects to connect intentionally (by acts of consciousness) 
through	icons	without	having	to	learn	the	immediate	meaning	of	each	figurative	
expression: subjects negotiate iconic meaning in the process of communicating in 
situations allowing similar perceptions and conceptualizations.11 It is worth noting 
that	figurative	imagination	includes	theatrical	simulation	and	the	sort	of	ideational	
gesturing in the air that graphically sediments as diagramming, referring to an 
imaginary space of planning and fantasizing: signifying pure possibilities, and 
even impossible things, rather than facts.

—	 Language,	if	we	consider	the	specific	use	of	speech	and	text	in	specific	situations,	
is evidently a human phenomenon of semiosis. It displays a basic temporal 
unfolding; narratives refer to the past, descriptions refer to the present (of the act 
of description), and a special speech-act mode allows us to create things for the 
future. In a sense, every sentence implies some form of narrative in its wording (and 
a vocabulary is historical); it can only ‘speak’ from the present (of enunciation: 
I, you, here, now); and it implies dialogue projecting its meaning (truth value or 
commissive validity) into the future (of the communicating community). As a 
form of semiosis, language is partly symbolic (vocabulary), partly iconic (syntax), 
partly indexical (enunciation), but as a whole, it is impossible to reduce it to a 
combination of sign uses known from other types. It seems to automatically follow 
cognitive paths that lead to spatio-temporal integrations way beyond the meaning 
constructions that other semiotic acts can accomplish. What is the interpretant of 
linguistic semiosis? Nothing like the interpretants we can identify for the triad of 
indices, icons, and symbols. This interpretant has to be described as a ‘backstage’ 
mechanism structuring (encoding, decoding) human linguistic performance, on a 
biological level deeper than imagination.12

— Music is built on so-called tones, that is, sounds that have stable and auditively 
salient basic frequencies. These tones have names and are perceived as 
autonomous	entities;	 they	are	preferentially	produced	by	instruments	configured	
for this purpose and thus experienced as intentional. A repeatable sequence of 
tones forms in our mind a ‘song’ and has a rhythm that makes it possible to 
perform it intersubjectively. Songs can have text but do not need to have this 
linguistic supplement; they are expressions of emotional appeal in the present, 
or of nostalgic remembrance, or of intense feelings of desire, hope and fear (for 
the	future).	Like	language,	music	escapes	classification	by	the	triad	of	sign	types.	
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And likewise, its interpretant is a ‘backstage’ mechanism deeper in our mental 
architecture than imagination. Music may be the origin of language.

— Thinking: Finally, what is going on in the important part of human consciousness 
that is not absorbed by sensory perception and which is simultaneously displaying 
inner vision, inner audition, inner motion, and ideation in general, lets our ideas 
refer to worldly states;13 to ‘have an idea’ is to represent things past, present or 
future in a special way or conceptual mode, not just to ‘have’ them represented. In 
so far, ideas can be said to do what icons do in the external register of expression; 
they may be our ‘inner icons’. As Descartes said, they can be more or less ‘clear’ 
and ‘distinct’; contradictory ideas have to create mental obscurity, which only 
religious thinking prefers. Symbolic thinking uses conceptual combinations of 
named operations and entities—it is, I suggest, a sort of mental writing.14

The main lesson to take home from this initial semio-cognitive consideration is that 
in the realm of human representations and interpretations, there is at least one form that 
is culturally unbound, namely the iconic kind. Iconicity is pre-cultural and naturally 
intelligible. Subjects primed by different cultures can therefore connect iconically, 
albeit through more or less complicated negotiations of what their expressions may be 
intended to mean in context—if indeed it is clear a priori that they do intend to mean, 
which is the basic trigger of communication.15 Humans share the notion that theatrical 
behavior and iconic gesturing convey meaning; such spontaneous iconic behavior uses 
conceptual schematic forms that in principle can be inferred from these performances 
when their contexts are considered.16	Since	immediate	interpretations	can	often	be	verified	
immediately—accepted,	rejected,	modified—interpersonal	habits	of	iconic	exchange	are	
easily established. Iconic expressions will then often become habitual; when third persons, 
observers, intervene and request participation in dual exchange, conventionalization 
will take place.17 Conventionalization is simply based on mimetic uptake of iconic, pre-
mimetic interaction. Iconic communication thus generates principles that can become 
codes and create symbolic communication outside of the initial context. Simple semiotic 
behaviors become habits that will eventually become norms.18 Emergence, maintenance, 
and sedimentation of such phenomena will produce cultural fixations. Icons becoming 
symbols are dynamic phenomena that constitute essential processes in ethno-genesis in 
general. Thinking and language are free or bound to the extent that current ideas and 
idioms	reflect	the	ongoing	dynamic	unfolding,	in	any	human	group,	of	this	process	giving	
rise to relations, tensions, and compromises between (open, unbound, uncoded) ‘iconicity’ 
and (closed, bound, coded) ‘symbolicity’.

A human ‘semio-sphere’, in the sense of Yuri Lotman (1990), would therefore be a 
layered semiotic eco-sphere with 1) a grounding physical stratum of propicious causal 
(indexical) conditions offered by a locality chosen as a human habitat, 2) a stratum of 
sedimented and thus coded symbolic manifestations of already stabilized and deontically 
compelling meanings (‘local history’, ‘genius loci’), and 3) a surface stratum of open, 
live,	vibrant	iconicity	that	reflects	the	possible,	the	fortuitous,	the	contingent	but	already	
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sense-making encounters of minds that respond to each other’s more or less immediate 
thoughts, feelings and desires.19 Three layers are therefore to be distinguished: the 
deepest, indexico-causal layer; the symbolico-historical layer superimposed on it; and the 
surface layer of iconico-imaginary ‘quicksilver’ we meet when entering into an unknown 
cultural area. This layered semio-sphere is where creative (iconically constituted) meaning 
gradually becomes conventional (symbolically stabilized) cultural meaning—that is, 
becomes the socio-historical reality that covers and invests the places of a community.

Figure 2. The dynamics of a semio-sphere
 

Iconic meaning (episodic, pre-narrative, playful) is created and communicated every 
second by human minds. A very small fraction of it is mimetically transmitted and 
stabilized as symbolic meaning, which further is monumentalized in landmarks, 
architecture, and ‘land-scaping’, that is, in the physico-indexical engineering of the 
habitat site. The result is an increasing cultural sedimentation, producing—in a sedentary 
community—a semiotic ‘geology’ made of a large number of layers of superimposed 
historical meanings-and-expressions (that tourists can visit: the Pyramids, Acropolis, 
Forum Romanum, The Great Wall…). Nomadic communities may develop a less 
‘territorialized’ symbolicity and consequently a less monumentalized system of socio-
cultural institutions.20 Monuments are signs of the historical past and deontically induce 
respect, awe, remembrance; they can not be removed from their place and transported 
freely around, as if they were sculptures (a plastic aspect they often also display).

In the activity we call art, previously established symbolic meanings are reused, that 
is, iconically revisited and exposed to non-standard views and reprocessing procedures 
that may express unfamiliar approaches by persons who for variable reasons do not 
identify themselves with the locally dominant symbolic culture, and who are therefore 
strongly attracted to an available open and alternative iconicity. In this perspective, so-
called ‘creativity’ is probably a matter of resisting the mimetic attraction of the symbolic 
constraints of the contexts we are ‘socialized’ into.21

However, what precedes is still a very coarse-grained account of the genesis of 
culture. It mainly invites the reader to grasp the difference and the possible relations 
between the semiotically ephemeral meaning productions of every moment’s iconic 
communication and the semiotically stabilized, symbolic meanings deposited by 
generalized communications within larger groups and indexically monumentalized into 
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the physical ground of the habitat. A new step has to be taken, which will allow us to 
further	distinguish	contrasting	or	conflicting	factors	within	the	symbolic	historicity	of	a	
community.

These sedimented and stabilized meanings are furthermore, I propose to think, 
essentially and universally of two distinct types: technical and normative. This is a rather 
important distinction, since the normative part of the symbolic sedimentation shapes 
and feeds into the ethnic (material and immaterial) culture of a community, whereas 
the technical part of the symbolic sedimentation forms the properly productive and 
distributive ‘system’, the ‘mode of production’, the default set of practical procedures that 
provides for the community, protects it, and thus assures its existence; I call the latter part 
the societal component.22 By contrast, no society survives on its normative culture alone, 
which can stay unchanged for very long historical periods, unaffected by changing life 
conditions of all kinds; whereas the societal practices have to be proactive and constantly 
adapt to changing natural conditions of the habitat.

2. Cultural and Societal Functions   

A society is, according to common sense, a group of human beings capable of independent 
survival in some ecological niche by its production, distribution, consumption, and 
reproduction. Societies in the plural are culturally distinct societal groups that can be 
materially connected by their peripheral exchanges of goods, services, or other entities, 
but which, if such connections develop practical, juridical and economic dependencies, 
would still be considered as parts of a larger societal whole (cf. the principle of 
‘globalization’). A societal whole in this sense has internal structures of many kinds, and 
there are huge libraries of attempts by anthropology, social and political science, and 
political	philosophy,	including	a	century	of	academic	Marxism,	to	define	a	basic	structural	
model of it; we will not discuss them here. In the perspective of social and semiotic 
cognition, we find elementary support in the phenomenology of human experiential 
domains, for establishing a minimal architectonic model grounded in the elementary set 
of semantic distinctions that are universally shared by human communities: work, love, 
and worship—or more theoretically formulated: the political, the domestic, and the sacred 
spheres, or domains, of experienced life.23 We have to work to feed our bodies; we must 
reproduce and thus form families of some kind according to kinship rules, and care for 
growing and ageing persons; we celebrate births, give names to recently born individuals, 
mourn deaths, and we set up a calendar to do all this collectively, regularly, and with 
the authority of some overarching, ‘spiritual’, principle justifying the way we socially 
articulate time. 

On the grounds of practical distinctions as elementary as these, a minimal analysis 
will distinguish the following three layers of structure: 1) infrastructures of material 
culture, including kinship formations, food-processing and tool-configuring arts and 
crafts, habits of bodily and inter-subjective behavior, rituals, nutrition, medicine, and… 
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language; 2) superstructures of immaterial culture, including ritually bound transcendent 
beliefs, myths and legends, music, songs, dances, sacred places, and… calendars; 3) 
functional societal structures of food-supplying work, territorial protection, institutions, 
rules and regulations determining the distribution of goods and property; routes and 
roads; institutions of education; productive and distributive technology and geographic 
navigation technology allowing contact and exchange with ‘foreigners’. These three 
instances are often tightly integrated. The levels of material culture (1) and immaterial 
culture (2) are closely connected. (1) is the ‘embodiment’ of (2), like rites embody myths, 
and religious beliefs determine the selection and preparation of food. The dramatic 
insertion of the societal structures (3) between (1) and (2) is a universal cause of major 
conflict; cultural agents have to be social agents. Individuals have to integrate both in 
a ‘culture’ (1)-(2) and in a society (3), often a societal and institutional framework that 
contradicts	or	opposes	the	culturally	specific	behaviors	and	beliefs.	This	‘horizontal’	force	
threatens to weaken or directly cut the ‘vertical’ axis, as in the following model:

Figure 3. Levels of symbolic organization
 

The socio-functional structures are horizontally elastic, that is, ready to interact with 
other societal formations, for example in order to share techniques or exchange goods or 
services, form political alliances and strategic blocks. This is an important point, because 
the vertical binding between the two aspects of culture cannot share the horizontal 
elasticity of the societal functions. The internal tensions between these vertical and 
horizontal semiotic forces, inherited from the domains of experiential reality involved 
(love and worship on one side, work on the other), are variably displayed and suffered in 
different civilizations and historical situations. Throughout world history, they have given 
rise	to	dramatic	conflicts	between	(vertical)	ethnic	passions	and	(horizontal)	pragmatism.	
Subjects experience the material and immaterial culture in which they grow up as the 
source or the roots of their intimate being, as a part of their self that it is emotionally 
costly to lose: their identity. Whereas the notion of identity would conceptually come 
in two versions—qualitative identity (likeness: something being what it is by virtue 
of its qualities, a is like b) and numerical identity (sameness: something being what it 
is by staying one and the same individual, a was and still is b)—what is called ethnic 
identity by contrast manages to operate a conceptual fusion between the qualitative and 
the numerical; proudly being an X-lander means to be full of X-hood, made of X-nesses, 
X-defining qualities, and also to be unique as a community that constitutes one huge 
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collective individual, a sort of generic individual, the X-people or race as an incarnation 
of X-hood. These ethnic passions of identity easily combine with ideas of territorial 
privileges to form all standard forms of nationalism.24 The threat to the emotionally 
excited state of ethnic and therefore identitary passion is the alien, xenos, the uninitiated 
stranger showing up in the landscape by force of some societal, functional interaction: 
trade, work, skill development, art, etc., and who, in the most problematic case, might 
end up as an unwelcome member of both the domestic and the religious community, 
typically for marital reasons. Xenophobia is an expression of this contradiction between 
the identitary and the functional on the micro-social level. Societal functions are felt as 
threats to the cultural passions.

Structurally, the antagonistic intercultural and multicultural situation may correspond 
to a conjuncture as the following:

Figure	4.	Antagonistic	conflicts	caused	by	social	interaction
 

This horizontal drama seems only to be avoidable if the functional layer could be isolated 
from contacts and ‘frozen’ into the closed cultural practices and ‘spiritualities’ of each 
culture; in cases of uncolonized island cultures there are approximations of such non-
conflictual	states	of	affairs.	But	in	all	more	or	less	continental	situations,	the	two	parts	of	
a local culture, its immaterial and its material stratum, will be threatened by a societal cut-
through—like an hourglass broken at the narrow middle joint.  In a globalizing world, we 
have only too many opportunities to observe and experience the emotional rage that can 
result from such dramas:

Figure 5. Flaming ethnic passions
 

What Is Culture?—A Grounding Question for Cognitive Semiotics



49

The alien intrusion is a structurally unavoidable problem for any culture. So we should 
start looking for the default ‘immune systems’ of cultures, the defensive collective 
behaviors and passionate feelings that emerge in apparently critical situations of ‘offense’ 
or ‘betrayal’ perceived and endured as exterior aggression. The ritual treatment of cultural 
symbols	by	burning	them	(books,	flags,	embassies,	etc.)	is	a	forceful	archaic	expression	of	
the	metaphoric	fire	of	these	passions.	In	the	particular	case	that	the	photo	(fig.	5)	refers	to,	
we	curiously,	but	significantly,	are	dealing	with	an	confrontation	between	a	multinational	
religious culture and a minor national society: in some forms of comprehension, “Islam 
versus Denmark!” The former agent responds to an ‘offense’ by a newspaper of the latter 
agent by throwing a fatwa at one of the draftsmen and inspiring some rather violent and 
lethal spontaneous outbursts of hot anger.25 Recent events in world history have shown 
how far these behaviors can go, that is, how forcefully they can override basic principles 
of coexistence such as the simple respect for human lives. Identity in the ethnic mode is 
obviously a concept responsible for the core socio-semiotic problem involved. We still 
do not, however, grasp its underlying logic. In the following, I will attempt an analysis of 
some of the factors that may contribute to making it possible.   

3. Identity Versus Reason

If we imagine a group of persons living in a moderately modern society with access to 
standard 21st century technology and a level of education making it possible to reproduce 
its functions, we can further stipulate a variation of the symbolic situation of such a group. 
It could add scientific knowledge and general information to its immaterial cultural 
inventory of beliefs, and it could extend its network of functional interactions with people 
with different ‘backgrounds’; it could learn to speak and read more languages, import 
gastronomy, manners, and forms of eroticism—and start dating and marrying persons from 
places far from the ‘home’ territory, thus in many ways innovating its material culture. 
Such a variation would be additive, and it would modify the group in the direction of 
enhancing ‘world citizenship’. The opposite variation would be to introduce prohibitions: 
rules barring certain marital alliances, prohibiting certain categories of victuals, certain 
gestures and bodily practices; rules distributing and dividing categories of work on 
categories of persons, prohibiting certain professions for certain sub-groups; prohibiting 
access to certain forms of knowledge and information, certain forms of discourse, and 
imposing taboos on the use of certain themes, names, and images, etc. This variation would 
be subtractive, and it would lead to the strict contrary of the former variation: enhanced 
ethnic feelings of identity, increased sensitivity to the cultural dimensions of society and, 
especially, increased negativity to the societal exchanges with individuals and groups 
ignoring the subtractions. This opposition between additive and subtractive	modifications	
of a given initial average community corresponds to real contrasts and dynamic 
antagonisms of socio-cultural styles in most existing communities. The subtractive 
styles tend toward fundamentalist mono-cultural integration and fixation, emphasizing 
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and valorizing ethnic identity; the additive styles tend toward ‘enlightened’ societal 
development and diminished loads of identitary passion. Neither of the styles can reach 
their goal (if these tendencies can be called goals); an isolated identitary mono-culture 
cannot functionally survive, and a culturally dissolved world-societal community (such 
as the dystopian monster of Pure Capitalism, or of Pure Communism, for that sake, as in 
Orwell’s 1984) would lose all territorially bound and therefore differential practices, such 
as history, jurisdiction, courtship, treatment of life and death, and language and authority in 
general—all things needed for symbolic acts, speech acts, shared planning etc.—and would 
perish or rather vanish due to the lack of inter-human interaction and attraction. 

Still, the contrast between additive and subtractive styles is a significant way 
of characterizing the semiotic modes of secular and religious aspirations. Religious 
styles of life are clearly subtractive, which is why they in fact, despite pacific themes 
and ideologies, do lead to militant and aggressive behaviors, inwards and outwards: 
prohibitions invite transgression and thus experiences of offense.26 Offense in turn induces 
anger, etc. Secular styles are additive and induce ‘tolerance’, or ‘indifference’, inducing 
feelings of existential abandonment and the unavoidable absurdity of life, something 
that artists, writers, musicians, scientists, and philosophers can live with and even be 
productively challenged and inspired by, but that most people lacking a theoretical 
education	have	difficulties	accepting,	especially	in	difficult	times	of	collective	life.	So	the	
subtractive styles will easily come to dominate when times are ‘tough’, as they dominate 
when individuals get ‘neurotic’ and compulsive under stress. 

Identity, in the ethnic key, would be rational if it were only numerical (as sameness 
of an entity by object constancy through time and space) or if it were only qualitative 
(as	similarity	of	different	entities,	defined	by	shared	properties);	but	all	racists	and	some	
nationalists believe in the paradox of sameness of different persons by the numerical 
oneness (as object constancy through time) of their essence, or being, their race, their 
common roots (as if they were parts of the same transtemporal, metaphorical tree), an 
imaginary body of which they are parts, so that qualitative similarity does not have 
to count: instead it is, typically, the ‘blood’ (like the ‘blue blood’ of the aristocracy) 
that is object-constant and thus assures the identitary belief of each subject—a belief 
that becomes mystical and esoteric precisely because it is unrelated to the empirical 
manifestation of specific properties. The identitary passion then triggers identifiable 
singularizing behaviors of the subtractive type, which serve as the obligatory means of 
emphatic symbolization of the mystical, ungraspable substance of ‘identity’.27

Cultural identity in the described sense is generically challenged by the societal 
functions, due to the inherent fragility of its dual structure. Phenomenologically, however, 
it has to build on the conviction of its own socially transcendent value (even if this value 
is tautological: “we are what we are…,” analogous to the divine sum qui sum). It does 
not easily see itself as struggling against societal rationality; instead it sees itself as 
undermined by alien identities! One’s own prominent symbolic whole (vertical in the 
model) is challenged by other possibly prominent symbolic wholes—and political racists 
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spend at least as much time on feeling troubled by other ‘races’ than on celebrative self-
congratulation on their own ‘race’ (racism has an allo-racist and an auto-racist aspect). 
However, it seems possible to live in both a society and a culture without being subdued 
by passionate identitary emotions and behaviors.

So would it be possible to distinguish the semiotics of cultural identities on the one 
hand and a semiotics of ethnic (religious, nationalist or racist) identitary passions on the 
other? The former would be, at best, a relatively harmless and anyway unavoidable fact 
of human phenomenology, whereas the latter would be a communitary pathology. One is 
based on certain mimetic processes in the human mind that drive our emotional life, for 
good or for bad; the other is based on the former, interprets and exploits it aggressively, 
though often unconsciously. Conscious philosophy may not change the laws of the mind, 
but	it	sometimes	modifies	its	induced	delusions.	

4. Metonymies

The human self is grounded in a concept of personhood; to have a ‘self’ is to be a 
‘person’. A person is a time-resistent entity that can 1) refer to itself in the present, 2) 
maintain active intentions for the future, and 3) remember its own acts of the past and 
be responsible for them.28 All three capabilities must operate at once. In certain mental 
pathologies, they fail to do so, and therefore produce impressions of ‘depersonalization’. 
Individual personhood is embodied, in the sense that self-reference (in the present) 
is experienced and can be expressed by deictic gestures pointing toward the body of 
the individual, and others can refer to a person by pointing toward its body, both in 
the second and the third ‘person’ and using corresponding pronouns. However, it is 
also disembodied, in the following sense: a person still exists and can be referred to in 
discourse	posthumously,	and	can	play	a	role	in	the	life	of	a	community	indefinitely.	The	
works, belongings, traces, remembered acts etc. of the individual will then signify the 
person; this is what the genitive construction in universal grammar apparently means or 
achieves: to be an X of a person, to be a person’s Y, is to signify the person.29 Even living 
persons	are	more	significantly	signified	by	genitive	attributions	than	by	their	presence	and	
a corresponding embodied deixis—the latter will simply be another, though minor, such 
attribution. The body never is the person but rather is of	and	signifies	the	person;	in	fact,	
relics	are	even	more	efficient	than	live	body	parts	as	signifiers.30

The rhetorical trope called metonymy follows the very same cognitive principle; my 
claim is indeed that metonymy is grounded in the cognitive logic of personhood. 

a. Shakespeare in on the upper shelf. [A work by S].
b.	This	painting	is	a	Picasso.	[Notice	the	indefinite	article—a	work	by	P].
c.	The	creampuff	was	knocked	out	in	the	first	round	of	the	fight.	[Feature	of	appearance	instead	

of name of the boxer].
d. We need a new glove to play third base. [A glove of such a player].
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e.	He	is	the	brains	behind	the	outfit.	[The	brains	of	the	planner].31

These examples all involve persons, but in opposite ways. (a) and (b) use proper names 
to refer to works by persons. (c) uses a descriptive metaphor instead of a person’s name. 
(d)	refers	to	a	role	to	be	played	by	a	person,	using	a	part	of	the	outfit	of	a	player.	(e)	uses	a	
functionally	characteristic	body	part	to	refer	to	an	identified	person.	The	common	feature	
is the genitive binding involved.

In terms of topology, the semantics of the genitive relation can be described as a 
projection, an emission, a binding between a base and an item springing from that base—
a schema of asymmetric bifurcation:

Figure 6. The genitive schema
 
  

  
 

The schematic idea is this: Q emerges from P. Q comes out of P and thus is of P. 
Remarkably, the Q of P (the apples of the garden, the mothers’ children), specifying Q, has 
an immediate converse form, the P of Q (the garden of the apples, the children’s mother), 
specifying P. The morphemes of and -s are bidirectional, whereas the schema remains 
unidirectional.  

If P is a person and Q is an aspect or trace or belonging or product of P, then Q can 
be called by P’s name, as in (a) and (b). P can inversely be called by the designation 
of some of P’s Q, as in (c), (d), and (e). This is why metonymy means ‘substitution of 
names’: P’s name for Q or Q’s term instead of P’s name.32 Bidirectionality rules again. We 
may wonder why human thinking wants to use this form; there is a clear answer to this 
question. In fact, if P has or is an already acknowledged, so-called ‘big name’, that is, is 
endowed with a salient symbolic status of some kind, then P’s salient name can be used 
for designating a class of intentionally produced {Q}—plays, poems, paintings, etc. If, by 
contrast, P’s name is unknown, as in (d), or if P is known but not respected, as in (c), or P 
is known but calls for appreciation in some respect, as in (e), then these {Q}, if they are 
salient,	can	be	used	for	reference	to	P.	So	the	‘identity	flow’	goes	from	P	to	Q	or	from	Q	
back to P, using the same schema.

Consider the following well-known examples:

The White House declares war on terrorism.
Wall Street is in panic.
Kabul fumes against the Americans after the bombings.
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Our schoolbooks explain that these metonymies use references to places, that is, place 
names, as standing for institutions. But notice that the results are representations of 
entities that can speak, have feelings and perform evaluations—these entities evidently 
are represented as persons. The effect of metonymy is to make institutions into (abstract) 
persons. The use of salient {Q} (such as place names) personalizes the genitive source as a 
P. Therefore Q-to-P metonymy is an emphatically personalizing trope. P-to-Q metonymy is 
an emphatic celebration or evaluative foregrounding of personhood and responsibility:

Napoleon lost at Waterloo.
Nixon bombed Hanoi.
Churchill bombed Dresden.

Here the proper names refer to leaders whose institutions are historical agents; the 
names of these persons become shorthand for institutional designations. What we need 
to consider here is the capacity of this bifurcation schema to transform institutions to 
(collective, phantomatic) persons and then individuals to institutions that are persons. 
Such constructions are often used in utterances referring to ethical issues: responsibility.33 
Through the genitive phenomenon and its underlying P/Q semantic dynamics, personhood 
becomes a logical generator of collective identities conceptualized as persons—nations, 
races, religions, political parties, etc.—that can display emotions, desires, and goals, 
celebrate significant events of its past, and in all existential matters behave as human 
individuals. The rhetorical magic of the trope is forceful enough to make individual 
persons phychologically renounce on their trivial identities as simple human beings in 
order to join and merge with collective persons, whose identity they then take on. Now 
Q-acts can create P-great-causes that in turn motivate great Q-acts, and so on, since 
the metonymic dynamics is bi-directional and reversible. The wars create the Nations, 
because the sacrifices create the great causes. The same logic is used in our cognitive 
conceptualization of physical causation. P causes Q by bifurcation, so the P of Q is its 
base	and	origin:	its	Cause.	This	cause	may	first	have	been	seen	as	a	‘person’,	a	spirit	or	
divinity; in the evolution of human thinking, causal thinking is not grounded in physics: 
instead, physics is cognized as an extension of social life.

Evidently, basic causation uses the same schema, Q being the effects of and thus 
caused by P. It now seems to serve both natural and cultural purposes. The basic schema 
of reasoning, namely the genitive structure, which allows us to guess P (a cause) from 
{Q} (its effects) by ‘abductive’ reconstruction, and to ‘deductively’ anticipate certain 
{Q} (effects) if P (the cause) is known, is now a core motor of institutional logic. The 
difference between the purely causal, physicalistic interpretation and the cultural, 
institutional interpretation, is that the latter is intentional.34 From intentional cases of 
genitive relations involving individuals (such as: parents of children that are children 
of parents), we move easily toward collective intentional relations binding individuals 
to groups—still maintaining the reversibility of the identitary flow P<–>Q. What is of 
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something ‘is’ that something.
Homo metonymicus, our species evolving into a symbolizing animal, may have 

applied this cognitive device to nature and culture indistinctly during hundreds of 
millennia before distilling pure physical causation out of the comprehensive semantic 
magma of early intentional holisms and creating what we now call science. In the broader 
evolutionary context, our genitival, metonymic thinking has the immediate advantage over 
direct and symbolic designation by proper name or category term, that it links the present 
perceptional experience, res sensibilis, to the absent conceptual meaning, res intelligibilis. 
Sometimes, we see a P (sensibilis) and expect a Q (intelligibilis); at other times we see 
the {Q} (sensibilis) and presuppose a P (intelligibilis). Additionally, this conceptual 
form confers an iconic quality to the link P<–>Q itself. Since iconic representations are 
intentionally coded in our interpersonal communication, it therefore ‘intentionalizes’ 
and animates the relation, and conveys the feeling that the entity referred to is some sort 
of person, even if it literally is just a collection of objects or a group of people or some 
abstract political notion (a social class, a political system, a tradition…). Ethnic identity—
and its emphatic form: racism—is clearly a product of this semiotic process.35 The or my 
‘people’, the national nation of the nationalists,36 the country I am a ‘proud’ citizen of, my 
blood…, my race…, my political party…, my sports team…—all these ethnic or pseudo-
ethnic constructions would be unthinkable without the genitive syntax. They are all 
extremely explosive.

The most immediate syntactico-semantic structure that unfolds under the wings of the 
genitive, the metonymy, is of course the dative. Let P be a country and Q a soldier. P gives 
life to Q, and Q	gives,	that	is,	sacrifices	his	life	for	P. This is called dying for a cause. And 
Q serves P by giving death to the enemies of P, so Q honors P as the honorable cause of 
his killing. The dative case in grammar basically implies an interpersonal semantics of 
giving, whether the gift is life, death, or anything in between.37 It emotionally strengthens 
the binding, positively or negatively, by making it an interaction, idyllic or dramatic. 
In social life, it may even create genitive bonds between persons who are previously 
unrelated; the gift38 will then be a Q from P, in the hands of the addressee, R, and the 
PQR situation will curiously, or paradoxically, take on the meaning of a shared condition 
implying an obligation (called gratitude) from R to P. This phenomenon needs further 
semiotic investigation and discussion; here is my elementary contribution. 

The	gift	itself	can	be	interpreted	not	as	a	bounded	object	but	as	a	drop	of	a	fluid	Q, so 
it touches R as it has previously touched P: so P and R now share the condition of being 
touched by Q. The Q from P schema has been reversed and has become P* and R* from 
Q, where P* and R*	are	emanations	from	the	flow	Q	touching	first	P, then R, and uniting 
them ‘under the condition Q’, so to speak. P acts as a representative of Q addressing R 
with a gift of q from Q. Here, in a Maussian symbolic exchange, which is existential 
to the involved subjects, what P gives R is a metonymy of what both of them already 
have, a token q representing a basic shared value Q—it may be Life, Identity, Wealth, 
Energy…—which in an imaginary mode unites the cultural community. 
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Figure	7.	An	existential	dative	flow
 

Offering someone food or something to drink would be an elementary and classical 
microcultural example (water: literally a fluid gift from a fluid source; language may 
be	felt	as	another	elementary	‘fluid’).	Sharing	a	meal	is	a	core	ritual	of	instantiating	or	
corroborating togetherness in all cultures. P shares q from Q with R; Q is ‘older than’ 
P, does not spring from P, but P has some q to share because it has previously come 
to him… The logic of dative relations, as manifested in grammar, rituals, ideologies, 
ubiquitously, could be of this nature. Gifts circulate. The idea of ‘being of the same blood’ 
and thus, of the same ‘race’ or ‘ethnic group’, or just ‘class’, ‘caste’, ‘brotherhood’, 
‘gang’, ‘conspiracy’, etc. would make sense to the subjects by the dative model in their 
minds. When it is culturally reinforced by the authority of respected restrictive rules of 
marriage and kinship, then the mystical flow of identitary Q, the biologically shared genetic 
condition, becomes compulsory. In other cases, the simple act of speaking to another 
person and thus sharing language and thinking to some extent, the basic act of dialogue, 
will establish a rudimentary binding39—so an act of refusing to speak someone’s language, 
or simply to talk to a person, has to carry the meaning of exclusion, giving rise to ‘anti-
dative’ feelings of rejection or un-belonging. The never-ending dialectal and sociolectal 
(including	exolectal)	differentiation	of	human	languages	might	reflect	both	the	importance	
of sharing and the source of rejecting!

In a different conceptual key, the drama of sharing and not sharing is evidently 
related to the emotional experiences of participation and non-participation, inclusion 
and exclusion, the ordeal that all individuals have to go through from infancy to old age. 
These experiences (of distribution of goods, services, rewards, etc.) are constitutive to 
communitary notions of justice and injustice that directly call for cultural interpretation; 
and such interpretations will nurture the hierarchies of status, value, power, and ‘law’ that 
religious doctrine and authority are based on.40

The metonymic field of meaning brings us back to the fundamental semiotic 
condition of the human culture-building being. If gifts and exchanged objects in 
general	are	conceptualized	as	metonymic	tokens	(q)	of	underlying	flows	(Q)	that	unify	
exchanging subjects, then we may have to count this phenomenon as an interpersonal 
indexical semiosis—and as indexical, it is coded by causal beliefs, that is, shared special 
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knowledge: esoteric information, requiring some form of ritual initiation. Trivial societal 
knowledge, by contrast, is exoteric	by	definition.	The	cultural,	identitary	(ethnic)	bindings	
are esoteric, to the extent that they imply an exclusive version of the logic of giving and 
sharing described above.41 

5. Conclusion

Do these considerations help us understand the cultural dimension of cognition and 
semiosis? Many problems are involved, among which we have discussed the following: 
the basic cognitive processes of semiosis, their difference and interaction; the contrast 
and	conflicts	between	the	societal	(horizontal)	and	the	cultural	(vertical)	dimensions	of	
civilization; the metonymic phenomena of personhood and identity in society and culture, 
and in particular the ethnico-racial identitary passion apparently inherent in certain 
(esoteric) semiotic aspects of everyday interaction, involving the sharing of values, goods, 
knowledge, memory (hence the sharing of guilt, as in conspiracy), etc. Each of these 
could constitute a research program in its own right. I hope, however, that the integrated 
view simply outlined here will inspire both analysis and synthesis. In view of all the 
dangers and risks we are running by not systematically trying to understand the cognitive 
logic of cultural mechanisms—since, embarrassingly, they are us, to a large extent, and 
they (we) are more desperately explosive than ever—nothing seems more important and 
urgent,	 in	the	fields	of	research	on	meaning,	 than	asking	this	question	anew,	seriously:	
What is culture?

Notes
1	 Cognitive	semiotics	is	a	field	of	research	developed	in	the	intersection	of	cognitive	science	

and semiotics, and particularly of cognitive semantics and structural semiotics. The study of 
communicated meaning and the sign-related behaviors that make it possible is linked to the 
study of human—biologically based—perception, conceptualization, thinking, and feeling in 
general; it is sometimes referred to as ‘higher order cognition’. It includes all socio-cultural 
phenomena and the fundamental problem of the existence of our ever-changing, historical 
communities. See Cognitive Semiotics: Multidisciplinary Journal on Meaning and Mind, Peter 
Lang Verlag (2007 –).

2 See Bax et al., 2004, Donald, 1991.
3 Eco (1976) offers both an excellent introduction to semiotics and an example of an epistemic 

discourse in which it is still possible to question and revisit all basic assumptions.
4 The fact is extraordinary and deserves amazed attention: whereas the mind does not 

necessarily always use language, it does use names when identifying categories and concepts. 
As Eco (1976) states in a section called Ideas as signs, when I perceive a glimpse of a shape 
in the night and decide it is of a cat, I apply the cultural unit “cat” to the sensory data, and 
automatically so; in such cases, the species’ name appears phenomenologically integrated in 
the preverbal experience! This may seem paradoxical and contradictory, if we believe that 
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names can only be properties of verbal language; my hypothesis is that this is not true. Names 
are pre-linguistic entities and appear in human evolution with the emergence of music. Names, 
especially proper names (of persons and places) are mental music, so to speak. 

5	 Note	that	these	‘contents’	must	be	generic,	not	singular.	A	signifier	is	always	a	generic	type	
of percept, a ‘form’, not a particular exemplar of that ‘form’. The particular exemplar is an 
indexical	manifestation	of	the	signifying	‘form’.	Correspondingly,	a	signified	is	a	concept	of	
something, even if that something is a singular thing; it is a generic version of it, which some 
semioticians, following Hjelmslev (1943), also call a ‘form’. 

6 Such as meteorological signs (of rain, etc.). Or expressions like ‘signs of the times’. Here, the 
term ‘sign’ is used metaphorically. On the other hand, deictic signs, like pointing (with your 
index	finger)	or	ringing	a	door	bell	by	pushing	the	button,	are	only	literally	‘index-ical’	in	the	
sense of being (however intentional) signs caused by the presence of an object or a subject; 
they are of course symbolic. 

7 This is how writing in general works: to write is to instruct, whether texts are linguistic, 
mathematical or musical—the three major genres of writing.

8 Writing systems are therefore highly esteemed and revered by ethnic communities as 
distinguished expressions of their supposedly deep essential identity and exclusive eminence. 
Otherwise,	we	would	probably	have	developed	a	trivial,	unified	writing	system	on	this	‘globalized’	
planet. But cultures, nations, ethnic communities prefer using writing forms that other 
communities do not easily read. This may be a matter of pride or of cultural protection, or both.

9 This statement is still highly controversial, both in cultural studies and in cognitive science. 
Note that I am here referring to the sheer intelligibility of icons, not to the preferences, values, 
and superimposed symbolic statuses of icons (such as the complicated conventions regulating 
the Icons of the Eastern Orthodox Christian tradition).

10 This capacity is directly linked to our ability to understand a behavior as intentional 
(intentionally prepared and planned by its agent and intended to be performed), and not just 
blindly causal.

11 This negotiation of meaning is related to what is called relevance in pragmatic literature.
12 The understanding of grammatical structure is based on a curious mechanism projecting 

complementation structure (2D) onto linear sequences (1D) and picking up complementation 
structure (2D) from linear sequences (1D [in one dimension]). 

13 Thoughts are signs—as Eco suggests after Peirce—to the extent that they have meanings 
that signify states of affairs in some province of the human world: counterfactuals refer to 
the	province	of	possible	or	impossible	hypotheses,	fictional	meanings	refer	to	textually	given	
stories; problems refer to the province of unknown things, and so on. Meanings are therefore 
not	reducible	to	truths	about	the	material	world	in	any	significant	sense.	

14 This eventuality may be involved in the representational philosophy that led some thinkers 
to propose the concept of ‘mentalese’, that is, a triadic relation between the individual, a 
representation, and a represented idea, or a ‘language’ of the mind, also called LOT, a language 
of thought (Fodor, 1981). However, iconic signs (by pictures or diagrams) would equally 
qualify as triadic.
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15 The distinction between intentional and unintentional behavior is deeply embedded in the 
mammal brain and is crucial to primate cognition, and of course especially important to human 
functions of empathy and learning.

16 Art is a particularly interesting case of communication, because its participants are 
decontextualized and therefore deprived of ‘relevance’ determination, so aesthetically 
conveyed meaning relies on the expression itself, foregrounding its form (plus supplementary 
form in poetry), its genre, and its inter-aesthetic context. Art is inter- and cross-cultural to the 
extent that human cognition as such can grasp these circumstances.

17 The scenario I have in mind: two persons who do not speak the same language improvise 
iconically, one trying by gestures to obtain information from the other about the nearest place 
to eat, the other trying by gestures to respond by indicating the route to a restaurant. A third 
person jumps in and copies the response gesture of the second, to add an alternative route to 
the same restaurant. 

18 The problem of how there can be conventions if sign users never ‘convene’ and decide which 
signifiers shall mean which signifieds, may be solved by this explanation: in face-to-face 
communication, two persons improvise, but when a third person intervenes, the improvised 
expressions are repeated, simulated, and conventionalized.

19 Iacoboni (2008) describes how humans connect to each other through iconic gestures and 
resonance in general.

20 That this nomadic condition means less authority is the popular belief of the followers of 
the French philosopher Gilles Deleuze (and Guattari, 1972). In this tradition, nomadism and 
‘deterritorialization’ have even become mantras of liberation. The facts are less simple, as 
it is easy to observe in societies based on clans and tribes; neither do diasporas appear to be 
semiotic conditions that are likely to develop anti-authoritarian political structures; they tend 
instead to create and reinforce robust mobile symbolic codes, as demonstrated by the Jewish 
and the Roma (gypsy) cultures, both originating from exiles.

21 This mimetic attraction of the symbolic is a sort of universal semiotic gravitation, we might 
say.	Creativity	still	tries	to	‘fly’	over	it.	

22 This aspect is a whole encompassing what we call technology, economy, and jurisdiction; its 
parts are not always easy to separate. Marx would call it: production, distribution, reproductive 
and productive consumption (reinvestment).

23 Brandt (2004), chap. 3, unfolds an “Architecture of Semantic Domains” of this kind, though 
slightly more complex.   

24 See Colm Hogan, 2009.
25 Here are the famous 12 Danish cartoons that triggered the turmoil: http://zombietime.com/

mohammed_image_archive/jyllands-posten_cartoons/.
26 Barnavi (2006) discusses lucidly the problem of religious violence—versus secular 

civilization, a condition for democracy—in his appropriately titled essay.
27 The ‘cultural function’ described and discussed in Talmy (2000), namely the apparently 

automatic behavioral ethnic attunement and assimilation of young adolescents, which seems to 
be a deeply grounded cognitive phenomenon, could be the pre-identitary source of the ‘racial’, 
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intentionally performed symbolization we are discussing here. The explicit symbolization 
intentionally and politically reinforces an automatic process of local gestural attunement.

28 The notion of responsibility is a basic component of the cognitive structure we call ethics. 
By this structure, we are bound to help and not to harm each other. Helping and harming are 
verbs	referring	to	a	(typically	conspecific)	being	in	a	situation	of	danger,	that	is,	risk	of	dying.	
To prevent from dying is to help; to cause dying, or to increase the probability of dying, is to 
harm. The helping or harming agent is responsible for having done so, that is, ready to assume 
the community’s narratives and evaluations of the act, to the extent that such narratives and 
evaluations are rational accounts of the facts of the situation referred to, in terms of the patient’s 
danger of dying, in so far as they can be known by the agent.

29 The French mathematician and philosopher René Thom wrote, in one of his presentations of 
the theory of saliences and pregnances: “[…] le génitif est l’outil grammatical de la métonymie 
[…]”; in the same article, he gives an inspiring semiotic account of the genitive, which is at 
the origin of my analysis here (Thom 1991 and Brandt in (eds.) Wildgen & Brandt 2009).

30  “You are standing on my foot!” versus “This is my best painting!”—the painter is more 
distinctively characterized by the latter expression. 

31 The examples (c), (d), and (e) are Raymond Gibbs’, from Knowles and Moon (2006), who 
have a nice chapter on metonymy in their introductory volume on conceptual metaphor.

32 So we can say: “There goes the trumpet!” if we recognize the musician in the street after the 
concert of his orchestra.

33 Cf. note 28 above.
34 In cases of intentional agency, we can do Q because we want R, so wanting R is our P. While P 

precedes Q, Q precedes R; P contains an icon of R.
35 Is the term race, in the context of racism, a loan from the realm of dog breading? Races within 

a	species,	obtained	by	artificial	techniques	or	special	natural	conditions	of	reproduction,	as	in	
the case of dogs, would be what the biologistic discourse of racists implicitly refer to… Nazis 
used to call their enemies dogs (Du, Schweinhund!).

36 Cf. Hogan, 2009. The narratives of a community that constitutes its ‘history’ enter directly into 
the genitive relation with each individual of	that	community	and	invites	an	identification	with	it,	
so that the individual subject starts feeling that he belongs to this particular history, as it belongs 
to him. A potentially forceful binding, when the narratives in question are highly emotional.

37 Straight examples of interpersonal datives: (She stole my heart, but then) She let me down. He 
gave her a kiss. She cooked him an egg. They wrote him a letter, and he sent them an answer. 
He gave them a lesson!

38 Here, we would need to consult Mauss (1990), whose magistral study of giving in a total-
social context has inspired thinkers such as Claude Lévi-Strauss and Georges Bataille and 
instigated an entirely new way of looking at interactions and exchanges in social life.

39 The even more basic experience of sharing a celebrative musical event is comparable to this 
situation:	to	‘swim’	in	the	same	flow	of	music,	as	a	performer	or	a	perceiver,	is	unavoidably	to	
feel connected, ‘bathed’, somehow baptized, whether in a temple, a discotheque or a concert hall. 
The music itself (Q) in principle precedes the experience of sharing it (q). Sharing ‘our’ music.
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40 Barnavi (2006) again.
41 If I am right, an ethnic community behaves in principle like a group of drug addicts—sharing 

needles etc. and hiding their special knowledge from the public sphere.
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