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0. Introduction                                                       

 

The following are some of the questions and puzzles that this book will tackle: 

Are distinctions the basis for all meaning processes in cognition? Why is it a 

contradiction to speak of undescribed objects or an uninterpreted reality? Can 

an ontological inquiry lead to a linguistic monism? What is the role of signi-

fiers in communicative systems? How can the semantic deep structure of social 

phenomena be portrayed? Why do paradigmatic and syntagmatic meaning con-

flicts have different consequences? Is a contract a prototypical element of the 

legal system, whereas a penguin is an atypical bird? How does the study of 

meanings lead to the study of meaning fields? What are the sociological impli-

cations if several meaning fields overlap? Why is the activation of meaning 

fields crucial for cognitive and communicative processes? 

These questions will be answered in the framework of a general, inter-

disciplinary, and formal theory of meaning in communication, cognition, and 

reality. The elaboration of such a theory of meaning is the main objective of 

this book. That is, I do not primarily pursue a destructive or deconstructive 

goal by criticizing or dismantling existent theories, but a constructive goal by 

building a new theory, which selectively incorporates concepts and arguments 

from existent theories.
1
 Consequently, there will be no systematic survey or 

appraisal of existent theories because this would risk remaining on a superfi-

cial level, would leave me little space to present my own theory, and would 

give rise to the suspicion that I merely point to the weaknesses of other theo-

ries as a means of drawing attention away from my own theoryôs weaknesses. 

The key term of the theory presented in this book is meaning. Contrary to 

common usage in everyday life and scientific discussions, the term meaning is 

used here in a peculiar and broad sense. As a first approximation, meaning is 

»something« on the linguistic, symbolic, conceptual level: The term meaning 

not only comprises standard synonymous terms such as signification, sense, 

denotation, or signified, but I use meaning also in terms of concept, sign, word, 

code, symbol, description, indication, label, distinction, idea, interpretation, 

etc. Even though I could choose any of these terms as the key term, I opt for 

the term meaning because of its widespread use and high connectivity in the 

Social Sciences and Philosophy. 

Despite its theoretical orientation, this book does discuss empirical and 

methodological aspects related to the theory of meaning. This has two pur-

poses: I want to illustrate the theory by providing concrete examples from 

everyday life that render the theory more vivid and comprehensible. And I 

want to show how the theory can be applied to and tested in particular cases. 

                                                 
1
 I use the term theory in a technical and unpretentious sense without the usual connotations 

of »pomp«, »intricacy«, and »awe«. The structure of a theory is an integrated and consis-

tent network of hypotheses about a particular research domain (where a hypothesis is an 

explicit and systematic relation between concepts). The function of a theory is to serve as a 

toolbox of concepts and hypotheses that may be useful in understanding, explaining, or sol-

ving particular things, problems, or puzzles. 
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One such example or case that I will frequently discuss is power and law in 

social and psychic systems, e.g. threats, guilt, court trials, punishment, norms, 

hierarchies, anticipation of orders, contracting, criminality, rights, etc. 

As for the theory of meaning presented in this book, several questions 

need to be answered: What are the reasons for developing this theory? Where 

is the theory located within the current scientific landscape? What are the ob-

jectives of this theory? What are existing research gaps and shortcomings that 

the theory intends to tackle? Where is the starting point or foundation for the 

theory? In the remainder of this chapter, I will answer these questions. 

Numerous theories of, or approaches to, meaning have been proposed in 

the relevant disciplines, especially in Semiotics, Linguistics, Sociology, Psy-

chology, and Philosophy. Many of these theories or approaches have proven to 

be inspiring, fruitful, and innovative in their own respects. However, what is 

missing is a theory or approach that proposes a definition of meaning which is 

so elementary, abstract, and general that it is connectable to, or even partially 

incorporates, other theories of meaning and which therefore lays the common 

foundation for these other theories of meaning. 

The present study seeks to tackle this research gap by bringing the focus 

of analysis down to a fundamental and universal level which offers a broad and 

abstract definition of meaning which can be applied to psychic and communi-

cative systems, to language and so-called »non-linguistic« phenomena such as 

behavior, objects, pictures, or melodies, as well as to human and non-human 

actors. Such a definition of meaning does not entirely reject or exclude other 

definitions, but instead it proposes a common denominator that is more basic 

than, and hence compatible with, these other definitions. This opens up several 

possibilities of cross-disciplinary and cross-theoretical dialog and stimulus. 

What is also missing in many of the relevant disciplines is a theory of 

meaning that begins at a deliberately elementary, abstract, and general level, 

as discussed in the previous paragraphs, and which then systematically leads to 

a more complex, concrete, and specific level where the theory becomes rele-

vant and applicable to empirical research. 

This research shortcoming is sought to be remedied in this study by pro-

posing a theory of meaning that is constructed in analogy to the construction of 

a house: It starts on a fundamental and crude plane, which constitutes the base 

for assembling and erecting a more complex and developed structure. This 

theory of meaning unfolds in the course of the bookôs chapters in a way that 

each chapter is a complement and extension of a preceding chapter. For ex-

ample, the definition of meaning as category will be refined in a later chapter 

by the definition of meaning as prototypical category, whilst the approach to 

meaning will be extended to the approach to meaning fields, and the structural-

ist focus on meaning fields will be complemented in a later chapter by a pro-

cessual focus on the activation of meaning fields. 

Due to such a structure and orientation of the theory of meaning as it is 

presented in this study, the theory can be classified as a formal-abstract theory 

and not as a substantive-concrete theory (in the sense of Bormann 2004: ch. 

B.III.5 and Glaser & Strauss 1967: 32f). That is, the theory refers to a formal, 
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conceptual, or general area of fundamental research that is relatively indepen-

dent of particular historical or cultural contexts, so that it can be applied to a 

wide range of empirical cases, specific examples, and research domains. 

Therefore, the theory of meaning developed combines Universalism with 

Relativism: On the one hand, the theory of meaning claims universal validity, 

i.e. it asserts that its concepts and hypotheses are valid for, and applicable to, 

all human systems, epochs, actors, situations, and cultures.
2
 On the other hand, 

the theory of meaning accepts the uniqueness, variety, and complexity of parti-

cular human systems, epochs, actors, situations, and cultures. The relativistic 

and universalistic perspectives are combined in the claim that the theory of 

meaning can give valid and viable interpretations of, and explain the differ-

ences and similarities between, the most particular, idiosyncratic, and unique 

human systems, epochs, actors, situations, and cultures by means of general 

and universal concepts and hypotheses. 

For example, the theory proposes formal, general, and universal concepts, 

e.g. the concept of meaning field. In empirical research, such a concept can be 

specified and operationalized, e.g. the meaning field of normativity. Then it 

may be adapted and applied to a particular culture, system, or epoch, e.g. con-

temporary Western societies or ancient Aztec civilization. In so doing, one 

may analyze, for instance, the structure and evolution of the contemporary 

Western meaning field of normativity, or one may compare it with the ancient 

Aztec meaning field of normativity. 

A further shortcoming in existing research on meaning, especially in 

Sociology and Anthropology, is the lack of, or even aversion to, formalized 

theories of meaning. A theory is formalized if its main concepts and hypothe-

ses are expressed in a logico-mathematical notation. The problem with non-

formalized theories is that they are more likely to be semantically vague and 

internally inconsistent. In contrast, formalized theories have the following 

advantages: Firstly, formalization renders the meaning of the theoryôs concepts 

and hypotheses more precise, unequivocal, and standardized, which fosters 

their intelligibility. Secondly, formalization enables the analyst to avoid inter-

nal inconsistencies in the argumentation. For example, a theory argues at the 

beginning A = B + ́  and at the end B = A + ˊ, thus implying that both equa-

tions are simultaneously valid. However, if the second equation is inserted into 

the first equation, namely A = (A + ˊ) + ˊ, a logical contradiction results, i.e. 

the paradoxical claim that 0 = 2ˊ = 6.28. 

The present study tackles the abovementioned research shortcoming by 

elaborating a semi-formalized theory that uses a logico-mathematical notation 

with symbols such as M, MS = ƅéƅ, üappleû, ¬ MACTIVATED, M(W) = ƅSTARSƅ, 

MF2, M = ƋéƋ, UNON-DUALISM = M(W vs M), ƋMMƋ ŸƊMMIƊ +ƊMMIIƊ, MFSLOVE, etc. 

This notation is introduced step by step so that readers with no logico-mathe-

                                                 
2
 This does not imply that the theory of meaning is a universal theory, supertheory, or global 

theory (in Luhmannôs terms 1984: 9, 19, 33) because it does not aim at universality in the 

sense of including and explaining all meaning-relevant phenomena, concepts, and topics; 

nor does it intend to synthesize or transcend all existent scholarly theories of meaning. 
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matical background knowledge can follow and understand the argumentation. 

Moreover, to facilitate the intelligibility of the notation, it is illustrated and 

complemented by figures, tables, and textual explanations. 

Another shortcoming in existent research is that there are hardly any sys-

tematically interdisciplinary and intertheoretical approaches to meaning. Even 

though meaning ï and neighboring terms such as signification, concept, sign, 

interpretation, symbol, etc ï are key terms in many disciplines and theories, 

most of them remain within their confined area and constitute fairly isolated 

discourse worlds that often ignore or avoid terms, hypotheses, and methods of 

other disciplines or theories.
3
 

The present study seeks to address this research inadequacy by proposing 

a theory of meaning that systematically combines approaches from different 

disciplines and theories. This emphasis on cross-disciplinarity and cross-theo-

reticity can be construed as a contribution to the Dialogical Turn (see Camic & 

Joas eds. 2004), with two major implications. Firstly, with regard to discipli-

nary combinations, the theory of meaning particularly connects the disciplines 

of Semiotics, Philosophy, and Sociology ï a combination that has proven to be 

fruitful ï but it also incorporates related disciplines such as Anthropology, Lin-

guistics, and Psychology. Secondly, with regard to theoretical combinations, 

the theory of meaning aims at connecting Mittererôs Non-Dualism, Luhmannôs 

Systems Theory, Prototype Theory, currents of Wilsonôs Interpretive Paradigm 

such as Symbolic Interactionism or Ethnomethodology, Structuralism, Seman-

tic Field Theory, and Searleôs Speech Act Theory, but also other theories such 

as Constructivism, Activation Theory, Fillmoreôs Frame Theory and Schank & 

Abelsonôs Script Theory, and Discourse Theory. 

The objectives of this interdisciplinary and intertheoretical approach are 

manifold. It aims at demonstrating that different disciplines and theories deal-

ing with meaning are often compatible and complementary, so they can be 

integrated into a novel, coherent, and more complex theory of meaning (for a 

similar argument, see Turner 2001: 20). Moreover, cross-disciplinary and 

cross-theoretical dialog may facilitate certain synergetic-emergent effects 

which result from the particular combination of concepts, hypotheses, and 

methods from different disciplines or theories. Much of originality and crea-

tivity is not new ideas, but new connections between old ideas (Glaser 1992: 

29). For example, the concept of meaning field is well-known in structuralist 

Linguistics, and the concepts of medium and form are well-known in socio-

logical Systems Theory, but these concepts have so far remained isolated and 

restricted to their own discipline or theory. This has prevented a potentially 

fruitful combination of both concepts that could produce theoretical syner-

getic-emergent effects. Therefore, I have tried to connect both concepts by 

conceiving a meaning field in terms of a medium that brings out forms. 

                                                 
3
 There are several approaches to meaning that do seek to transcend disciplinary boundaries, 

e.g. Socio-Semiotics, Semantic Anthropology, Cognitive Sociology, etc. However, in com-

parison to their »mother disciplines«, these »offspring approaches« have so far remained 

marginal (for a similar remark, see Alkemeyer 2003: 2820 for Semiotics and Sociology). 
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Another synergetic-emergent effect is that cross-disciplinary and cross-

theoretical exchange may foster novel, unusual, or even irritating perspectives 

which shed new light on old topics or which stimulate further thoughts and 

communications such as criticism, tests, refinements, applications, etc. This 

may be achieved by applying a concept or hypothesis from one discipline or 

theory to another discipline or theory. For instance, I have applied linguistic 

Prototype Theory to the sociological discussion of power and law, and philo-

sophical Non-Dualism to the semiotic triangle. 

Also, in contrast to a mono-disciplinary and mono-theoretical approach to 

meaning, an interdisciplinary and intertheoretical approach is likely to attract a 

more diverse ï and therefore also often a larger ï audience that may include, 

for example, semioticians, philosophers, sociologists, linguists, anthropolo-

gists, psychologists, etc. The reason is that such an approach offers concepts, 

arguments, and topics which are similar or relevant to the concepts, arguments, 

and topics that readers from different disciplinary or theoretical backgrounds 

are interested in. For instance, philosophers may be interested in the theory of 

meaning because of its ontological discussions, sociologists may be attracted 

to the theory of meaning because the theory deals with social systems, and lin-

guists may feel drawn to the theory because of its emphasis on language. 

The theory of meaning presented in this book does not only intend to an-

swer unanswered questions, but also to ask unasked questions. The latter point 

refers to a programmatic-propositional objective of the theory of meaning. 

That is, the concepts, hypotheses, and methods that will be elaborated in the 

course of this study are also supposed to function as a theoretical program and 

as methodological proposals that I advocate and encourage others to follow 

and apply in a concrete empirical study. This is why I often try to ask unasked 

questions that invite other researchers to answer them. For example, the theory 

of meaning proposes concepts such as meaning up to now, meaning field, or 

activation, which may be applied to a concrete empirical case, e.g. why is a 

particular type of meaning up to now so likely to be interpreted as a command 

and not as a request?, how is the modern Latin American meaning field of love 

structured?, when is the meaning of unlawfulness activated in doctor-patient-

interactions?, etc. Such a programmatic-propositional construal of the theory 

of meaning may help to lay the basis and give guidelines for future research, 

because the theory seeks to provide concepts, hypotheses, and methods that 

wait to be applied to a particular empirical case, and it intends to point out un-

answered questions and promising research avenues. 

In order to show how this programmatic-propositional objective of the 

theory of meaning may be achieved and put into practice, I have chosen the 

example of power and law in the contemporary Western world. Even though 

this example will only be presented in a fairly concise and rudimentary form, 

its main purpose is to show one possible field of applying and testing the theo-

ry, which may stimulate further research in other fields of application or on 

other ways of trialing the theory. Moreover, illustrating the theory by means of 
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a concrete example such as power and law brings the abstract-formal theory 

more to life and makes it more intelligible.
4
 

Finally, I will briefly outline the content and organization of the chapters. 

Chapter 1 (Meaning as category) proposes a formal and general definition of 

meaning in terms of a distinction-based category, which constitutes the basic 

building block of the theory of meaning. It will then be shown how such a 

definition can account for the role that meaning plays in cognitive and commu-

nicative processes. In chapter 2 (Non-dualistic meaning), I will lay the philoso-

phical foundations for the theory by discussing the ontological status of mean-

ing and its relation to objects and reality. Non-Dualism will be contrasted with 

Dualism, i.e. Realism and Constructivism, so as to argue for an ontological 

monism of meaning. Readers who are not interested in this philosophical topic 

may skip this chapter. Chapter 3 (Meaning in the semiotic triangle) discusses 

the cognitive and communicative processes that operate between the angles of 

the semiotic triangle, i.e. extension, onomasiology, classification, intension, 

semasiology, interpretation, and meaning divergence. In chapter 4 (Meaning as 

prototypical category), the definition of meaning in terms of category, original-

ly presented in chapter 1, will be refined and replaced by the definition of 

meaning as prototypical category. The main source of this argument is Proto-

type Theory, an approach from Linguistics and Psychology, which will be 

modified and applied to sociological topics and examples. Chapter 5 (Meaning 

as field) will change the previous focus on meaning to a focus on meaning 

fields, i.e. to clusters of related meanings, such as semantic fields, conceptual 

spaces, lexical domains, or mental networks. Apart from semiotic and linguis-

tic issues, e.g. meaning fields of signifiers or overlaps of meaning fields, I will 

also discuss sociological and methodological applications for the meaning field 

approach. In chapter 6 (Activation of meanings and meaning fields), I will 

adopt an explicitly processual and interactional approach by studying how 

meanings and fields of meanings are cognitively or communicatively activated 

by actors or systems. Activation will be linked to other concepts such as co-

activation, non-activation, and medium vs forms from sociological Systems 

Theory. Finally, chapter 7 (Extroduction) will provide a retrospect and pro-

spect of the theory of meaning developed in this book. 

                                                 
4
 Power and law are here understood in a broad and sociological sense. They are closely rela-

ted to, and sometimes identical with, neighboring or derivative concepts. For example, the 

concept of power is similar to the concepts of domination, authority, coercion, control, in-

fluence, strength, causality, etc. And the concept of law is similar to the concepts of norms, 

legal systems, rules, morals, juridical procedures, normativity, rights, mores, deontics, nor-

mative expectations, etc. 
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1. Meaning as Category 
 

 
A short but crucial scene from Fairyland: 

 

Seeing her approach the well, 

the Frog Prince wondered: 

»To kiss or not to kiss?« 

 

 

The foundation of this study is the term meaning, which will function as the 

basic building block for constructing a theory of meaning. Consequently, the 

most important task now is to devise a suitable definition of the term meaning. 

 

1.1 Distinction 
 

In accordance with the requirements of the projected theory of meaning, which 

were outlined in the introduction, the definition of the term meaning needs to 

be highly elementary, abstract, and general. In order to meet this requirement, I 

deliberately choose to create a new stipulative definition of the term meaning 

whose semantic scope covers, but is larger than, the semantic scope of the 

standard empirical definition of the term meaning.
1
 

A definition that I consider well suited to grounding the theory may be 

summarized as follows: A meaning is a distinction-based category. Instead of 

an empirical, essentialist, or identity-based definition of meaning, this is a 

stipulative, structuralist, and distinction-theoretic definition inspired by Spen-

cer Brownôs approach (1969) and Jokischôs reconstruction thereof (1996). In 

order to better understand the sources and peculiarities of this definition, I will 

summarize the beginning of Spencer Brownôs argument. 

In the first step, a distinction or boundary is drawn in an unmarked space, 

which creates two separate sides that are symmetrical. In the second step, an 

indication or marking is made of only one side of the distinction, whereas the 

other side is left unmarked. Therefore, the two sides of the distinction become 

asymmetrical. These two steps are summarized by Spencer Brownôs claim that 

»we cannot make an indication without drawing a distinction« (1969: 1). That 

is, an indication logically or temporally presupposes a distinction.
2
 

                                                 
1
 A stipulative definition is different from an empirical definition: An empirical definition 

describes or identifies the existing and standard meaning of a word as used in a particular 

language or group, e.g. in Anglophone countries the word üloveû typically means a strong 

feeling of caring about or liking someone or something. In contrast, a stipulative definition 

prescribes or stipulates a new and idiosyncratic meaning of a word to be used by a particu-

lar person for a special purpose, e.g. a sociologist may stipulate that she will use the word 

üloveû in the sense of a symbolical medium of communication in personal relationships. 
2
 Based on Ceccatoôs Operational School, Benedetti (2010) proposes a similar approach, i.e. 

meanings or categories are made up of elementary operations, e.g. the operation of atten-

tional focalization selects or highlights something with respect to all the rest. 
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For example, in the first step, one may draw a rectangle on a blank sheet 

of paper so that two spaces come into being, i.e. the inside and outside of the 

rectangle; in the second step, one may indicate or shade only the inside of the 

rectangle, while ignoring or not shading the outside of the rectangle. Similarly, 

in the scene at the opening of this chapter, the Frog Prince and the princess 

first have to know and draw the distinction between kissing vs non-kissing (i.e. 

between kissing vs non-kissing behavior such as hugging, talking, fleeing, etc) 

in order to subsequently indicate or think of kissing (instead of non-kissing). 

From a system-theoretic perspective, Jokisch (1996: 87) argues that this 

asymmetrization of the symmetry, i.e. the indication of only one side of the 

distinction, is crucial as it guarantees the connectivity to, and continuity of, 

subsequent operations. The indicated side of the distinction is thus capable of 

hooking up further operations, such as succeeding utterances or thoughts. 

Spencer Brownôs approach has raised several questions and problems that 

have led to controversies and refinements.
3
 Accordingly, I will base my defini-

tion of the term meaning on an aspect of his approach that is less controversial 

and complex but more consensual and elementary: the final outcome of the 

second step where a state of an asymmetrical distinction prevails, i.e. a state in 

which a category has been selected or created on the basis of a distinction. 

This definition of a meaning as a distinction-based category can now be 

specified: A meaning denotes »something particular«, which is marked or indi-

cated, so that it is automatically distinguished from »something different« or 

from »all the rest«, which remains unmarked or ignored. To render this dis-

tinction or relation clear, I notate the »something particular« by the symbol M 

and the »something different« as well as »all the rest« by the subscripted sym-

bol MELSE. The indication of M logically presupposes the distinction between M 

vs MELSE. Consequently, Krämer (1998: ch. 3.2) argues that whenever a distinc-

tion is made, meaning is produced. In analogy to Jokischôs claim that without 

distinction there is no information (1996: 50), we may claim that without dis-

tinction there is no meaning. Accordingly, I define meaning as a distinction-

based category, namely M, because a line, frame, or border is set up that sepa-

rates M from MELSE and that unites M in itself with an identity of its own.
4
 

                                                 
3
 I do not go into these controversies and refinements, but two aspects are particularly impor-

tant. (1) The state preceding the first step, i.e. the state before a distinction or boundary is 

drawn, e.g. the existence of an allegedly unmarked state or unobserved world (Weber 2005: 

40-45), the infinite regress of the »beginning of the beginning« (Jokisch 1996: 70-80), etc. 

(2) The process of the second step, i.e. the making or creation of the distinction or marking, 

e.g. the role of the observer, elementary mental operations, symmetrical vs asymmetrical 

distinction, distinction and indication as one vs two operations, absence of operations, con-

stitution as one vs two distinctions (Jokisch 1996, Benedetti 2010). 
4
 Simmel (1903) argues that a frame, the recursive border of a painting, has two functions: to 

distinguish the painting from the world and to integrate the painting into a coherent entity. 

My definition of meaning resembles other approaches: The system-theoretic terms observa-

tion or description are defined as the simultaneous indication and distinction of something, 

so that a uniform space becomes a differentiated space (Fuchs 2004, Luhmann 1997: 882). 

In Structural Semantics, a meaning does not have an existence on its own as it can only 

exist, and be described, in relation to something different than itself (Greimas 1966: 103). 
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Figure 1.I : Meaning as a distinction-based category M vs MELSE 

 
With regard to M in terms of »something particular«, the illustration depicts M 

as a clearly bounded and formed category that is indicated or marked in con-

trast to the non-indicated or unmarked MELSE. With regard to MELSE, there are 

two possibilities: Either MELSE appears as »something different« because it is a 

single, specific, and bounded category that stands in contrast to M, or MELSE 

appears as the residual »all the rest« because it consists of numerous, bound-

less, or unspecific categories that stand in contrast to M. The following two 

examples help to clarify this point. 

First example: In a court trial, the prosecutor claims at a particular mo-

ment that the defendant Mrs. Miller is guilty of murder. The legal discussion 

that the lawyers, the judge, the witnesses, and other participants in the court 

trial entertain is highly structured because it revolves around the primary se-

mantic code of guilty vs innocent. In the claim of the prosecutor, the »some-

thing particular« M that is indicated and marked is guilty, whereas the »some-

thing different« MELSE that is not indicated but left implicit is the antonym 

innocent. In this case, MELSE is a single, specific, and bounded category. 

 

Figure 1.II:  Example of MELSE as »something different« 

 
Second example: In small talk among neighbors waiting at a bus stop, several 

topics are discussed such as education, the weather, foreign politics, bus fares, 

etc. The participants unsystematically shift from one topic to another. At some 

point, Mary mentions that a distant relative was found guilty of stealing some 

of his companyôs calculators, but his boss did not fire him because they were 

friends. In Maryôs statement, the »something particular« M that is marked and 

foregrounded is, among other things, guilty. However, since there are multiple 

or only vague semantic codes that structure the conversation, MELSE appears 

here as the residual »all the rest« that comprises numerous or unspecific cate-

gories such as rain, the Gulf War, innocent, low bus fares, schooling, friends, 

to sing, etc. 

 

 

GUILTY 

              
INNOCENT 

 

M 

 

MELSE 
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Figure 1.III:  Example of MELSE as »all the rest« 

 
When speaking about the concrete content of a particular M, I use the notation 

M = ƅéƅ. The vertical lines are shorthand symbols for the rectangle, and the 

three dots stand for a particular semantic-informational content depicted in 

upper case letters. The equal sign is used in a specific sense as it indicates that 

the semantic-informational content has the ontological status of a meaning M.
5
 

In the above examples, the »something particular« that was communica-

tively marked was M = ƅGUILTYƅ, whereas what was excluded and left un-

marked was the specific »something different« of MELSE = ƅINNOCENTƅ or the 

unspecific »all the rest« of MELSE = ƅRAINƅ, ƅTHE GULF WARƅ, ƅINNOCENTƅ, 

ƅSCHOOLINGƅ, ƅBECAUSEƅ, etc.  

An objection to figures 1.I to 1.III may be that they suggest a realist per-

spective: Meanings M are »out there« in the world like pre-existent, observer-

independent, and ready-made parcels of information that can be discovered 

and transmitted. However, Foerster argues that »the world contains no infor-

mation« (Foerster & Pörksen 1998: 97f) because »information does not occur 

in the environment, but only in the system itself« (Luhmann 1990: 99). Based 

on this constructivist perspective, the definition of M that I proposed allows 

observers or systems to »create« and »construct« M, e.g. by drawing the dis-

tinction or boundary at different places, by inventing or changing a single Môs 
content, by combining several M in a syntagm, etc. However, despite this con-

structivist perspective, it is inevitable that observers use or produce M, and 

most M are communicatively or cognitively standardized and intersubjective 

due to sedimentation in language and other sign structures (see chapter 5.2.2 

for a discussion of Realism vs Constructivism).
6
 

                                                 
5
 The equal sign is not used in the sense of an »equivalence of ontological content«, i.e. the 

ontological content of that which lies within the vertical lines is not equal to, or identical 

with, the ontological content of a meaning M. Instead, I use the equal sign in the sense of an 

»equivalence of ontological status«, i.e. the ontological status of that which lies within the 

vertical lines is equal to, or identical with, the ontological status of a meaning M. For exam-

ple, M = ƅTABLEƅ does not mean that the table is ontologically identical with a meaning M 

(as if »2 equals 9« were valid), but that the table has the ontological status of a meaning M, 

i.e. it exists on the same ontological level as meaning (similar to »2 is a number«). 
6
 I deliberately neglect the following topic that I consider less relevant to my approach and 

that has already been discussed in other approaches: the question of the origins and sources 

of meanings, i.e. whether meanings are embodied concepts deriving from perceptual-corpo-

real operations, hereditary structures transmitted through genetic-evolutionary processes, 

categories created by mental or emotional operations, representations or reflections based 

on external objects, concepts deriving from cultural processes, etc. 

 

GUILTY 

        

     RAIN       THE GULF WAR         FRIENDS 
 

INNOCENT        TO SING       LOW BUS FARES 
 

        SCHOOLING        BECAUSE       ETC 
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In methodological terms, the Spencer Brown-inspired definition of mean-

ing M vs MELSE that I proposed above is not a unity- or essence-based definition, 

but a distinction- or relation-based definition. 

In the first type of definition, one defines or identifies the permanent es-

sence of some meaning M as it exists independently of other meanings. The 

meaning of love may be identified in a simplified way as M = ƅLOVE, i.e. A 
STRONG FEELING OF CARING ABOUT OR LIKING SOMEONE OR SOMETHINGƅ. 

This type of definition captures a part of a meaningôs semantic-informational 

core and is therefore a useful starting point. However, it often turns out to be 

only a halfway approach because it ignores the role of other meanings and of 

the situation in which this meaning is used. Consequently, this definition needs 

to be complemented by a more comprehensive definition, e.g. a distinction- or 

relation-based definition. 

In the second type of definition, one defines or identif ies the situational or 

pragmatic content of a meaning M in relation to another, temporarily unmarked 

meaning MELSE. It is the distinction M vs MELSE used in a particular situation that 

determines and changes the content of its two sides, i.e. of M and MELSE. Hence, 

M and MELSE are co-constitutive because in linking them by means of a distinc-

tion each influences the scope and boundary of the other. 

For example, a group of friends has been talking about people they like, 

when Maria exclaims »But I love him!«. In Mariaôs utterance, love and like are 

juxtaposed in terms of M vs MELSE, so that it is this distinction that frames the 

content of its two sides: The momentarily backgrounded like from the previous 

conversational context acquires the meaning MELSE = ƅLIKE, i.e. A FEELING 
OFéƅ, whereas Mariaôs foregrounded love acquires the meaning M = ƅLOVE, 
i.e. A STRONG FEELING OFéƅ. The meanings like and love are here portrayed 

in a comparative form because love is seen as an increase in amount or quality 

in relation to like. 

If the previous conversational context of Mariaôs utterance changed be-

cause the friends had been talking about people they hate, the meaning of 

Mariaôs utterance èBut I love him!« would change accordingly. Now, it would 

be the distinction love vs hate which determines and changes the meaning of 

Mariaôs utterance: Whereas the temporarily unmarked hate is framed in terms 

of MELSE = ƅHATE, i.e. A STRONG NEGATIVE FEELINGéƅ, Mariaôs marked love 

acquires the meaning M = ƅLOVE, i.e. A STRONG POSITIVE FEELINGéƅ. The 

meanings love and hate are portrayed as evaluative opposites on a spectrum of 

strong feelings. 

And if the friends had been talking about their indifference with regard to 

certain people, Mariaôs utterance »But I love him!« would acquire still another 

meaning. Based on the distinction love vs indifference, the meaning of indiffer-

ence is now MELSE = ƅINDIFFERENCE, i.e. ABSENCE OF A STRONG FEELING OF 
CONNECTION BETWEEN SUBJECT AND OBJECTéƅ and love would mean M = 
ƅLOVE, i.e. PRESENCE OF A STRONG FEELING OF CONNECTION BETWEEN 
SUBJECT AND OBJECTéƅ. 
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As Christis summarizes, the nature of some concept X is determined by 

the nature of the distinction, such as X vs Y or alternatively X vs Z, which is 

used to indicate the concept X of the distinction (2001: 336).
7
 

Structural Semiotics adopts a similar approach. It is argued that meaning 

is based on relations and distinctions: In order to fully understand and clearly 

delimit a particular M, actors either feel the need to relate it to, and distinguish 

it from, other and neighboring MELSE, or they automatically or unconsciously 

relate it to, and distinguish it from, other and neighboring MELSE. Consequently, 

an important part of the informational-propositional content of an M depends 

on its structural relation to other MELSE. 

Let us look at an example from the educational system. In the figure be-

low, I have juxtaposed two different grading scales common in German uni-

versities and added their official interpretation. 

 

Figure 1.IV:  Grading scales in German universities 

8
 

 
 

Official grades 
  

 

Official interpre -

tation of the grades  

Masterôs degree 
  

PhD degree 

 ï summa cum laude 
 

with distinction 
  

1.0 

1.3 
magna cum laude very good 

1.7 

2.0 

2.3 

cum laude good 

2.7 

3.0 

3.3 

          ï satisfactory 

3.7 

4.0 
rite sufficient 

5.0 
[no grade, thesis 

formally rejected] 
failure 

 

                                                 
7
 If analyzed closely, the example shows that the content of a meaning M only partially (but 

not completely) changes with the backgrounded or juxtaposed meaning MELSE. From a struc-

tural perspective, a meaning M is composed of more elementary meaning components MI, 

MII, MIII, etc (see chapter 3.4.2). If M is contrasted with MELSE = ƅLIKEƅ, as in the example 

above, Môs content slightly changes because the meaning component MI = ƅSTRONGƅ is 

foregrounded or added. If M is contrasted with MELSE = ƅHATEƅ, Môs content again changes 
because the meaning component MII = ƅPOSITIVEƅ is highlighted or included. And so on 

with other MELSE. However, even though Môs content changes with different MELSE, there is a 

semantic core that does not change. For example, irrespective of different MELSE, M always 

contains the meaning component MIII = ƅFEELINGƅ. In conclusion, if an M is contrasted with 

different MELSE, Môs semantic core does not change, but only Môs semantic periphery. 
8
 In their study regulations, universities only show one grading system at a time, but they do 

not show or compare both grading systems at the same time. Consequently, the form of the 

table is my invention, but the content is part of universitiesô study regulations. 
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The point I want to make can be illustrated by using and modifying arguments 

from Saussure (1906/11) and Hjelmslev (1943). In so doing, I will use the ex-

ample of the abovementioned grading scales which I find more suitable for my 

purposes than the well-known example from Saussure (e.g. the English words 

sheep and mutton compared to the French word mouton) and from Hjelmslev 

(e.g. the English words tree, wood, and forest with their lexical equivalents in 

different languages). 

The overall sense of a particular M hinges on two aspects, namely signi-

fication and value. Whereas signification is the intra-sign relation between 

signifier and signified of a particular sign, value is the inter-sign relation 

between a sign and other signs. In the table above, signification refers to the 

horizontal level, e.g. the number 1.0 indicates an evaluation that is very good, 

whereas value refers to the vertical level, e.g. the number 1.0 ranks highest 

with regard to the other numbers such as 1.3 or 2.7. 

The difference between signification and value becomes clear when com-

paring grades from different grading scales: Put in formal notation, the grade M 
= ƅ1.0ƅ has the same signification as the grade M = ƅMAGNA CUM LAUDEƅ be-

cause both indicate a very good evaluation. However, M = ƅ1.0ƅ does not have 

the same value as M = ƅMAGNA CUM LAUDEƅ because each grade has a differ-

ent relation to the other grades MELSE within its respective grading scale. That 

is, M = ƅ1.0ƅ is the best grade in a Masterôs degree because all the other grades 

MELSE = ƅ1.3ƅ, ƅ2.0ƅ, ƅ3.7ƅ, etc rank lower. In contrast, M = ƅMAGNA CUM 
LAUDEƅ is only the second best grade in a PhD degree because some grades 

such as MELSE = ƅCUM LAUDEƅ and ƅRITEƅ rank lower, but one grade, namely 

MELSE = ƅSUMMA CUM LAUDEƅ, ranks higher. 

Let us look at an everyday example where the difference between signifi-

cation and value becomes relevant. A student tells her father that she got the 

grade magna cum laude for her PhD degree and she explains to him that this 

grade means very good. Strictly speaking, the father can only fully understand 

the sense and value of the grade magna cum laude by knowing or considering 

the other possible grades, and in particular, the position of the grade magna 

cum laude in the whole grading scale. This is particularly valid in the case of 

grades where the absolute measure of evaluation, e.g. she got the grade very 

good, is often less informative or important than the relative measure of evalu-

ation, e.g. she got the best grade. But in order for the father to infer the relative 

measure of evaluation, he must know the other grades in the whole grading 

scale. Consequently, if the father does not know the grading scale at all or only 

knows the grading scale for a Masterôs degree, he is likely to interpret magna 

cum laude as the best grade because it means very good, which semantically 

suggests that there is no better grade and which actually is the best grade for a 

Masterôs degree. However, if the father knows the whole grading scale for a 

PhD degree, he also knows that magna cum laude is only the second best grade 

because the best grade is summa cum laude. Put formally, in order to fully un-

derstand the sense and value of the grade M = ƅMAGNA CUM LAUDEƅ, one must 

know and consider the other possible grades MELSE = ƅSUMMA CUM LAUDEƅ, 

ƅCUM LAUDEƅ, and ƅRITEƅ. If one continues this example or sets it in another 
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social context, it becomes clear that it not only has cognitive consequences, but 

may also have behavioral consequences, e.g. a scholarship application is re-

jected, the father treats his daughter differently, someone is invited to a job 

interview, etc. 

The structural-relational approach to meaning is particularly applicable to 

binary terms, especially when they stand in an asymmetrical-hierarchical rela-

tionship, such as ƅILLEGALƅ vs ƅLEGALƅ. Chandler (2002: 112f) argues that 

one term is logically and structurally dependent on the other term to lend it 

substance, so that neither of the terms makes sense without the other. He adds 

that this corresponds to Derridaôs logic of supplementarity, i.e. even though the 

secondary term, such as ƅILLEGALƅ, is represented as marginal and external, it 

is in fact constitutive of and essential to the primary term, such as ƅLEGALƅ. In 

my terminology, the included and marked term M is defined by what it exclu-

des or leaves unmarked, namely MELSE. 

The above discussion has tried to promote a distinction- or relation-based 

type of definition of meaning M vs MELSE. I hope to have shown that such an 

approach is not only fruitful and sensible from a theoretical-methodological 

perspective, but also from a practical-everyday perspective. To summarize the 

main arguments: an M is defined in relation to some MELSE; if MELSE changes M 

changes too; and the distinction between M vs MELSE determines M. 

 

1.2 Rudimentary vs Complex Meanings 
 

The definition of a meaning as a distinction-based category can now be differ-

entiated by constructing a continuum with two ideal-typical poles, i.e. rudi-

mentary meanings vs complex meanings. 

Rudimentary meanings: At one pole, there are M that are extremely rudi-

mentary, simple, and elementary. Consequently, these M tend to be socially, 

culturally, and historically widespread, e.g. they are learned by children at an 

early stage, they may even be stored and transmitted genetically, they appear 

in many cultures around the globe, they are pervasive in different social mi-

lieus and groups, they have been used unchangingly in many historical periods, 

and they may even be used by non-human actors such as animals or plants. 

This type of M is nicely captured by Wierzbickaôs notion of semantic pri-

mitives or semantic universals (see Wierzbicka 1996, Goddard & Wierzbicka 

eds. 2002, Goddard 1998). These are highly simple and elementary categories 

that constitute the shared semantic-conceptual core of all natural human lan-

guages and that form a kind of universal lexicon of human thoughts. Accord-

ing to Wierzbicka, there are about sixty of these cross-cultural categories that 

are semantically indefinable because they are so simple that they cannot be 

decomposed into even simpler categories. 

This set of rudimentary categories comprises, for instance, nouns such as 

ƅIƅ, ƅYOUƅ, or ƅSOMETHINGƅ, determiners such as ƅTHISƅ or ƅOTHERƅ, the 

evaluators ƅGOODƅ or ƅBADƅ, mental predicates such as ƅTHINKƅ, ƅFEELƅ, 

ƅWANTƅ, or ƅKNOWƅ, speech categories such as ƅSAYƅ or ƅTRUEƅ, the ac-

tion and event categories ƅDOƅ or ƅHAPPENƅ, location-existence categories 

table of 
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such as ƅBEƅ or ƅTHERE ISƅ, time and space categories such as ƅBEFOREƅ or 

ƅHEREƅ, logical concepts such as ƅNOTƅ or ƅBECAUSEƅ, etc. These rudi-

mentary categories are considered to be lexically universal in that they can be 

exactly translated into every natural human language. For instance, the rudi-

mentary meaning M = ƅBADƅ has its lexical counterpart in the English word 

übadû, the French word ümauvaisû, the Malay word üburukû, etc.
9
 

Apart from these highly rudimentary and universal meanings, there are 

other, more or less rudimentary and universal meanings that are used in every-

day sign manipulation in different cultures or epochs. These comprise, among 

others, Mittererôs (1992) notions of rudimentary description or object indica-

tion such as M = ƅTABLEƅ or M = ƅTRIANGLEƅ. 

From the first-order perspective of the actor or experiencer in the every-

day lifeworld, many of these rudimentary, intuitive, and simple M are not, or 

cannot be easily, lexicalized into words or sentences. For example, when Pav-

lovôs bell-conditioned dog hears the bell ring, it instinctively actualizes the 

rudimentary meaning M = ƅFOODƅ; when a car driver on a highway suddenly 

sees smoke, she automatically activates the intuitive category M = ƅATTEN-
TION!ƅ; when a Buddhist monk sits in meditation, he may realize the emotion-

al state of M = ƅWELLBEINGƅ; when a bacterium moves within a substance it 

may come to an area with a different and harmful pH-value so it may activate 

the rudimentary category M = ƅTOXICƅ or M = ƅIT FEELS BADƅ; and in terms 

of Gestalt Psychology, when an infant looks at its surroundings, it may make 

out a particular figure against a ground such as a M = ƅCIRCLEƅ. 

This raises the question: Are M, and in particular rudimentary M, always 

linguistic, i.e. based on language? Based on a definition of language as a set of 

signs or tokens (e.g. words, concepts, images, symbols, etc) and a set of rules 

for combining these signs or tokens (e.g. syntax, syntagmatic conventions, 

grammar, etc), which are used in psychic or communicative operations, then 

the answer to the question is affirmative. 

For many readers, this is certainly a radical and counterintuitive answer, 

especially when considering dogs, monks, bacteria, and infants. However, here 

I will not deal with possible objections or criticism (e.g. a gestalt is not a word, 

a sensation is distinct from the description of this sensation, there are non-

linguistic objects, the percept is prior to any concept, etc) because these topics 

will be discussed at length in chapter 2 where I will present philosophical Non-

Dualism whose radical argument is that »Everything« (including gestalts, sen-

sations, percepts, objects, etc) is composed of language-based categories M 

(see also Mitterer 1992: 56-62 and Weber 2005: 18, 252, 324). 

Even if one disregards Non-Dualismôs arguments, there are other argu-

ments that emphasize the priority and unavoidability of language. Many so-

called »non-linguistic« signs such as a gift of flowers, traffic signs or gestures 

                                                 
9
 In order to clearly mark a meaning as linguistic, i.e. a word or sentence in a particular lan-

guage, in contrast to other types of meaning, e.g. a gesture, sound, image, etc, I will often 

use the üû brackets between which the word or sentence is put in italics, e.g. the French 

word üpouvoirû or the English sentence üShe sued me for libelû. 
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presuppose a prior or simultaneous verbal description or linguistic knowledge 

in order to be understood. Similarly, Saeed criticizes supposedly non-linguistic 

conceptualizations of objects based on gestures (ostensive definitions, i.e. defi-

nitions by example or demonstration). For instance, if you want to teach a 

child the meaning M = ƅRABBITƅ simply by pointing to a real-world exemplar 

with your finger, you cannot even tell what exactly you are pointing to without 

some linguistic support: Is it the whole rabbit, its tail, the way it is running, or 

the number of exemplars? In order to understand the meaning M = ƅRABBITƅ, 

the child already has to know and use other and previous linguistic meanings 

(Saeed 2003: 40, see also Lyons 1995: 83f).
10

 

This category-based approach to meaning M is compatible with Chom-

skyôs Universal Grammar-hypothesis, Fodorôs Mentalese-hypothesis, and 

Wierzbickaôs lingua mentalis-hypothesis. In simplified terms, these authors 

argue that despite the superficial differences between the numerous human 

languages there is a deep, unique, and innate mental language composed of a 

universal lexicon and grammar. Even though this mental language is rudimen-

tary, it constitutes a symbolic system of representational tokens or semantic 

primitives such as ƅX BELIEVES Yƅ or ƅI WANT THISƅ that are independent of 

any human language. 

Empirical support for such an innate mental language is based on cross-

cultural studies and research on language acquisition in children. This mental 

language is the basis for cognition or communication in human and many non-

human actors. Lévi-Strauss takes a similar stance: »Language is the system of 

meaning par excellence; it cannot not mean, and all of its existence is in mean-

ing« (1945: 58). Consequently, the prototypical and primary source for M in 

communicative or psychic operations is language. 

Complex meanings: At the other pole of the continuum there are M that are 

highly elaborate and conceptually complex. These M tend to require developed 

cognitive capacities or they are more restricted to a particular social, cultural, 

or historical context. In the following, I will distinguish between two subtypes 

of these complex meanings. 

Firstly, the rudimentary categories or semantic primitives M, which have 

been discussed above, may be combined syntagmatically and syntactically so 

as to create a compound M. For example, the seven disconnected rudimentary 

meanings M = ƅSOMETHINGƅ, M = ƅWANTƅ, M = ƅYOUƅ, M = ƅDOƅ, M = ƅIƅ, 

M = ƅKNOWƅ, and M = ƅBADƅ, may be combined so as to form the connected 

complex meaning M = ƅI KNOW YOU WANT TO DO SOMETHING BADƅ. In terms 

of Speech Act Theory, these complex M can be constative, interrogative, direc-

                                                 
10

 Moreover, many scholars claim that words often fail us in representing certain experien-

ces, e.g. smell, touch, feelings, vision, etc (Chandler 2002: 3). However, this is a contra-

diction because by asserting this, words succeed in expressing the idea that words often 

fail us in representing certain experiences. Besides, rudimentary categories are always 

activated, e.g. someone intuitively knows »something particular« such as M = ƅI SEE 
SOMETHINGƅ instead of »something different« such as MELSE = ƅI HEAR SOMETHINGƅ. 
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tive, commissive, interpretive, expressive, performative, etc. The rudimentary 

meanings are thus combined by using the syntax of lingua mentalis.
11

 

Secondly, there may be categories such as particular words or pictures that 

exhibit a complex internal structure and are closely linked to a particular social 

or historical context. Saeed (2003: 33f) notes that complex meanings often in-

volve whole theories or cultural complexes, such as M = ƅMARRIAGEƅ or M = 
ƅRETIREMENTƅ. The same goes for power and law which tend to be complex 

and abstract meanings, i.e. M = ƅPOWERƅ and M = ƅLAWƅ. In order to better 

convey the complex internal structure of such categories, I will sometimes use 

the abbreviation or supplement üi.e.éû in the notations, e.g. M = ƅPOWER, 
i.eé.ƅ and M = ƅLAW, i.e.éƅ. As already argued in chapter 1.1, the three dots 

symbolize a deliberately omitted but integral and complex semantic descrip-

tion of the categories. To give a simplified example: The category M = ƅBIRD, 
i.eé.ƅ may be spelled out by the semantic description M = ƅBIRD, i.e. AN ANI-
MAL WITH WINGS, FEATHERS, AND A BEAK THAT LAYS EGGS, THAT CAN USU-
ALLY FLY, AND THAT CAN SOMETIMES SINGƅ. Depending on the type of cate-

gory and the depth of detail, this semantic description can be more or less com-

plex and comprehensive, ranging from only a couple of words to hundreds of 

sentences. Even though most complex meanings are lexicalized in particular 

words, there are numerous meanings that are not lexicalized. For instance, the 

meaning M = ƅTO BE NO LONGER HUNGRYƅ is lexicalized in the German word 

üsattû, but M = ƅTO BE NO LONGER THIRSTYƅ is not lexicalized in any German 

word so that a lexical gap occurs (Schwarz & Chur 2004: ch. 2.3). However, it 

is still possible to use other words to convey the same meaning.
12

 

 

1.3 Conclusion 
 

Having reviewed the continuum of meanings with the two ideal-typical poles 

of rudimentary vs complex meanings, an important inference can be drawn. 

Meanings in terms of distinction-based categories are necessary for, and omni-

present in, all social and psychic systems. Operations such as wanting, com-

municating, perceiving, thinking, signaling, deciding, or remembering are all 

based on distinction-based categories. And this applies not only to healthy and 

adult humans, but also to autists, babies, ants, and bacteria. For example, in 

order to function properly or to survive, babies need to be able to distinguish 

between M = ƅWARMƅ and MELSE = ƅCOLDƅ, ants must be capable of differen-

tiating other ants in terms of M = ƅMALEƅ and MELSE = ƅFEMALEƅ, and bacteria 

need to distinguish between substances which are M = ƅTOXICƅ and MELSE = 
ƅNUTRITIOUSƅ. Moreover, on a fundamental basis, all actors ï be they hu-

mans, bacteria, ants, babies, or plants ï must be able to draw the existential 

                                                 
11

 This approach has been systematically developed by Wierzbickaôs Natural Semantic Meta-

language (see chapter 3.4.2). A similar syntagmatic approach is Correlational Theory of 

Thought inspired by Ceccatoôs Italian Operational School (Benedetti 2010). 
12

 Here, I will not discuss the nature vs nurture-question of which meanings are genetically 

transmitted via heredity and evolution and which are communicatively learned via inter-

action and socialization. 
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Hamletian distinction between M = ƅTO BEƅ or MELSE = ƅNOT TO BEƅ, e.g. M = 
ƅTHERE IS SOMETHINGƅ or MELSE = ƅTHERE IS NOTHINGƅ, whatever this 

something may be, such as an object, another actor, an event, etc. 

With regard to human systems, Linguistics and Cognitive Sciences have 

emphasized the key role of categories. Schmidt argues that only by means of 

categories and distinctions can something be thought, perceived, and described 

as something (2003: 31f, 95). Lakoff holds that »there is nothing more basic 

than categorization to our thought, perception, action, and speech. Every time 

we see something as a kind of thing, for example, a tree, we are categorizing. 

Whenever we reason about kinds of things ï chairs, nations, illnesses, emo-

tions, any kind of thing at all ï we are employing categories. Whenever we 

intentionally perform any kind of action, say something as mundane as writing 

with a pencil, hammering with a hammer, or ironing clothes, we are using 

categories« (1987: 5f).  

Also in Sociology, categories are considered to be a pervasive feature in 

cognitive and communicative processes. Ethnomethodology and the Sociology 

of Knowledge maintain that actors apprehend situations, behavior, and other 

actors by putting them into typifying categories, e.g. M = ƅHE IS AN ENGLISH-
MANƅ or M = ƅTHAT WAS A JOKEƅ, so as to grasp their meaning, to understand 

them, and to normalize them. This normalization by means of categorization 

especially occurs when such situations, behaviors, or actors seem to be abnor-

mal, strange, or incomprehensible ï such as those provoked in ethnomethodo-

logical breaching experiments (Joas & Knöbl 2004: 233f, Berger & Luckmann 

1966: ch. I.2). And for Systems Theory, meaning ï or in my terminology M ï 

is the universal medium in which both psychic and communicative systems 

operate (Luhmann 1984: ch. 2). 

Meanings ï both rudimentary meanings such as M = ƅIƅ and complex 

meanings such as M = ƅI WANT YOU TO GO TO CHURCH ON EASTER SUNDAYƅ 

ï are the basic building blocks for all communicative and cognitive processes 

and structures. It is in this sense that Constructivismôs terms üconstructionû and 

üto constructû may be used: Meanings are the building blocks out of which 

complex structures and operations are constructed. For example, by using and 

combining meanings, a large variety of »things« are consciously or uncon-

sciously constructed, e.g. discourses, societies, metaphors, texts, decisions, 

recollections, and even objects and reality (see chapter 2) as well as meaning 

fields (see chapter 5). 

The definition of meaning in terms of a distinction-based category M vs 

MELSE is deliberately elementary, abstract, and general. What is the purpose or 

advantage of such a definition? I propose five answers. 

(1) The definition of meaning is to cover the typical and conventional 

semantic space of the lexeme ümeaningû in terms of signification, sense, deno-

tation, or signified. In everyday language and scientific discussions, the noun 

ümeaningû and the verb üto meanû are used in various but overlapping senses. 

For example, they appear in sentences such as üThe red flag means dangerû, 

üHe did not understand the meaning of her lookû, üSmoke means fireû, or üThe 
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meaning of the word ósoporificô is óto make you feel ready to sleepôû (Lyons 

1995: 3ff, see also Ogden & Richards 1923: ch. IX). 

(2) However, the definition of meaning proposed in this book is also to 

cover the semantic space of derivative or neighboring terms such as üconceptû, 

üsignû, üwordû, üsymbol, üdescriptionû, üindicationû, ülabelû, ürepresentationû, 

üideaû, üsentenceû, üinterpretationû, etc. These terms are ï just like the term 

meaning ï seen to pertain to the linguistic, symbolic, or conceptual level in 

contrast to the »real« or »factual« level of objects, people, behavior, things, 

events, etc. Some examples: üShe gave a description of the tableû, üThe concept 

of infinite spaceû, üThat was my interpretation of the eventû, üShe attached the 

label ódanceô to these body movementsû, etc. Consequently, the term meaning 

and its derivative or neighboring terms are deliberately, but only temporarily, 

lumped together in one homogeneous soup so that for the moment there are no 

relevant differences between them. This is why I will treat them quasi-synony-

mously (a differentiation of these terms is proposed in chapters 2.5.2 and 3).
13

 

(3) The advantage of an elementary, abstract, and general definition of 

meaning in terms of a distinction-based category M vs MELSE is that it is both 

referential-transitive and nonreferential-intransitive (in the »language-internal« 

sense of syntax and grammar). 

On the one hand, meaning (and its derivative or neighboring terms) is 

typically seen as referential and transitive because it is based on, oriented 

towards, or refers to other meanings within a sentence or syntagm. Put in lin-

guistic terms, meaning requires a direct object, just like the verbs üto inviteû or 

üto raiseû, and so cannot stand alone or refer to itself. The example sentences 

from the previous points (1) and (2) contain words or expressions (put in small 

capitals) that are referential and transitive (often indicated by the little words 

üofû or üasû), namely üShe gave A DESCRIPTION OF the tableû, üI donôt know THE 

MEANING OF a red flagû, üHe INTERPRETED her look AS disapprovalû, üHer beha-

vior was LABELED AS ópathologicalôû, üSmoke MEANS fireû, etc. The highlighted 

words or expressions refer to, or are based on, other words or expressions such 

as üthe tableû, üthe red flagû, üher lookû, üher behaviorû, or üfireû. 

On the other hand, the definition of meaning in terms of M vs MELSE can 

also be nonreferential and intransitive because it may not be based on, or may 

not symbolize, other meanings within a sentence or syntagm. Consequently, a 

meaning M can simply be a self-sufficient, reflexive, or autonomous category. 

For example, the following words (put in small capitals) are nonreferential-

intransitive: üI SLEEP wellû, üTHE DOG chased the catû, üSILENCE!û, üGod EXISTSû, 

üThe table ARRIVED from the warehouse yesterdayû, üI like THISû, etc. 

The theoretical benefit of including a nonreferential-intransitive aspect in 

the definition is that the term meaning is largely freed from a purely referen-

tial-transitive definition because, and this is primary, meaning is a distinction-

based category M that may be, and this is secondary, referential-transitive in 

                                                 
13

 Even though I could have chosen any of the abovementioned derivative or neighboring 

terms as the key term for the theory to be elaborated in this book, I opted for the term 

meaning because of its widespread use and high connectivity in the Social Sciences. 
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some instances and nonreferential-intransitive in other instances. Accordingly, 

by enlarging the semantic scope of the term meaning, its theoretical scope, 

abstractness, and universality are equally enlarged. 

(4) Moreover, and this follows from the previous points (1), (2), and (3), 

the definition of meaning in terms of M vs MELSE is deliberately elementary, 

abstract, and general so as to make it connectable to, and compatible with, 

other disciplines and theories whose focus also lies on the linguistic, symbolic, 

or conceptual level of language, signs, interpretation, discourses, symbols, 

communication, concepts, texts, etc (in contrast to the »real« or »factual« level 

of objects, people, actions, things, events, etc). This is to stimulate interdisci-

plinary and intertheoretical cross-fertilization or cross-irritation: On the one 

hand, it enables me to draw on concepts and arguments from other disciplines 

and theories so as to enrich or irritate my theory of meaning, and on the other 

hand, my theory of meaning may enrich or irritate these other disciplines and 

theories. 

(5) Finally and most importantly, the elementary, abstract, and general 

definition of meaning as M vs MELSE runs in accordance with the requirements 

of the proposed theory of meaning outlined in the introduction. This definition 

of meaning ensures that my analysis begins at a very simple and fundamental 

level with as few logical, ontological, and cultural premises and presupposi-

tions as possible, or at least, with as many explicitly stated ones as possible. 

Metaphorically speaking, the term meaning can therefore be used as the basic 

building block for erecting the more complex construction of a middle-range 

theory, which may subsequently be applied to a variety of empirical cases.
14

 

 

                                                 
14

 The definition of meaning as category, which was proposed in this chapter, will be refined 

in chapter 4 by the definition of meaning as prototypical category. 



Chapter 2: Non-Dualistic Meaning 
  

 

 

21 

2. Non-Dualistic Meaning 
 

 
A non-dualistic version of Marxôs well-known 11th Feuerbach thesis 

and of St. Johnôs famous Gospel opening would read as follows: 

 

The philosophers have interpreted the world differently 

and therefore changed it.
1
 

 

In the beginning was the Description Up To Now and From Now On, 

and the Description was with God and the Description was God. 

The same was in the beginning with God. 

All things were made by the Description Up To Now, 

and without the Description Up To Now 

was not any thing being described from now on 

that had been described up to now. 

In the Description Up To Now and From Now On was life, 

and the life was the light of men.
2
 

 

 

In the previous chapter, I have argued that meanings, in terms of distinction-

based categories M vs MELSE, are the fundamental elements of all communica-

tion and cognition. As such, this argument may be neither new nor radical. 

However, in the present chapter, I will go a step further by extending this 

argument: I will claim that meanings are also, in the strict sense of the term, 

the fundamental and constituent elements of the world or reality with all its 

objects, structures, entities, processes, states, and phenomena such as stones, 

lightning, trees, space, earthquakes, sperm cells, stars, etc. In short, I want to 

show that meanings are the fundamental elements of »Everything«, which can 

be ï as the title of this book indicates ï communication, cognition, or reality. 

This argumentational strategy will give the theory of meaning a broad scope, 

which will go far beyond the usual scope of theories of meaning. 

The basis for this argument is the definition of meaning M vs MELSE that I 

presented in the previous chapter. In order to justify and defend this definition 

against competing definitions of meaning, I will draw on philosophical Non-

Dualism, which is a countercurrent to philosophical Dualism (see Mitterer 

1992, 2001, see also Weber 2005, Constructivist Foundations 2008 and its 

German translation into Riegler & Weber eds. 2010). In the following, I will 

therefore extend, modify, and formalize Dualismôs and Non-Dualismôs main 

arguments (for an earlier version, see Staude 2008). 

                                                 
1
 Marxôs original statement was: èThe philosophers have only interpreted the world differ-

ently; the point is to change it.« 
2
 This is a slight modification of Strasserôs (2008: 271) non-dualistic adaptation of St. Johnôs 

Gospel, whose original text in the Bible goes as follows: »In the beginning was the Word, 

and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. The same was in the beginning with 

God. All things were made by him; and without him was not any thing made that was 

made. In him was life; and the life was the light of men. And the light shineth in darkness; 

and the darkness comprehended it not.« 
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2.1 Dualism of Meaning vs World 

 

Dualism is not only the classical and dominant paradigm in the scientific 

world, both in Realism and Constructivism, but it is also and primarily the 

standard and common sense reasoning in the everyday lifeworld. Dualism 

seems so natural, self-evident, and intuitive to most people, that it is extremely 

widespread and unquestioned. 

Mitterer (1992) argues that Dualism presupposes or produces a dualistic 

distinction, which I notate as DDUALISM, with two sides that are ontologically 

distinct because they lie on different ontological levels.
3
 

The first side of DDUALISM is the world, which is the real or factual level of 

objects, events, reality, things, behavior, matter, or phenomena. They are typi-

cally considered to be material, permanent, real, external, resistant, constrain-

ing, observable by sensory perception or measuring instruments, difficult or 

impossible to modify or avoid, intersubjective or objective. I will notate this 

ontological level of the world by the symbol W. For example, a table that 

stands in my kitchen is a W = table. So as to clearly indicate this ontological 

level of the world, I will use lower case letters in the notations. 

The second side of DDUALISM is the meaning of the world, which is the lin-

guistic, symbolic, or conceptual level of descriptions, indications, words, inter-

pretations, sense, discourses, concepts, or statements about objects, events, 

reality, things, behavior, matter, phenomena, or the world. They are typically 

considered to be immaterial, mental, unobservable, linguistic, easily and quick-

ly changeable, dependent on and temporally subsequent to W, and referential 

or transitive with regard to W. In chapter 1, I already introduced the symbol M 

to notate the ontological level of meaning, for instance the English word M = 
ƅTABLEƅ or its Spanish translation M = ƅMESAƅ, the linguistic description and 

sentence M = ƅTHE TABLE IS ROUNDƅ, or the mental concept of M = ƅTABLE, 
i.e. A PIECE OF FURNITURE WITH A FLAT TOP AND SUPPORTED BY LEGS THAT 
IS USED BY PEOPLE TO PUT THINGS ON IT IN ORDER TO EAT OR WORKƅ. As 

mentioned in chapter 1, I use upper case letters to indicate this ontological 

level of meaning. Moreover, M does not only include so-called constative 

speech acts or »thought acts« such as M = ƅTHE TABLE IS ROUNDƅ, but all 

types of speech acts such as interrogative, directive, commissive, interpretive, 

expressive, performative, etc speech acts or »thought acts«, e.g. M = ƅIS THE 
TABLE ROUND?ƅ, M = ƅA TABLE IS A SYMBOL FOR COOPERATIONƅ, M = ƅPUT 
THE TABLE HERE!ƅ, M = ƅGOSH, I LOVE THIS TABLEƅ, etc.

4
 

Dualismôs »deep structure« DDUALISM = W vs M has numerous terminological 

»surface structures« depending on the theory and discipline, e.g. the object of 

                                                 
3
 The term ontological will be used here in the sense of the distinction between being vs non-

being (e.g. there is a table, unicorns donôt exist, I had an idea), and in the case of being, it is 

used in the sense of the nature of being (e.g. a table is a material-external object, an anaph-

ora is a logical-linguistic structure, an idea is an immaterial-mental representation). 
4
 This broad conceptualization of M prevents the semantic and connotational problems asso-

ciated with the term üdescriptionû which usually only refers to constative speech acts and 

excludes or backgrounds other types of speech acts (see Janich 2010: 36-42). 
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the description vs the description of the object (Mitterer 1992), reality vs defi-

nition of reality (as in the Thomas Theorem »If men define situations as real, 

they are real in their consequences«, see Thomas & Thomas 1928: 572), beha-

vior vs interpretation of behavior (as in Action Theory or Behaviorism), social 

structure vs societal semantics (as in sociological Systems Theory, see Luh-

mann ed. 1980 and 1997: ch. 5), thing vs meaning of the thing (as in Symbolic 

Interactionismôs premise that èhuman beings act toward things on the basis of 

the meaning that these things have for them«, see Blumer 1969: 2), reality vs 

discourse about reality (as in Discourse Theory, see Keller 2004: 28), sensory 

perception vs interpretation of the sensory perception (as in Psychology), etc.
5
 

Within the dualistic distinction DDUALISM = W vs M, the relation between the 

meaning-description M and the world-object W is, as I will show in the next 

paragraphs, one of dependency and chronology. The little words üofû, üaboutû, 

and üasû are revealing in this sense because they show this relation, e.g. a des-

cription of an object, reality interpreted as something particular, words about 

the world, the meaning of a thing, a phenomenon described as something spe-

cific, etc. In order to clearly indicate this relation of dependency and chrono-

logy, I will sometimes use a notational specification, i.e. instead of simply 

writing M, I will follow the mathematical convention and write M(W).6 
Firstly, meaning-description is referential, dependent, and transitive with 

regard to the world-object in that the meaning-description is always based on, 

or refers to, the world-object. For example, the Spanish word M(W) = ƅMESAƅ 

refers to a real W = table in the world. The reason for this is that the world-

object is prioritized and apriorized with respect to the meaning-description 

because the world-object is seen as autonomous, intransitive, and independent 

of the meaning-description. For example, a W = table as such always remains a 

W = table, independent of whether you give the description M(W) = ƅTHIS IS A 
TABLEƅ, whether my aunt writes M(W) = ƅTHIS IS FIREWOODƅ, whether a tall 

Maasai warrior from Kenya says M(W) = ƅTHIS IS A CHAIRƅ, whether a child 

interprets it as M(W) = ƅTHIS IS A CAVEƅ, or whether a termite views it as M(W) 
= ƅTHIS IS FOODƅ. In a similar vein, objects cannot be »talked away« or modi-

fied by using language, discourse about reality cannot change reality itself, and 

behavior is resistant to different interpretations of that behavior. In short, the 

world-object is robust, unchangeable, and immune to meaning-descriptions. 

Secondly, meaning-description is belated, posterior, and subsequent to the 

world-object because the world-object constitutes the fixed starting point for, 

and exists before there are any, meaning-descriptions. Before the world-object 

is described, interpreted, or indicated, it is undescribed, uninterpreted, or unin-

dicated. For example, first there is a W = table and only afterwards can it be 

indicated by the German noun M(W) = ƅTISCHƅ or described as M(W) = ƅTHIS 

                                                 
5
 This list can be continued: referent vs representation of the referent, actions vs texts about 

actions, world vs words about the world, experience vs narrative of the experience, etc (see 

Mitterer 1992, 2001 and Weber 2005: 271). 
6
 This notation is an analogy to mathematical notations. The notation f(x), for example f(x) = 

3x + 4, symbolizes a function or variable f that is causally or functionally dependent on the 

variable x, for example, if x rises, f rises too, and if x falls, f falls too. 
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TABLE IS WHITEƅ. Accordingly, other observers or the same observer at differ-

ent moments may produce different or contradictory meaning-descriptions of 

the same world-object. To resume the example: Depending on the observer, a 

W = table may be described or interpreted differently as M(W) = ƅTABLEƅ, M(W) 
= ƅFIREWOODƅ, M(W) = ƅCHAIRƅ, M(W) = ƅCAVEƅ, M(W) = ƅFOODƅ, etc. 

Within the dualistic distinction DDUALISM = W vs M, both sides are considered 

to be ontologically distinct and mutually exclusive. That is, there is an ontolo-

gical heterogeneity in the sense that there are world-objects W and there are 

meaning-descriptions M, but they have different ontological statuses because 

they lie on different ontological levels. That is, the »nature« of the world is not 

identical with the »nature« of the meaning of the world, a thing is distinct from 

the word for the thing, the »substance« of reality is not the same as the »sub-

stance« of the representation of reality, or as Mitterer puts it, the object of the 

description is distinct from the description of the object (1992: 39). That is 

why you cannot put a glass of water on the word M = ƅTABLEƅ, but only on the 

object W = table. And, to reformulate Weberôs argument (2010: 16), that is why 
dualists speak of a W = table as a M = ƅTABLEƅ. 

Due to their distinct ontological statuses, M can never be W, even if M ap-

proximates W. Consequently, even though W and M can influence each other, 

W as such is M-free and M-distinct (e.g. W is undescribed, uninterpreted, and 

unindicated), and vice versa, M as such is W-free and W-distinct (e.g. M is im-

material, referential, and changeable). 

The figure below depicts the dualistic distinction DDUALISM, i.e. the ontolo-

gical difference and heterogeneity between W and M. So as to clearly distin-

guish them, the level of meaning is depicted, as already proposed in the pre-

vious figures 1.I to 1.III, as a shaded rectangle, whereas the level of world is 

depicted as a white ellipse. On the right side, you see an example of DDUALISM. 

 

Figure 2.I : Dualistic distinction DDUALISM = W vs M 
7
 

 
 

Dualismôs typical, but usually implicit argumentational procedure may be re-

constructed and summarized by the following three steps A, B, and C (based 

on Mitterer 1992). 

                                                 
7
 A similar illustration can be found in Weber (2005: 274), where the description (in my ter-

minology: the meaning) is situated above the object (in my terminology: the world). 
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Step A: There is an undescribed object, e.g. a W = stone, or on a more 

elementary and general level, an W = undescribed object or simply W = it. As 

already explained, this object W is independent of, distinct from, and prior to 

description and meaning M. Step A is one of Dualismôs most central tenets 

upon which the whole dualistic argumentation is built because it is the neces-

sary condition in order to carry out the following steps B and C. In step A, the 

object must not be described in any way so as to keep the object undescribed 

and thus meet Dualismôs requirement of a strict sequence of steps A, B, and C. 

Step B: Now, there is a rudimentary description or object indication that is 

based on, and refers to, the undescribed object, e.g. the English noun M(W) = 
ƅSTONEƅ or the equivalent French word M(W) = ƅPIERREƅ. There can also be 

object indications that are not true or not viable, e.g. when a child thinks of the 

W = stone in terms of M(W) = ƅTHIS IS A NUTƅ. In other, more elementary and 

general cases, the rudimentary description may consist of the words M(W) = 
ƅUNDESCRIBED OBJECTƅ or M(W) = ƅITƅ. This rudimentary description is 

necessary in order to introduce the undescribed object from step A into cog-

nition or communication in step B, i.e. in order to think or speak about it. The 

rudimentary description is made in linguistic or non-linguistic signs (e.g. pic-

tures, melodies, touches, etc; see Magritteôs painting in figure 2.IX). 

Step C: Finally, a more complex description or object interpretation is 

given on the basis of the rudimentary description or object indication, e.g. the 

English sentence M(M(W)) = ƅTHE STONE WEIGHS 400 GRAMSƅ or the equiva-

lent French expression M(M(W)) = ƅLA PIERRE PÈSE 400 GRAMMESƅ.
8
 Even 

more complex object descriptions or interpretations may be given that com-

prise several sentences or a whole text. 

The figure below visualizes steps A, B, C. As in the previous figure 2.I, 

the level of the undescribed object is depicted in white, whereas the level of 

the descriptions, indications, meanings, or interpretations is depicted in gray. 

 

Figure 2.I I:  Visualization of the dualistic examples from steps A, B, and C 

 

 

 
 

W=undescribed object M(W)=ƅUNDESCRIBED OBJECTƅ M(M(W))=ƅTHE UNDESCRIBED OBJECT IS REDƅ 

 

M(W)=ƅSTONEƅ M(M(W))=ƅTHE STONE WEIGHS 400 GRAMSƅ 

M(W)=ƅPIERREƅ M(M(W))=ƅLA PIERRE PÈSE 400 GRAMMESƅ 

M(W)=ƅTHIS IS A NUTƅ M(M(W))=ƅTHIS IS A BIG AND HEAVY NUTƅ 

W=it M(W)=ƅITƅ M(M(W))=ƅIT HAS TWO LEGS AND A BEAKƅ 

 

                                                 
8
 This notation can be read in the following way (based on the explanation of mathematical 

notations of the type M(W) in footnote 6). The complex description M(M(W)) is dependent on 

and subsequent to the rudimentary description M(W). For example, M(M(W) = ƅTHE STONE 
WEIGHS 400 GRAMSƅ is based on and subsequent to M(W) = ƅTHE STONEƅ. 
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According to Mitterer, Dualism comes in two versions, namely Realism (or its 

different denominations or neighbors as Objectivism, Essentialism, Ration-

alism, etc) and Constructivism (or its different denominations or neighbors 

such as Idealism, Constructionism, Relativism, etc).
9
 Surprisingly enough, 

both versions presuppose or use the dualistic distinction DDUALISM = W vs M. In 

the case of Constructivism, DDUALISM appears in several guises, e.g. first-order vs 

second-order reality, substratum vs constructions, world-1 vs worlds-2, real vs 

constructed reality, brute facts vs institutional facts, etc (where W is usually 

seen as unobservable, inaccessible, passive, or indescribable). 

The difference between Realism and Constructivism resides in the way 

they conceptualize the relation between W and M: Whereas Realism focuses on 

W and analyzes Wôs role in the creation and modification of M, Constructivism 

focuses on M and studies Môs role in the constitution and portrayal of W (Mit -

terer 1992: 11f, 49). Since Realism and Constructivism are thus both versions 

of Dualism, two important conclusions follow: Firstly, Non-Dualism is op-

posed to both Realism and Constructivism. Secondly, given that Realism and 

Constructivism are not only widespread, but rather quasi-monopolistic within 

the Social Sciences, Non-Dualism directly concerns the Social Sciences. It is 

precisely in these two points, among others, that Non-Dualismôs relevance and 

radicalism lies. 

A definition of meaning that is based on Dualism is dualistic or non-mon-

istic because it comprises and opposes elements from two distinct ontological 

levels, namely meaning-description vs world-object: M vs W (see figure 2.I). In 

contrast, the definition of meaning that I proposed in chapter 1 is non-dualistic 

or monistic because it comprises and opposes elements from only one and the 

same ontological level, namely meaning-description: M vs MELSE (see figure 

1.I). In the following chapter 2.2, I will defend this non-dualistic or monistic 

definition of meaning against the dualistic and non-monistic definition. 

 

2.2 Non-Dualism of Meaning 

 

Non-Dualism is a radical and counterintuitive approach that upsets the usual 

everyday and scientific reasoning. It represents an alternative to both Realism 

and Constructivism. As will be shown in the following, Non-Dualismôs core 

arguments primarily do not concern epistemological questions, but ontological 

questions. Mitterer (1992, 2001) considers Dualism, with its dualistic distinc-

tion DDUALISM = W vs M, to be optional and avoidable, and not a necessary and in-

evitable prerequisite for everyday or scientific reasoning. Instead of presup-

posing or using DDUALISM, Mitterer not only circumvents DDUALISM, but he also 

succeeds in deconstructing and unifying DDUALISM. The way in which he achie-

ves this is by exposing Dualismôs blind spot, contradiction, and infinite re-

gress. Mitterer, so to speak, non-dualizes Dualism. 

                                                 
9
 I will not justify this argument in detail because this has already been done by Mitterer 

(1992, 1999, 2001), Weber (2002, 2005, 2008), and Constructivist Foundations (2008). 
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2.2.1 Psycho-communicative silence vs reflection on DDUALISM: In order 

to begin Non-Dualismôs criticism of Dualism, I will distinguish two situations: 

Does the dualist think or say something about the ontological relation between 

W and M, or does he not? 

In the first situation, the dualist temporarily does not think or say anything 

about the ontological relation between W and M.
10

 For example, this afternoon 

Mr. Huang does not claim that there is an M-distinct W such as an undescribed 

object or uninterpreted reality. Accordingly, there is only psychic and commu-

nicative silence on the topic of the relation between W and M. Even though 

such a situation is difficult to imagine ï because Dualism is so deeply rooted 

and unconsciously used in scientific reasoning and everyday life that we hardly 

notice it and can hardly avoid it ï let us nevertheless imagine that this first 

situation is possible. In such a situation, the dualist does not think or talk about 

the ontological status of and difference between trees, words, light, planets, 

feelings, gestures, governments, melodies, thoughts, clouds, signs, markets, 

tables, and sentences. However, as soon as the dualist does think or say some-

thing about the ontological relation between W and M, he is automatically in 

the second situation. And this occurs also in the more subtle case when the 

dualist claims that there is an M-distinct W even if he or someone does not think 

or say that there is an M-distinct W (see chapter 2.2.3 on variations of Dual-

ismôs contradiction). For example, a realist might claim that there are unde-

scribed rocks on planet Mars even if nobody has yet thought or spoken of them 

because they are still unknown and undiscovered (the example is inspired by 

Krausz 2000: 47). Since these claims do say something about the ontological 

relation between W and M, they fall into the second situation. 

In the first situation, it is (tautologically true that it is) impossible to make 

any claims about, or to deal with, the ontological status of W and M. And if 

nothing is thought or said about the status of W and M, then there is no claim 

that can be tested or evaluated. Without a claim, however, Realismôs and 

Constructivismôs most important testing or evaluation criteria, namely truth 

and viability, cannot be applied. In this first situation, there can consequently 

be no Dualism and, in turn, no Non-Dualism either. It may seem too self-

evident or trivial to mention this first situation, but it leads to two important 

conclusions: Firstly, even though dualists may be tempted to do so, they can-

not use this first situation as a means for supporting or proving their argu-

ments. Secondly, Dualism can only operate in the second situation. 

In the second situation, which is the unavoidable beginning and prerequi-

site for Dualism, the dualist thinks or says something about the ontological 

relation between W and M. For instance, Mr. Huang argues that there is an M-

distinct W such as an uninterpreted object or undescribed reality. The dualist 

may not necessarily make explicit claims and formulate elaborate arguments in 

order to support or defend Dualism as a scientific theory, but in his daily life-

                                                 
10

 If the dualist never thought or said anything about W or M, he would (probably or per defi-

nition) not be a dualist. That is why I specified that the dualist only temporarily does not 

think or say anything about W or M. 
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world he may simply presuppose Dualism as background knowledge or apply 

dualistic ideas in dealing with practical matters. 

Since the dualist thinks or speaks about the ontological status of W and M, 

and since all thinking and speaking (just as all wanting, hearing, writing, re-

membering, feeling, seeing, etc.) uses M in terms of distinction-based catego-

ries as outlined in chapter 1, the syllogistic conclusion follows: The dualist 

cannot avoid using and thus must use M. This conclusion has, as we will see 

below, drastic consequences for Dualism. 

In the following, I will focus on this second situation in which the dualist 

thinks or says something about the ontological relation between W and M. In so 

doing, I will discuss Dualismôs main problems and present Non-Dualismôs 

main solutions to them (based on Mitterer 1992, 2001). As will be seen, Dual-

ismôs problems concern particularly argumentational steps A and B (see the 

previous chapter 2.1), namely the assumption that there is first an undescribed 

object or uninterpreted reality (step A), which is subsequently indicated or de-

scribed by an object indication or a rudimentary description (step B).
11

 

2.2.2 Dualismôs contradiction: In the following, I will show that Dualism 

is self-contradictory. The starting point is the following short dialog: 

 
(1) Dualist: There is an undescribed object. 

(2) Non-dualist: But that is a contradiction because by uttering your sentence you are 

describing the object, i.e. you are describing the object as undescribed. 

Consequently, the object is not undescribed but described, i.e. described 

by you as undescribed. Put differently, there is no undescribed object, 

but a described object. 

 

The dualistôs perspective: Line 1 corresponds to the argumentational step A 

(see the previous chapter 2.1) because it makes the ontological claim that there 

is an undescribed object. In this step A, the object is not yet described because 

it is only in the subsequent step B that it will be rudimentarily described by 

means of a word, an indication, a distinction, a representation, etc. According-

ly, in step A the dualist must not describe the object in any way so as to meet 

the requirement of the existence of an undescribed object. If, however, he does 

somehow describe the object, he is no longer in step A but in step B where the 

object is already rudimentarily described. 

The non-dualistôs perspective: The dualist is contradictory because by say-

ing that the object is not described, the object is described by the dualist as an 

object that is not described. More precisely, on the one hand, the dualistôs sen-

tence in line 1 says that the object is not described, but on the other hand, by 

saying his sentence in line 1 the dualist is actually describing the object as an 

object that is not described, so after all the object is described by the dualist. 

For example, the last two words in the dualistôs sentence in line 1 are a de-

                                                 
11

 As argued in chapters 1.3 and 2.1, I will use the following terms quasi-synonymously be-

cause they are all forms of M: meaning, description, indication, interpretation, represen-

tation, concept, etc. Furthermore, these M can be constative, interrogative, commissive, 

performative, directive, expressive, etc. Likewise, different forms of W will also be treated 

quasi-synonymously: world, object, reality, thing, phenomenon, etc. 
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scription of the object, namely a rudimentary description in the form of the 

English-language expression üundescribed objectû. The dualist says that there 

is an undescribed object, but as he says his words he is at the same time de-

scribing the object as undescribed, which means that there is no supposedly 

undescribed object but a described object. Hence, the dualist is not in step A, 

as he believes himself to be, but in step B. 

The dualistôs and non-dualistôs arguments can also be formalized by 

couching them in logico-mathematical notations. Below is a dialog that is 

structurally similar to the dialog above, but expressed more formally: 

 
(3) Dualist: There is an W = undescribed object. 

(4) Non-dualist: But that is a contradiction because by uttering your sentence you are 

describing the object, i.e. you are describing the object as an M = ƅUN-
DESCRIBED OBJECTƅ. Consequently, the object is not undescribed but 

described, i.e. described by you as undescribed. Put differently, there 

is no W = undescribed object, but a described object, namely M = ƅUN-
DESCRIBED OBJECTƅ. 

 

The contradiction is that the dualist claims that an W = undescribed object is un-

described, but the non-dualist shows that the dualistôs purportedly W = unde-
scribed object is described, i.e. described as undescribed, described as an object 

that is not described, or synonymously, described by the linguistic and rudi-

mentary description M = ƅUNDESCRIBED OBJECTƅ. Put differently, the contra-

diction is that the dualist claims that an W = undescribed object is not a descrip-

tion, whereas the non-dualist demonstrates that the dualistôs purportedly W = 
undescribed object is a description, namely the linguistic and rudimentary de-

scription M = ƅUNDESCRIBED OBJECTƅ. 

Let us analyze more closely the type of contradiction that the dualist com-

mits. Before I come to this analysis, however, some preliminary remarks are 

helpful. From a semiotic perspective, every communication or cognition simul-

taneously and necessarily comprises or conveys messages on several levels 

(Weissmahr 2006, Schulz von Thun 1981, see also chapter 3.5 in this book). 

On the one hand, there is the logical-propositional level that concerns the logi-

cal or propositional content of a communication or cognition linguistically 

expressed in words or sentences. For example, the logical-propositional mes-

sage of the English-language utterance üI am in the kitchenû is: The person 

speaking is at this moment in the room where usually food is prepared or 

eaten. On the other hand, there is the performative-contextual level that con-

cerns the performative or contextual aspects which embed a communication or 

cognition, or which enable a communication or cognition to occur. These 

aspects refer to the act of communicating or thinking, to the characteristics of 

the communicator or thinker, to the situation in which the communication or 

thinking takes place, etc. For example, the performative-contextual message of 

the abovementioned utterance üI am in the kitchenû could be: The act of speak-

ing implies that the speaker does not suffer from mutism, the voice reveals that 

the speaker is male, the situation indicates that the speaker and hearer are 

friends, etc (for more details on context and use, see chapter 3.6). In comparing 
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messages of the logical-propositional and performative-contextual level, an 

asymmetry can be observed, especially in rational discourse or information 

exchange. That is, messages of the logical-propositional level are usually fore-

grounded and intended, whereas messages of the performative-contextual level 

remain backgrounded and implicit.
12

 

In general, two types of contradiction can occur. Firstly, there are logical 

contradictions which occur within the logical-propositional level. For instance, 

utterances like üAll bachelors are marriedû, üboiling iceû or üHe will come late 

to the party. He died last week.û are contradictory because their constituent 

words or sentences are at odds.
13

 

Secondly, there are logical-vs-performative contradictions (also called 

performative contradictions, Jay 1992, Weissmahr 2006: ch. VI, Schulz von 

Thun 1981: 33-38). These contradictions occur between the logical-proposi-

tional level and the performative-contextual level. For example, if Natasha 

says üI am not saying anything right nowû, if a man writes üI am a womanû, or 

if I say üI was on the boat that was shipwrecked with no survivorsû, the logical-

propositional message is at odds with the performative-contextual message. In 

the example of Natasha saying üI am not saying anything right nowû, the logi-

cal-propositional message, i.e. Natasha does not pronounce words at this mo-

ment, contradicts the performative-contextual message, i.e. Natasha is at this 

moment performing a speech act by pronouncing the words üI am not saying 

anythingû. The result is that the logical-propositional message is canceled out 

by the performative-contextual message. 

The dualistôs contradiction is a logical-vs-performative contradiction. The 

starting point is the dualistôs claim: There is an undescribed object (see line 1 

above). The logical-propositional message can be expressed in a simplified 

way as: The object is not described. The performative-contextual message may 

be expressed in different forms which all share the same core message: (a) The 

object is described because the dualist describes the object as not described. 

(b) The object is described by the dualist who describes the object by means of 

the description üThe object is not describedû. (c) The object is described as the 

dualist performs a descriptive speech act about the properties of the object. 

                                                 
12

 In distinguishing the performative-contextual level from the logical-propositional level, I 

am not pre-supposing or re-introducing the dualistic distinction W vs M. In accordance 

with Non-Dualism, both levels lie on the same ontological level, namely the level of M in 

the form of descriptions, sentences, interpretations, representations, indications, etc. The 

only difference is that the logical-propositional level is a first-order M, e.g. M = ƅIôM IN THE 
KITCHENƅ, whereas the performative-contextual level is a second-order M about the first-

order M, e.g. M = ƅTHE VOICE OF THE PERSON WHO SAYS üIôM IN THE KITCHENû REVEALS 
THAT THE SPEAKER IS MALEƅ. Even though Weissmahr (2006: ch. VI.1) does not adopt a 

non-dualistic perspective, he too explicitly argues that both levels are linguistic levels even 

if messages of the performative-contextual level are usually not as precise as messages of 

the logical-propositional level. 
13

 As explained in footnote 9 in chapter 1.2, in order to clearly mark a meaning as linguistic, 

i.e. a word or sentence in a particular language, in contrast to other types of meaning, e.g. 

a gesture, sound, image, etc, I will often use the üû brackets between which the word or 

sentence is put in italics. 
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The contradiction between the logical-propositional and the performative-

contextual message of the dualistôs claim is clearly visible. And this contradic-

tion is inevitable for the dualist has no other choice: In order to think or say 

that the object is not described, he must describe the object, i.e. as undescribed, 

but as soon as he thinks or says this, the object is described. Logical-vs-perfor-

mative contradictions occur if someone »makes performative use of something 

he expressly denies« (Habermas 1983: 90ff). In the dualistôs case, this »some-

thing« is a description that he performatively makes but linguistically denies 

making. The dualist performs a description but says he does not perform a de-

scription. The logical-vs-performative contradiction is a contradiction between 

the description of the speaker, i.e. the dualistôs first-order auto-description, and 

the description of the observer of the speaker, i.e. the non-dualistôs second-

order allo-description of the dualistôs first-order auto-description.
14

 

The outcome of the contradiction is that the logical-propositional message 

of the dualistôs claim, i.e. there is an undescribed object or the object is not 

described, is canceled out by the performative-contextual message, i.e. there is 

a described object or the object is described. The dualistôs logical-propositional 

message is thus invalid, but the performative-contextual message is valid. 

The non-dualistôs conclusion, as in line 4 above, goes like this: The dual-

istôs supposedly W = undescribed object is a described object because the object 

is described by the dualist as an M = ƅUNDESCRIBED OBJECTƅ. In short, the W 
= undescribed object turns out to be an M = ƅUNDESCRIBED OBJECTƅ. What 

changes between Dualism and Non-Dualism is the ontological status of the 

»undescribed object«: For the dualist, it is on the level of W, whereas for the 

non-dualist, it is on the level of M. Expressed in the terminology of chapter 1, 

the »undescribed object« is one side of a distinction, namely the marked and 

activated category M = ƅUNDESCRIBED OBJECTƅ, that stands in contrast to the 

other side of the distinction, namely the unmarked and residual category MELSE 
= ƅDESCRIBED OBJECTƅ. Likewise, M = ƅAN UNINTERPRETED APPLEƅ is a 

distinction-based category that is juxtaposed with one or several other catego-

ries such as MELSE = ƅAN INTERPRETED APPLEƅ, MELSE = ƅA NON-APPLEƅ, 

MELSE = ƅEVERYTHINGƅ, MELSE = ƅAN ORANGEƅ, MELSE = ƅNOTHINGƅ, etc. 

The previous discussion leads to the conclusion that the dualist is not in 

step A where an allegedly W = undescribed object exists, but in step B where a 

described object exists in the form of the rudimentary description or object 

indication M = ƅUNDESCRIBED OBJECTƅ. Consequently, the dualistôs step A 

dissolves into step B. Whereas Dualismôs starting point is step A, Non-Dual-

ismôs starting point is step B without any purportedly prior step A.
15

 

                                                 
14

 See also footnote 12. For more on different types of descriptions, see chapter 5.6.1. 
15

 A dilemma in naming the steps: (1) Saying that Non-Dualismôs starting point is step B has 

the disadvantage that it implies the existence of a prior step A that Non-Dualism skips, but 

has the advantage that the reference to Dualismôs steps A, B, C is visible because of the si-

milar naming. (2) Instead of saying that Non-Dualismôs starting point is step B, I could say 

that it is step 1, which has the advantage that it does not imply the existence of a prior step, 

but has the disadvantage that the reference to Dualismôs steps A, B, C is invisible. The ar-

gument that Non-Dualismôs starting point is step B will be detailed in chapter 2.4.2. 
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The following figure contrasts Dualismôs and Non-Dualismôs argumenta-

tional steps. As in the previous figure 2.II, the level of the undescribed object 

or uninterpreted world is depicted in white, whereas the level of the descrip-

tions, indications, meanings, or interpretations is depicted in gray. 

 

Figure 2.II I:  Dualismôs and Non-Dualismôs argumentational steps 

 
 

In order to further formalize the dualistôs and the non-dualistôs arguments by 

means of a logico-mathematical notation, let us look at the same dialog as in 

lines 3 and 4, but in an even more formal and reduced way. In so doing, I will 

shorten the notation W = undescribed object to the notation W. Verbal expres-

sions of the dualistôs W may be: objects as such, an it, pure reality, a table in 

itself, the planet Mars, a thing, etc. 

 
(5) Dualist: There is W. 

(6) Non-dualist: But that is a contradiction because by uttering your sentence you are 

indicating the alleged W, i.e. you are indicating the alleged W as ƅWƅ, 
or more precisely, as M = ƅWƅ. Consequently, the alleged W is an M, 

namely M = ƅWƅ. Put differently, there is no W, but M. 

 

Again, the dualist commits a contradiction because in his act of uttering the 

sentence in line 5 he indicates the allegedly unindicated W by means of a 

mathematical indication or rudimentary description in the form of the 23rd 

letter of the English alphabet, namely ƅWƅ or more precisely M = ƅWƅ. 

The notation M = ƅWƅ may seem strange or paradoxical, and thus needs 

some clarification: As explained in chapter 1.1 (especially in footnote 5), the 

equal sign in notations of the form M = ƅéƅ is not used in the sense that ƅéƅ 
has the same ontological content as an M, but the same ontological status as an 

M. For example, M = ƅWƅ does not mean that ƅWƅ has the same content or 

substance as an M, as if the equation »2 equals 3« were mathematically valid, 

but it means that ƅWƅ has the same status or level as an M, in a similar way to 

the classification »2 is a number«. Spelled out, the notation M = ƅWƅ means 

that ƅWƅ is a form or manifestation of M in the sense that the object or world 

ƅWƅ has the same ontological status as a description or meaning M. 

Instead of identifying forms of W in an affirmative manner, e.g. an object 

or the world, the dualist may also (based on the law of excluded middle) iden-

tify forms of W in a negative or oppositional manner, e.g. a non-description, a 

beyond of language, the extralinguistic, a non-indication, the outside of inter-

step A 

undescribed object 

step B 

rudimentary description 
Dualism 

 

step C 

complex description 

step B 

rudimentary description 

step C 

complex description Non-Dualism 
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pretation, an a-meaning, etc. Put formally, they are non-M. However, for the 

non-dualist, these are forms of M, namely M = ƅNON-Mƅ because in order to 

claim that there is a non-M there must be an M, namely M = ƅNON-Mƅ.16
 

2.2.3 Variations of Dualismôs contradiction: So far, I have discussed the 

dualistic claim that there is an undescribed object. However, there are nume-

rous neighboring or derivative claims that commit the abovementioned logical-

vs-performative contradiction too. These claims tend to be structurally similar 

to, or semantically overlapping with, the original dualistic claim that there is 

an undescribed object. However, for the sake of comprehensiveness and varie-

ty, I will present the most important of these neighboring or derivative claims 

along with their formalization in semi-mathematical notation. 

Moreover, since in the current scientific literature certain, more or less 

implicit or explicit, non-dualistic tendencies or examples can be found, I will 

occasionally refer to these and integrate them into my discussion. This is not 

only to make Non-Dualismôs arguments more intelligible and colorful, but also 

to link them to existing theories and disciplines so as to facilitate their connec-

tivity and dialog. 

The following list enumerates slight variations of the dualistôs claim that 

there is an undescribed object, formalized by the notation M-free W. 

 
(7) Dualismôs claims 

(variations of the claims in lines 1 and 3) 

 

formalization 

 An uninterpreted reality exists. 

 This is an unindicated entity. 

 Meaning-free things exist. 

 The world as such is not described. 

 There are non-signified referents. 

 This is interpretation-independent behavior. 

 Something exists that is free from interpretation. 

 There are non-linguistic phenomena. 

 M-free W 

 

From the dualistôs perspective, these are all forms of W, such as W = uninter-
preted reality, but since these claims commit the logical-vs-performative con-

tradiction, as shown above, their logical-propositional message is canceled out 

by their performative-contextual message. 

For example, the logical-propositional message that an uninterpreted 

reality exists is nullified by the performative-contextual message that an inter-

preted reality exists, namely in the form of the interpretation of reality as un-

interpreted. Consequently, the alleged forms of W are, from the non-dualistôs 

perspective, all forms of M, such as M = ƅUNINTERPRETED REALITYƅ. The 

dualistôs W = uninterpreted reality is the interpretation M = ƅUNINTERPRETED 

                                                 
16

 An analogy can be found in Jokisch (1996: 19ff, 51, 65f, 114). He convincingly shows that 

the negation, absence, or non-occurrence of an operation is itself an operation. That is, if 

an operation does not occur, an operation still occurs, namely the operation of negation, 

absence, or non-occurrence of the operation. 

table of 

contents 
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REALITYƅ. Put in more formal terms, the dualistôs M-free W is the interpreta-

tion M = ƅM-FREE Wƅ.
17

 

There is an interesting analogy between non-dualistic meaning and lin-

guistic negation. The starting point is an object W such as an apple. In Lin-

guistics, in order to carry out the operation of negation N, i.e. negating or 

denying the existence of an object W, for example, the sentence N(W) = üThis 

is not an appleû or N(W) = üHe has no appleû, W must necessarily be indicated 

by an affirmation A, for example A(W) = üappleû. Hence, negation N is only 

possible by using a previous affirmation A. Consequently, a negated object 

N(W) presupposes an affirmed object A(W). In Non-Dualismôs critique of 

Dualism, in order to be able to talk or think about some supposed W, for ex-

ample, where is W = the apple? or W = the apple is red, W must necessarily be 

indicated by a description M, for example M = ƅTHE APPLEƅ. Hence, W is only 

possible by using a previous M. Consequently, an object W presupposes a 

description M. Summarizing the linguistic and the non-dualistic approach, it 

may be said that for an object W to exist or to be negated, it must necessarily 

be indicated by a description M. I conjecture that this parallel between the non-

dualistic approach to the existence of objects and the linguistic approach to the 

negation of objects is not accidental but structurally related. 

Other authors and theories have expressed, maybe unwittingly, arguments 

close to Non-Dualism, although in a less clear and systematic way. For exam-

ple, criticizing the classical distinction between (a) language and (b) that which 

the language is describing, Kaminsky (1969: 94) argues that in judging what 

(b) contains, we are already using (a). Likewise, Putnam (1990: 329) holds that 

èelements of what we call ülanguageû or ümindû penetrate so deeply into what 

we call ürealityû that the very project of representing ourselves as ümappersû of 

something ülanguage-independentû is fatally compromised from the very start.« 

Lenkôs slogan for his Interpretationism is interpretari necesse est (1991) and 

he convincingly shows that actions or behavior only exist as interpretations or 

descriptions (1978, 1993). In Semiotics, it is assumed that »the world as we 

know it is merely its current representation« (Chandler 2002: 205), and for 

shamans, »reality, or the world we all know, is only a description« (Castaneda 

                                                 
17

 In discussing Dualismôs contradiction, the description or meaning M has been a word or a 

sentence. However, M can also take the form of a picture (e.g. a photo, a drawing, a paint-

ing, etc). From a dualistic perspective, words and pictures share some similarities: both 

refer to or represent an object that already exists previously, both can often be used inter-

changeably to perform certain functions, and both are ontologically distinct from the ob-

ject itself. Accordingly, words and pictures are forms of M. That is why the logical-vs-per-

formative contradiction is already evident in figures 2.I and 2.II (in chapter 2.1), where I 

tried to illustrate the dualistic distinction between W and M by contrasting the picture of a 

table or stone (supposed to symbolize W) with the word ütableû or üstoneû (supposed to 

symbolize M). However, since the picture is a form of M and the word is also a form of M, 

but neither pictures nor words are forms of W, what I showed in figure 2.I and 2.II was not 

the dualistic distinction between W and M, but a non-dualistic distinction between one 

form of M and another form of M, namely between a picture and a word. For a more de-

tailed and formalized treatment of pictures in Dualism and Non-Dualism, see the discus-

sion of Magritteôs painting in chapter 2.3.3 and figure 2.IX. 
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1972: 8). Non-dualistic tendencies can also be made out in certain scientific 

slogans or publication titles bearing expressions such as World as Text (Garz 

& Kraimer ed. 1994) or Objects as Meaning (Pearce 1990). 

Letôs suppose the dualist has agreed that he commits a logical-vs-perfor-

mative contradiction by uttering his original claim that there is an undescribed 

object in lines 1, 3, and 7. However, in order to avoid committing this contra-

diction and thus defend Dualism, the dualist might come up with new claims 

which are supplements or refinements of his original claim. 

 
(8) Dualismôs claims 

(supplements or refinements of the claims in line 7) 

 

formalization 

There is an undescribed object é 

 even if I donôt think of there being an undescribed object. 

 although people donôt say anything about it. 

 despite the fact that nobody knows of its existence. 

 if I donôt describe the object. 

 even if I donôt believe that there is an undescribed object. 

 M-independent W 

 

The dualistôs simple claim in line 7 that there is an undescribed object is trans-

formed into the more complex claim in line 8 that there is an undescribed ob-

ject that is independent of peopleôs mental or linguistic operations. For exam-

ple, an undescribed stone as such exists independently of whether and how I 

think of it, describe it, perceive it, say something of it, or believe that it exists. 

By using the claims in line 8, the dualist may believe himself to be in the 

first situation in which he temporarily does not think or say anything about the 

relation between objects and descriptions (see chapter 2.2.1 on psycho-com-

municative silence vs reflection on DDUALISM). However, as argued above, since 

in line 8 the dualist does think or say something about the relation between 

objects and descriptions, namely that undescribed objects exist even if he does 

not think or say anything about them, he is in the second situation. 

The dualist thus claims that there is an undescribed object even if he does 

not think or say that there is an undescribed object.
18

 This claim commits the 

logical-vs-performative contradiction not only once, but twice. Firstly, it com-

mits the same contradiction as the original claim in lines 1, 3, and 7 that there 

is an undescribed object. Secondly, it commits an additional contradiction by 

supplementing or refining the original claim by the more complex claim that 

there is an undescribed object even if the dualist does not think or say that 

there is an undescribed object. Typically, this supplement is introduced by 

words like üeven ifû, üalthoughû, üdespiteû, or üindependent ofû. The supplement 

is a kind of repetition or reinforcement of the original claim that there is an 

object that is not described, not thought of, or not spoken about. The contradic-

                                                 
18

 This claim is structurally similar to the claim that if a tree falls on the ground, but no one is 

there to hear the noise, the tree still makes a noise. In this case, the argumentational struc-

ture is: There is no observer, but there is still a sound. And in the dualistôs case, the argu-

mentational structure is: There is no description, but there is still the object. Put formally: 

There is no M, but there is still W. 
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tion of the dualistôs claim lies here: The logical-propositional message of the 

subordinate clause (i.e. the supplement) is: The dualist does not think or say 

that there is an undescribed object. But the performative-contextual message of 

the main and subordinate clause (i.e. the supplement and the original claim in 

line 7) is: The dualist does think or say that there is an undescribed object. 

Krausz (2000: 47) provides a typical, but more complex example of these 

logical-vs-performative contradictions: »The realist might observe that all that 

[é] is said is inevitably nested in some symbol system. That does not show 

that there is nothing that is not nested in some symbol system. The realist 

might affirm that it is possible that there are objects in the world that nobody 

has thought of, despite the fact that that assertion is presently made in some 

symbol system, and despite the fact that it is made by using the concept of 

üobjectû. The realist could hold that despite our conceiving of them in the pre-

sent thought experiment, there are specific rocks in the Himalayan Mountains 

that may yet come to be discovered. And their being there is a matter quite 

separate from anyoneôs conceiving of them or from their representations being 

nested in some symbol system deploying the concept ürocksû. [é] The rocks 

(or something, however described) are there [é] independent of any repre-

sentations of them.« 

Several non-dualistic tendencies in philosophical approaches can be made 

out. For instance, in order to refute the claim that things with certain properties 

really exist regardless of whether any specific thing is designated, Kaminsky 

(1969: 101) proposes the following argument: »We are unable to move from a 

language to its referent without using language [é because] when we talk of 

what is extralinguistic we are required to use [é] language. Thus we cannot 

ask whether what is extralinguistic really has such and such characteristics for 

we cannot move to what is extralinguistic without prior commitment to what is 

linguistic.« 

Hazelrigg (1989: 155) presents a collage-like and invented dialog between 

himself and the realist Williams: The latter writes that even though »we cannot 

think about the world without describing it in some way«, we can still think 

that »there is an independent world« which »can control the success of our de-

scriptions«. In quite a non-dualistic way, Hazelrigg quotes Williams and adds 

that »ówe cannot think about the world without describing it in some wayô, and 

one of the ways in which we can óthink aboutô, i.e. describe, the world is as 

óindependent world that controls the success of our descriptionsô«. 

Hacking provides another example (1975: 182f). One of his students 

claimed that something is real only insofar as it is communicated, whereas 

Hacking protested that there are polar bears on Baffin Land that no one has 

ever spoken about. The studentôs reply was that Hacking is speaking about 

these polar bears right now, and any counter-example Hacking may have will 

have to be communicated too, so the studentôs claim remained valid. 

Another set of claims that the dualist may propose in order to avoid the 

contradiction of his claim in line 7 consists of the following supplements or 

refinements which relate to temporal aspects. 
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(9) Dualismôs claims 

(supplements or refinements of the claims in line 7) 

 

formalization 

There is an undescribed object é 

 before I describe or indicate it. 

 before people think of it. 

 before anybody says anything about it. 

 before I know it exists. 

 M-prior W 
 W before M 

 

These claims reflect the sequence of the dualistôs argumentational steps A and 

B (see chapter 2.1). First, in step A, there is the undescribed object, and after-

wards, in step B, a description is made such as the rudimentary description or 

object indication. In short, the undescribed object is temporally prior to (or 

exists before) our mental or linguistic operations. Put formally, M-prior W (or 

alternatively, W before M). 

Non-Dualismôs counterarguments against the claims in line 9 are similar 

to the counterarguments against the claims in line 8. Both commit the logical-

vs-performative contradiction not only once, but twice. The first contradiction 

of the claims in line 9 lies in the incompatibility of the logical-propositional 

message that there is an undescribed object and the performative-contextual 

message that there is a described object because the dualist describes the object 

as undescribed before he or anybody describes it. 

The second contradiction is more difficult to discern and tricky to explain. 

The logical-propositional message of the dualistôs claim is: first there is an un-

described object and afterwards there are descriptions such as a rudimentary 

description or an object indication. In contrast, the performative-contextual 

message is: first there is a description, i.e. a rudimentary description or object 

indication, and afterwards there is another, more complex description, i.e. the 

dualistôs claim that first there is an undescribed object and afterwards there are 

descriptions such as a rudimentary description or an object indication. 

These arguments can also be expressed more formally. The logical-propo-

sitional message of the dualistôs claim is: First, there is an W = undescribed ob-
ject, and afterwards, there is an M such as M = ƅTHE OBJECT IS REDƅ or M = 
ƅTHE OBJECT IS A FIVE-TON ROCKƅ. In contrast, the performative-contextual 

message is: First, there is an M, namely the rudimentary description or object 

indication M = ƅUNDESCRIBED OBJECTƅ or M = ƅTHERE IS AN W = UNDE-
SCRIBED OBJECTƅ, and afterwards, there is another and more complex M, 

namely the dualistôs claim that M = ƅFIRST, THERE IS AN W = UNDESCRIBED 
OBJECT, AND AFTERWARDS, THERE IS AN M SUCH AS M = ƅTHE OBJECT IS 
REDƅ OR M = ƅTHE OBJECT IS A FIVE-TON ROCKƅƅ. 

Put differently, the logical-propositional message is: First there is the 

object and afterwards comes the object indication. But the performative-

contextual message is: First there is the object indication and afterwards 

comes the claim that first there is the object and afterwards comes the object 

indication. The same argument expressed in an even more reduced and formal 

way goes like this. The logical-propositional message is: W before M. But the 

performative-contextual message is: M before (W before M). To render the 



Meaning in Communication, Cognition, and Reality 
  

 

38 

contradiction even clearer, we can further reduce the argument. The logical-

propositional message is: First there is W. But the performative-contextual 

message is: First there is M. 

As with all logical-vs-performative contradictions, the logical-proposi-

tional message is canceled out by the performative-contextual message which 

is the only one that survives. Accordingly, the dualistôs argumentational pro-

cedure involving steps A and B (see chapter 2.1 and figure 2.II) needs a non-

dualistic revision (see figure 2.III above). That is, the dualistôs argumentational 

step A disappears or dissolves into step B, which is the non-dualistôs starting 

point, without there being any purportedly prior step of undescribed objects or 

an uninterpreted world.
19

 

 

Figure 2.IV : Non-Dualismôs argumentational steps 
 

 

 

 
Textual explanation 
 

rudimentary description of 

the object 

complex description such as the claim that first there is an un-

described object and afterwards a rudimentary description 

object indication assertion that the object is prior to the object indication 

 

Formalized explanation 
 

M = ƅUNDESCRIBED OBJECTƅ M = ƅFIRST, THERE IS AN W = UNDESCRIBED OBJECT, AND 
AFTERWARDS, THERE IS AN M SUCH AS M = ƅTHE OBJECT IS 
REDƅ OR M = ƅTHE OBJECT IS A FIVE-TON ROCKƅƅ 

M W before M 

 

Examples 
 

M = ƅTHE APPLE SITS ON THE 
TABLEƅ 

M = ƅEVEN BEFORE MY DESCRIPTION üTHE APPLE SITS ON 
THE TABLEû THE APPLE SAT ON THE TABLEƅ 

M = ƅTHERE IS AN UNINTER-
PRETED REALITYƅ 

M = ƅTHERE IS AN UNINTERPRETED REALITY BEFORE I MAKE 
ANY INTERPRETATIONS OF ITƅ 

M = ƅATOMS EXISTƅ M = ƅATOMS EXISTED BEFORE SCIENTISTS KNEW THAT 
ATOMS EXISTƅ 

M = ƅTHE EARTH IS ROUNDƅ M = ƅTHE CLAIM üTHE EARTH IS ROUNDû WAS ALREADY TRUE 
WHEN PEOPLE THOUGHT THE EARTH WAS FLATƅ 

M = ƅI HAVE A BODYƅ M = ƅBEFORE I THINK THAT I HAVE A BODY, I HAD A BODYƅ 
 

Analogy 
 

(Itôs 8:00 a.m.) 

The trainôs arrival in Vienna. 

(Itôs 8:10 a.m.) 

Before the trainôs arrival in Vienna, the train was elsewhere. 
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 Non-Dualismôs argument that the starting point is step B will be extended in chapter 2.4.2. 

step B 

rudimentary description 

step C 

complex description 
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There is thus a clear sequence from step B to step C. The temporal and prag-

matic prerequisite for claiming that the object is prior to the object indication is 

to have already made the object indication. Likewise, the prerequisite for say-

ing üEven before my description óThe apple sits on the tableô the apple sat on 

the tableû is that I already said üThe apple sits on the tableû. Mitterer uses an 

analogy: The prerequisite for asserting that üBefore the trainôs arrival in Vien-

na, the train was elsewhereû is to have asserted üThe trainôs arrival in Viennaû 

(1992: 98, see also Weberôs useful illustration in 2010: 21). 

The dualistôs claim, i.e. there is an undescribed object before I describe it 

or if I donôt describe it, presupposes but does not prove the existence of the 

undescribed object. Consequently, the dualistôs claim can only be made in a 

second step (step C), if and after it is taken for granted in the first step (step B) 

that an undescribed object exists so that its existence does not need to be prov-

en. The dualistôs claim is invalid because it has skipped the first step (step B), 

namely to prove the existence of the undescribed object. The first step (step B) 

must therefore inevitably be the indication of the object, e.g. you may think or 

say the words or sentences üThere is an undescribed objectû or üThe object that 

is not describedû. 

Several conclusions can be drawn from these arguments. Mitterer argues: 

»If the priority of the object over the object indication can only be claimed 

after the object indication, it is no longer possible to justify that the object is 

distinct from language by referring to the priority of the object over the object 

indication.« (1992: 98) Accordingly, before a particular M, there is no pre-M or 

M-free stage where Dualismôs uninterpreted W prevails, but another previous 

M. The beginning hence consists in the making of an object indication or rudi-

mentary description, e.g. M = ƅTHE OBJECTƅ or M = ƅTHERE IS AN UNINTER-
PRETED REALITYƅ, and only afterwards can we formulate more complex 

claims or questions such as M = ƅTHE OBJECT EXISTED ALREADY BEFORE I 
SAID üOBJECTûƅ, M = ƅPRIOR TO THE DESCRIPTION THAT THERE IS AN UN-
INTERPRETED REALITY, THERE HAS ALWAYS BEEN AN UNINTERPRETED 
REALITYƅ, or M = ƅWHY DO NON-DUALISTS THINK THAT THE OBJECT IS A 
DESCRIPTION?ƅ.

20
 

In short, before the dualist can claim the precedence, difference, priority, 

or independence of the object-world with regard to meaning-description, he 

necessarily must claim the existence of the object-world by means of a rudi-

mentary description-meaning. This is also why St. Johnôs Gospel, mentioned 

at the opening of chapter 2, fits into Non-Dualism: »In the beginning was the 

Wordéç or a formalized version of it such as èIn the beginning was the Méç. 
Butler (1993) makes an argument similar to Non-Dualismôs temporal 

argument. She challenges the assumption of the human body as a given, natu-

ral, and prelinguistic object: »The body posited as prior to the sign, is always 

                                                 
20

 The same argumentational structure applies to the dualistôs claims in line 8: There is an 

undescribed object even ifé, althoughé, despiteé, etc. It also applies to the dualistic 

claims that will be presented below in lines 10, 11, and 12, such as M refers to W, W vs M, 

the perception of W vs the description of the perception of W, etc. 
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posited or signified as prior. This signification produces as an effect of its own 

procedure the very body that it nevertheless and simultaneously claims to dis-

cover as that which precedes its own action. If the body signified as prior to 

signification is an effect of signification, then the mimetic or representational 

status of language, which claims that signs follow bodies as their necessary 

mirrors, is not mimetic at all. On the contrary, it is productive, constitutive, 

one might even argue performative, inasmuch as this signifying act delimits 

and contours the body that it then claims to find prior to any and all significa-

tion.« (1993: 30). Commenting on this argument, Sandford (1999: 23) summa-

rizes: »That which is posited as prediscursive, precisely because it is posited, 

in fact belongs to the order of discourse, and cannot be said to exist prior to or 

outside it.« Likewise, Kaminsky argues that »we might believe that prior to 

any linguistic account, things [é] are intuitively evident as the elements with 

which a language must deal. But there is no way of determining whether the 

acceptance of these elements is not the result of the very linguistic forms em-

ployed in every description.« (1969: 100, my emphasis) Pears says that »facts 

may be brute [é], but what exactly it is about them which is brute [é] can be 

specified only by reference to the sentences which were the unacknowledged 

starting points.« (quoted in Kaminsky 1969: 99, my emphasis) 

Similarly, a reading of Systems Theoryôs distinction between social struc-

ture and societal semantics that is close to Non-Dualism leads to the conclu-

sion that social structure is not always prior to, and constitutive of, societal 

semantics, but that societal semantics also may be prior to, and constitutive of, 

social structure (Luhmann 1997: 289, 539f, Stäheli 1998, Stichweh 2000).
21

 

Criticizing the idea that words or sentences are caused by prior extra-

linguistic referents, Kaminsky (1969: 102) holds: »A verbalization of causality 

between a language and its referent cannot be given without circularity. In 

order to know that a datum causes the appearance of certain structural devices 

in a language, we would be required to know that the datum itself has a certain 

kind of division. For example, we would have to be able to say: óD (the datum) 

contains properties and things having these propertiesô. But no sooner do we 

make this statement then we are already ascribing to D that which we are try-

ing to prove it causes.« 

There is still another set of claims that the dualist may propose so as to try 

to circumvent the logical-vs-performative contradiction. 

 
(10) Dualismôs claims 

 

formalization 

 The description refers to an undescribed object. 

 This is an interpretation of the uninterpreted reality. 

 My words are about the world as such. 

 The thing is indicated by a rudimentary description. 

 I am describing that which my description refers to. 

 M of W 
 M refers to W 
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 However, even though the temporal sequence of social structure and societal semantics is 

seen as flexible and bidirectional, the ontological distinction between both remains clear 

and unbridgeable, and therefore dualistic, within sociological Systems Theory. 
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The dualist may agree that the claim that there is an undescribed object is a 

rudimentary description, but he stresses that this rudimentary description refers 

to and is about the undescribed object. From the dualistôs perspective, verbs 

like ürefer toû or üdenoteû as well as prepositions like üaboutû or üofû are sup-

posed to function as bridges, pointers, or proxies that link the linguistic domain 

M and the extralinguistic domain W. In short, the rudimentary description M is 

distinct from the object W because M refers to and is about W.
22

 

However, the non-dualist again detects a logical-vs-performative contra-

diction: From a performative-contextual perspective, the dualistôs undescribed 

object is a described object because it is described as an undescribed object 

that the rudimentary description refers to and is about. If the dualist argues that 

the German rudimentary descriptions M = ƅDER TISCHƅ or M = ƅDER TISCH 
IST RUNDƅ refer to and are about W = the table, the non-dualist counters that 

the dualistôs W = the table is a rudimentary description, i.e. M = ƅTHE TABLEƅ.
23

 

The following list presents additional claims proposed by the dualist. 

 
(11) Dualismôs claims 

 

formalization 

 Objects have a different ontological status than descriptions. 

 The words are not the world. 

 The thing is distinct from the interpretation of the thing. 

 There are phenomena that are external to language. 

 One must not confuse reality with the description of reality. 

 This is something separate from the linguistic domain. 

 DDUALISM 
 W vs M 
 M-distinct W 
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 Krausz makes a similar argument by juxtaposing a constructivist and a realist. The con-

structivist argues that the realist is contradictory in making the assertion A that there is 

something that is outside of a symbol system because this assertion A itself is inevitably 

made inside a symbol system. The realist counters that his assertion A does not require 

that A cannot itself be made inside a symbol system because A »shows« not »says« the 

outside of a symbol system, so we can hypothesize that there is an outside of a symbol 

system from inside a symbol system (2000: 48). 
23

 Gadenne argues that it is possible to refer to objects not only by speaking about them, but 

by pointing to them (2008: 155). This argument has two flaws. Firstly, the act of pointing 

to something is itself a sign or symbol, i.e. a distinction-based category M, just like other 

gestures such as shaking oneôs head or shrugging oneôs shoulders. The concept of M = 
ƅPOINTING TO SOMETHINGƅ exists only in language and can only be distinguished from 

other concepts like MELSE = ƅSPEAKING ABOUT SOMETHINGƅ in language. In accordance 

with Non-Dualismôs critique of Dualismôs claims in line 9, there is first the rudimentary 

meaning M = ƅPOINTING TO SOMETHINGƅ and only afterwards can come more complex 

claims like M = ƅPOINTING TO SOMETHING IS DISTINCT FROM SPEAKING ABOUT SOME-
THINGƅ. Consequently, both pointing and speaking have the same ontological status of M. 

Secondly, Gadenne suggests that the act of pointing to something in order to refer to it is 

possible without any (prior) linguistic support. However, Saeed shows that ostension, i.e. 

defining by example or demonstration, requires the use of prior linguistic knowledge of 

meanings, words, concepts, etc. For example, if you want to teach a child the meaning M = 
ƅRABBITƅ simply by silently pointing to a real-world exemplar with your finger, you can-

not even tell what you are pointing to without some linguistic support: is it the whole 

rabbit, the tail, the way it is running, or the number of exemplars? This also suggests that 

gestures, e.g. the act of pointing to something, tend to be much less unequivocal and pre-

cise than words or sentences (Saeed 2003: 40, see also Lyons 1995: 83f). 
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These claims resume one of Dualismôs key arguments, namely the dualistic 

distinction DDUALISM in the sense of there being an ontological heterogeneity of 

object vs description, world vs meaning, W vs M (see chapter 2.1). Its logical-

propositional message is: The object has a different ontological status than its 

description. Its performative-contextual message is longer to explain and goes 

like this: The object has the same ontological status as its description because ï 

as already demonstrated by the previous performative-contextual messages in 

lines 1 to 10 ï the object is a (rudimentary) description, namely the (rudimen-

tary) description in the form of the English noun üobjectû or the sentence üThe 

object has a different ontological status than its descriptionû. Consequently, 

the logical-propositional message is nullified by the performative-contextual 

message. In conclusion, the object and its description have the same ontolo-

gical status.
24

 

In a similar vein, Kaminsky concludes that »language and its referents 

cannot be treated as two distinct domains« because »we cannot consider a 

domain to be free of linguistic commitments« (1969: 98). Likewise, McDowell 

concludes that there is no »ontological gap« between world and thought, or 

synonymously between reality and concepts, which leads him to argue for an 

»unboundedness of the conceptual« (1994: 24-28). 

These arguments can be formalized. The dualistic claimôs logical-proposi-

tional message is the ontological distinction: 
 

W vs M 
 

However, the dualistic claimôs performative-contextual message goes like this: 

In lines 5 and 6, it was already shown that the dualistôs W is an M = ƅWƅ. Ac-

cordingly, if M = ƅWƅ is inserted into the dualistôs distinction W vs M by re-

placing W with M = ƅWƅ, the result is: 
 

(M = ƅWƅ) vs M 
 

The left side of this distinction is an M, namely M = ƅWƅ, and the right side is 

also an M. That is, both sides of the distinction have the same ontological status 

of meaning-description M. Now we are no longer dealing with a dualistic dis-

tinction, i.e. object W vs rudimentary description M, but with a non-dualistic 

distinction, i.e. rudimentary description M = ƅWƅ vs complex description M.
25

 

Instead of writing (M = ƅWƅ) vs M, one can also use the synonymous nota-

tion ƅWƅ vs M because the vertical lines symbolize the ontological status of an 

M. Furthermore, this distinction ƅWƅ vs M is, and can only be expressed by, 

still another description, namely M = (ƅWƅ vs M), or synonymously: 

                                                 
24

 This phrasing has a dualistic bias as it semantically implies that there are several distinct 

ontological statuses that »somethings« like rocks, words, tables, thoughts, sentences, etc 

could possibly take. However, from a non-dualistic perspective there is only one and the 

same ontological status that these »somethings« can take, i.e. the status of M. 
25

 A similar claim has been made by Maker: »Every attempt to compare a description of the 

object [e.g. M = ƅTHE TABLE IS ROUNDƅ] with the object óitselfô [e.g. the dualistôs W] ne-

cessitates that we compare a description [i.e. M = ƅTHE TABLE IS ROUNDƅ] with another 

description [i.e. M = ƅWƅ]« (Maker 1994: 280). 
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M = ƅW vs Mƅ 
 

That is, the only way to claim an ontological distinction between an object and 

its description is by making a description. This formula M = ƅW vs Mƅ will be 

resumed in the following chapter 2.3 where it plays an important role in the 

formal reconstruction of Non-Dualism by means of a re-entry. 

Non-Dualismôs temporal argument (see the explanation of line 9 and fig-

ure 2.IV) also applies to this case: Before the dualist can claim that the object 

and the object indication have different ontological statuses, he must first make 

an object indication. For example, before the dualist can claim that the W = 
apple and the German noun M = ƅAPFELƅ have different ontological statuses, 

he must first use the English noun M = ƅAPPLEƅ. As Mitterer puts it, the dis-

tinction between object and indication of the object is only possible after the 

indication of the object (1992: 97f, see also Weber 2008: 144). Consequently, 

first we make an object indication such as M = ƅWƅ and afterwards we make 

more complex claims such as M = ƅW vs Mƅ. 

The distinction between object vs description is similar to the distinction 

between silence vs communication. In this regard, Systems Theory makes an 

argument that resembles the non-dualistic approach. Luhmann argues that 

society is made of communications, whereas societyôs environment is not 

made of communications but of silence. But he immediately recognizes that 

even the characterization of societyôs environment as silence is a communica-

tion because silence is not an operation that takes place in societyôs environ-

ment, but within society, which projects silence to its environment (1989: 16f). 

Another claim made by the dualist is a supplement or refinement of the 

claims in lines 8, 9, 10, and 11 and concerns sensory perception, i.e. sight, 

hearing, smell, taste, or touch. Sensory perception is usually seen as a relation, 

instrument, or medium between the subject-actor and object-world (be it an ex-

ternal or internal object-world). The following table lists the dualistôs claims. 

 
(12) Dualismôs claims 

(supplements or refinements of claims in lines 8, 9, 10, 11) 

 

formalization 

 The perception of the object is ontologically distinct 

from the interpretation of the perception of the object. 

 The visual experience comes first and afterwards comes 

the description of this visual experience. 

 The sound I heard is different from the words I use to 

describe the sound I heard. 

 My interpretation of the burning sensation is based on 

and refers to the burning sensation. 

 The sensory perception of reality has a different ontolo-

gical status than its portrayal in language. 

 One must distinguish the percept from the concept. 

 perception of W vs        

M of perception of W 
 perception of W before 

M of perception of W 
 M of perception of W re-

fers to perception of W 

 

 

Instead of claiming an ontological difference between object and description, 

the dualist claims an ontological difference between the perception of an ob-

ject and the description of the perception of an object (Mitterer 2001: 35 and 
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Weber 2005: 33ff, 259f, 317-332). Formally, the dualistic distinction: W vs M, 

is transformed into the dualistic distinction: perception of W vs M of perception 

of W. For example, my visual perception of a black object is distinct from my 

linguistic description ümy visual perception of a black objectû or my mental 

interpretation that I just saw a thing that was black. Apart from this claim, 

there are several similar claims that concern sensory perception, e.g. first 

comes the perception of W and afterwards comes the M of the perception of W, 

the M of the perception of W refers to the perception of W, there is a W even if 

we donôt perceive it or before we perceive it, etc. 

It is obvious that the argumentational structure of these claims is identical 

to the argumentational structure of the dualistôs claims in lines 8, 9, 10, and 11. 

Consequently, the claims in line 12 also commit a logical-vs-performative 

contradiction. As expected, the non-dualistic results are: the perception of the 

object is a (rudimentary) description; the perception of the object has the same 

ontological status as a description; the (rudimentary) description comes first 

and afterwards come more complex descriptions such as the claim that the 

perception of the object comes first and afterwards comes the description of 

the perception of the object; etc. 

Since I have already discussed claims with this argumentational structure 

at length (see the explanations for lines 8, 9, 10, and 11), I will not go into de-

tail here, but only refer to some authors who had similar non-dualistic ideas 

with regard to sensory perception. 

For example, Goodman seems to detect a contradiction when he argues 

that anyone who raises a question about the original given or raw perceptual 

experience »is covertly demanding [é] that I describe what I saw without 

describing it« (Goodman 1972: 9). Kaminskyôs conclusion is similar to Non-

Dualismôs conclusion that perception (or in his terminology: experience) is a 

form of description. He writes: »But what, in any specific instance, is óexperi-

enceô? To say óThe chair is brownô refers to experience, can only mean that if 

someone observes, he will encounter something describable, with the usual 

descriptive predicates, as óThere is a chair (here) and it is brownô or he will 

encounter something describable as an evidential sentence for óThe chair is 

brownô. óExperienceô becomes a significant expression if and only if it serves 

as a synonym for a specific descriptive sentence« (1969: 99). More recently, 

McDowell (1994) criticizes the notion of non-conceptual perception and 

argues for a fusion of perception and concepts, i.e. perception is always con-

ceptual in the sense that the content of sensory perception is completely per-

meated by mental concepts. 

The dualist may finally attempt to avoid committing the logical-vs-perfor-

mative contradiction by resorting to the first situation presented in chapter 

2.2.1, namely by maintaining communicative silence, i.e. by not speaking of 

undescribed objects, by not referring to some uninterpreted reality, by not 

claiming that non-linguistic perceptions exist, etc. Consider the following 

dialog (based on line 10 and inspired by Weber 2008: 142) to see whether the 

dualist succeeds. 
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(13) Non-dualist: So, what does your description M = ƅTHE TABLEƅ refer to? 

(14) Dualist: Well, the description M = ƅTHE TABLEƅ refers to é 

(15) Dualist: é 

(16) Non-Dualist: Yes, dear dualist, I am listening and waiting. What does it refer to? 

(17) Dualist: é 

(18) Dualist: Heck, silence doesnôt work either! In order to prove that I refer to 

some undescribed object, I must do two contradicting things at the 

same time: I must not say anything because otherwise there would 

instantly be a described object or a rudimentary description, but at the 

same time I must say something because otherwise the act of referring 

would be incomplete, the entire argument would remain unfinished, 

and my interlocutor would not know what I am referring to. 

 

The dualist is torn between two conflicting impulses or requirements (and thus 

risks engaging in Lorenzô displacement activities such as rubbing his ear lobe). 

Even though the dualist succeeds in avoiding the logical-vs-performative con-

tradiction, he fails to perform a felicitous speech of referring because his utter-

ance in line 14 is incomplete so that he fails to refer to his supposedly unde-

scribed object. Hence, he cannot use silence as a means for proving his stance. 

As Weber shows (2010: 18), the same criticism applies to related dualistic at-

tempts, e.g. trying to silently imagine a table without producing a rudimentary 

description, trying to eat an apple without using a prior object indication, etc. 

2.2.4 Dualismôs infinite regress: Whereas the contradiction argument 

presented in the previous sections was the beginning and foundation, the in-

finite regress argument presented in this section will be the continuation and 

termination of Non-Dualismôs critique of Dualism. The infinite regress argu-

ment can be applied to each of the dualistic claims from lines 1 to 12 in the 

previous sections. As argued above, these claims all have a similar argumenta-

tional structure and are semantically overlapping. Consequently, in this sec-

tion, I will not demonstrate the infinite regresses of all these dualistic claims, 

but only of the most important ones, which can, however, be considered 

proxies for the other claims. The infinite regress argument was originally 

presented by Mitterer (1992: 89ff, see also Weber 2010: 17ff), but since his 

presentation is rather short, textual, and leaves many points implicit, I will 

extend, formalize, and make explicit his arguments. 

An infinite regress is a sequence of statements that derives from a parti-

cular claim and continues backwards endlessly thus revealing the absurdity, 

inconsistency, or unacceptability of the claim (see Gratton 2010). In the case 

of Dualism, the infinite regress argument is a continuation of the contradiction 

argument because the former results from the repeated application of the 

latter. That is, the dualist has accepted that he commits logical-vs-performative 

contradictions by making the claims in lines 1 to 12 and now tries to escape 

these contradictions by continually attempting to distinguish, re-distinguish, 

re-re-distinguish, etc the rudimentary description from the allegedly unde-

scribed object, which continually results in logical-vs-performative contradic-

tions. What the dualist does is nothing but a reissue of the arguments he has 

been using all the time, or to use Watzlawickôs expression, the dualist only 

does »more of the same« (1983: 27ff ). 

table of 

contents 
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Here is an example in the form of a dialog which resumes the dualistôs 

claims in line 10 that the description refers to an uninterpreted thing or that the 

object indication is about the object. 

 
(19) Dualist: The German-language description M = ƅDER TISCH IST RUNDƅ refers to 

W = the table. 

(20) Non-dualist: But M = ƅTHE TABLEƅ is a description too, namely a kind of rudimen-

tary description. 

(21) Dualist: Yes, but what I mean is that M = ƅDER TISCH IST RUNDƅ refers to W = 
an object. 

(22) Non-dualist: But M = ƅAN OBJECTƅ is also a rudimentary description. So you mean 

that the description M = ƅDER TISCH IST RUNDƅ refers to another de-

scription, namely M = ƅAN OBJECTƅ? 

(23) Dualist: No, M = ƅDER TISCH IST RUNDƅ does not refer to another description, 

but to W = something that is not a description. 

(24) Non-dualist: But again, M = ƅSOMETHING THAT IS NOT A DESCRIPTIONƅ is a de-

scription too, namely the description that something is not a description. 

(25) Dualist: I agree, but my claim is that M = ƅDER TISCH IST RUNDƅ is about W = 
the extralinguistic. 

(26) Non-dualist: Here we go again, M = ƅTHE EXTRALINGUISTICƅ is the linguistic. 

(27) Dualist: Ok, letôs forget M = ƅDER TISCH IST RUNDƅ and instead focus on M = 
ƅTHE EXTRALINGUISTICƅ. Put in elementary terms, M = ƅTHE EXTRA-
LINGUISTICƅ refers to W. 

(28) Non-dualist: But, M = ƅWƅ is again a rudimentary description, even though a highly 

rudimentary and mathematical description in the form of the 23rd letter 

of the English alphabet. So, what does M = ƅWƅ refer to? 

(29) Dualist: M = ƅWƅ refers to W. 

(30) Non-dualist: I can apply the same objection as in line 28, so we get into an argumen-

tational loop. Besides, arguing that M = ƅWƅ refers to W is equivalent to 

arguing that M = ƅSOMETHING THAT IS NOT A DESCRIPTIONƅ refers to 

W = something that is not a description. Both claims are tautological and 

donôt add any new information. 

I could keep asking you what your description refers to and demonstrate 

that your description always refers to another description M but never to 

some purportedly undescribed object W. 

(31) Dualist: Heck, I am trapped in descriptions! 

(32) Non-dualist: Exactlyé but wait a minute! Saying that you are trapped in descriptions 

implies that there is a kind of M = ƅDESCRIPTION-TRAPƅ that you can 

in principle escape from to get to some alleged W = world outside the de-
scription-trap. However, a M = ƅWORLD OUTSIDE THE DESCRIPTION-
TRAPƅ is also a description and is therefore inside the M = ƅDESCRIP-
TION-TRAPƅ. 

 

The initial lines 19 and 20 are a replication of the usual logical-vs-performa-

tive contradiction presented in the previous chapter 2.2.3. In the following 

lines, however, the dualist keeps trying to refer to the allegedly undescribed 

object W by attempting to distinguish it from the rudimentary description M. In 

lines 21 and 23, the dualist may think that he gets »closer« to W, but since the 

non-dualist demonstrates each time that the dualist fails to refer to W and 

commits a contradiction, in lines 25 and 27 the dualist begins to sense the 

difficulty or impossibility of referring to W and of avoiding the contradiction. 

In line 27, he therefore changes his argumentational strategy: Whereas up to 
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line 25 the dualist had always taken the same description as his starting point 

for trying to refer to W, namely M = ƅDER TISCH IST RUNDƅ, from line 27 

onwards he takes different and successive descriptions as his starting points, 

beginning with M = ƅTHE EXTRALINGUISTICƅ and afterwards M = ƅWƅ.
26

 

In line 31, the dualist understands that both of his »methods« have failed 

in that he has not succeeded in avoiding the logical-vs-performative contradic-

tion and in referring to W. Dualismôs infinite regress is this: The dualist conti-

nually attempts to demonstrate that his M refer to W, but each time he commits 

a logical-vs-performative contradiction as he ends up referring to other M. 

This creates an endless sequence of M: Either a sequence in which the same M1 

first refers to M2, then to M3, then to M4, etc ad infinitum, or a sequence in 

which an M1 refers to M2, then M2 refers to M3, M3 refers to M4, etc ad infinitum. 

Another, more formalized example of an infinite regress is a continuation 

of the dualistôs claims in line 11 from the previous section. 
 

W vs M 
 

In lines 5 and 6, I demonstrated that the dualistôs W is a rudimentary descrip-

tion or object indication, namely M = ƅWƅ. Hence, if M = ƅWƅ is inserted into 

the dualistôs distinction W vs M by replacing W with M = ƅWƅ, the result is: 
 

(M = ƅWƅ) vs M 
 

As explained in the discussion of line 11, the left side of this distinction is an 

M, namely M = ƅWƅ, and the right side is also an M. Both sides have the same 

ontological status of M, so we are no longer dealing with a dualistic distinction, 

i.e. undescribed object W vs rudimentary description M, but with a non-dual-

istic distinction, i.e. rudimentary description M = ƅWƅ vs more complex de-

scription M. The dualist may agree but argue that it is possible to distinguish 

this non-dualistic distinction from the W that has not (yet) been indicated: 
 

W vs ((M = ƅWƅ) vs M) 
 

But again, the non-dualist shows, as in lines 5 and 6, that the dualistôs W that 

has purportedly not (yet) been indicated or described is a new rudimentary 

description, namely M1 = ƅWƅ. If we insert M1 = ƅWƅ into the dualistôs distinc-

tion W vs ((M = ƅWƅ) vs M) by replacing W with M1 = ƅWƅ, the result is: 
 

(M1 = ƅWƅ) vs ((M = ƅWƅ) vs M) 
 

At this point, the dualistôs and the non-dualistôs arguments can be repeated ad 

infinitum, with the result that the dualist never succeeds in realizing a dualistic 

distinction, but endless non-dualistic distinctions: 
 

(MÐ = ƅWƅ) vs [é] vs ((M2 = ƅWƅ) vs ((M1 = ƅWƅ) vs ((M = ƅWƅ) vs M))) 
 

The infinite regress leads to ever new rudimentary descriptions M1 = ƅWƅ, M9 = 
ƅWƅ, M3251 = ƅWƅ, etc, but never to some allegedly undescribed object W. In 

                                                 
26

 For details on the formula M = ƅWƅ, see the discussion after lines 5 and 6 in chapter 2.2.2. 
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the infinite regress, the dualistôs goal is to continually go back to W (Weber 

2010: 18), but the dualistôs result is to continually go forward to new M. 

Since there is no pre-M stage or M-distinct layer where Dualismôs uninter-

preted W prevails, going back to previous stages or digging deeper into the 

world, Wittgenstein never reaches Wôs bedrock where his èspade is turnedç 
(1953: § 217) but continually reaches new M. Just as Communication Theory 

argues for the impossibility of not communicating (Watzlawick, Beavin Bave-

las & Jackson 1967: ch. 2.2) and the Theory of Interpretive Constructs for the 

impossibility of not interpreting (Lenk 1993: 350), Non-Dualism argues for the 

impossibility of not describing (or not making M). An analogy: The search for 

an outside of description is equally as doomed to failure as the search for an 

outside of space. It is not the case that the more you search, the closer you get 

to some purported outside of meaning or outside of space, because you will 

only encounter more meaning and more space. Your search will be infinite. 

Non-Dualismôs infinite regress argument has a peculiar structure that dif-

fers from that of classical infinite regress arguments. We can still use Grattonôs 

model (2010: ch. 1.1) for presenting the structure of classical infinite regress 

arguments by modifying its elements so as to adapt it to Non-Dualismôs case. 

 

Figure 2.V: Structure of Non-Dualismôs infinite regress argument 
27

 

 

                                                 
27

 A regress statement is a statement that entails an infinite regress, e.g. every intelligent act 

is preceded by an intelligent act. A triggering statement is a statement that triggers the in-

finite instantiation of the regress statement, e.g. Jayôs act 1 is intelligent. Both the regress 

statement and the triggering statement lead to the infinite regress itself, e.g. Jayôs intelli-

gent act 1 is preceded by Jayôs intelligent act 2; Jayôs intelligent act 2 is preceded by Jayôs 

intelligent act 3, etc. The result is the inference drawn from the infinite regress, e.g. Jay 

has performed infinitely many intelligent acts (Gratton 2010). 

 
 Dualismôs regress statement: W vs M 

Dualismôs triggering statement: W = the 
table has a different ontological status than 

M = ƅDER TISCH IST RUNDƅ. 

 Dualismôs result: (M1 Ò i ÒÐ = ƅWƅ) vs M 

 

Dualismôs infinite regress: Non-dualist: M = ƅTHE TABLEƅ has the same on-

tological status as M = ƅDER TISCH IST RUNDƅ. Dualist: But W = the object has 

a different ontological status than M = ƅTHE TABLEƅ. Non-dualist: M = ƅTHE 
OBJECTƅ has the same ontological status as M = ƅTHE TABLEƅ. Dualist: But W 

has a different ontological status than M = ƅTHE OBJECTƅ. Non-dualist: No, M 

= ƅWƅ has the same ontological status as M = ƅTHE OBJECTƅ. Ad infinitum. 

 

                                         contradiction 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
inference 

inference 
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The figure shows that Dualismôs regress statement and triggering statement 

lead to Dualismôs result which then contradicts Dualismôs regress statement. 

This logical-vs-performative contradiction is a more elaborate, complex, and 

complete version of the logical-vs-performative contradiction presented in the 

previous chapter 2.2.3. The occurrence of such a contradiction is a clear sign 

that Dualism is self-contradictory and hence unacceptable. 

There are a few other authors who have, even though less explicitly and 

systematically, made similar infinite regress arguments. For example, Good-

man (1972: 9) writes about a claim similar to the dualistic claim in line 12 

about the ontological distinction between the perception (of the object) and the 

description of the perception (of the object). Goodman says that the search for 

the original given in visual perception is usually viewed as an interrogation in 

which I am first asked what I just saw. My answer could be üI saw the worst 

criminalû. But since my interlocutor complains that I am making too many 

judgments, I answer üI saw a manû or üI saw a human looking animalû. But my 

interlocutor is still not satisfied, as he wants to know what I merely saw, i.e. 

what my raw and direct perception was, so I answer üI saw a moving objectû, üI 

saw such-and-such a configuration of color patchesû, etc. However, if my 

interlocutor is consistent and persistent, none of these answers or any other 

answer will satisfy him. The reason, as Goodman argues, is that all my an-

swers describe my experience in words and so impose on it some interpreta-

tion: »All my answers may be true descriptions of what I saw, but no descrip-

tion can be a satisfactory answer to the question what I merely saw, for the 

question is a bogus one« (ibid.). In discussing Goodmanôs world versions, 

Krausz concludes that »we might as well let the idea of an uninterpreted world 

or objects as such drop out of all accounts. Any attempt to say what a version 

is a version of will issue in yet another version« (2000: 46). Bernard Williams 

holds that Rorty reaches the drastic conclusion that »all we can ever do is com-

pare one description with another« (quoted in Hazelrigg 1989: 156). Kaminsky 

takes a similar line of reasoning when he argues that ï in asking for confirma-

tions of sentences in terms of their truth ï »we simply produce more senten-

ces« and »if these latter sentences are to be confirmed, we produce still more 

sentences until we may finally reach one such as óThis is itô or óThat is what I 

meantô« (1969: 100f).
28

 

Some authors imply that such infinite regress arguments lead to the clas-

sical onion metaphor. The search for the undescribed object is like the peeling 

of an onion. In trying to reach or refer to the object-world W supposed to be the 

hard core of the onion, the dualist removes the onionôs layers of meaning-

                                                 
28

 Kaminsky proposes an infinite regress argument different from, but relevant to, Non-Dual-

ismôs infinite regress argument. The difference is that his infinite regress is not located on 

the W-side, but on the M-side of the dualistic distinction W vs M. Instead of using a lan-

guage L1 in order to describe the language-external world W, one might use a different lan-

guage L2, such as a meta-language, to describe L1 and check whether W really has what L1 

attributes to W. But, the previous argument can be applied to L2 too, which leads to the 

positing of another new language L3 and so on. In consequence, this leads to positing an 

infinite number of languages L4, L5, L6,é, LÐ (1969: 94f). 



Meaning in Communication, Cognition, and Reality 
  

 

50 

descriptions M, but never reaches the hard core of the object-world W but only 

an empty core without an intrinsic essence or inherent substance. For instance, 

Goodman criticizes the idea of a neutral fact or thing by arguing: »When we 

strip off as layers of convention all differences among ways of describing it, 

what is left? The onion is peeled down to its empty core« (1978: 118, Kamin-

sky 1969: 100). However, if emptiness is seen in line with Nihilism or Solip-

sism, Non-Dualism would not agree as it does not argue that there is nothing or 

that objects or reality do not exist. In contrast, if emptiness is viewed in line 

with Buddhism, Non-Dualism would agree: Objects and reality are ontologi-

cally empty in that they have no inherent nature or independent existence; in-

stead, objects and reality are dependently designated in that they exist as and 

by designations, names, imputations, or labels (Dalai Lama in Varela ed. 1997: 

112f, 116; Geshe Tashi Tsering 2009: 116-127, see also Philosophy East & 

West 2001 for Indian non-dualistic philosophies). Emptiness is thus under-

stood as empty of undescribed objects W, but full of (or not empty of) de-

scribed objects M = ƅWƅ because these objects are described as undescribed. 

2.2.5 Ontology and language in Non-Dualism: How do we, regardless of 

whether we view ourselves as dualists or non-dualists, prove the existence or 

non-existence of an object, regardless of whether we view the objectôs original 

status as described or undescribed?
29

 

In previous sections, Non-Dualism showed that an object is not an unde-

scribed object W, but a described object or rudimentary description M = ƅWƅ, 

and Non-Dualism consequently showed that the beginning is not an unde-

scribed object W in step A, but a rudimentary description M = ƅWƅ in step B. 

This argumentation leads to Non-Dualismôs conclusion that the ontologi-

cal question of whether or not an object exists is dependent on the linguistic 

question of whether or not a description is made. This is the basis for answer-

ing the abovementioned question: We, regardless of whether we are dualists or 

non-dualists, prove the existence or non-existence of an object, regardless of 

whether we view its original status as described or undescribed, by making a 

description, e.g. by means of a rudimentary description about the existence or 

non-existence of an object. The dualist tries to prove that W = undescribed 
objects exist by making the rudimentary description M = ƅUNDESCRIBED OB-
JECTSƅ or the more complex description M = ƅTHERE ARE OBJECTS THAT 
ARE NOT DESCRIBED BECAUSEéƅ. Likewise, the non-dualist tries to prove 

that M = ƅUNDESCRIBED OBJECTS DO NOT EXISTƅ by making the complex 

description M = ƅTHERE ARE NO OBJECTS THAT ARE NOT DESCRIBED BE-
CAUSE OF THE CONTRADICTION ARGUMENT WHICH SHOWS THATéƅ. 

                                                 
29

 This ontological how-question is different from the epistemological why-question: Why 

do we, regardless of whether we view ourselves as dualists or non-dualists, know of or 

believe in the existence or non-existence of an object, regardless of whether we view the 

objectôs original status as described or undescribed? This question may have different an-

swers, e.g. we experience that an object is resistant, we can perceive an object by our sen-

sory organs, we recognize that an object is temporally permanent, etc. However, I will not 

discuss answers to this epistemological why-question here but focus instead on the ontolo-

gical how-question. 
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Put negatively, proving the existence or non-existence of something is 

impossible without making a description, and put affirmatively, proving the 

existence or non-existence of something necessarily entails making a descrip-

tion. The reason is that an object exists only by and as a description (see the 

previous chapters 2.2.2 to 2.2.4). Put in the terminology of chapter 1, an object 

exists only by and as a distinction-based category M that is marked in contrast 

to one or several residual and unmarked MELSE. For example, a stone exists by 

and as the distinction-based category M = ƅSTONEƅ in contrast to other things 

in the form of inactivated categories such as M = ƅNON-STONEƅ, M = ƅLIVING 
BEINGƅ, M = ƅEVERYTHINGƅ, M = ƅAPPLEƅ, M = ƅNOTHINGƅ, etc. The mak-

ing of a description, be it communicatively or psychically, for the purpose of 

proving the existence or non-existence of something may take different forms, 

e.g. rudimentarily describing an object such as M = ƅTHIS IS A STONEƅ, giving 

an object indication such as M = ƅTHE MOONƅ, positing the absence of an enti-

ty such as M = ƅYETIS DONôT EXISTƅ, or making the interpretation M = ƅTHERE 
ARE SUB-ATOMIC PARTICLESƅ.  

What are the preconditions for making a description? The most funda-

mental precondition is that there must be a pool of potential (rudimentary) de-

scriptions out of which actors can make a selection (e.g. a lexicon, sign system, 

conceptual network, or a meaning medium ï see chapters 1.2 and 2.4.2). This 

pool may be small and elementary, e.g. in infants and certain animals, contain-

ing only few and elementary descriptions such as M = ƅIƅ and MELSE = ƅYOUƅ, 

M = ƅIT FEELS GOODƅ and MELSE = ƅIT FEELS BADƅ, etc. Moreover, in the case 

of more complex descriptions, there must be rules for combining the selected 

(rudimentary) descriptions into more complex or textual descriptions (e.g. a 

grammar, combinatory principles, syntax). For example, in order for the dual-

ist to make the description M = ƅUNDESCRIBED OBJECTS EXISTƅ, he must tap 

into the English lexicon by using the noun M = ƅOBJECTƅ, the verb M = ƅEX-
ISTƅ, and the adjective M = ƅUNDESCRIBEDƅ, and he must adapt and combine 

these words in accordance with English grammar so as to construct the com-

plete sentence M = ƅUNDESCRIBED OBJECTS EXISTƅ. 

Without a lexicon and grammar, the dualist would be unable to formulate 

any argument and would therefore cease to be a dualist. The existence of Dual-

ism is therefore dependent on a lexicon and grammar. For example, there are 

certain words for affirming or negating something, e.g. M = ƅNOƅ, M = ƅDOES 
NOTƅ, or M = ƅNEVERƅ. Also, the lexicon and grammar provide, sometimes in 

conjunction with affirmative or negating words, ontological markers or exis-

tential quantifiers such as M = ƅTHERE ISƅ vs MELSE = ƅTHERE IS NOƅ, M = 
ƅEXISTƅ vs MELSE = ƅDOES NOT EXISTƅ, M = ƅFACTUALƅ vs MELSE = ƅFIC-
TIONALƅ, M = ƅSOMETHINGƅ vs MELSE = ƅNOTHINGƅ, M = ƅPRESENCEƅ vs 

MELSE = ƅABSENCEƅ, etc. 

Analyzing the lexicon and grammar of languages more closely reveals a 

dualistic »bias«. Non-Dualism might even be tempted to say that Dualism is 

entrenched and encoded in the lexicon and grammar. For example, the lexicon 

provides dualistic concepts such as M = ƅOBJECT, i.e. A TANGIBLE OR VISIBLE 
THING IN THE OUTSIDE WORLD THAT YOU CAN TOUCH, HOLD, OR SEE BUT 
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WHICH IS NOT ALIVE AND WHICH IS DISTINCT FROM DESCRIPTIONSƅ. Wierz-

bicka claims that the concept of »thing«, equivalent to M = ƅOBJECTƅ, is uni-

versal in that it exists in all natural human languages and is one of the most 

established semantic primes in the theory of Natural Semantic Metalanguage 

(1996: 38f). Other words also reinforce or attest to the dualistic tendency of the 

lexicon, e.g. M = ƅUNDESCRIBEDƅ, M = ƅTRUTH, i.e. THE MATCHING OF 
WORDS AND WORLDƅ, M = ƅREALITY, i.e. THE STATE OF THINGS AS THEY 
ACTUALLY ARE RATHER THAN AS THEY ARE THOUGHT OR SAID TO BEƅ, etc. 

There are also grammatical constructions that support Dualism, e.g. M = 
ƅéREFERS TOéƅ, M = ƅéIS AN INTERPRETATION OFéƅ, M = ƅéSPEAK 
ABOUTéƅ, or M = ƅéTHINK OFéƅ, where the first syntactic slot is usually 

occupied by a description or describer and the last syntactic slot by the sup-

posedly undescribed object. Furthermore, there are certain standardized 

semantic distinctions that have a strong dualistic imprint, e.g. M = ƅTHE OB-
JECT OF THE DESCRIPTIONƅ vs MELSE = ƅTHE DESCRIPTION OF THE OBJECTƅ, 

M = ƅTHE OBJECT OF THE PERCEPTIONƅ vs MELSE = ƅTHE PERCEPTION OF 
THE OBJECTƅ, M = ƅOBJECTƅ vs MELSE = ƅSUBJECTƅ or MELSE = ƅIƅ, M = 
ƅLANGUAGEƅ vs MELSE = ƅNON-LANGUAGEƅ, M = ƅWORDƅ vs MELSE = ƅPIC-
TUREƅ vs MELSE = ƅTHINGƅ vs MELSE = ƅSOUNDƅ, M = ƅPERCEPTƅ vs MELSE = 
ƅCONCEPTƅ, etc. These concepts, distinctions, and grammatical rules »readily 

suggest or offer themselves« to be adopted by the dualist because of their built-

in dualistic orientation which makes it easy and natural to think and talk dual-

istically. That is why Dualism seems self-evident and intuitive to most people. 

Without these concepts, distinctions, and grammatical rules (independent 

of the question of which of these are culturally learned or genetically encoded), 

the dualist would be unable to think or assert any of his dualistic arguments, 

and it would not even occur to someone to formulate dualistic arguments or to 

become a dualist. For instance, without the abovementioned concepts, distinc-

tions, and grammatical rules, you would not even have the idea of undescribed 

objects; nobody would make a distinction between the perception of the object 

and the object of the perception; it could not occur to someone that there are 

objects at all; no one would argue that descriptions are ontologically distinct 

from reality; it would not cross your mind that truth exists or is possible; no-

body would claim that their words refer to some word-distinct world; actors 

would not make a difference between themselves as subjects and objects; etc. 

To sum up, it is only in language that the dualist can formulate his claims, e.g. 

there is something ontologically different from language such as pictures, ob-

jects, perception, reality, smells, etc. 

Since objects exist only by and as descriptions, as argued previously, the 

conclusion is: If there is no description, there is no object either. More precise-

ly, if the abovementioned descriptions (i.e. concepts, distinctions, and gram-

matical rules) do not exist, the respective objects (i.e. phenomena, things, and 

entities) do not exist either. This does not only apply to so-called institutional, 

social, or conventional things: There is no marriage without the actors having 

the concept of marriage, and there is no murder without the actors knowing the 

meaning of a murder (Pharo 2004: 259). But it also applies to so-called brute, 
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physical, or material things: There is no uninterpreted world without the actors 

having the concept of uninterpreted and world, there are no brute facts without 

the actors having the concepts of brute and fact, and there is no sensory per-

ception without the actors having the concepts of sensory and perception. For 

instance, if nobody thinks or says M = ƅX-RAYS EXISTƅ or M = ƅTHERE ARE 
TECTONIC PLATE MOVEMENTSƅ, then M = ƅX-RAYS DONôT EXISTƅ and M = 
ƅTHERE ARE NO TECTONIC PLATE MOVEMENTSƅ. It is not necessary to use 

particular technical terms such as the English words M = ƅTHERE ARE TEC-
TONIC PLATE MOVEMENTSƅ, but one can use other and more ordinary words 

to make the same description such as M = ƅTHERE ARE VERY LARGE SHEETS 
OF ROCK THAT FORM THE SURFACE OF THE EARTH AND THAT MOVE VERY 
SLOWLYƅ. The same ontological conditions hold for objects and phenomena 

like M = ƅELECTRONSƅ, M = ƅGODƅ, M = ƅBLACK FLOWERSƅ, M = ƅDRAG-
ONSƅ, M = ƅSPERM CELLSƅ, or M = ƅPARALLEL UNIVERSESƅ.

30
 

The complementary view to this is: If there is a particular description, 

there is a particular object too. More precisely, if the abovementioned descrip-

tions (i.e. concepts, distinctions, and grammatical rules) exist, the respective 

objects (i.e. phenomena, things, and entities) exist too. For example, if every-

one makes the cognitive description M = ƅGHOSTS EXISTƅ, then M = ƅGHOSTS 
EXISTƅ. Likewise, Kaminsky holds that »we can judge of [... the world or real-

ity] that there are causes because we already have the term cause as a means of 

describing what is observed« (1969: 94). 

Summarizing the previous discussion, it can be argued that the existence 

or non-existence of objects is dependent on the existence or non-existence of 

particular descriptions. This argument needs now to be refined by taking into 

account different historical epochs (e.g. Middle Ages, modern times), different 

social systems (e.g. Japanese culture, European Astronomical Society), and 

different psychic systems (e.g. Dr. Smithôs mind, infantsô cognition) in which 

descriptions are made: Particular objects may not exist universally, but only in 

particular epochs or systems. For instance, there are tectonic plate movements 

in modern Europe because the vast majority of contemporary Europeans make 

the description M = ƅTHERE ARE VERY LARGE SHEETS OF ROCK THAT FORM 
THE SURFACE OF THE EARTH AND THAT MOVE VERY SLOWLYƅ, whereas there 

were no tectonic plate movements in ancient Egypt because nobody made the 

description M = ƅTHERE ARE VERY LARGE SHEETS OF ROCK THAT FORM THE 
SURFACE OF THE EARTH AND THAT MOVE VERY SLOWLYƅ. In the inverse 

case, Hell does not exist for atheists because they donôt make the description M 
= ƅTHERE IS A PLACE WHERE THE SOULS OF BAD PEOPLE ARE PUNISHED 
AFTER DEATHƅ, whereas Hell does exist for Christians because they make the 

description M = ƅTHERE IS A PLACE WHERE THE SOULS OF BAD PEOPLE ARE 
PUNISHED AFTER DEATHƅ. The same argument can be made for other things 
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 If, however, the dualist counters that tectonic plate movements exist even if nobody thinks 

or says that tectonic plate movements exist, or that tectonic plate movements existed even 

before people thought or said that tectonic plate movements existed, he commits a logical-

vs-performative contradiction (see lines 8 and 9 in chapter 2.2.3). 
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like black holes, Yetis, quarks, dragons, sperm cells, black polar bears, extra-

terrestrials, and the Himalayas. 

Accordingly, the existence or non-existence of objects depends on the 

descriptions made in particular epochs and systems, i.e. in particular tem-

poral, social, and psychic ontologies. Since the concept of world or reality is 

usually understood as the sum of all objects, the worldôs or realityôs structure 

depends on the descriptions made in particular epochs and systems. This is 

why Mitterer argues that the content of reality is determined by the course of 

the descriptions (1992: 110). Accordingly, the worldôs or realityôs structure is 

likely to change with changing epochs and systems. For example, the world of 

ancient Egyptians did not comprise objects like tectonic plate movements, 

electrons, or X-rays, whereas the world of modern Europeans does comprise 

these objects. Similar to constructivist and relativist terminology, it may there-

fore be more sensible not to speak of one world or reality (universe), but of 

multiple worlds or realities (multiverses). Despite the differences between 

these worlds or realities, many are very similar because the descriptions made 

in these worlds or realities are identical, e.g. Neanderthals, Western bureau-

crats, and members of the Yanomamö tribe all make descriptions about the 

existence of rocks, blood, the sun, pain, or trees. These multiple worlds or 

realities therefore tend to overlap to a certain degree thus forming a shared 

intertemporal, intercultural, and interpersonal world or reality (similar to 

what Constructivism calls the intersubjective or objectivated reality). 

How can these multiple worlds in principle be structured? Since a world is 

composed of particular descriptions and since descriptions partially depend on 

the lexicon and grammar, the world partially depends on the lexicon and gram-

mar too. The structure of the world depends on the structure of language. Thus 

the world can only be structured dependent on what the lexicon and grammar 

allows or requires, i.e. dependent on what language renders impossible, im-

probable, possible, probable, or necessary. Even though languagesô lexicons 

and grammars exhibit numerous and flexible possibilities and inventions, there 

are some descriptions that are impossible or improbable, that sound unnatural, 

that are self-contradictory, that sound nonsensical, or that are ungrammatical. 

Hence, if the lexicon or grammar renders these descriptions impossible or im-

probable, the world cannot be, or is less likely to be, structured in this way. 

Wittgenstein said that the limits of my language mean the limits of my world 

(1922: § 5.6). Non-Dualism would go a step further by arguing that the limits 

of language are the limits of the world (for a similar argument about the iden-

tity of grammatical space and existential space, see Rentsch 2003: 450f).
31

 

2.2.6 Dualismôs options after Non-Dualismôs criticism: If the dualist, 

partially or entirely, accepts the non-dualistôs criticism but does not want to 

become a declared non-dualist, what can he do instead? I will present some of 

the dualistôs options. My objective is not to discuss them in detail, present the 

non-dualistôs objections, or reach final conclusions. I merely want to highlight 

intriguing or problematic issues and provide stimulus to further inquiry. 
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 The topic of this chapter, i.e. ontology and language, will be continued in chapter 2.4.3. 
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The dualist may opt to become a skeptic by criticizing the non-dualistôs 

logical or epistemological approach. The skeptic may assert that the non-dual-

ist himself commits a logical-vs-performative contradiction (see chapter 2.2.2) 

because the non-dualist says he uses an evidence of absence-argument, but he 

uses an absence of evidence-argument.
32

 That is, the non-dualist says he has 

evidence of the absence of undescribed objects W, whereas he actually has no 

evidence of the absence of undescribed objects W. 

According to the skeptic, the reason for the non-dualistôs lack of evidence 

of the absence of undescribed objects W is the following. The skeptic holds 

that it is possible to prove a particular negative, i.e. to prove the absence of 

something at a particular time and place, e.g. there are no dragons in my 9 m
2
 

attic today at 5 p.m., because exhaustive and simultaneous inspection of all 

places in the attic is possible. However, it is impossible to prove a universal 

negative, i.e. to prove the absence of something at all times and in all places, 

e.g. there are no, and never have been, any dragons in the entire universe, 

because exhaustive and simultaneous inspection of all places is impossible. 

The skeptic may continue to argue that the non-dualist ï by means of the con-

tradiction argument and the infinite regress argument (see the previous chap-

ters 2.2.2 to 2.2.4) ï tries to prove a universal negative, i.e. to prove the ab-

sence of undescribed objects W at all times and in all places. More precisely, 

the skeptic argues that even though the non-dualist showed that the dualist 

could not prove the existence or presence of undescribed objects W, this does 

not mean that nobody can prove the existence or presence of W. And even if 

nobody can prove it, this does not mean that W does not exist somewhere, 

sometime, and somehow. Consequently, the non-dualistôs allegedly valid proof 

is invalid.
33

 

The skeptic thus maintains that the non-dualist uses an absence of evi-

dence-argument. The skeptic may further argue that the non-dualistôs implicit 

argumentational structure is faulty as he makes the invalid inference that 

                                                 
32

 Arguments about evidence of absence are based on the presence of evidence so that I can 

undoubtedly infer the absence of some X. For example, examining my mailbox and seeing 

only two letters and a newspaper constitutes evidence of the absence of mice in my mail-

box. Such arguments presuppose that, in hypothetical reasoning, the presence of X would 

invariably allow me to find evidence of the presence of X. For instance, if there were mice 

in my mailbox I would undoubtedly see them while examining my mailbox. Arguments 

about absence of evidence are based on the absence of evidence so that I cannot undoubt-

edly infer the absence of some X, i.e. in some cases I can and in other cases I cannot infer 

the absence of X. An example of the latter case: Examining my mailbox, my house, my 

country, many places on earth and the moon without seeing any extraterrestrials consti-

tutes absence of evidence of the absence of extraterrestrials in the universe because there 

may be extraterrestrials in places that my examination method has failed to detect, e.g. on 

a distant planet or hidden in my dogôs liver. 
33

 The non-dualist may counter this on two levels. Firstly, he may disagree and argue that it 

is possible to prove a universal negative because of such-and-such reasons. Secondly, he 

may agree but argue that the skepticôs claim that it is impossible to prove a universal nega-

tive is itself a universal negative and therefore impossible to be proved. 
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absence of evidence is evidence of absence, i.e. the absence of evidence of the 

absence of W is evidence of the absence of W.
34

 

The dualist or skeptic may also become an agnostic. This is particularly 

the case if the dualist admits that he cannot prove the existence of W but argues 

that the non-dualist cannot prove the non-existence of W either. The agnostic 

takes an epistemologically safe position by declaring that he simply does not 

know or that he does not know anything about (the ontological status of) ob-

jects or reality. These statements are compatible with Non-Dualism because 

they allow for the possibility that there are objects and reality but that they can 

have the ontological status of descriptions or meanings. In contrast, there are 

also agnostics who declare that they do not know anything about undescribed 

objects or the uninterpreted reality, e.g. Glasersfeldôs Radical Constructivism 

(see Johnson 2010) or Saussureôs Orthodox Structuralism (see Nºth 2000: ch. 

1.3.1). Mitterer quotes Maturana (1988: 80) who writes about Dualismôs W in 

terms of the transcendental substratum-reality and shows an agnostic tendency 

in remarking that »we cannot say anything about it, not even to refer to it as an 

it, because as soon as we do so we are in language«. Since such statements pre-

suppose the existence of some terra incognita in the form of undescribed ob-

jects or an uninterpreted reality, this type of agnostic is a dualist and therefore 

holds a view incompatible with Non-Dualism (for a similar position in Non-

Dualism, see Weber 2005: 61, 282, 308). 

Another option that the dualist has is to become an indifferent onlooker 

shrugging his shoulders and pointing out that Non-Dualism may be right, but is 

irrelevant to practical and scientific concerns. Since all that changes is the 

ontological status of objects and reality, namely from Dualismôs W to Non-

Dualismôs M = ƅWƅ, there are hardly any relevant consequences or applica-

tions of Non-Dualism. The difference between Non-Dualism and Dualism may 

make no difference after all, and since William Jamesô maxim argues that èa 

difference which makes no difference is no difference«, it is irrelevant if one 

chooses Dualism or Non-Dualism.
35

 

The dualist may also become an ignorer by overtly and deliberately dis-

regarding the entire topic of objects and their ontological status, instead focus-

ing on other topics such as Swahili syntactic structures, early childhood memo-

ries, or attempts at squaring the circle. However, since Dualism is used so per-

vasively and unconsciously in all domains of scientific and practical life, rem-

nants of Dualism are likely to remain present in the ignorerôs evasive strategy: 

Even though he explicitly thinks and talks about other topics, the ignorer may 
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 Here too, the non-dualist may reply on two levels. Firstly, even if the non-dualist agreed 

that he commits the abovementioned logical-vs-performative fallacy, he argues that it is 

sometimes a valid inference that absence of evidence is evidence of absence (see McGrew 

2011: 64f). Secondly, even if the non-dualist agreed that he cannot prove the absence or 

non-existence of W, he points out that the dualist cannot prove the presence or existence of 

W either, so the non-dualistôs and dualistôs debate ends in stalemate. 
35

 The non-dualist may reply that even though the changing ontological status of objects may 

seem to be of minor importance, it does have major consequences, e.g. for methodological 

issues (see chapter 2.5), and for truth and conflicts (see Mitterer 1992, 1999, 2001). 
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implicitly or unintentionally presuppose the existence of undescribed objects 

W. Some authors in Linguistics and Semiotics maintain such a position by 

proposing to purposely ignore any supposedly reality-external questions and 

instead concentrate on language-internal questions. For example, Saussureôs 

semiological model focuses on the signifier and the signified, largely exclud-

ing the level of the external referent or object (in contrast to Peirceôs semiotic 

model). Likewise, instead of studying the relation between the linguistic mean-

ing dog and the purportedly real dogs running around in the world, Saeed 

(2003: 45f, 50) recommends studying the relation between the linguistic mean-

ing dog and other linguistic meanings such as bitch or animal. 

A final option open to the dualist is the first situation presented in chapter 

2.2.1 and its application in lines 13 to 18 in chapter 2.2.3, namely maintaining 

psycho-communicative silence on the topic of the ontological status of objects 

and descriptions. As shown above, not to think or speak of this topic is a way 

for the dualist to avoid committing the logical-vs-performative contradiction, 

but by so doing and per definition the dualist (temporarily) ceases to be a dual-

ist because he does not psychically or communicatively assert his core argu-

ment. Even though it is difficult for most people not to think or speak about a 

particular topic in a permanent and complete way, in particular about such a 

fundamental and important topic as the ontological status of objects and de-

scriptions, it may be possible to achieve this »speechlessness« or »thoughtless-

ness« in a temporary and partial way. This option of not thinking or saying 

anything about a particular topic, and thus also about dualistic arguments, has 

been widely discussed in Western and Eastern philosophy and mysticism.
36

 

2.2.7 Non-Dualismôs characterization: Having presented Non-Dualismôs 

key arguments, I will now retrospectively and briefly characterize Non-Dual-

ism in terms of its orientation and evidence. 

Ontological vs epistemological orientation
37

: Grappling with Butlerôs 

claim that the body is always already linguistically constructed, Vasterling 

asks »Is it an ontological or an epistemological claim? Does the claim entail 

                                                 
36

 Wittgensteinôs dictum was that »whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent« 

(1922: § 7). Likewise, Buddhism has a long history of »communications about silence«. 

Here is an anecdote: A group of Buddhists discuss different ways of entering into non-

duality. After each has voiced his opinion, the crown prince Manjusri gives his opinion. 

He says »Good sirs, you have all spoken well. Nevertheless, all your explanations are 

themselves dualistic. To know no one teaching, to express nothing, to say nothing, to ex-

plain nothing, to announce nothing, to indicate nothing, to designate nothing ï that is the 

entrance into non-duality«. Finally, Vimalakirti is asked to give his opinion. But he re-

mains silent, saying nothing. The crown prince Manjusri applauds and exclaims »Excel-

lent! Excellent, noble sir! This is indeed the entrance into the non-duality of the bodhisatt-

vas. Here, there is no use for syllables, sounds, and ideas.« (Vimalakirti 500 B.C.: ch. 9) 
37

 Ontological questions concern the existence or non-existence of things (e.g. marble exists, 

there are no unicorns, this thought), and in the case of existence, they concern the nature of 

existence (e.g. marble is material-physical, thoughts are immaterial-mental). In contrast, 

epistemological questions concern the methods and limits of obtaining knowledge about 

something (e.g. ways of determining the color of marble) as well as the conditions and 

nature of knowledge (e.g. knowledge as a mirror of reality). 
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that the body is ontologically coextensive with its linguistic constructions, in 

other words, the body is nothing but a collection of linguistic constructions? Or 

does it imply that the body is only epistemologically accessible as a linguisti-

cally constructed body?« (1999: 165). This example can serve as an analogy to 

characterize Non-Dualism: Grappling with the non-dualistôs claim that objects 

are always already described, the dualist (alias the constructivist or realist) 

may ask: Is it an ontological or an epistemological claim? The non-dualist 

firmly asserts that the claim is ontological and not epistemological: It is a 

claim about the existence and nature of objects, e.g. objects are descriptions in 

the form of M = ƅWƅ. It is not a claim about the nature of knowledge or me-

thods of acquiring knowledge about objects, e.g. objects are epistemologically 

accessible only via descriptions, knowledge never maps or matches reality, 

objects can be known by means of sensory perception, etc. Since epistemologi-

cal questions, e.g. ways of getting to know the Tasmanian devilôs courtship 

behavior, usually presuppose ontological questions, e.g. the Tasmanian devil 

exists, ontological questions tend to be prior to, and more fundamental than, 

epistemological questions.
38

 

Empirical vs logical evidence
39

: The following characterization of Non-

Dualism is deliberately made from Dualismôs perspective. Based on the dual-

istic distinction between empirical vs logical evidence, Dualism retrospectively 

acknowledges that Non-Dualism does not use empirical evidence from W ï 

such as neurobiological processes, material objects, perceptual stimuli, physi-

cal phenomena, etc ï to support and prove its arguments. However, if  Non-

Dualism used W to support and prove its argument that W does not exist and 

that only M = ƅWƅ exists, Non-Dualism would commit a logical-vs-performa-

tive contradiction: It would implicitly presuppose and explicitly reject the 

existence of W. Instead, Dualism acknowledges that Non-Dualism only uses 

logical evidence in the form of M ï in particular the contradiction argument 

and the infinite regress argument ï to support and prove its arguments. From 

this perspective, Non-Dualism has maintained an internally consistent argu-

mentation. This is also supported by the self-application test, i.e. the applica-

tion of a theory to itself. The self-application of some theories has problematic 

results as it reveals contradictions or restricting aspects of the theory, e.g. Con-

structivism is itself a construction and contradictory as »it presupposes Real-

ism at the beginning and rejects it in the end« (Gadenne 2008: ch. 6), Marginal 
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 The dualist alias the constructivist may counter that ontological questions of whether (and 

how) described or undescribed objects exist must be discussed together with epistemologi-

cal questions of whether (and how) we know whether (and how) described or undescribed 

objects exist. The constructivist infers that this approach requires a discussion of the know-

er or observer of objects. The non-dualist points out that the constructivist begins with an 

ontological question by presupposing that first a knower or observer exists who then tries 

to collect or construct information about objects. According to the non-dualist, the knower 

or observer, e.g. I, the woman, a dog, are rudimentary descriptions, e.g. M = ƅTHE KNOW-
ERƅ, M = ƅTHE OBSERVERƅ, M = ƅIƅ, M = ƅTHE WOMANƅ, M = ƅA DOGƅ. 

39
 In Dualismôs sense, empirical evidence stems from the domain of undescribed objects and 

the uninterpreted world W, whereas logical evidence stems from the domain of linguistic 

descriptions and conceptual interpretations M. 
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Utility Theory has decreasing marginal utility when applied to an increasing 

number of research topics, and Relativismôs claim that everything is relative is 

itself a universal claim and therefore contradictory. In contrast, if Non-Dual-

ism is applied to itself, no problematic consequences or contradictory aspects 

occur: Non-Dualism itself is a bundle of descriptions, namely M = ƅNON-DUAL-
ISM, i.e. A PHILOSOPHICAL THEORY THATéƅ, the key term meaning is also a 

meaning, namely M = ƅMEANINGƅ or M = ƅMƅ, a distinction is itself an inter-

pretation, namely M = ƅDISTINCTIONƅ in contrast to MELSE = ƅUNITYƅ, etc. 

In conclusion, Non-Dualismô claim is ontological (not epistemological) 

and, from Dualismôs view, it is supported by logical (not empirical) evidence. 

 

2.3 Dualismôs Re-entry Creates Non-Dualism 

 

Even though Mitterer (1992, 2001) has given an argumentational-philosophical 

explanation of Non-Dualism, a formal-logical reconstruction and extension 

still need to be developed. In this chapter, I seek to fill this research gap (for an 

earlier version, see Staude 2008). A methodological advantage of formalizing 

Non-Dualism by using logico-mathematical notation is that this makes explicit 

main arguments and implicit assumptions. This in turn makes it possible to 

assess Non-Dualismôs internal consistency and integration. 

The starting point for this chapter is the discussion of line 11 in chapter 

2.2.3 where the dualistic distinction W vs M was shown to be, and transformed 

into, the non-dualistic description M = ƅW vs Mƅ. The latter formula means that 

the whole dualistic distinction W vs M is an M because it can only be made by 

means of M, namely M = ƅW vs Mƅ. That is, the only way to claim an ontologi-

cal distinction between object and description (or between world and word, 

referent and meaning, etc) is by using a description (or word, meaning, etc).
40

 

This argumentational move and notational change from Dualismôs W vs M 
to Non-Dualismôs M = ƅW vs Mƅ corresponds to, and is made possible by, the 

formal transformation operation of a re-entry.
41
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 As argued in chapter 1.3, I will use the following terms quasi-synonymously as they are all 

forms of M: meaning, description, indication, interpretation, representation, concept, etc. A 

specification and differentiation of these terms will be proposed in chapters 2.5.2 and 3. 
41

 A re-entry is an operation proposed by Spencer Brown (1969) and employed in Construc-

tivism, Cybernetics, and Systems Theory. An example (modified from Luhmann 1993a: 

ch. II): Firstly, there is an entry in the sense of drawing a distinction in an unmarked space, 

e.g. the moral distinction between good and bad, formally D = good vs bad, which may be 

interpreted as üit is good or it is badû. Secondly, there is a re-entry in the sense of re-intro-

ducing the original entry with its two sides into itself, namely into only one of its sides, 

e.g. into good. The original entry D = good vs bad re-enters into good, so that the new post-

re-entry entry is D = good (good vs bad), which can be interpreted as üit is good to say óit is 

good or it is badôû or alternatively üit is good to distinguish between good and badû. 
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The operation of a re-entry consists in introducing (re-entering) the entire dis-

tinction with its two sides into only one of its sides, and in the case of Dualism, 

it consists in introducing (re-entering) the entire dualistic distinction with its 

two sides W vs M into only one of its sides, namely into the side of M, which 

results in the non-dualistic description M = ƅW vs Mƅ.
42

 

 

Figure 2.VI : Re-entry of DDUALISM = W vs M into M 

 
 

There are two results of this re-entry operation: the non-dualistic unity and the 

non-dualistic distinction. Both results will be discussed in the following. 

2.3.1 Non-dualistic unity: The first result of the re-entry operation of 

DDUALISM = W vs M into M can be called the non-dualistic unity. 

 

Figure 2.VII : The non-dualistic unity UNON-DUALISM = M(W vs M) 
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 The operation of re-entry can be divided into the following sub-operations. Firstly, there is 

the distinction: . Secondly, the entire distinction is indicated: . Thirdly, within 

the indicated distinction, one side is indicated: . Fourthly, the entire distinction is pre-

pared to be introduced into the indicated side:  and then . Fifthly, the indi-

cated side is introduced into the entire distinction yielding:  or . 

Weber (2005: 210ff) uses a similar re-entry (and re-exit) operation. He does not, however, 

apply it to the dualism of W vs M, but to the dualism of W vs me-subject. Hence, he arrives 

at different results, i.e. at the dualism of matter vs mind (re-entry into the me-subject) and at 

the dualism of nature vs culture (re-entry into the W). 
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      W             M 
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The illustration shows that Dualismôs distinction DDUALISM between W vs M is 

itself a meaning M, namely M = ƅDDUALISMƅ or M = ƅW vs Mƅ, which can be 

further transformed into the equivalent notation M(W vs M). Consequently, during 

the re-entry process, a distinction has been transformed into a unity: The dual-

istic distinction DDUALISM = W vs M has been transformed into the non-dualistic 

unity UNON-DUALISM = M(W vs M). 

The non-dualistic unity specifies that Dualismôs W and M are on the same 

ontological level, namely on the level of M. Accordingly, Dualismôs ontologi-

cal heterogeneity of W vs M is transformed into Non-Dualismôs ontological 

homogeneity of M as expressed in the non-dualistic unity UNON-DUALISM = M(W vs M). 

This is why Mitterer (1992: 56) argues that the object of the description and 

the description of the object form a unity because both are descriptions. There 

is now a monism of meanings M, or a Meaning Monism (or, similarly, a Se-

mantic, Discursive, or Linguistic Monism). 

On the one hand, the monism of meanings prevails because the first side 

of the dualistic distinction DDUALISM = W vs M, namely W, is theoretically ignored, 

left unused, or deconstructed. Please note that Dualismôs W, depicted in figure 

2.I as a white ellipse, no longer appears in figure 2.VII , so that the last rem-

nants of Dualism have disappeared. 

On the other hand, the monism of meanings prevails because the second 

side of the dualistic distinction DDUALISM = W vs M, namely M, is exclusively em-

phasized and existent. Within the formula M(W vs M), the M is dominant and 

monistic because its structural-hierarchical position in the formula shows that, 

in ontological terms, it entirely determines and governs its subscript (W vs M). 

Monism in its ontological sense stands in contrast both to Pluralism (of 

which Dualism is one version) and to Nihilism. Monism denotes a state in 

which a distinction or symmetry is intentionally de-distinctionized and de-

symmetrized to only one side of the original distinction or symmetry so that a 

»oneness« prevails (Weber 2005: 237, Schaffer 2007, see also Bächli & Petrus 

eds. 2003). From the perspective of Monism in its ontological sense, there is 

only one kind of basic »stuff« or »substance« that everything is made of. How-

ever, there are different monisms: For Idealismôs Monism, everything is men-

tal (or mind). For Materialismôs Monism, everything is material (or matter). 

For Neutral Monism, everything is made of a third substance neutral to mental 

and material phenomena (or mind and matter). For Non-Dualismôs Monism, 

everything is meaning or description M.
43

 

Non-Dualism, and its advocated Meaning Monism, is highly compatible 

with Luhmannôs medium-form theory of meaning (Luhmann 1984: ch. 2, 1997: 

ch. 1.III; see also chapter 6.1.1 in this book). On the one hand, meaning as 

such, i.e. as a general medium, is universal, inevitable, and non-negatable for 
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 Linguistic Monism is often criticized and labeled, even by many constructivists, as Solip-

sism and Idealism because ï as Butler (1993: 192) argues ï it supposedly claims that »lan-

guage [i.e. M] effectively brings into being that which it names [i.e. W]«. This phrasing is 

dualistic because it presupposes the ontological distinction between W vs M. In contrast, 

Non-Dualismôs Monism would re-phrase this claim: »That which is named (i.e. Dualismôs 

W) is language (i.e. M)«, for example, M = ƅTHAT WHICH IS NAMED (i.e. DUALISMôS W)ƅ. 
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all communicative and psychic operations, so that it is impossible to reject it or 

not to use it. Even the sentence M = ƅIT IS SENSELESSƅ, the term M = ƅNON-
SENSEƅ, the invented word M = ƅCHAWLERESSƅ, Chomskyôs allegedly mean-

ingless M = ƅCOLORLESS GREEN IDEAS SLEEP FURIOUSLYƅ, or M = ƅIT HAS 
NO MEANINGƅ are meaning-»full« because they are and use categories. For ex-

ample, the category M = ƅMEANINGLESSƅ is distinguished from the antonym 

category MELSE = ƅMEANINGFULƅ, so that this distinction itself M = ƅMEANING-
LESS vs MEANINGFULƅ is a meaning and hence meaning-»full«. On the other 

hand, meaning as a particular form in the sense of a concrete thought or a parti-

cular utterance is avoidable and negatable, so that it can be rejected or left un-

used. However, a concrete meaning can only be rejected and left unused in 

exchange for accepting and using another concrete meaning. For example, a 

speaker in a conversation may choose not to talk about the meaning M = ƅDIS-
OBEDIENTƅ, but instead to activate the meaning M = ƅCREATIVEƅ. Or she may 

not talk at all, but then she still uses a meaning by activating M = ƅSILENCEƅ. 

Non-Dualismôs Monism has similarities with Peirceôs Pansemiotism 

which denies a non-semiotic sphere and argues that the whole world qua onto-

logical sphere is a semiotic sphere perfused with and entirely composed of 

signs (Nöth 2000: ch. 1.3.1). Similar stances can be found in interpretive ap-

proaches: Shusterman says that »everything is in fact constituted by interpre-

tation« (1991: 103) and Hermeneutic Universalism assumes that meaning is 

universal because »interpretation is the only game in town« (Fish 1980: 350ff). 

Likewise, Distinction Theory claims that the world is homogeneous in that it 

consists exclusively of cognitive distinctions (Jokisch 1996: 95). 

Since philosophical Non-Dualism lies at the base of the theory of meaning 

developed in this book, and since M in terms of meaning and description was 

shown to be monistic, a fundamental and universal role is granted to the con-

cept of meaning and description as well as their derivative or neighboring 

terms such as language, symbol, indication, concept, signification, discourse, 

text, sign, interpretation, etc. 

Hence, Non-Dualism may be seen as a prolongation and radicalization of 

the Linguistic Turn (Rorty ed. 1967), the Semantic Turn (Imada 2008: ch. 3.1, 

Krippendorff 2006), the Cognitive Turn (Fuller 1989), or the Interpretive Turn 

(Rabinow & Sullivan eds. 1987, Hiley, Bohman & Shusterman eds. 1991), and 

more generally, of all theories and disciplines whose main focus is on meaning 

or description and their just mentioned derivative and neighboring terms. The 

same goes for Constructivism: Even though Non-Dualism considers itself a 

countercurrent to both Constructivism and Realism, it bears more resemblan-

ces to Constructivism and may even be seen as a radicalization and continu-

ation of Constructivism. 

2.3.2 Non-dualistic distinction:  The second result of the re-entry opera-

tion of DDUALISM = W vs M into M is the non-dualistic distinction. This is accom-

plished by spelling out the first result of the re-entry operation ï namely the 

non-dualistic unity M(W vs M) shown in the above figure 2.VII  ï into the non-

dualistic distinction MW vs MM shown in the following figure. 
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Figure 2.VIII : The non-dualistic distinction DNON-DUALISM = MW vs MM 

 
 

The illustration shows that a distinction as such is maintained, but the dualistic 

distinction DDUALISM = W vs M is transformed into the non-dualistic distinction 

DNON-DUALISM = MW vs MM. The general distinction between world vs meaning (or 

between object vs description, reality vs interpretation, etc) is not completely 

abandoned nor does it remain on a primary level, but instead, becomes integra-

ted and subscripted into the larger non-dualistic unity within which it figures 

as a secondary level. Meaning M is dominant and monistic, but differentiated 

into the subscripted distinction W vs M, i.e. MW vs MM. Put differently, on the 

ontologically »highest« level, a monism of meaning M prevails, but this mo-

nism is split up on an ontologically »lower« level into a dualism of MW vs MM. 

This non-dualistic distinction between MW vs MM may be given a more em-

pirical and concrete content by linking it to the linguistic terms portrayal or re-

presentation (see Saeed 2003: ch. 5 and 6), to the system-theoretic terms auto-

description vs allo-description (Luhmann 1997: ch. 5, Kieserling ed. 2003), 

and to the cybernetic terms first-order vs second-order description (Foerster ed. 

1981, Luhmann 1993b).
44
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 The concept of portrayal or representation means that a word or sentence semantically 

presents itself in a particular way to the hearer. The verb clause üThe president will expel 

any member who breaks the clubôs rulesû portrays itself as an action because a person does 

something to another person, whereas a nominalization of this phrase yields the noun 

clause üBreaking the clubôs rules will result in expulsionû, which portrays itself as an event 

because there are no named people but only impersonal forces (Ng & Bradac 1993: 161). 

The system-theoretic concept of auto-description (Selbstbeschreibung) is quasi-synony-

mous as auto-descriptions are internal descriptions that a system produces to present its 

own unity, operations, and intentions, e.g. Henry may describe himself by saying üI am a 

kind and just manû. Auto-descriptions are always part of the system they are describing, so 

the describing system and the described system are identical. In contrast, allo-descriptions 

(Fremdbeschreibungen) are external descriptions that a system produces about another 

system to present that systemôs operations and intentions, e.g. Maria may describe Henry 

by saying üHenry is a kind but unjust manû. Allo-descriptions are not part of the described 

system, so the describing system and the described system are distinct. As can be seen, 

auto-descriptions and allo-descriptions usually diverge. 

The cybernetic concept of first-order description denotes a realist description that is made 

by an observer describing a presumed external object, e.g. üThe table is grayû. In contrast, 

second-order descriptions are more constructivist because they are made by an observer 

describing another observer and her first-order descriptions such as blind spots, social cha-

racteristics of the observer, semantic codes, etc, e.g. üThe description óThe table is grayô 

uses the semantic code of color but not the semantic code of law and it is given by a color-

blind woman who could consequently not give the description óThe table is redôû. For a 

discussion of these different types of descriptions, see chapter 5.6.1 in this book. 

 

MW         MM 

 

  DNON-DUALISM  =                                         =    MW vs MM 
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MW is a meaning-description M that semantically auto-describes or por-

trays itself as world-object W, whereas MM is a meaning-description M that 

semantically auto-describes or portrays itself as meaning-description M. This is 

a second-order description ï from a distant observer such as a non-dualistic 

philosopher ï that allo-describes MW and MM as first-order descriptions that 

auto-describe them(selves) either as object W or as description M. 

To illustrate this argument, let us look at some examples. MW = ƅTABLEƅ 

or MW = ƅBLACK THINGƅ are descriptions M that auto-describe them(selves) as 

objects W but not as descriptions M, because in everyday semantics tables and 

black things are considered to be material, permanent, external, resistant, or 

observable entities, so they are seen to belong to the ontological level of ob-

jects W but not to the ontological level of descriptions M. In contrast, MM = ƅTHE 
TABLE IS REDƅ or MM = ƅTHE BLACK THING MEANS DANGERƅ are descriptions 

M that auto-describe them(selves) as descriptions M but not as objects W because 

in everyday semantics they are considered to be linguistic and changeable sen-

tences or immaterial and mental interpretations, so they are seen to belong to 

the ontological level of descriptions M but not to the level of objects W. 

This implies two technical-notational changes. Firstly, Dualismôs W is 

substituted by Non-Dualismôs MW. For example, in Dualism, a scientist sees an 

undescribed object such as a W = table, but in Non-Dualism, the scientist gives 

the rudimentary description MW = ƅTABLEƅ in contrast to »something differ-

ent« or »all the rest« such as MELSE = ƅCHAIRƅ, ƅMELODICƅ, ƅTO SWIMƅ, etc. 

In Dualism, the scientist visually perceives an uninterpreted thing such as a W 
= table and a child interprets it as a M(W) = ƅCAVEƅ, but in Non-Dualism the 

scientist gives the interpretation MW = ƅTABLEƅ and the child gives the inter-

pretation MW = ƅCAVEƅ.
45

 

Secondly, Dualismôs M(W) is substituted by Non-Dualismôs MM. For exam-

ple, in Dualism, Henry sees W = a black thing and interprets it as a symbol of 

M(W) = ƅDANGERƅ. In Non-Dualism, Henry gives the interpretation MW = ƅA 
BLACK THINGƅ and interprets this interpretation as MM = ƅDANGERƅ. In Dual-

ism, people speak of a W = table as a M(W) = ƅTABLEƅ, whereas in Non-Dual-

ism, people speak of a MW = ƅTABLEƅ as, for example, a MM = ƅSYMBOL OF 
COOPERATION AND COMMUNITYƅ. In Dualism, I eat the W = apple and not the 

word M(W) = ƅAPPLEƅ, but in Non-Dualism I eat the MW = ƅAPPLEƅ and not 

the word MM = ƅAPPLEƅ.
46

 

The status of a particular M either as MW or as MM is not always a priori 

fixed or predetermined because it depends on the perspective adopted by the 

observer, namely whether she portrays the M as world W or as meaning M. The 
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 The descriptions of the scientist and the child are unequal in that they may be connectable, 

viable, appropriate, robust, etc to differing degrees, but they are equal in that they have the 

same ontological status as meaning-descriptions. 
46

 Due to the re-entry, the word ümeaningû is used in this study in two ways: meaning in the 

sense of a distinction-based category, notated as M, and meaning in the sense of a distinc-

tion-based category that auto-describes it(self) as meaning (i.e. as signified, concept, idea), 

notated as MM. I seek to remedy this terminological ambiguity of the word ümeaningû by 

often using symbols such as M, MM, MW, etc which allow for notational clarity. 
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status of an M either as MW or as MM is not constant and unalterable because an 

observer may change the status of an M within an utterance or a conversation. 

For example, on a shopping tour, Maria may give the description MW = ƅTHE 
ROUND OBJECTƅ and then interpret this description as MM = ƅAN APPLEƅ, but 

Henry may give the description MW = ƅAN APPLEƅ and then interpret this de-

scription as a symbol of MM = ƅSEXUAL SEDUCTIONƅ. Depending on the obser-

ver, ƅAN APPLEƅ is categorized as meaning-description MM by Maria because 

she considers the apple to be the interpretation of a prior object-world, whereas 

ƅAN APPLEƅ is categorized as object-world MW by Henry because he considers 

the apple to be the object-world of a subsequent meaning-description.
47

 

In chapter 1.3, I argued that meaning M as such may be either referential-

transitive or nonreferential-intransitive (in a »language-internal« sense of syn-

tax and grammar). This argument needs to be qualified and modified now. 

Firstly, MW in terms of a meaning that auto-describes it(self) as world or 

object may be referential-transitive or nonreferential-intransitive. For example, 

MW = ƅTHIS ISLANDƅ is typically seen as nonreferential-intransitive because, as 

a natural and non-humanly made object, it does not refer to other meanings MM. 

In contrast, MW = ƅTHIS ISLANDƅ is seen by Robinson Crusoe as referential-

transitive because for him this island is a symbol of MM = ƅPUNISHMENT AND 
PRISONƅ that he believes God has imposed on him (Defoe 1719: 71). This 

argument will be extended in chapters 2.5.2 and 3 on the semiotic triangle. 

Secondly, MM is always referential-transitive because it necessarily refers 

to, or is based upon, some other or previous MW. For example, the interpreta-

tion MM = ƅDANGERƅ is based upon, or refers to, some object or referent such 

as MW = ƅTHIS BLACK OBJECTƅ. This argument will be extended in chapter 2.4 

on the time and process dimension of Non-Dualism. 

In chapter 1.1, I proposed a definition of meaning as a distinction-based 

category M vs MELSE, and in this chapter, I proposed the definition of the non-

dualistic distinction MW vs MM. Comparing both definitions, it is clear that they 

are not only compatible, but also that MW vs MM is a special and deduced case 

of M vs MELSE. Hence, the argumentation has been consistent so far.
48
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 In chapter 4, I will extend this argument by means of Prototype Theory. I will show that 

the two sides of the non-dualistic distinction MW vs MM are only the most prototypical poles 

of a continuous spectrum comprising M that lie between these poles and that are more or 

less atypical of MW and MM, e.g. movements, structures, pictograms chiseled into stone, etc. 
48

 So far, the starting point was Dualism with its distinction W vs M and the end point was 

Non-Dualism with its distinction M = ƅW vs Mƅ, because the objective was to identify the 

operation by which Non-Dualism can be reconstructed based on the premise that Dualism 

is the natural and unquestioned starting point. This operation was, as shown, a re-entry of 

W vs M. It showed how we can become non-dualists. But we might as well take Non-Dual-

ism with its distinction M = ƅW vs Mƅ as the starting point and try to reach Dualism with 

its distinction W vs M as the end point, because our objective could be to identify the ope-

ration by which Dualism can be reconstructed based on the premise that Non-Dualism is 

the natural and unquestioned starting point. This operation is the opposite of a re-entry, i.e. 

a re-exit of M = ƅW vs Mƅ. This would show how we as pragmatic lifeworld actors have 

become dualists. Weber (2005: 210ff) uses a re-exit but applies it to a different distinction. 
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2.3.3 An artistic illustration  of Dualism and Non-Dualism: To render 

Non-Dualismôs abstract formulas and arguments more concrete and intelli-

gible, I will provide a visualization of Non-Dualism using one of Magritteôs 

surrealist paintings. 

 

Figure 2.IX: Magritteôs painting La Belle Captive 
49

 

 

 
 

© VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2010 

 
Let us dissect Magritteôs painting from the perspective of Non-Dualism. Three 

different ontological levels can be distinguished in the painting: (1) The level 

of Magritteôs painting itself and as a whole, embedded within this text you are 

now reading. (2) The level of the small painting embedded within Magritteôs 

painting, i.e. the canvas put on the easel standing next to the tree and depicting 

some houses and a horse pulling a carriage. (3) The level of Magritteôs paint-

ing that is neither (1) nor (2) but that depicts the large field and pasture, the big 

tree, some houses, and people. 

These three ontological levels may be depicted and analyzed by means of 

another, simplified illustration that uses the non-dualistic terminology devel-

oped in the previous chapters. 
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 Similar versions of this painting or structurally similar photos can sometimes be found on 

the cover of constructivist books (e.g. Foerster & Pörksen 1998). Provided that one agrees 

to consider Constructivism a type of Dualism and hence in contradiction to Non-Dualism, 

it is funny and strange to see that the same image is used to symbolize or support different 

hypotheses or theories, namely, constructivist Dualism vs Non-Dualism. 
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Figure 2.X: Dissection of Magritteôs painting La Belle Captive 

 
 

On the left side, you can see the dualistic distinction DDUALISM = W vs M because 

Dualism only considers two of the abovementioned levels, i.e. level (3) as the 

large field and pasture, the big tree, some houses, and people (shown as a 

white rectangle), and level (2) as the canvas put on the easel depicting some 

houses and a horse pulling a carriage (shown as a shaded rectangle). 

In the center, you see the non-dualistic unity UNON-DUALISM = M(W vs M) because 

Non-Dualism holds that Dualism has ignored level (1) as the level of the paint-

ing as a whole, embedded within this text you are reading: Firstly, level (3) as 

W is only existent by using level (1) as M, i.e. you can only depict, think, indi-

cate, or speak about W by using an M, because without level (1) there would 

not even be Magritteôs painting in this text. Secondly, the distinction between 

level (3) and (2) is only depictable by using level (1), i.e. the dualistic distinc-

tion must be indicated by the non-dualistic unity of the dualistic distinction. 

But since level (1) is a painting it corresponds, just like level (2), to M (shown 

as a shaded rectangle; there is no longer a white rectangle). Hence, the dualis-

tic distinction W vs M can only be a description, namely ƅW vs Mƅ. The center 

illustration corresponds to figure 2.VII , both depicting the non-dualistic unity. 

On the right side of the illustration, you can see the non-dualistic distinc-

tion DNON-DUALISM = MW vs MM, which emphasizes that, from the perspective of 

level (1), there are only descriptions, i.e. two different descriptions: A descrip-

tion that auto-describes it(self) as world, i.e. MW, and another description that 

auto-describes it(self) as description, i.e. MM. The right hand illustration corres-

ponds to figure 2.VIII , both depicting the non-dualistic distinction. 

2.3.4 Unfolding the paradox: In summary, the re-entry of the dualistic 

distinction DDUALISM = W vs M into M yields two fundamental results: Firstly, we 

get UNON-DUALISM = M(W vs M) which denotes the non-dualistic unity of M. Secondly, 

we get DNON-DUALISM = MW vs MM which denotes the non-dualistic distinction be-

tween M auto-describing it(self) as W and M auto-describing it(self) as M. 
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There is a particular advantage to having the non-dualistic unity and the 

non-dualistic distinction as theoretical instruments at oneôs disposal because 

they are able to solve the following paradox: (1) On the one hand, philoso-

phical Non-Dualism shows that there is no ontological difference between the 

object of the description and the description of the object in that both have the 

same ontological status of descriptions, so that a monism of descriptions M pre-

vails. (2) On the other hand, in everyday semantics and the practical lifeworld 

there is an unshakable certainty that there is an ontological difference between 

the object of the description and the description of the object, so that a dualism 

of object W and descriptions M prevails. This certainty is also reflected and 

encoded in lifeworld semantics and daily language use (see chapter 2.2.5) 

because many, if not most, words, sentences, thoughts, and utterances exhibit 

the dualism of object W and descriptions M.
50

 

Views (1) and (2) are seemingly paradoxical because both seem plausible 

or cogent, but they contradict each other. Instead of disregarding either view 

(1) or view (2), the theorist should take both into account and seek to integrate 

them into a more comprehensive view. I claim that the non-dualistic unity and 

the non-dualistic distinction are able to achieve this because they reconcile 

views (1) and (2). The paradox can be unfolded, i.e. solved or eliminated, by 

the following argumentation: The paradox exists only when seen from one 

particular perspective, namely the perspective presented in the previous para-

graph, whereas the paradox ceases to exist when seen from another perspec-

tive, namely the perspective that I will discuss below. From this other perspec-

tive, the paradox of views (1) and (2) is unfolded by introducing a second dis-

tinction, namely the distinction between a level of first-order observation and a 

level of second-order observation.
51

 Whereas view (1) is located on the level of 

second-order observation, view (2) is located on the level of first-order obser-

vation ï so that each view holds locally on its own level of observation without 

contradicting or interfering with the other view.
52

 

                                                 
50

 Even non-dualists confirm this view. For example, Grampp (2008: 222ff) draws on Witt-

genstein and argues that before there can be philosophical doubt about Dualismôs W or 

about Dualismôs distinction between W vs M, there is, and must be, an a priori and every-

day certainty about the existence of Dualismôs W and about Dualismôs distinction between 

W vs M. Similarly, Weber (2008: 144) holds that we will never be able to give up our urge 

to »go back« to a »beyond« of all discourse and description so as to look for a starting 

point, a reason, or driving force. Schmidt too (2010: 140) argues that a pragmatic Dualism 

in everyday life is inevitable. 
51

 See footnote 44 for an explanation of first- and second-order observations. 
52

 An example: The sentence üfishermen would catch more fish if they fished lessû (by Tudge 

1991: 59) is paradoxical because it comprises a distinction between two sides X vs Y that 

is logically inconsistent, i.e. X = fishermen catch more fish vs Y = fishermen catch less 

fish. The paradox is unfolded by introducing a second distinction, e.g. A = in the future vs 

B = in the present, in such a way that each side of the first distinction X vs Y is confined to 

only one side A vs B of the second distinction, e.g. X + A = fisherman catch more fish in 

the future vs Y + B = fishermen catch less fish in the present. Consequently, the pragmatic 

meaning of Tudgeôs sentence can be phrased as: Fishermen would catch more fish in the 

future if they fished less fish in the present (because fish stocks would have the time to re-

produce and therefore to increase in size). 
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This is a third-order observation that observes the first- and second-order 

observations. On the one hand, the non-dualistic distinction DNON-DUALISM = MW vs 
MM with its subscript W vs M corresponds to the level of first-order »realist« ob-

servation of common sense and everyday language use. Here, the belief in the 

dualism between W vs M is insurmountable, necessary, and important in the eyes 

of »the pedestrian in the street«. On the other hand, the non-dualistic unity 

UNON-DUALISM = M(W vs M) with its dominant M corresponds to the level of second-

order »constructivist« observation of science, analytical reasoning, and theore-

tical analysis. Here, the first-order distinction between W vs M appears as a unity 

in the form of M in the eyes of »the philosopher in the armchair«. This sort of 

third-order observation offers a way to unfold, i.e. to solve or eliminate, the 

abovementioned paradox so as to reach a more global and complex view. 

 

2.4 Time and Process in Non-Dualism 

 

In the previous chapter, Non-Dualism and its distinction DNON-DUALISM = MW vs MM 

were depicted in a static and synchronic manner. However, Mittererôs (1992) 

original non-dualistic philosophy accounts for temporal-processual aspects. In 

the following, I will formalize and extend this temporal-processual approach. 

2.4.1 Meanings up to now and from now on: The starting point is the 

non-dualistic distinction between MW vs MM. Even though this is not Mittererôs 

original terminology, but my modified formalization, it can still be connected 

to his original terminology: MW and MM are two stages in a temporal process. 

The first stage is MW, which is the object indication or rudimentary mean-

ing-description. Mitterer calls this stage the description so far, which I find 

more convenient to call the description or meaning up to now.
53

 This is the 

existent description that has already been made and that prevails up to the pres-

ent. The atemporal notation with the vertical lines MW = ƅéƅ continues to be 

valid, but I will now specify this notation by adding small horizontal arrows or 

lines which are to symbolize the time vector: 

 

MW = é  in shorthand form becomes MW = ƋéƋ54 
 

                                                 
53

 There are two reasons: (1) Description up to now goes aesthetically better with its counter-

part description from now on since both expressions comprise three little words including 

the important word ünowû. (2) The word ünowû better conveys the idea that the temporal 

benchmark is the now, up to which or from which descriptions may connect. 
54

 My usual synchronic-static notation M = ƆéƆ is thus transformed into the temporal-pro-

cessual notation M = é  or simplified M = ƌéƌ. The idea behind these notations is as 

follows: The vertical lines Ɔ symbolize the present now, left of which is the past and right 

of which is the future. The horizontal arrows , or simplified, the horizontal lines , sym-

bolize the temporal movement: On the one hand, a movement from the past up to the pre-

sent now, as in the case of the description up to now M = é  or simplified M = ƌéƌ. On 

the other hand, as will be seen in the next paragraph, a movement from the present now to 

the future, as in the description from now on M = é  or simplified M = ƋéƋ. In contrast, 

Mitterer (1992, 2001) uses a different notation, which I find less clear, namely /é/ for the 

description up to now and ñéò for the description from now on. 
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From a non-dualistic perspective, Dualismôs W is an M, namely MW. The object 

of the description, namely Dualismôs W, is the description up to now, namely 

Non-Dualismôs MW (Mitterer 1992: 56-62). For example, in a discussion, Hen-

ry communicatively introduces the object of description by indicating it as MW 
= ƋTHE APPLEƋ. The indication of the object by means of a rudimentary de-

scription up to now constitutes the base and starting point for further and more 

complex descriptions in the second stage. 

The second stage is MM, which is the continuation of the previous descrip-

tion MW by modifying it or adding something new to it. Mitterer calls it the 

description from now on, which I will often also call the meaning from now on. 

It is the description that is being made in a particular moment. The usual atem-

poral notation with the vertical lines in the form of MM = ƅéƅ continues to be 

valid, but I will now specify this notation by adding small horizontal arrows or 

lines which are to symbolize the time vector: 

 

MM = é  in shorthand form becomes MM = ƊéƊ 
55

 

 

The description of the object is the description from now on, which follows 

and continues the description up to now. In Dualism, the meaning or descrip-

tion is directed toward and refers back to the object, whereas in Non-Dualism 

the meaning or description starts from and continues the object: Since the 

object is, as shown in the first stage, the description up to now, the description 

from now on starts from the description up to now by continuing and expand-

ing it (Mitterer 1992: 56-60). In other words, MM is a description-starting-from-

and-continuing-a-previous-description. Resuming the above example, Henryôs 

description up to now MW = ƋTHE APPLEƋ is taken up and continued by Brian 

who adds the description from now on MM = ƊIT IS REDƊ. 

These two stages taken together, i.e. the description up to now MW and the 

description from now on MM, come to constitute a new description up to now. 

For example, Henryôs rudimentary description MW = ƋTHE APPLEƋ and Bri-

anôs description MM = ƊIT IS REDƊ come to form the new, more elaborate de-

scription up to now MW = ƋTHE RED APPLEƋ. 

This new description up to now corresponds once again to the first stage, 

which I have already presented above, so that it serves as a starting point for 

further and new descriptions from now on. For example, Henry may resume 

the new description up to now MW = ƋTHE RED APPLEƋ by adding a new de-

scription from now on MM = ƊAND IT MEANS SEDUCTIONƊ. Once again, both 

preceding descriptions taken together, i.e. the new description up to now and 

the new description from now on, come to constitute another new description 

up to now, namely MW = ƋTHE RED APPLE THAT MEANS SEDUCTIONƋ. This 

process may be repeated so that a long or even endless chain of descriptions up 

to now and descriptions from now on can be created. The figure below sum-

marizes the previous arguments. 

 

                                                 
55

 See the previous footnote 54 for the reasons for such a notation. 
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Figure 2.XI : Process of alternating descriptions up to now and from now on 

 
 

Other examples of the process of meaning-descriptions up to now and from 

now on may be: MW = ƋTHIS THINGéƋ is described by Maria as MM = ƊéIT 
WEIGHS 10 KGƊ, MW = ƋHE RAISED HIS FISTéƋ may be interpreted by a 

soldier as MM = ƊéA SYMBOL OF THREATƊ, MW = ƋTHE UNDESCRIBED OB-
JECTéƋ is further described by the dualist as MM = ƊéCAN LATER BE DE-
SCRIBEDƊ, and MW = ƋTHE VOLCANIC ERUPTIONéƋ may be seen by a reli-

gious newspaper as MM = ƊéDIVINE PUNISHMENTƊ. 

The notation introduced in this chapter, i.e. descriptions or meanings up to 

now M = ƋéƋ and descriptions or meanings from now on M = ƊéƊ, comple-

ments and specifies the usual notation of descriptions or meanings M = ƅéƅ. 

The distinction between a synchronic-static notation M = ƅéƅ and a temporal-

processual notation M = ƋéƋ or M = ƊéƊ will be useful: In arguments in 

which time and process play no important role, I can use the synchronic-static 

notation, and in arguments in which time and process do play a vital role, I can 

use the temporal-processual notation. 

Based on this non-dualistic and temporal approach, how can the concepts 

of object, world, or reality be defined? In everyday language, world or reality 

is usually understood as the ontological sum of all objects, i.e. all things, phe-

nomena, entities, facts, etc. Previous chapters have shown that objects are rudi-

mentary descriptions MW and this chapter has shown that objects are descrip-

tions up to now ƋMWƋ that are shared and accepted by the participating ac-

tors. Consequently, Mitterer argues that the world or reality is the sum of all 

descriptions up to now ƋMWƋ that are shared and accepted by the participat-

ing actors, i.e. the latest narrative state of affairs, the attained discourse posi-

tions, the knowledge accumulated up to now, the shared interpretations so far 

(and for children, reality is but a »silly convention of adults«, see Hesse 1923: 

242). For example, Africa is the sum of our descriptions up to now, e.g. it is 

one of the 7 continents, it comprises more than 40 countries, it has several 

mountains over 5000 meters, etc (see Mitterer 1992: 57, 60f, 67, 104, 110 and 

Weber 2005: 282, 318ff). What our descriptions are depends on the particular 

epoch, culture, and actor in which the descriptions occur, e.g. in Neanderthal 

times, in childrenôs cognition, among Western bureaucrats, or in the Yanoma-

mö tribe (see chapter 2.2.5 on ontology and language). 

 

MW = ƋTHE 
RED APPLE 
THAT MEANS 

SEDUCTION Ƌ 

 
MW = ƋTHE 
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MM =Ɗ IT IS 

REDƊ 

 

 
MW = ƋTHE 

RED APPLE Ƌ 

 

MM =Ɗ AND IT 
MEANS SE-

DUCTIONƊ 

actor sequence 
 

     Henry                   Brian                    [result]                   Henry                  [result] 
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2.4.2 Medium, forms, and systems: The non-dualistic approach devel-

oped so far may be profitably connected to the following approaches of Sys-

tems Theory: to the medium vs form approach (see chapter 6.1.1 for a more 

comprehensive presentation based on Luhmann 1984: ch. 2 and 1997: ch. 2.I) 

and to the concept of system. 

On a basic level, both the meaning medium and the meaning forms are 

constituted of the same elements, i.e. meanings M. The meaning medium cor-

responds to the infinite universe (or in semiotic terms, the paradigm) of all 

latent, inactivated, or uncoupled meanings M = ƅéƅ. For example, the mean-

ing medium comprises the meanings M = ƅDANGERƅ, M = ƅNOWƅ, M = ƅTO 
BEƅ, M = ƅAƅ, M = ƅTO MEANƅ, M = ƅIƅ, M = ƅTO SINGƅ, M = ƅMEANING-
LESSƅ, M = ƅGOODƅ, M = ƅFLAGƅ, M = ƅNOTƅ, M = ƅREDƅ, and hundreds of 

thousands of other inactivated and uncoupled meanings. In contrast, the mean-

ing forms correspond to a small selection (or in semiotic terms, a syntagm) of 

activated, manifest, or coupled meanings up to now MW = ƋéƋ or meanings 

from now on MM = ƊéƊ. These may be concrete utterances, realized thoughts, 

seen pictures, written sentences, remembered melodies, etc that a particular 

actor or system activates in a specific temporal-spatial context. For example, 

yesterday I took a walk and suddenly perceived MW = ƋA RED FLAGƋ, and 

afterwards I interpreted it as MM = ƊA RED FLAG MEANS DANGERƊ. Whereas 

the meaning medium is temporally stable and long-lived, the meaning forms 

are temporally unstable and short-lived as their elements easily deactivate or 

decouple, so the meaning forms quickly disappear.
56

 

Furthermore, there is a special relation between meaning forms and sys-

tems: A system is composed of operations, e.g. a social system is composed of 

communications and a psychic system is composed of thoughts. Operations 

themselves are not a medium, but particular forms because they are momen-

tary, selective, and specific events. This is why Luhmann argues that it is only 

the forms, and not the medium, that are connectable and utilizable in a system 

(1997: 201). The reason is that a system is »a series of forms as series«, i.e. a 

temporally sequenced repetition or chain of varying forms (Khurana 1998: 

129). Moreover, since meaning forms may appear as meanings up to now or 

from now on, as I have argued above, and since operations are meanings up to 

now or from now on, as Weber suggests (2005: 351f), the logical conclusion is 

that a system is composed of meanings up to now and from now on. The se-

quential series of meanings up to now and from now on, depicted in the above 

figure 2.XI , consequently constitutes a system. In this case, the series of suc-

cessive meanings up to now and from now on constitutes a social system in the 

form of a conversation between Henry and Brian. 

                                                 
56

 As can be seen, Luhmannôs medium vs form-approach is compatible with Mittererôs non-

dualistic approach ï a possibility also briefly remarked on by Weber (2005: 321f), but so 

far unexplored. Firstly, both of the approaches neither presuppose nor introduce Dualismôs 

external object and rock-bottom world W, but both remain on the level of the non-dualistic 

meaning M. Secondly, the medium and forms have the same ontological status because 

both are composed of meanings M and the forms are nothing but a compression or activa-

tion of the medium. 
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The conclusion is that meanings or descriptions M as such are autopoietic, 

reflexive, recursive, or self-referential because a particular M always continues 

or connects to a previous M, thus forming a system of meanings or descriptions 

such as éŸ M Ÿ M Ÿ M Ÿé or éŸ ƋMƋ Ÿ ƊMƊ Ÿ ƋMƋ Ÿé or put dif-

ferently éŸ ƋMWƋ Ÿ ƊMMƊ Ÿ ƋMWƋ Ÿé. That is, interpretations follow 

prior interpretations and descriptions continue previous descriptions in Mit-

tererôs Non-Dualism (1992: 25, 56); statements are followed by statements in 

Discourse Theory; »meaning always refers again to meaning and never from 

meaning to something else« in Luhmannôs Systems Theory (1984: 96); inter-

pretations can only be made of other prior interpretations in Giddenôs Double 

Hermeneutic (1993) as well as in the Interpretative Turn (Bohman, Hiley & 

Shusterman 1991: 7-10); and the Semiotic Principle declares that »a sign can-

not be reduced or analyzed into any combination of things which are not them-

selves signs« (Goddard 1994: 7).
57

 

Based on the previous discussion, one of Non-Dualismôs temporal argu-

ments now needs to be elaborated and supplemented by a more complex ap-

proach. So far, I have argued that the temporal starting point is not (the exis-

tence of) an undescribed object W, i.e. Dualismôs step A, but (the making of) a 

rudimentary description M, i.e. Non-Dualismôs step B (see figures 2.III and 

2.XI). This argumentation has implied that before Non-Dualismôs step B, i.e. 

before the rudimentary description, there are no previous steps in terms of 

previous descriptions. However, it would be more in line with the above-

mentioned form and systems approach to argue that there is no definite starting 

point in terms of one original description. Instead, each specific description Mi 

is only one element in a longer and often endless chain of preceding descrip-

tions Miï1, Miï2, Miï3, etc and succeeding descriptions Mi+1, Mi+2, Mi+3, etc. There-

fore, we are constantly embedded in ongoing steps and in a state of »already-

have-begun« and »always-be-in-the-middle« (Schmidt 2003: 97, Weber 2005: 

40, 48). A particular rudimentary description is therefore likely to be the se-

mantic continuation or topical outgrowth of previous descriptions. 

2.4.3 The degree of connectivity and robustness of descriptions: There 

are two criteria or characteristics that are particularly important in studying the 

process from a meaning-description up to now ƋMƋ to a subsequent meaning-

description from now on ƊMƊ. These criteria or characteristics apply both to 

cognitive and communicative systems.
58

 

                                                 
57

 An important process by which systems are created and maintained is co-activation, which 

will be explained in detail in chapter 6.4. 
58

 There are many other criteria and characteristics that I will not, however, discuss here. For 

the criterion of truth of meaning-descriptions, see Mittererôs comprehensive and non-dual-

istic account (1992, 1999, 2001). It suffices to say that the concept of truth ï both in its 

realist definition as the correspondence between a statement and reality and in its construc-

tivist definition as the viability of a statement in its reality ï is based on Dualismôs distinc-

tion DDUALISM = W vs M and is therefore nonexistent in Non-Dualism. Moreover, the criterion 

of truth is rather limited in its range of application because it requires many felicity condi-

tions, e.g. it is only applicable to sentences (but not to single words), to constative senten-

ces (but not to imperative, expressive, or interrogative sentences), to constative sentences 

about past or present things (but not about future events), etc. 
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(1) The degree of connectivity vs discontinuity of meaning-descriptions. 

The concept of connectivity is inspired by Luhmannôs Systems Theory and 

refers to the probability or capacity of a particular meaning up to now ƋMƋ to 

generate many meanings from now on ƊM1Ɗ, ƊM2Ɗ, ƊM3Ɗ, etc that semanti-

cally refer to or continue the meaning up to now ƋMƋ. For example, the utter-

ance up to now M = ƋTHERE IS A TABLEƋ would have a high connectivity (and 

a low discontinuity) if it easily generated several utterances from now on that 

somehow made reference to the utterance up to now, such as M1 = ƊTHE TABLE 
IS ROUNDƊ, M2 = ƊNO, ITôS A CHAIRƊ, M3 = ƊPIECES OF FURNITURE ARE 
USUALLY MADE OF WOODƊ, M4 = ƊYEAH, AND IT REMINDS ME OF MY CHILD-
HOODƊ, etc. In contrast, it would have a low connectivity (and a high discon-

tinuity) if it did not generate any, or only very few, utterances from now on 

that semantically referred to the utterance up to now, such as the non sequitur 

M = ƊTHE ASTRONOMER SAW THE COMETƊ. Haley (1963) distinguishes be-

tween accepting, rejecting, and ignoring a communication. This distinction 

can be applied to connectivity: Accepting or rejecting a meaning-description 

corresponds to a high connectivity, whereas ignoring a meaning-description 

corresponds to a high discontinuity, e.g. changing the topic of conversation, 

pretending the speaker never said anything, remaining silent, etc.
59

 

The degree of connectivity or discontinuity of a meaning-description thus 

decides if a system or syntagm emerges and persists or if it becomes atrophic 

and collapses. Meaning-descriptions with a high connectivity therefore foster 

the tendency toward autopoiesis, i.e. the production and reproduction of the 

systemôs elements by the systemôs elements, and toward syntagmatization, i.e. 

the temporalization and combination of paradigms into syntagms. This tenden-

cy may manifest itself in different communicative and cognitive forms such as 

narratives, internal dialogs, collocations, conversations, discourses, daydream-

ing, texts, debates, reasoning, or functionally differentiated societal fields such 

as the legal system or the economic system.
60

 

(2) The degree of robustness vs susceptibility of meaning-descriptions.
61

 

The concept of robustness refers to the probability or capacity of a particular 

meaning up to now ƋMƋ to generate numerous meanings from now on ƊM1Ɗ, 

ƊM2Ɗ, ƊM3Ɗ, etc that semantically accept or presuppose the meaning up to 

now ƋMƋ. Put differently, the meaning up to now ƋMƋ withstands new and 

potentially »adverse« meanings from now on ƊM1Ɗ, ƊM2Ɗ, ƊM3Ɗ, etc, so that 

it continues to be informationally and intersubjectively valid, accepted, or un-

                                                 
59

 The concept of connectivity is similar to the Coherence Rule: »In order for an utterance to 

form a coherent sequence with the preceding utterance, it must either fulfill the illocution-

ary intention of the latter or address its pragmatic presuppositions.« (Tsui 1991: 111) 
60

 Some open questions: What determines the degree of connectivity or discontinuity of a 

meaning-description? A partial answer will be given in chapter 6.4.2 on the co-activation 

of meanings within a meaning field. What determines whether a high degree of connecti-

vity appears in a psychic form (e.g. thoughts) or in a social form (e.g. communications)? 
61

 Instead of speaking of robustness vs susceptibility, similar or neighboring terms are equal-

ly possible: resilience vs vulnerability, resistance vs sensitivity, hardiness vs receptiveness, 

durability vs delicateness, complementarity vs substitution (Weber 2005: 282), success vs 

failure (Janich 2010: 40f), etc. 
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changed. For example, the utterance up to now M = ƋTHERE IS A TABLEƋ 

would have a high degree of robustness (and a low degree of susceptibility) if 

it were followed and confirmed by utterances from now on such as M1 = ƊYES, 
THATôS RIGHTƊ, M2 = ƊI LIKE THE SHAPE OF THIS TABLEƊ, M3 = ƊCAN I BUY 
IT?Ɗ, or M4 = ƊPUT THAT PIECE OF FURNITURE OVER THERE!Ɗ. In contrast, it 

would have a low degree of robustness (and a high degree of susceptibility) if 

it were followed and challenged by utterances from now on such as M = ƊITôS A 
CHAIRƊ or M = ƊNO, THERE IS NOTHING IN THIS ROOMƊ. 

The degree of robustness or susceptibility of a meaning-description de-

pends on its semantic-informational content and on the social-historical con-

text in which it occurs. Two examples: On the one hand, the degree of robust-

ness of a meaning-description tends to increase if it uses a symbolically gener-

alized medium of communication such as truth, power, money, love, law, art, 

etc (Luhmann 1997: ch. 2). That is, a meaning-description is likely to remain 

unchanged and accepted by subsequent meaning-descriptions if it is considered 

to be true, powerful, profitable, loving, legal, beautiful, etc. On the other hand, 

if a meaning-description that declares the flatness of the earth occurred in con-

temporary Germany, it would be highly susceptible, but if it occurred in The 

Flat Earth Society or medieval Spain, it would be highly robust. 

In the remainder of this chapter, I will look more closely at the topic of 

ontology and language. Whereas the discussion in chapter 2.2.5 can be seen as 

the first part of this topic, the following discussion is the second part as it fo-

cuses on susceptibility and robustness. 

Let us first look at the topic of robustness. Everyday semantics offers dif-

ferent terms for descriptions with different degrees of robustness: (a) Descrip-

tions with an extremely low degree of robustness tend to be called üfalsityû, 

ülieû, ünonsenseû, üfictionû, üinventionû, or ümisconceptionû. (b) Descriptions 

that have a low degree of robustness are usually viewed as üopinionû, ühypoth-

esisû, üinterpretationû, or üargumentû. (c) Descriptions with a high degree of 

robustness tend to be called üfactû, üdataû, üinformationû, or ütruthû.
62

 Many of 

these descriptions remain constant and unchanged, sometimes over millennia 

and across many cultures, e.g. M = ƅSOMETIMES YOU CANNOT SEE THE SUNƅ. 

(d) And finally, for those descriptions with an extremely high degree of robust-

ness, lifeworld semantics has reserved words like üobjectû, ürealityû, üthingû, 

üworldû, or üphenomenonû, e.g. M = ƅTHE SUNƅ. 
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 The non-dualistic concept of robustness may replace or complement the dualistic concepts 

of truth and viability. A realist Correspondence Theory of Truth would argue: A descrip-

tion is true because it exactly matches reality (correspondence between word and world). 

A constructivist »Viability Theory of Descriptions« would argue: A description is viable 

because it successfully fits into reality (viability of the description in its reality). A non-

dualistic »Consensus Theory of Robustness« would argue: A description is robust because 

other and subsequent descriptions accept it (consensus among the descriptions of different 

actors). The pragmatic conclusion of all three theories would be: And therefore we take 

this description as the basis for further descriptions. The non-dualistic »Consensus Theory 

of Robustnessç somewhat resembles Mittererôs non-dualistic discussion of a fundamental 

consensus (1992, 2001) and dualistic Consensus Theories of Truth. 



Meaning in Communication, Cognition, and Reality 
  

 

76 

This latter approach (d) is adopted by Non-Dualism in conjunction with 

the conceptualization of objects from previous chapters: The typical object is a 

description up to now that is extremely robust and that auto-describes it(self) 

as object, e.g. MW = ƋTHE MOONƋ, MW = ƋTHERE IS A WHITE TABLEƋ, or MW = 
ƋA STONEƋ. The conceptualization of objects as descriptions with an extreme-

ly high degree of robustness accounts for the well-known resistance of objects. 

Dualists speak about »the fundamental experience that the world sometimes 

resists our attempts to describe and form it«, e.g. I cannot go straight through a 

wall and I cannot make a table bigger just by mental effort alone (see Gadenne 

2008: 154). From a non-dualistic perspective, however, this means that the 

dualistôs descriptions from now on MM = ƊTHE WORLD SOMETIMES RESISTS 
OUR ATTEMPTS TO DESCRIBE AND FORM ITƊ, MM = ƊI CANNOT GO STRAIGHT 
THROUGH A WALLƊ, and MM = ƊI CANNOT MAKE A TABLE BIGGER JUST BY 
MENTAL EFFORT ALONEƊ are highly robust and continue the prior descriptions 

up to now MW = ƋTHE WORLDƋ, MW = ƋA WALLƋ, and MW = ƋA TABLEƋ that 

are extremely robust.
63

 

Having discussed robustness, let us now turn to the topic of the suscepti-

bility of descriptions. Chapter 2.4.1 showed that objects (or the world, pheno-

mena, reality, etc) alias descriptions up to now are sensitive to, and dependent 

on, descriptions from now on. Consequently, the object of description is ï by 

means of the description of the object ï modified and developed into a new 

object of further description. 

In the example above in figure 2.XI, the object constantly changes: First 

there is an apple, then there is a red apple, and finally, there is a red apple that 

means seduction. Another example makes the point clearer. Looking at a shop 

window, 14-year old Henry tells his schoolmate Brian that he has seen some-

thing but does not know what it is. Brian adds that it is longish and yellow, so 

Henry specifies that it is a banana. Both agree and come back the next day 

with another schoolmate who tells them it is not a banana but just a plastic 

decoration. Some days later, Henry and Brian happen to come again to the 

shop window and now see that a label has been added identifying what they 

saw as a vibrator. Here too, the object constantly changes: First there is a 

»something«, then there is a longish and yellow »something«, then there is a 

banana, afterwards there is a plastic decoration, and finally there is a vibrator. 

The same kind of reasoning can be applied to so-called scientific discoveries: 

Due to differing descriptions, in the remote past, the sun was a deity, later it 

was a fire ball, nowadays it is a star composed of plasma, and in 50 years it 

may well be something altogether different. 
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 In Dualism, M have a much lower degree of robustness than W because of their distinct on-

tological statuses. However, this is not the case in Non-Dualism, because the non-dualistic 

unity posits a monism of descriptions that all have the same ontological status. This is why 

the degree of robustness of M is indeterminate and depends on the type and context of a 

particular M, e.g. if it is an MW or MM. Accordingly, in non-dualistic parlance, speaking of M 

in terms of descriptions, meanings, interpretations, sentences, etc has no connotation of a 

low degree of robustness. 
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As Mitterer (1992: 99) points out, Non-Dualism does not use Constructi-

vismôs terminology by arguing that the description creates the object, but that 

the description changes the object. More precisely, the object of the descrip-

tion (the description up to now) and the description of the object (the descrip-

tion from now on) come together to form a new object of description (a new 

description up to now). Hence, if descriptions are susceptible, they are likely to 

differ or change, so that reality and objects differ or change too, sometimes 

within minutes or years. For example, since scientific and religious discourse 

has changed, our planetary system has changed accordingly: Whereas the sun 

revolved around the earth in medieval Europe, the earth revolves around the 

sun in contemporary Europe. 

With regard to Non-Dualismôs main argument that descriptions change the 

world (or that meanings change the object), there is an interesting parallel with 

Speech Act Theory: According to Searle (1969), some speech acts and utteran-

ces are performative or declarative in that they simultaneously perform a parti-

cular action or automatically declare a particular state of affairs instead of only 

describing or prescribing a particular action or state of affairs. In short, words 

change the world in that the uttering of words logically entails the changing of 

the world. For example, if a priest in a marriage ceremony says to Maria and 

John üI hereby declare you to be husband and wifeû, his words automatically 

change the world, namely from a previous èworld without Maria and Johnôs 

marriage« to a subsequent »world with Maria and Johnôs marriageç. A similar 

but more explicit and radical reasoning can be applied to Non-Dualism. All 

descriptions and meanings are performative or declarative in that they simulta-

neously perform a particular action or automatically declare a particular state 

of affairs. In short, descriptions change the world in that the making of a de-

scription logically entails the changing of the world. For example, when Co-

lumbusô messenger reported to the Queen of Spain that MM = ƊWE HAVE DIS-
COVERED A NEW CONTINENTƊ, his words automatically changed the world 

for the Queen of Spain and subsequently for the European population, namely 

from a previous MW = ƋWORLD COMPRISING THE CONTINENTS OF EUROPE, 
AFRICA, AND ASIAƋ to a subsequent MW = ƋWORLD COMPRISING THE CONTI-
NENTS OF EUROPE, AFRICA, ASIA, AND A NEW CONTINENTƋ.

64
 

Similar arguments can be found in other theories: In Discourse Theory, 

objects can be modified by discourses, i.e. if the discourse changes, the object 

loses its old identity and adopts a new identity changing into another object 

(Jäger 2001: 92ff). In Symbolic Interactionism, »objects are the product of 

symbolic interaction« because »out of a process of mutual indications common 

objects emerge«. Objects are social creations in the sense of »being formed in 

and arising out of the process of definition and interpretation as this process 

takes place in the interaction of people« because »people are forming, sustain-

ing, and transforming the objects of their world« so that that »objects have no 
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 If, however, the dualist counters that the world did not change at all because the new con-

tinent existed even before people thought or said that the new continent existed, he com-

mits a logical-vs-performative contradiction (see line 9 in chapter 2.2.3). 
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fixed status except as their meaning is sustained through indications and defi-

nitions that people make of the objects« (see Blumer 1969: 11ff). In a similar 

vein, Systems Theoryôs communicative approach views society as the sum of 

all actualized communications (Krause 2005: 154), and if communications 

change, society changes accordingly.
65

 

Comparing and connecting both criteria or characteristics, i.e. connectivity 

and robustness, it seems obvious that connectivity is primary and more funda-

mental, whereas robustness is secondary and more specific: The degree of con-

nectivity or discontinuity determines whether or not an ƋMƋ generates any 

subsequent ƊMƊ that semantically refer to ƋMƋ. Only if it does, the degree of 

robustness or susceptibility then determines whether or not these connecting 

ƊMƊ semantically confirm the ƋMƋ. The advantage of both criteria is that 

their scope of application is wide because they not only refer to constative 

speech and »thought« acts, but to all types of speech and »thought« acts, e.g. 

imperative, expressive, interrogative, etc. 

 

2.5 Methodological and Semiotic Applications 

 

In the current scientific landscape, Non-Dualism »up to now« has hardly been 

pursued further outside the philosophical domain, so a systematic application 

and connection to the Social Science domain is still lacking.
66

 

In the previous chapters, I have applied and related Non-Dualism to some 

non-philosophical topics, e.g. medium-form theory, Linguistics, an artistic il-

lustration, Systems Theory, etc. In this chapter, I will continue this endeavor 

by discussing some methodological issues relevant to empirical research and 

by presenting a non-dualistic version of the semiotic triangle. 

2.5.1 Methodological applications of Non-Dualism: Since the ontologi-

cal beginning is not some M-distinct and M-prior W, but meaning-descriptions 

M (see chapter 2.4), the methodological beginning for scientific-empirical 

research must also be meaning-descriptions M. At the beginning, therefore, 

stands a general and comprehensive study of M in its different cognitive and 

communicative manifestations in a particular actor, system, group, or culture at 

a particular moment or in a specific epoch.
67
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 There are two open research questions with regard to the robustness and susceptibility of 

descriptions: On the one hand, why do new and different descriptions arise at all, thus 

changing or challenging previous descriptions? (Weber 2008: 145). On the other hand, 

why are there so many descriptions that confirm or accept previous descriptions, thus 

maintaining the status quo? Can there be other answers than the dualistic answer that there 

are objects that exist prior to, and are independent of, descriptions? 
66

 With a few exceptions: Bormann (2004), articles in Constructivist Foundations (2008) and 

its translation in Riegler & Weber eds. (2010), Schmidt (2003), and Weber (2002, 2005). 
67

 However, not even a particular actor, epoch, system, or group should be taken for granted. 

We should first reveal which social, temporal, and spatial distinctions are used that lead to 

the identification and existence of some actor, epoch, system, or group. Similarly, Actor-

Network-Theoryôs starting point is not an already assembled group or existent domain, 

e.g. IBM, France, Maori culture, but the processes of assembling, re-assembling, and de-

assembling elements that form, change, or dissolve groups or domains (Latour 2005). 
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Such a non-dualistic empirical approach comprises three, partially over-

lapping aspects. 

(1) M in terms of the non-dualistic unity M(W vs M). From such a general per-

spective, an appropriate starting point is to study M in its different manifest 

forms such as words, sentences, categories, symbols, concepts, interpretations, 

syntagms, meanings, signs, codes, labels, etc. As already argued, language 

plays a particularly important role in this respect, especially when it comes to 

complex categories and descriptions, and therefore deserves special attention. 

For example, typical research questions could be: Which cognitive con-

ceptualizations did medieval Sufis use? How do physicists classify reality by 

means of mathematical symbols? What are typical discourses and arguments in 

the modern legal system? How does Maori culture describe itself in the form 

of pictures and texts? What is the emotional landscape of professional sol-

diers? Which visual and tactile codes occur in romantic love relationships? 

What types of mental images are used in Buddhist meditation? 

Such an approach also asks which concepts are present in a particular ac-

tor or society, but absent in another. For example, in many African cultures 

there exists the cultural concept of M = ƅINSTITUTIONALIZED AND RITUALIZED 
SOCIAL INTERACTION BETWEEN TWO PEOPLE OR GROUPS IN WHICH ONE IS 
PERMITTED OR REQUIRED TO MAKE FUN OF OR TEASE THE OTHER WHO IS 
NOT PERMITTED TO TAKE OFFENCEƅ, whereas in a typical Western European 

society there is no such concept (only in anthropological jargon it is known as 

a joking relationship). Or, why was the following concept nonexistent in An-

cient Egypt, namely M = ƅTHERE ARE VERY LARGE SHEETS OF ROCK THAT 
FORM THE SURFACE OF THE EARTH AND THAT MOVE VERY SLOWLYƅ, where-

as in a contemporary Western European society this concept does exist (under 

the geological denomination tectonic plate movements)? From a comparative 

perspective, there are hence semantic-ontological blind spots or gaps in our 

communication, cognition, and reality with regard to othersô communications, 

cognitions, and realities. This type of question is more fundamental than the 

question of affirmation and negation of a concept, which will be discussed be-

low, because the latter presupposes that the concept to be affirmed or negated 

is already known by, or exists in, a particular actor or culture. Only if I know 

the concept M = ƅTECTONIC PLATE MOVEMENTSƅ, can I affirm or negate it. 

(2) M in terms of a distinction-based category M vs MELSE. From this struc-

turalist perspective, an appropriate starting point would be to inquire into the 

manifold distinctions, contrasts, comparisons, structures, taxonomies, and di-

visions that are entrenched and used in cognition and communication. In these 

cases, »something particular« M is distinguished from »something different« or 

»all the rest« MELSE. 

On an elementary level, there is the ontological distinction between M = 
ƅAFFIRMATIONƅ and MELSE = ƅNEGATIONƅ. For example, why do some actors 

or cultures believe that M = ƅSPIRITS EXISTƅ, whereas others believe that MELSE 
= ƅSPIRITS DONôT EXISTƅ? In which cases do observers or systems argue that 

M = ƅHE DID Xƅ and in which cases MELSE = ƅHE DID NOT DO Xƅ? 
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Looking only at the affirmative side of this ontological distinction, one 

can then further differentiate it. Within the category of spirits, what is the dif-

ference between a M = ƅPOLTERGEISTƅ and an MELSE = ƅANGELƅ? Is the pri-

mary distinction in modern court trials M = ƅLEGALƅ and MELSE = ƅILLEGALƅ? 

Why is the distinction M = ƅRAINƅ and MELSE = ƅSUNSHINEƅ so important in 

agriculture? What processes in the French language led to the differentiation 

between M = ƅPOUVOIRƅ and MELSE = ƅPUISSANCEƅ, whereas English makes 

no such distinction and only knows M = ƅPOWERƅ? Since MELSE may not only 

appear as the specific »something different«, as in the previous examples, but 

also as the unspecific »all the rest«, a research question could be: In which 

cases do actors use the meaning M = ƅTHREATƅ instead of the neighboring 

meanings MELSE = ƅWARNINGƅ, ƅPUNISHMENTƅ, ƅINTIMIDATIONƅ, ƅPROM-
ISEƅ, etc? This question leads to a meaning field analysis (see chapter 5). 

(3) M in terms of the non-dualistic distinction MW vs MM. The distinction MW 
vs MM is a special and compatible case of the distinction M vs MELSE. 

The question here is how and why are some M described as, or auto-

describe them(selves) as, world-object W or meaning-description M? That is, 

how and why is an M portrayed as MW or as MM? These questions concern the 

processes ï be they short-term (e.g. visual categorization, social interaction), 

medium-term (e.g. childhood, socialization), or long-term (e.g. societal 

change, evolution) ï that lead to the differentiation of an M into MW or MM.
68

 

Since the non-dualistic distinction has a particular temporal aspect to it, 

namely the chronology of meaning-descriptions up to now ƋMWƋ and mean-

ing-descriptions from now on ƊMMƊ, processes and changes loom large in this 

approach. For example, why is a MW = ƋRED ROSEéƋ usually interpreted as a 

symbol of MM = ƊéLOVEƊ? In which discourses or situations is MW = ƋSENE-
GALéƋ followed by connecting communications such as MM = ƊéIS AN UN-
DERDEVELOPED COUNTRYƊ? What determines whether a particular obser-

vable body behavior such as an MW = ƋERECTIONéƋ is portrayed as some-

thing that involuntarily happens, something that one can voluntarily decide to 

do or not to do, or something that is a response to something previous, i.e. MM = 
ƊéEXPERIENCEƊ, MM = ƊéACTIONƊ, or MM = ƊéREACTIONƊ? In chapter 3 

on meaning divergence, I will continue to discuss these questions. 

In certain cases, the non-dualistic distinction MW vs MM may be viewed as a 

special version of the distinction between matter vs mind (or synonymously, 

reality vs reasoning, objects vs psyche, nature vs consciousness, thing vs 

thought, etc). This has radical non-dualistic consequences for the conceptual-

ization and use of the matter vs mind distinction. 
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 With regard to the world-object MW, Mitterer asks: »How does something solidify until it is 

called object so that at the end it is really opposed to language?« (1993: 205). This ques-

tion is similar to the sociological question of objectivation or institutionalization, i.e. how 

do »subjective meanings become objective facticities«? (Berger & Luckmann 1966: 30). 

Butler, who worked on sex, has a similar approach because she asks »why and how [é] a 

particular representation of the outside to discourse becomes reified as material, natural, 

prediscursive. [é We should thus] inquire into the means by which sex becomes natural-

ized as ontology, undertaking a genealogical inquiry into ontology« (MacKenzie 2008). 
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Firstly, analyzing meaning MW is equivalent to analyzing matter, or syno-

nymously, analyzing descriptions MW is equivalent to analyzing objects. This 

follows from the previously discussed arguments that objects exist only as de-

scriptions MW and that objects change if the descriptions MW change. If one 

studies the MW-structures and MW-processes of a society, epoch, or actor, one 

also studies this societyôs, epochôs, and actorôs reality, objects, and ontology. 

Secondly, analyzing meaning MM is equivalent to analyzing the mind, or 

synonymously, analyzing descriptions MM is equivalent to analyzing cognition. 

This argument follows from a mixture of Non-Dualism, sociological Systems 

Theory, and Cognitive Linguistics. In Non-Dualism, meaning M is monistic, 

omnipresent, and fundamental in all communicative and cognitive operations, 

and in Systems Theory, meaning M can appear both in a psychic form ï e.g. 

reasoning, remembering, perception, imagining ï and in a communicative 

form ï e.g. utterances, gestures, texts, pictures (see chapter 6.3.3 on psychic vs 

communicative activations of meaning). The sole mode by which a psychic 

system can operate is by connecting meanings up to now ƋMƋ to meanings 

from now on ƊMƊ (see chapter 2.4.2). Consequently, if one analyzes the M-

structures and -processes of a particular actor or group of actors, one also 

studies this actorôs psychic system or this group of actorsô psychic systems. 

To reframe a widely held argument: Meaning is a window into the mind. 

Language-oriented approaches, such as the Linguistic Turn or Cognitive Lin-

guistics, often specify this argument to the particular case of linguistic mean-

ing: Language is a window into the mind (see Pinker 2007). A Lacanian-based 

explanation is that the unconscious is structured like language or even is lan-

guage (see Homer 2005: 69). Consequently, I argue that cognitive operations 

and structures are constituted by linguistic-semantic operations and structures, 

namely by M-operations and M-structures. 

The following is an example of how meaning or language allows us to 

have a look at the mind and psyche (based on Lakoff 2004: 3f, Lakoff & John-

son 1980, and Turner 2001). The expression üpain reliefû constitutes a mental 

frame that is composed of several semantic elements: there is an affliction (e.g. 

pain), an afflicted actor (e.g. a sick person), relief (e.g. painkillers), an actor 

who gives relief by removing the affliction and who is therefore a »hero« (e.g. 

a doctor), and other actors who might try to stop the hero and who are there-

fore èvillainsç. The expression ütax cutsû also constitutes a mental frame with 

several semantic elements: there is a monetary deduction (e.g. tax), paying 

actors (e.g. citizens and companies), a receiving actor (e.g. the state), a norm 

(e.g. financial legislation), a reduction of the monetary deduction (e.g. the 

cuts), etc. Cognitive Linguistics provides two useful and similar concepts that 

explain the creative use of such frames: A so-called conceptual blend is cre-

ated if a speaker selectively combines the semantic elements of the frames 

üpain reliefû and ütax cutsû so as to construct a new and hybrid frame such as 

ütax reliefû. A so-called conceptual metaphor is created when a speaker par-

tially transfers the semantic elements of the frame üpain reliefû (the source 

domain) to the frame ütax cutsû (the target domain) so as to construct a new 

and figurative frame such as ütax reliefû. Conceptual metaphors or blends have 
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the same outcome, namely a new, hybrid, or figurative frame. If a speaker uses 

this frame ütax reliefû, as the U.S. president George W. Bush frequently did, it 

reveals much about his reasoning and beliefs: The speaker consciously or un-

consciously thinks that taxes are an affliction, that afflicted actors are those 

who pay tax (e.g. citizens and companies), that tax cuts are relief and therefore 

economically or politically good, that the actor who gives relief in the form of 

tax cuts is a »hero« (e.g. a neo-liberal party), and that actors who try to stop the 

»hero« are »villains« (e.g. a left-wing party). As can be seen, the use of the 

frame ütax reliefû does not represent a neutral, overt, or scientific description of 

taxation, but a subtle, covert, and ideological perspective that is a reflection of 

a speakerôs beliefs and reasoning. Conceptual metaphors or blends allow a 

speaker or hearer to create or understand a concept that is new, abstract, or 

difficult to understand, e.g. ütax reliefû, by linking it to concepts that are 

known, concrete, or easy to understand, e.g. üpain reliefû and ütax cutsû. This 

example shows that by analyzing a simple linguistic expression, one can ana-

lyze more complex cognitive processes and structures. 

In studying the various forms of M presented in the previous points (1) to 

(3), the concept of communication acquires a particularly important methodo-

logical role. Even if it is argued that several meanings (especially rudimentary 

meanings, see chapter 1.2), are genetically transmitted via heredity and evolu-

tion, e.g. M = ƅTO FEEL GOODƅ or M = ƅTO SEE SOMETHINGƅ, most meanings 

(especially complex meanings) are communicatively learned through inter-

action and socialization, e.g. M = ƅROMANTIC LOVE, i.eé.ƅ or M = ƅEXPAND-
ING UNIVERSE, i.eé.ƅ. Even things and concepts that we consider highly per-

sonal, idiosyncratic, and self-developed, e.g. M = ƅMY SELFƅ or M = ƅHER 
IDEASƅ, originate in communication by and to others, i.e. in collective, shared, 

and external things and concepts (see Fuchs 2010). These arguments empha-

size the methodological role of communication ï in contrast to cognition or 

heredity ï in studying how actors or systems come to have or know certain 

meanings. Consequently, all those theories and disciplines whose main focus 

lies in communication are particularly helpful, e.g. sociological Systems Theo-

ry, linguistic Pragmatics, Discourse Theory, Symbolic Interactionism, Com-

munication Theory, Constructivism, mass media studies, or Social Psychology. 

2.5.2 A non-dualistic semiotic triangle: Another area of application for 

philosophical Non-Dualism is Semiotics. In the following, I will transform the 

classical, i.e. dualistic, semiotic triangle into a non-dualistic semiotic triangle, 

which will serve as the theoretical base for subsequent chapters. 

Dualistic semiotic triangle: In the dualistic distinction DDUALISM = W vs M, 
the W stands for a conglomerate of terms such as undescribed world, object, 

direct perception, uninterpreted reality, raw experience, etc. It seems fruitful to 

divide this conglomerate into two parts, which results in the elaboration of the 

classical, i.e. dualistic, semiotic triangle. That is, W is split, on the one hand, 

into some concrete entity of the world, often called the referent, which I notate 

as R, and on the other hand, into some mode of sensory perception or material 

presentation of the referent R or of the meaning M, often named the signifier, 

which I notate as S. For example, a signifier is the acoustic sound S = bŮ:rd or 
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synonymously a color painting of a bird, the meaning is M = ƅAN ANIMAL WITH 
WINGS AND FEATHERS, THAT LAYS EGGS, CAN USUALLY FLY, AND SOME-
TIMES SINGƅ, and the referent is the real-world entity R = my canary Tweety. 

The justification for splitting W into R and S can be found in semiotic 

theory (see also in chapter 2.3.2 the example of Robinson Crusoeôs island 

which can either be seen as a referent or signifier). With regard to R, Peirceôs 

conceptualization clearly acknowledges the world- and non-meaning-character 

of R because it is seen as a concrete and real object, behavior, event, or exem-

plar in the empirical world outside the semiotic sign (Chandler 2002: 20, 32-

36, 58f; Eco 1976: 58-62). With regard to S, the signifier is also cast in terms 

of world and non-meaning because it is the material-physical form of R or M 

that is directly apprehendable by sensory perception and that manifests itself to 

the actor (Chandler 2002: 18f). Perception is, as shown in chapters 2.1 and 

2.2.2, usually conceptualized as ontologically distinct from, and prior to, 

meaning and description M, so it is seen to belong to the level of W.
69

 

Since S and R are two manifestations of W, W is consequently replaced by 

S and R: Instead of Dualismôs »dyadic« distinction W vs M, we get Dualismôs 

»triadic« distinction S vs R vs M. In a loose analogy to Cottingham (1985), 

Dualism is thus transformed into »Trialism«, which results in the classical 

semiotic triangle as depicted in the figure below (modified from Ogden & 

Richards 1923: 16). Note that both the dyadic model and the triadic model 

strictly remain within the realm of Dualism because an unbridgeable ontologi-

cal heterogeneity is assumed between M (depicted as a shaded rectangle) 

versus W and its component parts S and R (depicted as white ellipses). 

 

Figure 2.XII : Dualismôs dyadic and triadic distinction 
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 Moreover, it may sometimes be ambiguous whether »something« of the world W is a refer-

ent R or a signifier S. For example, a scale may either be seen as a referent R = a scale, in 

that it is a subordinate real-world exemplar of the extension of the superordinate meaning 

M = ƅTECHNICAL DEVICE FOR WEIGHING OBJECTS OR PEOPLEƅ, or it may be seen as a 

signifier S = a scale, in that it symbolizes the meaning M = ƅJUSTICE AND LAWƅ. This type 

of ambiguity is only possible if the two ambiguous »somethings« stem from the same 

ontological source or level. In the case of the ambiguity between R and S, this common 

source or level is the ontological level of W (for further discussion, see chapter 3.2.1). 
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Non-dualistic semiotic triangle: In chapter 2.3, I explained the conversion 

from the dualistic distinction DDUALISM = W vs M into the non-dualistic unity UNON-

DUALISM = M(W vs M) and into the non-dualistic distinction DNON-DUALISM = MW vs MM. 

An analogous conversion can be applied to the semiotic triangle as W can be 

replaced by its component parts, namely by the signifier S and the referent R. 

Firstly, we obtain the non-dualistic unity UNON-DUALISM = M(S vs R vs M), which 

implies that the whole classical dualistic triangle is itself a meaning M. Second-

ly, we obtain the non-dualistic distinction DNON-DUALISM = MS vs MR vs MM with the 

typical auto-descriptions: The signifier MS is an M that auto-describes it(self) as 

the particular mode of sensory perception or material presentation of an MR or 

MM. The referent MR is an M that auto-describes it(self) as a concrete entity, 

object, or exemplar in the real world. And the meaning MM is an M that auto-

describes it(self) as the interpretation, meaning, or description of an MS or MR. 

The following figure shows the transformation of the dualistic into the 

non-dualistic semiotic triangle. There are no longer any white ellipses, which 

previously indicated the ontological level of W (or S and R). Instead, there are 

only shaded rectangles so that meaning M has become monistic and universal. 

 

Figure 2.XIII : A non-dualistic semiotic triangle 

 
 

The non-dualistic transformation of the formerly dualistic semiotic triangle has 

been accomplished. To sum up, according to Non-Dualismôs second-order 

allo-description of the triangleôs angles, the angles are M (non-dualistic unity). 

However, according to the anglesô first-order auto-description of themselves, 

the angles are either a signifier S, a referent R, or a meaning M (non-dualistic 

distinction). The notational result is the trio MS, MR, and MM. 

This conceptualization of the semiotic triangle is deliberately abstract and 

formal. It is a skeleton to which I will give more flesh and blood in terms of 

sociological substance and empirical application in the following chapter. 
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3. Meaning in the Semiotic Triangle 
 

 
What a »ladyôs man« and a »languageôs man« say about love: 

 

Casanova and Carnap in the final round of a quiz show. The question: Whatôs love? 

Casanova croons »When you see her smile, but not the gap between her teeth«. 

Itôs a tie for the first place. Final question: Whatôs the beginning of love? 

Casanova exclaims »Itôs a spark in her eyes«, but Carnap dryly says 

»Itôs the 12th letter of the English alphabet«. Now, who wins? 

 

 

The previous chapter on Non-Dualism laid the groundwork for a broad and 

elementary orientation of the theory of meaning developed in this book. The 

present chapter will extend and specify this philosophical basis by integrating 

semiotic and sociological aspects. The main theoretical device for accomplish-

ing this task and structuring this chapter will be the non-dualistic semiotic tri-

angle (as presented in chapter 2.5.2). I will put special emphasis on discussing 

the relations and processes that operate between the triangleôs angles, e.g. ex-

tension, onomasiology, classification, intension, semasiology, interpretation.
1
 

 

3.1 Referent and Extension 

 

3.1.1 Referent: The referent is an M that auto-describes it(self) as a referent R, 

i.e. as a concrete and empirical entity, object, exemplar, event, behavior, fact, 

actor, or phenomenon in the real world. According to this auto-description, the 

referent is material, permanent, external, resistant, constraining, observable, 

difficult to modify or avoid, objective, ontologically distinct from meaning and 

description, non-symbolic and non-referential because it simply is or happens 

without referring to something other than itself. 

Some examples: A referent could be an object like MR = ƅTHIS STONEƅ, 

behavior like MR = ƅHE OPENED THE DOORƅ, an event like MR = ƅTHE ELEC-
TIONSƅ, a Durkheimian social fact like MR = ƅTHE HIGH MORTALITY RATEƅ, 

an actor like MR = ƅMY CANARY TWEETYƅ, a class of entities like MR = ƅALL 
HURRICANESƅ, etc. Referents can also be »fictional« or »impossible« entities 

as long as they semantically auto-describe them(selves) as »real« or »possible« 

entities, e.g. the actor MR = ƅTHE WITCH BABA YAGAƅ or the behavior MR = 
ƅARISTOTLE HITS FIDEL CASTROƅ. As can be seen, referents appear in many 

different forms and may take various shapes ï they are hence morphodiverse. 

Referents function as semantic referents, which in Linguistics or Semiot-

ics are called semantic roles, semiotic actants, or actantial roles (see Greimas 

1966, 1967, 1973a; Saeed 2003: ch. 6). Regardless of their status, e.g. fictive 

                                                 
1
 My objective here is not to give a detailed introduction to, or presentation of, the angles of 

the semiotic triangle because I assume the reader is roughly familiar with them (see Chand-

ler 2002: 33f, Lyons 1977: ch. 4, Nöth 2000: ch. III.2, Ogden & Richards 1923). Instead, 

my objective is to analyze the processes and relations between the angles. 
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vs real, actor vs object, human vs non-human, referents are semantic categori-

zations insofar as sentences or syntagms (e.g. utterances, pictures, texts, dis-

courses, etc) portray and classify the elements and participants in an event 

according to their actorial function, e.g. as agent, patient, instrument, giver, 

receiver, benefactor, experiencer, location, theme, source, etc. For example, in 

the sentences üMalaria kills many peopleû and üThe daisy was mistreated by 

the witch Baba Yagaû, the referents MR = ƅMALARIAƅ or MR = ƅTHE WITCH 
BABA YAGAƅ occupy the semantic role of the agent (i.e. active, causing, po-

tent) and the referents MR = ƅMANY PEOPLEƅ or MR = ƅTHE DAISYƅ occupy the 

semantic role of the patient (i.e. passive, affected, less potent). In the Social 

Sciences, Actor-Network-Theory has espoused such a semio-linguistic ap-

proach to actors that are viewed in terms of semantic roles, e.g. in a study 

about the introduction of scientific principles of breeding into fishery, the actor 

network consists of scholars, science, fishermen, fishes, etc (Latour 2005: 54f). 

This approach to semantic referents is particularly important in Social Sci-

ence approaches to discourse and communication where different semantic 

roles may be attributed to a referent. Consider the following example: The 

referent MR = ƅTHE REBELSƅ may be portrayed by a newspaper article in the 

semantic role of the agent (i.e. active, causing, potent), e.g. in the sentence 

üThe rebels fiercely attacked the armyû, whereas on the government website 

the same referent is portrayed in the role of the patient (i.e. passive or reactive, 

affected, less potent), e.g. in the sentence üThe army successfully pushed back 

the rebelsû. The portrayal of the referentôs role determines who is active vs 

passive, causing vs affected, and potent vs less potent. Accordingly, not only 

does each sentence have a different degree of connectivity and robustness (see 

chapter 2.4.3), but the world itself changes with each sentence. 

3.1.2 Extension: By which process is the referent accessible or referable? 

It is often called extension (or extent of the concept or Begriffsumfang). The 

following figure depicts this process by means of two semiotic triangles.
2
 

 

Figure 3.I : Extension 

 

 
 

                                                 
2
 I owe the idea of using two semiotic triangles to Baldinger (1998: 2125f). 
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A particular signifier MS symbolizes a particular meaning MM, which refers to 

some referent MR. The extension process necessarily has to pass over the inter-

mediary MM, because the MS must first be interpreted or defined to know what it 

means and symbolizes in terms of MM and only afterwards can this MM be ap-

plied and concretized so as to find or refer to a specific MR. If there is only one 

referent, the process is ƋM1SƋŸƊM1MƊ ŸƊM1RƊ and if there are several 

referents, the process is ƋM1SƋŸƊM1MƊ ŸƊM1RƊ +ƊM2RƊ +ƊM3RƊ + etc. In 

both cases, the referent is a meaning from now on ƊMƊ, which follows and 

continues previous meanings up to now ƋMƋ.  
For example, the written English word M1S = ƋBIRDƋ may be interpreted 

as M1M = ƊANIMAL WITH WINGS, FEATHERS, AND A BEAK THAT LAYS EGGS, 
THAT CAN USUALLY FLY, AND THAT CAN SOMETIMES SINGƊ referring to such 

referents as M1R = ƊMY CANARY TWEETYƊ, M2R = ƊALL BIRDSƊ, M3R = ƊTHE 
PENGUINS IN BERLINôS ZOOƊ, M4R = ƊROAD RUNNERƊ, etc. The same exten-

sion process can be applied to verbs that indicate behavior or actions. The 

French verb M1S = ƋSE PROMENERƋ symbolizes the meaning M1M = ƊMAKING 
A SMALL JOURNEY ON FOOT, ESPECIALLY FOR ENJOYMENTƊ and may refer 

to a referent such as M1R = ƊHE WENT FOR A WALK IN THE PARKƊ. Even sig-

nifiers that have a more abstract or social meaning may be put to extension, 

e.g. the noun MS = ƋDEMOCRACYƋ, the adjective MS = ƋLEGALƋ, or the verb 

MS = ƋTO HAPPENƋ. The same goes for visual, acoustic, tactile, or olfactory 

signifiers such as pictures, melodies, touches, odors, etc.
3
 

Such a passage from the general and abstract ƋMSƋ and ƊMMƊ to the par-

ticular and concrete ƊMRƊ is a process of specification, application, concreti-

zation, and realization ï a sort of »semantic descent« (Roy 2004: 32f, 308). 

Since meanings are categories, it is also possible to say that MS is often like a 

superordinate category containing, or referring to, several subordinate catego-

ries MR. In this sort of meaning inclusion or hyponymy, a particular MS seman-

tically includes MR, so that taxonomies may be constructed. 

The extension from ƋMSƋ to ƊMRƊ is an everyday operation, based on the 

idea that each name or word refers to an entity or thing and that the discovery 

of a name or word implies the discovery of an entity or thing (see Watzlawick 

1986: 17). Consequently, extension is often a referent-creating process: Find-

ing or inventing a new signifier, e.g. name, label, word, or denomination, is 

often equivalent to finding or inventing a new referent, e.g. an entity, object, 

event, or phenomenon. New signifiers ƋMSƋ may therefore create referents 

ƊMRƊ that were previously unknown or nonexistent.
4
 

                                                 
3
 However, in some cases, it is not possible to carry out the extension process because there 

is no referent. For example, some signifiers such as the words or sentences ütheû, üunicornû, 

üWhy is that so?û, or ünothingû are not considered to refer to a direct, existent, and concrete 

object in the world. 
4
 Similar arguments were made by constructivist approaches or their precursors. Already in 

1931, the linguist Trier argues that language does not reflect, but creates reality (1931: 2). 

The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis goes in the same direction. On the basis of Luhmannôs distinc-

tion between societal semantics vs social structure, Stichweh argues that societal semantics 

may anticipate, reconstruct, or constitute social structure (2000: 248). 
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For example, if people hear or read about a new disease, be it the Sissi-

Syndrome or Alzheimerôs disease, they often take it for granted that this 

disease really exists »out there in the world« independently of their thinking 

and talking about it. Pragmatic lifeworld actors typically think that the new 

word for the disease (i.e. the signifier) reflects or corresponds to a new disease 

(i.e. the referent). This way, a new disease is created, if not ex nihilo, but at 

least ex significator. Such processes may not only be fostered by commercial 

disease mongering, as in the case of the Sissi-Syndrome, but by all communi-

cations about diseases, e.g. publications of medical research, small talk about 

childhood illnesses, doctor-patient-interactions, national health reforms, etc. If 

the new term for the disease is accepted and used by a critical mass of people, 

there will be more and more patients and doctors who find the symptoms of 

this disease in themselves or others. This may lead to the »institutionalization 

of the disease«, e.g. the creation of special research departments, special health 

policies, special interest or self-help groups, specialized doctors, etc, that all 

testify to the existence of the disease. And this, in turn, justifies and supports 

the use of the term for the disease. At this point, a self-reinforcing circle 

between the signifier and the referent has been set up. 

In many cases, a fundamental condition for a signifier creating a referent 

is that actors accept and believe in the signifier (because it has a high degree of 

robustness, see chapter 2.4.3) or at least that actors use and keep using the sig-

nifier (because it has a high degree of connectivity, see chapter 2.4.3). Social 

and mental mechanisms that help fulfill this condition may be, e.g. uncritical 

attitudes, self-fulfilling prophecies (see Watzlawick 1981b), repetitions, inter-

nalization processes, political framing (see Lakoff 2004), copying, symbolic 

power (see Bourdieu 1977, 1987b), commercial manipulation, etc. 

Let us look at one of these mechanisms: In order for an object or pheno-

menon to be produced ex significator by a word or expression it is often nec-

essary that particular social conditions be fulfilled which confer the necessary 

symbolic or discursive power on the speaker or actor (Bourdieu, Foucault) or 

which create the appropriate contextual felicity conditions for the speakerôs or 

actorôs utterance (Austin, Searle). These social conditions, in turn, enable the 

actor to make a referent exist by using certain signifiers. I distinguish between 

three types of social conditions: (1) Interpersonal conditions, i.e. the speaker or 

writer must exhibit the appropriate personal characteristics for hearers or read-

ers to accept or use his words or arguments, e.g. public credibility, technical 

competence, charisma, first-hand experience. (2) Situational conditions, i.e. the 

speaker must be in the appropriate situation for his words and arguments to be 

accepted or used by the hearers or readers. For instance, the term üparallel uni-

verseû is more likely to be accepted by the audience if used in a scientific lec-

ture than in a comedy show. (3) Institutional conditions, i.e. the speaker or 

writer must have the appropriate position and rights within an institutional 

framework or hierarchy, e.g. symbolic capital, legal entitlements, profession, 

organizational rank, etc. Only a priest can successfully create a marriage by 

uttering the performative speech act üI hereby pronounce you man and wifeû. 
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A similar process of a signifier creating a referent can be found in the 

domain of law and criminality. The English words MS = ƋLEGAL vs ILLEGALƋ 

represent a semantic code that divides the world into two states because all 

behavior can be labeled according to this code. As long as there is no such 

code MS = ƋLEGAL vs ILLEGALƋ, there is no and there can be no criminality in 

terms of MR = ƊILLEGAL BEHAVIORƊ. But as soon as this code appears, crimi-

nality appears too in a logically necessary way: Using the code MS = ƋLEGAL 
vs ILLEGALƋ, some behavior out of MR = ƊTHE POOL OF ALL POSSIBLE BEHA-
VIORƊ will come into existence, namely MR = ƊILLEGAL BEHAVIORƊ. Crimina-

lity is thus created almost ex nihilo, or to be more precise, ex significator.
5
 

Signifiers also have an exemplary function: They attract actors who then 

live out the signifiers on the level of the referent. Signifiers are thus »exten-

sioned« into referents, i.e. signifiers are realized, carried out, or translated into 

referents. For example, the Western word and concept MS = ƋPUNK ROCKERƋ 

may be taken up and lived out by someone in China who becomes a MR = 
ƊPUNK ROCKERƊ. This may be seen as a sociological example of the biblical 

passage üverbum caro factum estû, i.e. the word was made flesh (John 1: 14). 

The same goes for signifiers indicating objects, events, or behavior. As for 

love, already in 1665, La Rochefoucauld argued that »there are people who 

would never have been in love if they had not heard talk of love«, so the phe-

nomenon of love comes into existence by being copied from, and realized by 

means of, signifiers of love, which appear in novels, movies, conversations, 

songs, pictures, etc. In the words of Stendhal, man is nothing but a »homme-

copie«, a »copy man« or »copied man« (quoted in Luhmann 1982: 23, 53ff). 

 

3.2 Signifier and Onomasiology 
 

3.2.1 Signifier:  The signifier is an M that auto-describes it(self) as a signifier S, 

i.e. as the mode of perception or presentation of the referent MR or of the mean-

ing MM. According to this auto-description, the signifier is the material or per-

ceivable form or appearance of the referent or meaning. For example, the 

referent MR = ƅTWEETYƅ or the meaning MM = ƅANIMAL WITH FEATHERS AND 
A BEAK THAT CAN USUALLY FLYƅ may be perceived by the acoustic sound MS 
= ƅbŮ:rdƅ, symbolized by the visual sight of MS = ƅA PHOTO SHOWING A CA-
NARYƅ, presented by the German word MS = ƅKANARIENVOGELƅ, etc. 

                                                 
5
 In a similar vein, Sadegh-Zadeh argues that before one has introduced a concept of tree, 

there are no such things as »trees« (2008: 111). Consequently, after one has introduced a 

concept of tree, there are such things as trees, or in non-dualistic and semiotic terminology, 

after one has introduced MS = ƅTREESƅ, there are MR = ƅTREESƅ. 

Another example stems from the Spanish Inquisition. In 1610, a famous inquisitor noted 

that it was only after the word of MS = ƅWITCHCRAFTƅ was used in public communication 

(e.g. in edicts, sermons, court trials) that actual cases of MR = ƅWITCHCRAFTƅ occurred in 

many locations. His conclusion was that »there were neither witches nor bewitched until 

they were talked and written about« (quoted in Lea 1988: 234). Similarly, in a French ce-

metery, I found this phrase on a tombstone: üParler de toi, côest te faire exister, se taire se-

rait tôoublierû (To talk about you, is to make you exist, to be silent would be to forget you). 
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Both MR and MM auto-describe them(selves) as not being immediately and 

unmediatedly perceivable or knowable: MM describes itself as immaterial, men-

tal, and invisible, hence not directly observable (Pharo 2004: 257f). MR does 

describe itself as material, but in terms of a silent, passive, and hidden materi-

ality, so that it is not directly observable either (Ort 2001: 229). Consequently, 

both MR and MM portray themselves as being in need of »something« that 

makes them perceivable and that presents them. This »something« is MS as the 

mode of perception or presentation of the referent MR or of the meaning MM by 

or to a particular actor or system. Using phenomenological terminology, MS 

appresents MR and MM, i.e. the present MS renders the absent MR and MM present. 

The difference between MS and MR cannot be sought in their ontological 

status, but rather only in their function. The signifier is active, referential, indi-

cative, and communicative because its function is to refer to something other 

than itself, namely to MR and MM. In contrast, the referent is passive, nonrefer-

ential, silent, and non-communicative because its function is to be referred to 

and to be. This is why Peirce says that nothing is a signifier unless it is inter-

preted as a signifier (1902: § 308) and Chandler adds that anything can be a 

signifier if it is interpreted as a signifier, i.e. interpreted as signifying and refer-

ring to something other than itself (2002: 17). Accordingly, a M = ƅSCALEƅ is 

for one observer simply the non-symbolic object MR = ƅSCALEƅ, whereas for 

another observer it is the symbolic object or signifier MS = ƅSCALEƅ that sym-

bolizes the meaning MM = ƅLAW AND JUSTICEƅ.
6
 

Within the sender-receiver-model of communication or semiosis, such a 

stance clearly demotes the sender and promotes the receiver as the relevant and 

crucial actor in deciding whether or not something is a signifier. If someone M 
= ƅLIFTS HIS HATƅ, is this movement a communicative sign MS (e.g. greeting 

someone else) or simply a non-communicative behavior MR (e.g. cooling oneôs 

head)? Even though it is not negligible what the hat-lifter intended, it is more 

important how the observer interprets this movement because the degree of 

connectivity (see chapter 2.4.3) depends on the observerôs interpretation. 

                                                 
6
 As argued in chapter 2.5.2 on the non-dualistic triangle, it is often diffi cult to clearly distin-

guish whether »something« M is an MS or an MR because it is up to the observer in a particu-

lar context to draw this distinction. This ambiguity stems from the fact that both MS and MR 

belong to the same ontological level, i.e. the level of the world MW. 

In analogy to the wave-particle-duality in Quantum Physics, which shows that microscopic 

objects sometimes manifest themselves as waves and sometimes as particles, we may speak 

of a »signifier-referent-duality« in Semiotics, which shows that objects sometimes function 

as signifiers and sometimes as referents. 

Moreover, for »something« to be an MS it is not necessary that someone knows what MM or 

MR is symbolized or indicated, but only that some MM or MR is symbolized or indicated. For 

example, being in a foreign country, I may interpret someoneôs hand movement as a signi-

fier, namely a gesture, even though I donôt know what it means. Similarly, an empty or 

floating signifier MS has only a vague, variable, unspecifiable, or nonexistent meaning MM, 

so there is a complete disconnection between MS and MM. Such MS may mean whatever their 

interpreters want them to mean, so they may stand for many different or any MM (Chandler 

2002: 74-78). Here, »a sign only means that it means« (Goldman & Papson 1994: 50), i.e. 

an MS only means that it has some MM. 
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Signifiers are, just like referents, morphodiverse, i.e. they may take many 

different forms and appear in various shapes, e.g. written words, material ob-

jects, acoustic sounds, images, etc. Let us build a small classification of these 

different forms and shapes. Since I conceptualized MS in terms of the mode of 

perception or presentation of MM or MR, my starting point will be the concept of 

perception: From a psychological perspective, Prinz holds that the perception 

of internal reality (e.g. thoughts, feelings, intentions) and the perception of ex-

ternal reality (e.g. objects, utterances, sounds) are structurally identical (2004: 

200f) ï maybe due to Foersterôs (1973) principle of undifferentiated encoding. 

In a similar vein, Luhmann argues from a system-theoretic perspective that 

meaning may be actualized in a psychic form or in a communicative form 

(1997: ch. 1.III, 1984: ch. 2, 4, 7). Therefore, a first classification of signifiers 

is internal-psychic signifiers and external-communicative signifiers. 

Actors view signifiers as internal-psychic if they consider their source to 

be located within their individual minds. Internal-psychic signifiers appear as 

thoughts, recollections, feelings, intentions, dreams, etc. For example, I may 

remember MS = ƅMY GRANDMOTHERôS BARNƅ, which symbolizes for me MM = 
ƅTHE HAPPY PERIOD OF TIME WHEN I WAS A CHILD AND SPENT THE WEEK-
ENDS AT MY GRANDMOTHERôS FARMƅ. Or in a dream, I see the mental image 

of MS = ƅA RED FLAGƅ, which I interpret as MM = ƅDANGERƅ.
7
 

Actors view signifiers as external-communicative if they consider their 

source to be located outside their individual minds, i.e. in the world and reality. 

Common sub-classifications of external-communicative signifiers are verbal vs 

visual vs olfactory vs auditory vs tactile signifiers, gestures and facial expres-

sions, or action signs (D. Williams 1999). Linguistic signifiers play a particu-

larly important role: As Berghaus argues, language is the primary medium of 

communication because a verbal or written expression is ï in comparison to 

body movements, objects, or pictures ï the most obvious sign that someone 

wants to communicate something to someone else (Berghaus 2003: 127).
8
 

3.2.2 Onomasiology: The previous discussion leads to the next relevant 

topic, i.e. the study of the process from ƋMMƋŸƊMSƊ. This process corres-

ponds in many aspects to onomasiology (or encoding, see Hall 1973). It adopts 

the perspective of the sign-sender or speaker. The starting point is a particular 

meaning MM whose signifier(s) is (are) then sought, e.g. synchronically at a 

given time, diachronically in different times, or diatopically in different places 

(Baldinger 1998, Blank & Koch eds. 2003). The process where one meaning 

corresponds to several signifiers is notated as ƋM1MƋŸƊM1SƊ +ƊM2SƊ + etc. 

 

                                                 
7
 The idea of an internal-psychic signifier is incompatible with standard Semiotics which 

views signifiers exclusively as external and communicative phenomena. Only Charles S. 

Peirce, Jacques Lacan and Jean Piaget worked on thought-signs or mental signifiers. 
8
 I have used and keep using two types of notations for signifiers. For signifiers in general I 

use the notation MS = ƅéƅ, e.g. the facial expression MS = ƅTO WINK AN EYE AT SOME-
ONEƅ or the French word MS = ƅPOUVOIRƅ. But if I want to emphasize a linguistic signi-

fier, e.g. a word or sentence, I also use the üû brackets between which the words are put in 

italics, e.g. the French word üpouvoirû. or the English sentence üShe sued me for libelû. 
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Figure 3.II : Onomasiology 

 

 
 

How can one particular meaning be presented by several distinct signifiers? 

For example, the meaning M1M = ƋANIMAL WITH WINGS, FEATHERS, AND A 
BEAK THAT LAYS EGGS, THAT CAN USUALLY FLY, AND THAT CAN SOMETIMES 
SINGƋ may be presented by the Spanish word M1S = ƊPÁJAROƊ as well as by 

the visual image of M2S = ƊA SAND DRAWING OUTLINING THE SHAPE OF A 
BIRDƊ or other signifiers. The morphodiversity of signifiers, which I have 

talked about previously, thus translates into a signifier contingency: For one MM 

there are several, often interchangeable MS. These make up an onomasiological 

field, in contrast to a semasiological field, and constitute synonymy, in contrast 

to polysemy (Baldinger 1998). In terms of Generative Grammar, how can one 

particular deep structure be presented by several distinct surface structures? 

Deep structures are implicit, hidden, and often unconscious meaning struc-

tures, whereas surface structures are explicit, manifest, and conscious signifier 

structures (Fowler 1971: 10ff, Jackendoff 1990).  

In a sociological example (modified from Roy 2004), there is the deep 

structure M1M = ƋTHE EXTERIOR CAUSES THE INTERIORƋ, which may be 

transformed into several distinct surface structures such as the utterances or 

thoughts M1S = ƊTHE RAIN MAKES ME SADƊ, M2S = ƊHIS UPBRINGING DETER-
MINED HIS PERSONALITYƊ, M3S = ƊSHE WAS IMPRESSED BY HIS WORDSƊ, or 

M4S = ƊTHIS PAINTING GIVES ME AN IDEAƊ. 

 

Figure 3.I II : Example of a deep structure and surface structures 

 

d
e
e

p
 

s
tr

u
c
tu

re
 

 

M1M = 
 

THE EXTERIOR 
 

(= external and 

objective to an 

individual actor) 

 

CAUSES 
 

(= linking the exterior 

and the interior in a 

cause-effect-relation) 

 

THE INTERIOR 
 

(= the internal and 

psychic interior of 

an individual actor) 

s
u
rf

a
c
e 

s
tr

u
c
tu

re
s 

 

M1S = 
 

M2S = 
 

M3S = 
 

M4S = 

 

THE RAINé 
   

éMAKESé éME SAD. 
 

HIS UPBRINGINGé 
  

éDETERMINEDé éHIS PERSONALITY. 
 

éHIS WORDS. 
  

éBYé SHE WAS IMPRESSEDé 
 

THIS PAINTINGé 
  

éGIVESé éME AN IDEA. 

 

M1M 

 

M2M 

 

M2S 

 

M2R 

 

M1S 

 

M1R 

                 semiotic triangle 1                                                    semiotic triangle 2 

 

 



Chapter 3: Meaning in the Semiotic Triangle 
  

 

 

93 

Let us look at a typical Social Science example related to power. Modifying a 

linguistic example from Wierzbicka (1996: 174-177), the deep structure of a 

prototypical order is something like MM = ƅX THINKS: I WANT Y TO DO Z. X 
SAYS TO Y: DO Z. X THINKS: Y WILL DO Z BECAUSE OF THIS.ƅ. This definition, 

couched in Natural Semantic Metalanguage, conforms to the classical Weber-

ian view of power in which someone wants to impose his will on another per-

son who is supposed to carry out some action. Now, if a father notices that his 

six-year old son has forgotten to close the refrigerator door, he may resort to a 

prototypical order. In the first step, the father may make up his mind, e.g. M1M = 
ƋI THINK: I WANT MY SON TO CLOSE THE REFRIGERATOR DOORƋ. He may 

then present this meaning with its abovementioned deep structure in many dif-

ferent surface structures, e.g. by giving his son the explicit order M1S = ƊSHUT 
THE DOOR TO THE FRIDGE!Ɗ, by uttering the reproach M2S = ƊAH, YOU NEVER 
CLOSE THE REFRIGERATORƊ, by making a particular gesture or facial expres-

sion such as M3S = ƊFROWNING AND POINTING AT THE FRIDGEƊ, or by using 

other signifiers. The deep semantic structure of a prototypical order ƋMMƋ 

may thus be translated into a great variety of morphodiverse signifiers ƊMSƊ. 

Sometimes the process of onomasiology cannot be carried out because the 

meaning MM does not have a signifier MS or the actor cannot find a signifier MS. 

The first case represents a signifier gap, or in Lexicology, it is called a lexical 

gap (Lyons 1977: ch. 9.6). For example, even though the meaning MM = ƋTO 
BE NO LONGER HUNGRYƋ is lexicalized in the German word MS = ƊSATTƊ, 

the meaning MM = ƋTO BE NO LONGER THIRSTYƋ is not lexicalized in any 

German word so that a lexical gap MS = Ɗ ÏƊ occurs. The second case repre-

sents a sort of »speechlessness« or »inexpressibility« because someone cannot 

express a particular meaning she has in mind, because people may mean or 

imagine more than they are able to express or utter (Frawley 1992: 54). 

These two cases may pose a serious problem for approaches that analyze 

their research object ï be it power, romantic love, or socialism ï only on the 

level of the signifier MS. The reason is that cases, in which a particular meaning 

MM exists but no (easily) appresenting signifier MS, would remain theoretically 

underexposed, or worse, they may become theoretically invisible. To circum-

vent such problems, it is often necessary to take the level of the meaning MM as 

the methodological priority or starting point where signifier gaps or inexpressi-

bility problems do not (yet) matter and do not limit the analysis. 

 

3.3 Signifier and Classification 

 

Apart from onomasiology, there is another process that concerns the signifier 

and that I will call classification. This process leads from the referent MR to the 

meaning MM and finally to the signifier MS. The referent ï which is usually seen 

as silent, nonreferential, and passive ï is actively taken up and classified by an 

actor or discourse by attributing a particular signifier or word to it. 

In this classification process, the referent may be assigned to one single 

signifier, notated as ƋM1RƋŸƊM1MƊ ŸƊM1SƊ, or to several different signi-

fiers, notated as ƋM1RƋŸƊM1MƊ ŸƊM1SƊ and ƋM1RƋŸƊM2MƊ ŸƊM2SƊ. 
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Figure 3.IV : Classification 

 

 
 

This process of classification is the exact inverse process of extension: Where-

as in classification, the direction leads from the referent to the signifier, in ex-

tension, the direction leads from the signifier to the referent. Classification can 

be seen as a sort of »semantic ascent«, in contrast to extension as a »semantic 

descent«, because classification implies abstraction, generalization, and reduc-

tion (Roy 2004: 32, 308). 

In classification, a particular referent MR is ï by the intermediary of the 

meaning MM ï put into a larger class containing other referents and labeled by a 

specific signifier MS. In the following, I will look at two cases of classification. 

(1) The first case is the process of ƋM1RƋŸƊM1MƊ ŸƊM1SƊ, as in the 

sentence üTweety is a birdû. The referent M1R = ƋTWEETYƋ may be ï by the 

intermediate stopover M1M = ƊANIMAL WITH WINGS, FEATHERS, AND A BEAK 
THAT LAYS EGGS, THAT CAN USUALLY FLY, AND THAT CAN SOMETIMES 
SINGƊ ï classified by the English word M1S = ƊBIRDƊ. In this case, the refe-

rent is a single subordinate M that is classified as a member of a superordinate 

M, namely the signifier. As we have seen above in the extension approach, the 

superordinate signifier M1S = ƋBIRDƋ contains or refers to many other sub-

ordinate referents, such as M1R = ƊTHIS NIGHTINGALEƊ, M2R = ƊTHE PENGUINS 
IN BERLINôS ZOOƊ, M3R = ƊALL SPARROWSƊ, M4R = ƊTHE EAGLE OF GENGHIS 
KHANƊ, M5R = ƊROAD RUNNERƊ, etc. 

These relations of superordination and subordination are often called taxo-

nomy. Consequently, classification implies anonymization and homogeniza-

tion (Berger & Luckmann 1966: ch. I.2, Kleiber 1990: 12f). That is, an indivi-

dual, unique, and idiosyncratic referent such as ƋTWEETYƋ is put into the ano-

nymous and general signifier ƊBIRDƊ. Also, distinct and heterogeneous refer-

ents such as ƋTWEETYƋ and ƋTHE EAGLE OF GENGHIS KHANƋ are put into 

the same global and homogenizing signifier ƊBIRDƊ. From the perspective of 

this superordinate signifier, all its subordinate referents are indistinguishable, 

equivalent, and of the same kind. Or, to take a more sociological example, the 

subordinate action MR = ƋTHE USA PRESSURES IRAQ TO WITHDRAW FROM 
KUWAIT BY FEBRUARY 23Ƌ may be classified by an Iraqi newspaper as the 

superordinate MS = ƊEXTORTIONƊ. 
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(2) The second case of classification is more complex, namely when a 

particular referent is classified by several different signifiers as in the process 

ƋM1RƋŸƊM1MƊ ŸƊM1SƊ and ƋM1RƋŸƊM2MƊ ŸƊM2SƊ. This is another type 

of the abovementioned signifier contingency because several distinct signifiers 

are attributed to the same referent MR (in the case of classification) or to the 

same meaning MM (in the case of onomasiology). For example, the referent M1R 
= ƋTWEETYƋ may be classified as M1S = ƊBIRDƊ, M2S = ƊCUTEƊ, or M3S = 
ƊANIMALƊ. And the action M1R = ƋHENRY PARKED THE CAR HEREƋ may be 

labeled by a policeman as M1S = ƊILLEGALƊ and by a judge as M2S = ƊLEGALƊ. 

Whereas in the Tweety-example, the different classifications do not contradict 

each other, in the parked-car-example, the classifications contradict each other. 

Such classification divergences also operate on a much more fundamental 

level in cognitive and communicative systems. In our pragmatic and everyday 

lifeworld, some referent MR may be ontologically classified as M1S = ƊSOME-
THINGƊ, M2S = ƊNOTHINGƊ, or M3S = ƊEVERYTHINGƊ. For instance, looking 

into MR = ƋTHE INTERIOR OF THE ROOMƋ, I may classify it as containing M1S 
= ƊNOTHINGƊ, whereas a scientist may classify it as containing M2S = ƊSOME-
THINGƊ because the room is full of invisible »some things« such as air mole-

cules, bacteria, and electromagnetic waves. Or, to take a more sociological 

example, I classify the referent MR = ƋSHE TURNED AROUNDƋ as a M1S = 
ƊRATIONAL ACTIONƊ because she wanted to look at the people behind her, 

whereas a newspaper article may classify it as a M2S = ƊSOCIAL REACTIONƊ 

because someone behind her tapped on her shoulder, and a physician may 

classify it as M3S = ƊBODY REFLEXƊ because she involuntaril y turned around 

because of a sudden pain in her back. The same reasoning may be applied to 

other fundamental questions: Is »something«, such as an »employeeôs non-

noticing a fire outbreak«, classified as èthe employeeôs passive and cognitive 

experiencing« or as èthe employeeôs criminal negligence and thus punishable 

action«? (see Fuchs 1999b: 31f, Luhmann 1978). Is »something«, such as an 

avalanche in a mountain village, semantically portrayed as a natural event due 

to non-volitional physical forces or as a deliberate action of someone, such as a 

terrorist or maybe God? Is »something«, such as a particular event in the 

Middle East, classified as a military intervention, a war of aggression, the 

liberation from dictatorship, a pre-emptive strike, a holy war, an economic 

quest for petroleum, or a defensive war? 

The concept of classification divergence can be linked to Non-Dualism. 

Firstly, a classification divergence may be that MR = ƋTHE EARTHƋ is classi-

fied by the French Astronomical Society as M1S = ƊROUNDƊ and by the Flat 

Earth Society as M2S = ƊFLATƊ. Both Societies thus simultaneously give con-

tradictory description-classifications of the same object-referent. Secondly, in 

chapter 2.4, I showed that since the world and objects are descriptions and 

meanings, it follows that if descriptions and meanings change, the world and 

objects change too. The conclusion of both approaches is that there are simul-

taneously different or contradictory worlds, objects, or realities, i.e. Flat Earth 

Society members live on a flat earth and French Astronomical Society mem-

bers live on a round earth. 
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Such classification divergences may simply be viewed as differences or 

they may escalate into conflicts. And such conflicts are often about extremely 

fundamental classifications. For instance, Pinker (2007) shows how the seven-

billion-dollar-question in a legal dispute was whether MR = ƅTHE 9/11 TERRO-
RIST ATTACK ON THE WORLD TRADE CENTERƅ was to be classified as MS = 
ƅONE EVENTƅ or as MS = ƅTWO EVENTSƅ. In summary, a central Social Sci-

ence research question is how, why, and by whom a particular referent is clas-

sified differently.
9
 

Classification is an unavoidable and important process in cognitive and 

social systems. It is by putting referents ï be it actions, people, events, objects, 

etc ï into typifying classes that cognitive or social systems comprehend them 

and make them connectable. This can be seen in classification utterances such 

as üHe is gayû or üThe contract is invalidû. In this sense, classifications specify, 

clarify, or judge referents that are unspecified, unclear, or neutral. For instance, 

in the above utterances, üheû and üthe contractû are assigned to one particular 

and clear socio-cognitive class, namely to ügayû and not to üheterosexualû, and 

to üinvalidû and not to üvalidû or üillegalû. Classification is important because it 

is the basis for further operations ï be they mental, emotional, discursive, or 

behavioral operations ï i.e. depending on the class that a referent is put into, it 

is treated or continued differently. 

Let us look at one of the abovementioned examples. If a judge makes the 

classification üThe contract is invalidû, the contractors know that the obliga-

tions and rights stipulated in their contract are null and void so that they cannot 

be legally enforced. Consequently, the contractors are unlikely to comply with 

their contract obligations and will probably not sue each other for an alleged 

failure to comply with such a contract obligation. Classification is especially 

crucial in law because legal operations ï e.g. to sue someone, to waive a right, 

to comply with a norm, etc ï usually depend on legal classifications ï e.g. va-

lid vs invalid, legal vs illegal, married or unmarried, first-degree murder vs 

second-degree murder, entitled vs not entitled, etc. 

The use of classification is an important psychic and communicative in-

strument in order to construct the world as a known, normal, structured, and 

comprehensible world. Ethnomethodological studies have shown that if an 

actor comes across another actor, a situation, or behavior that seems abnormal, 

chaotic, strange, unfamiliar, or incomprehensible, processes of normalization 

occur. That is, by applying particular signifiers, the abnormal is rendered 

normal, the chaotic is rendered structured, and the incomprehensible is render-

ed comprehensible. This becomes clear in the (funny) accounts of (serious) 

ethnomethodological breaching experiments in which the experimenter inten-

tionally provokes a critical or abnormal situation in an everyday situation by 

violating certain common sense conventions, and the subjects typically seek to 

                                                 
9
 This topic of classification divergences (one referent is classified by divergent signifiers) is 

structurally very similar to the topic of meaning divergences (one signifier is interpreted as 

having divergent meanings). Since I will discuss the latter topic in chapter 3.7, I have limi-

ted my discussion here to some brief remarks. 






































































































































































































































































































































































































