
58

Language and Semiotic StudiesVol. 4  No. 3 Autumn 2018

Pansemiotism: A Cognitive Semiotic Reflection 
on Plant, Animal and Human Lives Correlates

Olaosun Ibrahim Esan
Obafemi Awolowo University, Nigeria

Abstract

This essay is a follow-up to my earlier paper with Akinwale (2013) and my monograph (2016); 
the two studies focus on how natural/environmental phenomena enrich Yoruba proverbs 
and Yoruba musical discourse respectively. In the present essay, I elucidate the theory of 
pansemiotism or pansemiotics. I also dwell on how such pansemiotic phenomena as actions 
of some animals and plants serve as signs or sign vehicles for understanding certain human 
activities or practices and for explaining some of the riddles and metaphors of life. The essay 
indicates that some aspects of the semiosis in plants and animals are ontologically associated 
with human conducts as the Yoruba view-ìse ènìyàn nìse ẹranko (human actions are exact 
correlates of animal actions) suggests. The study also shows that some aspects of plant and 
animal semiosis further serve in creating several dimensions of knowledge for humans and 
that they can be called upon in re-defining, modifying and even in justifying (if it is sensible to 
do so) quite a number of human thoughts and practices across cultures. The essay is significant 
in contributing to the understanding of pansemiotics as a sub-theory of ecosemiotics and 
of the notion of naturalistic epistemology, a sub-field of philosophy, which conceives of all 
knowledge in terms of nature.
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1. Theoretical Preliminaries and Aim of the Study

Knowledge and the several questions relating to its sources, types and values have been the 
major concerns of epistemology, a sub-field of philosophy and several concepts have been 
developed to answer these questions. The live-in world, as reflected in the sacred books 
of the Christians and the Muslims, is built on knowledge and the conflict of, or about 
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knowing. The two sacred books, going by their narrative account of the God’s special 
tutoring of Adams before the Great Examination, involving Adams and other angels, do 
not disagree on the view that all knowledge emanates from God. Despite this, there are 
several other complex philosophical and scientific thoughts about the nature of knowledge. 
The following views about knowledge, reported by Hethrington in the Internet Journal of 
Philosophy (http://www.iep.utm.edu/knowledg/) point to this complexity:

● Some or all knowledge is innate. (And then it is remembered later, during life.)
● Some or all knowledge is observational.
● Some or all knowledge is non-observational, attained by thought alone.
● Some or all knowledge is partly observational and partly not—attained at once by observing 

and thinking.

It is not my interest in this study to prove right or wrong any of the conceptions of 
knowledge above for such has been done extensively by philosophers and scientists from 
their varied academic orientations. I hypothesize that knowledge is an ambiguous concept. 
Though all its various connotations given above are correct, I strongly believe that thought 
is the activation of all knowledge because it is human thought that exhumes knowledge 
wherever it may be concealed. I believe further that the depth of human thought determines 
the texture and the intensity of the knowledge they produce. That is why it is possible 
for humans to continuously create different dimensions and degrees of knowledge even 
from the common-place knowledge-evoking phenomena. All forms of knowledge that 
humans can think about exist in nature; human experience of, and adaptation to nature and 
natural objects bring about the production of diverse forms of knowledge. This notion of 
knowledge production and reception can be referred to as ecological semiosis. 

There are three models of ecological semiosis: pansemiotic model, the magical 
model and the mythological model (Nöth, 1990, p. 334). He explains these models in the 
following words:

According to the pansemiotic model of the relationship between humans and their nonhuman 
environment, nature is semiotic throughout, and the signs which we perceive in our natural 
environment are messages emitted by God or some other supernatural power. According to the 
magical model of environment semiosis, natural phenomena are equally messages, but their 
sender and manipulator, the magician, is a human, while its receiver, at least at first sight, is in 
our natural, physical, or biological environment. Finally, mythological models of human ecol-
ogy have been culturally transmitted in the form of narratives which instruct humans about their 
place in nature, telling them what they can, should, and must do with their natural environment.

The three models are sub-fields of ecosemiotics, which is the semiotics of relationships 
between nature and culture. Ecosemiotics concerns with the semiosis going on between 
a human and its ecosystem, or a human in one’s ecosystem (Panzaru, 2008). The 
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pansemiotics model is basically concerned with the meanings in signa naturalia or natural 
signs. In this model, all things in our live-in world are signs of certain kinds; they constitute 
the language through which human organisms describe the circumstances around them and 
in relation to others, either in their immediate or remote environment. Human beings have 
a built-in drive to make sense of the world, to give meanings to things, and when we give a 
meaning to something, that something becomes a sign for us (Barbieri, 2008). 

This view of Barbierri, which points to the arbitrary and fluid nature of the meanings 
of some signs, suggests that signs become signs when mediated by humans. It also 
suggests that what constitute signs for some people may not be signs for some other 
people, or, that signs are perceived differently by different people. These views are correct 
because human beings think differently about sign phenomena around them, depending on 
the way the sign phenomena affect them. In extension of these views, I am of the opinion, 
arguably though, that signs are signs and they are meaningful even when not mediated 
by people or culture though signs mean more concretely to humans only when filtered 
through human thoughts or when human experience signs realistically. For instance, fire 
is a sign, and one of its meanings is that it hurts but a child does not perceive this meaning 
realistically until it torches it and gets its finger burnt by the action.  

Humans generally do not know the implications of many of their activities in the 
environment until such activities generate unexpected signs (meanings). For instance, the 
recent ideas concerning destruction of the ozone layers are dominantly a result of human 
industrial activities. As important as these activities are, of course, prompted by nature itself, 
they alter the natural signs and such a modification produces adverse effects on human 
existence. Both the human industrial activities, the adverse effects of such activities and 
human’s further efforts to ameliorate the effects are parts of the semiotic processes in nature. 
Signs (natural and man-made) beget signs; the cyclic relationship amongst signs is the secret 
behind the continuity of life. The universe is built on a complex network of metaphors and 
riddles and the answers to these metaphors and riddles are in other signs (animals, plants, 
insects, things in the biosphere, etc.) that are themselves parts of this universe. 

Being oriented to pansemiotism, my intentions in this essay are: (i) to describe 
some significant signs in some plants and animals and (ii) correlate some acts of these 
non-human living things in the environment with humans’ and some aspects of human 
conditions and practices across cultures. The general aim is to substantiate my supposition 
that animal and plant acts are effective sign vehicles for probing and responding to 
several, if not all, of human undertakings. My interest is to project the pansemiotic views 
that all things in nature are semogenic and that there is no human act that does not have 
some correlates in animal or plant activities. 

Studies of this nature require some special cognitive effort. As a result of this, I draw 
analytical insights from the approach of cognitive semiotics. This interpretive approach 
allows for the integration of methods and theories for it recognizes that meaning is a 
multifaceted phenomenon. In cognitive semiotic approach, there is no stereotypical 
method of analysing texts. Slatev (2009), recognizing the integrative nature of cognitive 
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semiotics, describes its approach as that of “methodological triangulation”. This is a 
method of inquiry in which meanings are negotiated through the integration of the first 
person (philosophical), second person (ethnomethodology) and third person (classical 
sociology and experimental psychology) methods. The first person method of inquiry 
“inherently requires the experience of the researcher” (Wolff-Michael, 2012, p. 5). It is 
based on the researcher’s intuitive responses (description/interpretation of) to phenomena. 
Ethnomethodology requires enquiry with others—the way things appear to them while 
third person “looks to dissemination of findings to a wider audience (Hynes, 2013). 

Applying this methodological triangulation in this paper, I intuitively draw ideas from 
the array of phenomena data (the nature’s signs) in the environment, think creatively 
around them and obtain analytical materials from secondary library sources (as would be 
seen in the unit that follows), including the Internet where I download illustrative images. 
I had informally discussed the ideas of this paper with some colleagues (who also offered 
useful insights) though; this journal provides the avenue for disseminating my findings to 
a wider reading audience.

2. Literature

That nature is a source of knowledge is a fact that has been strongly demonstrated both in 
the religious literature (the Quran and the Bible) and in the earthly literature from diverse 
fields. About twenty-four (24), out of the one hundred and fourteen (114) verses of the 
Quran, are named after insects, plants and animals. For instance, chapters two and six of the 
Quran are named as “The Cow” and “The Cattle” respectively; chapters thirteen, sixteen 
and eighteen are named as “The Thunder”, “The Bees” and “The Cave” respectively. Also, 
there are plant and animal references in some chapters of the Bible. For instance, Proverbs 
6:6 contains the didactic instruction: “Go to the ant, thou sluggard, consider her ways and 
be wise.” There are also regular references to such animals as serpents, lions, sheep and 
donkeys and such plants as the cedar tree (Ezekiel 17:22-24) and the fig tree in the Bible. 
These references are significant by indicating that though man (by divine design) is placed 
higher in the celestial order, he has a lot to learn from other lower creatures.

Taking a cue from the two holy books, academic scholars in such fields as sociology, 
sociobiology, psychology, creation/evolutionary biology, veterinary medicine, psychiatry, 
literary criticism, social work and semiotics have shown tremendous interests in the 
happenings and activities in plant and animal lives, especially as these affect human lives. 
Some of the published work focusing on the bond or relationship between humans and non-
human animals that I am acquainted with are those of Irvin (2004), Mooris (2000), Franklin 
and White (2001), McKenna (2013), Tamia (2004), Kilan (2010) and Moore (2014). 

Though these earlier studies clearly point to the usefulness of plants and animals in 
human lives, especially the crucial roles that they play in human social relations, they do 
not explicate the human-nature relationships in the manner I have chosen in this paper. 
These earlier studies considered the relationships generally and some of them are rather 
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too scientific and theoretical. In the analysis that follows below, I consider three aspects of 
human lives and draw similarities in animal and plant lives by placing the two lives side-
by-side, for practical illustrations. Where necessary, I import online images to explicate 
my views in order to represent visually specific perspectives on the relationships. In 
accord with the principles of methodological triangulation and the semiotic concept 
of continuum of the interpretants (denoting the unlimited nature of sign meanings), I 
evaluate (formally and semi-informally) the perception of some academics who provide 
the second person interpretation of the samples of the same data used for this study. 

3. Analysis (First Person)

3.1 On baby-wearing diversities across cultures 
Traditional mothers across cultures have different ways of wearing their babies. A baby-
wearing method that is generally the best practice in one culture could produce myth 
and surprise to people of another culture. While some mothers carry their babies on the 
back, some carry theirs in the chest or in the hip. When differences in this practice are 
conceived of as errors or aberrations, that is when such differences lead to racial bigotry. 
Lessons against this sort of racial bigotry and other forms of segregation amongst humans 
can be derived from animal lives as I demonstrate in the following illustrations of the 
baby nurture habits of the duck and the hen.  

Figure 1. A duck and its ducklings 

In the animal sign above, the duck trails behind the ducklings as the former leads 
the latters in search of food. This behaviour correlates with the practice in Yoruba 
culture where it is believed for instance that egúngún ǹlá níí kéỵìn ìgbàlè ̣ (the biggest 
masquerades (better) comes out last in the occultist forest). There are several senses in 
this representation. First, with the semiotic arrangement, the ducklings enjoy certain 
protection from their mother as it is often believed that the most deadly danger is the one 
that comes unawares from behind. Also, the mother-duck can easily monitor and control 
the searching actions of the young ones.  

However, the human world is built strongly on two semiotic poles such that every 
phenomenon is operating on the system of binary opposition or duality (negative/positive; 
male/female; good/bad). Going by this semiotic system, there is nothing that is absolutely 

Pansemiotism: A Cognitive Semiotic Reflection on Plant, Animal and Human Lives Correlates



63

good or bad, strong or weak, negative or positive, typical or atypical. So, this grazing 
manner of the duck, which constructs or represents the concept of protection as that which is 
better given from the rear , is contrasted with the hen’s manner visually represented below:  

Figure 2. A hen and its chicks
  

The hen’s tending manner, represented above, is the bricolage of the frontal dimension 
of life’s war ,which, as the Yoruba believe, rages from both the front and the back of life: 
iwájú ogun; èỵìn ogun layé (life is war—back and front).There are similitudes of this 
bird’s action also in animals and human beings. Child-wearing styles vary from cultures 
to cultures and these styles signify different meanings (especially relating to their ideas 
of the ideal protection) in their respective cultures. For instance, the following animals 
signify different concepts of child-wearing and protection:

Figure 3. Samples of animal baby-wearing methods
  
 

The baby-wearing manners of the animals above signify that style is a phenomenon of 
life. Though individual’s perspectives on life vary, there is no style that, as embodied here, 
is the best or the worst. The baby-carrying methods signify some lessons of life regarding 
the notion of the diversity of the ecosystem and the need for tolerance amongst the eco-
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social species. While some of them may seem more convenient than the others, each 
signifies a different dimension of the pains and sacrifices of parenthood. No wonder why 
across human cultures, we have the replicas of these animals’ child-carrying methods as 
demonstrated in some images (cited online) of child-wearing cultures in humans below:

Figure 4. Samples of baby-wearing methods in humans
    

Not only do human baby-carrying practices relate to those of animals, human beings also 
interrogate the ideas and generate diverse knowledge from them. For instance, in some 
parts of the world, the concept of child wearing is a significant concept of intellectual 
debates amongst psychologists, philosophers, social workers and other scholars that 
are interested in the activities of mothers in relation to the development of their babies. 
In fact, today, there are schools of baby wearing! Also, there is an organization called 
Babywearing International, Inc. (BWI). The mission of this organization is “to promote 
babywearing as a universally accepted practice, with benefits for both child and caregiver, 
through education and support” (http://babywearinginternational.org/about-bwi/). 

The animal that carries its baby on the tale above may stir surprise, at least, for 
humans. It may encode the attitude of carelessness on the part of the animal species but it 
is not only in that sample of animals that this carelessness is characteristic. In alignment 
with the argument here is the following Facebook post which encodes certain perceptions 
about the changing commitment to parenthood in the digital age:

Figure 5. A Facebook user’s perception on the contrast between animal and modern women’s parenting
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3.2 On love, sex and sexual (mal)practices 
Love and sex are matters of intuitive interest both in humans and animals. Though 
humans can be said to be more refined or rather cagy, there are no sexual practices or 
malpractices found in human beings that are not epitomized in animal lives or vice versa. 
For instance, animals mate publicly with no sense of ignominy. This practice is also 
replicated by some people who are called pornography artistes in certain Internet domains. 
Though, for the sole purpose of reproduction, some animals actually engage in coercive 
sex and some engage in incest. Pointing to the animality of, or in humans, there are 
several new stories of rape in human societies today. Also, several of the animals’ sexual 
ill-behaviors are openly exhibited in pornography industry, which, today, is growing as 
rapidly as other entertainment industries in some developed nations of the world. Not only 
do the pornography industries publicly popularize the sex lives of animals, the industries 
derive expressions for talking about human sexual (mal)practices using animal-related 
expressions (such as “doggy style”) to describe them.

In most human relations involving the opposite sex, the female is at the receiving 
end. Even in the actual physical sexual activity, the male is generally regarded as the 
benefactor while the female is the beneficiary. That sex is a sacrifice of services is 
demonstrated in the coupling behaviours of the cock and the hen; the behaviours are also 
indexical of several human sexual and love habits. For instance, when a cock scratches 
the ground for worms and finds some, it is not for nothing that it calls the attention of its 
suitor-hen to come and pick it (see visual illustration below). The action is indexical of the 
sacrifices that men must or often make during courtship. It (because the hen always falls 
prey to the trickery) is also, at the other end of the semiotic pole, indexical of the “hollow” 
nature of the female gender and how food can easily beguile some women.  

Figure 6. A hen and a cock in courtship 
   

The kind of sacrifice, signified by the action of the cock above, is the bait that lures 
the hen into sexual compliance. In humans, it is the semiotic representation of the many 
offers expected of a man, seeking a wife. Such offers serve as vehicles that drive most 
serious courtships into long-lasting relationship and pave ways for marriage and other 
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opportunities (for instance, sex) that go with it. Even in fun relationships among humans, 
love is a matter of give and take. In many African cultures, for instance, men are the 
ones that first hold the rotten end of the “stick of love” in the sense that they are the ones 
expected to initiate the relationship, work it to marriage and see to the up-keep of their 
homes, whatever that will cost them. In the pre-modern Yoruba age, for instance, it was 
imperative for the would-be husband to serve (apart from the mandatory “bride price”) his 
would-be father-in-law for a period of time before he would become a real husband. Such 
sacrifices serve as the means through which his readiness and capability are measured 
both by the would-be wife and her parents. 

The different characters of marriage (ranging from the normal to the unspeakable) 
found in humans are also found among non-human animals. For instance, lions, 
hippopotamus and monkeys are said to practice polygamy while pigeons practice 
monogamy.

3.3 On the nature of humans and human personality differences
One of the paradoxes of life that are often subjects of discussion amongst humans is 
the contrast between human appearances and realities. This paradox has explanations 
in things of nature: it is not only in humans that the appearance is deceptive; this fact is 
exemplified in some plants semiosis. For instance, the contrast in the physical semiosis of 
hemlock and the African species of ocimum gratissimum, commonly called scent leaf (the 
images of which are presented below) is semiotically significant. Hemlock is beautiful in 
appearance but it is a poisonous plant. The liquid from this plant was the poison the Greek 
philosopher Socrates drank to commit suicide after being sentenced to death by the Greek 
authority in 399 BC. 

Figure 7. Two plants illustrating semiotics of contrast and opposition
  

  
                                               Hemlock                                          Ocimum Gratissimum

 
In contrast to hemlock, Ocimum Gratissimum does not have an appealing texture; it 
produces some kind of disgusting fragrance and the surface is rough but the plant is 
widely acknowledged for its medicinal values. So, as it is not rewarding to judge a person 
by their look, so it is not gainful to measure the quality of some plants or animals by their 
physical anatomy.
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As shown by Klimenko (n.d.), “animals are one of the richest sources (probably, in all 
languages of the world) for figurative representation of multifarious world phenomena”. 
There are several other studies (for instance, those of Rouhi & Mihand, 2011, and Wei 
& Wong, 2012) that dwell on how animal metaphors contribute to knowledge of certain 
aspects of human cognition. Across cultures, there are several plant and animal-related 
metaphors (in the forms of idioms, proverbs, incantations and riddles) that describe 
human personalities. These metaphors (indexical of, and attesting to the fact that as there 
are individual differences in humans, so are there such differences in plants and animals) 
are derived from the people’s knowledge of the life styles of these animal and plants. 

For instance, there are animal and plant referents to the basic human temperaments: 
melancholy, phlegmatic, choleric, sanguine and supine. For instance, there are melancholic 
human beings, whose common attributes include, among others, reserved, timid, slow, 
and secretive. Hock (n.d.) points out that the animals “used to symbolize the Melancholic 
include the pig, cat, and owl. In addition, the life of this category of people is exemplified 
in the touch-me-not plant (mimosa pudica), the image of which is presented below:

Figures 8. Plant semiosis connoting an aspect of human temperaments
 

This plant, with such appellations as “touch me not”, “passive plant”, “humble plant”, 
and “sensitive plant”, can be a sign metaphor of human temperament depending on the 
semiotic end from which it is perceived. People with identity ego similar to that of this 
plant are those that are reserved and that usually withdraw from people because the plant 
itself draws in when torched and opens up when left alone. While the leaf part of this 
plant is semiology of warning (don’t touch me) the stem, which is thorny, is the semiology 
of the kind of dangerous power possessed by the so-called timid individuals and the usual 
consequences of taking them for granted.  

4. Analysis 2 (Second Person)

The analysis that follows is the second leg (ethnomethodology) of “methodological 
triangulation” in cognitive semiotics. Acknowledging the fact that signs are polysemic 
and that knowledge is a continuum, the aim here is to tap into the cognitive experiences 
of others. In achieving this aim, some scholars in linguistics and allied disciplines 
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purposefully selected, were formally contacted via e-mail to present their perception 
of the sign samples used as data for this paper. Three of these scholars, comprising two 
literary semioticians and critics and a philosopher, sent their responses. Below is the 
synopsis of their perceptions and interpretations of the signs:

Respondent 1
The respondent is a senior lecturer in the Department of Philosophy, Obafemi Awolowo 
University, Ile-Ife, Nigeria. Reacting to the sign presented in fig. 3 above, he points outs that:

The pictures demonstrate the intuitive initiative to provide care and concern for offspring. 
Comparing the visual signs with human lives and reasoning, the fourth visual sign represents 
human reasoning in terms of care and concern for human beings. This is because care and 
concern (in humans) are of the hearts and the fourth visual depicts heartfelt care and concern. 
Others do not hold their offspring close to their heart as demonstrated in the fourth.  

Dr. Gbenga Fasiku  
Department of Philosophy, OAU, Ile-Ife

Respondent 2
Respondent is a professor of literature in the Department of English, Obafemi Awolowo 
University, Ile-Ife, Nigeria. He is also the current Dean of the faculty of Arts in the 
University. His response (hand-written) to fig. 7 above is scanned and presented after the 
following typesetting of his words:

There is a wide gap between appearance and reality. The hood does not make the Monk. 
Hemlock is a poisonous plant that symbolises death. However, it is made attractive by its 
blooming white flowers. Many people in life fall into deep pits covered with alluring sheets.

In another sense, there is the big plant in its full bloom and standing straight. There is 
also the small plant, bent, still growing with the hope that it will attain the blooming state, one 
day, in future. Apart from pointing at social inequality as a defining feature of human societies 
across ages and cultures, it also shows that human civilization is defined by generational 
succession. The relationship between the old and the young nurtures regeneration of humanity. 

“Efinrin” is a medicinal plant, used among the Yoruba people to stop nose bleeding, fever, 
pain, etc. It is ever green, like any leaf. In fact, it is hardly distinguished in the “colony” of 
plants from its outward appearance, but for its fragrance. However, its curative potentials far 
outweighs its “ordinary” appearance.

Thus, the two plants referent the concept of duality that defines human existence. In life, 
we encounter sickness and cure, death and birth, failure and success, old and young, learning 
and mastery, folly and wisdom etc…
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For authentication of the second person survey, below is the scanned handwritten version 
of the response transcribed above:

 
Respondent 3
Respondent 3 is a Professor of Literature, a semiotician and critic. Responding to fig. 6 
above, he observes (through E-mail) as follows:

Olusegun Adekoya <oadekoya2@gmail.com>
To: Ibrahim Olaosun
May 8 at 8:19 PM

A cock and a hen sharing a found food. The emphasis here is on the imperative of cooperation. 
Unfortunately, in human society, greed bred by fear prevents people from sharing. Whereas 
the two birds allow the love emotion to influence their behavior in a culinary context, perhaps 
because they lack self-consciousness, the opposite is the case among human beings whose love is 
vitiated by contestation for power and the will to conquer, control and dominate others. Hence, 
love translates into a game of deception and a war of conquest or wits among humans, which 
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calls into question their claim to superiority in the animal world. The sign tells an observer that 
there is a great deal for human beings to learn from the so-called lower animals. The vaunted 
power of reason in beings who find it difficult to share is indirectly mocked. The sign turns the 
tables against humanity.  It is sardonic and subversive without appearing to be so.

Segun Adekoya 

5. Conclusion

Signs in nature are boundless and are semantically fluid. Therefore, no single paper or even 
full-length book can exhaustively treat the thought-provoking subjects of the signic nature 
of the universe, of the animal, plant and human (which are parts of the signs in nature) bond/
relations and the semiotic constituents of these relations. However, this paper, though short, is 
a valuable addition to the extant literature centering on the subject of the knowledge contents 
of signa naturalia. The paper explicated pansemiotics, a mini-theory of ecosemiotics and 
exemplified its basic tenets, through reference to certain human activities and their correlates 
in plant and animal lives. In addition, the paper elucidated the principles of cognitive 
semiotics and practically demonstrated how the principles work in semiotic interpretation of 
signs.  In particular, through the application of its “methodological triangulation”, the paper 
exemplified the verity in the semiotic notion of continuum of the interpretant.

The paper indicated that some aspects of plants and animal lives provide complex 
options for humans and they are directly connected to certain human conducts in such 
matters of life as love and sex, social relations and temperaments as well as “child 
wearing” cultures. The study also showed that some aspects of animality in humans 
and indicated, supported by the former and informal ethnographic enquiry conducted, 
that plant and animal semiosis could serve in creating several dimensions of knowledge 
for humans and that they could be called upon in re-defining, modifying and even, in 
justifying quite a number of human thoughts and practices across cultures. 
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