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Abstract* 

All reading, writing, thinking and speaking mediates sign.   Saussure’s discovery of 
“signifier” and “signified” has revolutionised critical theories.  Eco semiotics analyses 
signs, sign functions, and sign systems in relation to the natural environment.  It however 
is anthropic centric (since it is man created) and culture specific, and it subverts 
environmental autonomy as much as any physical act of destruction.  The paper upholds 
two arguments:  one, though the world is unthinkable without sign, no amount of shared 
experiences between the subject and nature can be replaced when filtered through an 
author, and text, or though sign.  Readers can hardly have a direct interaction with the 
natural environment through a text.  On the other hand, this paper critically examines the 
Vedantic thought, whether it can offer us a meaningful way since it is realized that all 
theories and development have originated in the west.  The Vedantic thought upholds the 
“actual” which is metalingual and immanent; and the “experience” is non-transferable 
and subjective.  The “text” cannot fit in the “actual”. 
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__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Introduction:  
 

All reading, writing, thinking and speaking mediates sign.  Ferdinand de Saussure’s 

expounding of “signifier” and “signified” has revolutionised critical theories.  The role of “sign” 

in day-to-day life is so vast that the world without it is unthinkable.  Semiotics approaches 

meaning by studying the signs that make up the sign system.  Text in the structuralist and post 

structuralist contexts is defined as a system of signs.  In other words language in a text or 

language in parole or formal language is a self-contained system of signs.  Eco semiotics a 

branch that emerged in 1990s analyses signs, sign functions, and sign systems in relation to the 
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natural environment, various interpretations and representations of nature, communicative 

processes between human culture and living nature and the problems or a nature’s relations with 

the local environment. 

 

 Contemporary semiotics has gone through three stages of evolution in the last twenty 

years, Umberto Eco argues (35-45). (i) During the sixties, semiotics was concerned with 

structures, systems, codes, paradigms, semantic fields, and abstract oppositions.  Its concern was 

with the sign or the sign-function.  Its cultural problematic consisted in the recognition and 

definition of the sign. (ii) During seventies, there occurred a violent shift from signs to texts, 

where texts were considered as syntactico-semantic structures generated by a text-grammar.  The 

new problematic was the recognition and the generation of texts.  (iii) From the seventies until 

now, text theories have shifted towards pragmatics, so that the newest problematic is not the 

generation of texts but their reading.  It is rather concerned with the more formidable question of 

the recognition of the reader’s response as a possibility built into the textual strategy.  

 

Typologies: 

 

Several eco semioticians such as Andrew Stables, Anne W. Spirn, K.Kull, C.S.Peirce, 

Jakob Von Uexkull, Thomas A. Sebeok have examined and studied from different perspectives.  

Andrew Stables, the British education theorist and semiotician has introduced the notion of 

“environment as text” and concluded that environment functioning as a text depends on the 

specific cultural and social tradition.  Ann W. Spin has analysed architectural interpretation of 

the natural environment emphasising many possible parallels with written texts.  In her view (15) 

landscape contains “patterns of shape, structure, material, formation and function”; “it is 

pragmatic, poetic, rhetorical, polemical” and can be “spoken, written, read, or imagined.”  

K.Kull (355) describes it in its three basic dimensions: “It includes nature’s structure as it 

appears its classification (syntactics); it describes what it means for people, what there is in 

nature (semiotics); and it finds out the personal or social relation to the components of nature, 

which can be one’s participation in nature (pragmatics)”. 
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 There are many other typologies that are useful for ecosemiotics.  C.S.Peirce (247-9) has 

distinguished between icons and signs based on likeness or similarity, indexes as signs based on 

physical relation and symbols as arbitrary signs.  Alf Hornborg introduced a distinction between 

sensory linguistic and economic signs.  Economic signs that regulate movements of artefacts, 

people resources, and exchange values and sensory signs that maintain interactions between 

human and non-human organisms.  The Tortu-Moscow Semiotic School that was formed in 1964 

and led by Yuri Lotman (47-8) has considered natural language to be the primarily modelling 

system.  Complex cultural phenomena (literature, music, art, film, myth, religion) are regarded as 

secondary modelling systems because these are derived and built upon natural language.  While 

Thomas A. Sebeok (73-4) has argued against such categorisation, claiming that natural language 

is both ontologically and phylogenetically preceded by yet another modelling system – the world 

as perceived, where signs are distinguished by the organism’s species –specific sensory 

apparatus and nervous system and aligned with its behavioural resources and motor events.  

According to him humans possess two mutually sustaining modelling systems – the anthropo 

semiotic verbal and zoo semiotic non-verbal which unites us with the world of non-human 

animals. 

  

 The Baltic-German biologist Jakob Von Uexkull (26-33) described nature as a 

composition of various interrelated subjective words or environments.  For introducing these 

world he uses the term “umwelt” denoting a species-specific sphere, constructed by the subjects 

and governed by meanings.  Kalevi Kull (355), elaborating on Jakob Von uexkull’s Umwelt 

theory, distinguishes four types of natures based on their accessibility and disturbance: “Zero 

nature is nature itself (e.g. Absolute wilderness).  First is the nature as we see, identify, describe 

and interpret it.  Second, nature is the nature which we have materially interpreted this is 

materially translated nature i.e. a changed nature, a produced nature.  Third, nature is a virtual 

nature as it exists in art and science.  This processual typology is best suited for describing the 

culturisation of nature, the replacing of authentic structures and representations with culturally 

changed and mediated ones.  A significant outcome of this study is the understanding that 

perception of nature leads easily to modification of nature because of recognizing, using 

oppositions, decontextualizing, assigning value, and other strategies that we use interpretation. 
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 “Text” has been a central concept in the structuralist and post-structuralist schools of 

thinking; and for the Tartu-Moscow school of cultural semiotics (38) it has been used to signify 

not a written sequence of words, but rather a basic unit of culture which functions as a text, that 

is, which transports, as a wholesome meaning and function.  According to this view reading is 

culture specific, that is, the meaning depends on the practices of culture.  There could be 

diversified meanings of the same text in different cultural contexts.  A text in one culture or 

context is not necessarily a text in another culture or context.  Text in the sense of the Tartu-

Moscoow school of cultural semiotics is determined by its function (Lotman, 119-20). 

 

Subversion of Nature Autonomy: 

 Nature’s writings is a representation phenomenon which includes transformations, 

cultural or scientific understandings, interrelations and personal recollections.  These can be 

analysed and changed.  Besides “animal” meanings in the form of physical cause-effect relations 

and spatial relations, “cultural” layers of meanings can also be studied.  If nature writing is 

intensely subjective reading of it becomes yet another subjective phenomenon.  It is subjective of 

subjective phenomenon.  “Real” is twice removed.  If “real” is twice removed, Eco semiotic 

reading of it further alienates itself from the “real” or “actual”.  The language itself is 

anthropocentric, and as culture intervenes in reading, umpteen readings of nature make culture 

centric.  Anthropocentric language subverts environmental autonomy as much as any physical 

act of destruction.   

 

 The recent scholarship in Eco semiotics shows an explicit description and analyses of the 

role of sign processes in the modifications of environment, and they focus on the semiotic 

mechanism of relations in eco system (Lind Strom, Kull and Palang, 27).  Hence it subverts 

nature autonomy.  It may be argued that no amount of shared experiences between the subject 

and the world can be replaced when filtered through an author and text, through a sign.  Readers 

can hardly have a direct interaction with the natural environment through a text.  The sign has its 

limitations while the actual can never be captured. 
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 Further to this argument, nature writing does not depend only on the written text but also 

on the structures of nature itself that include trees, plants, flowers, brooks, streams and entire 

landscape.  These are never constant, but have their own dynamics and course of change of their 

own.  And if the nature outside the written text changes, its meaning can no longer be conveyed 

to the reader in the way they were understood by the author and his contemporaries.  Another 

issue involved is the translation of nature writing.  Translating is more complicated if the source 

of culture and target culture differ to a great extent, Timor Mann argues (80).  Because of the 

difference in nature experience, some meanings of the original literary work remain 

untranslatable.  Text is the meeting ground of internal structure and external codes in the given 

culture, it has a memory and semiotic potential of its own.  Hence, text is not immanent and 

omnipotent.  In reading nature, not only is the written text interpreted, but also nature with 

species and landscape is taken into account.  If this taken then Eco critical analysis should also 

take into consideration the realm of the natural environment itself and experiences of the author 

and readers that connect the environment with the text. 

 

Vedantic thought: 

 What does the Vedanta say about the text and nature? Let me first deal with nature, 

described as prakriti.  Prakṛti , also Prakṛiti or Prakṛuti (from Sanskrit language कृ त, 

prakṛti), means "nature" (Burger, 168). It is, according to Hinduism, the basic nature of 

intelligence by which the Universe exists and functions. It is described in Bhagavad Gita as the 

"primal motive force". It is the essential constituent of the universe and is at the basis of all the 

activity of the creation. The one god mentioned in the Vedas has two main parts, Prakrti and 

Purush, and all gods which Hindus worship are just an instance of the Purush while goddesses 

are instances of Prakrti (sometimes called Adi-Shakti). 

 In Sankhya system, Prakriti is the uncaused root cause, the first principled of this 

universe, independent, absolute, one and eternal, being beyond production and destruction.  Both 

evolution and dissolution are implicit in Praktriti.  It is called Pradhana, the unmanifested state 

of all effect; it is known as Avyakta, extremely subtle and imperceptible which is inferred by its 
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products, called anumana; it is called jada, the unintelligent and unconscious principle; it is 

called Shakti the ever active unlimited power.  It is said to be the unity of the three Gunas held in 

equilibrium (guna nam samyavastha).  The three Gunas are Sathva, Rajas, and Tamas, which are 

tendencies or modes of operation, known as sattva (creation), rajas (preservation), and tamas, 

(destruction).  Sattva encompasses qualities of goodness, light, and harmony. According to the 

Yoga Vasistha, people who are of a sattvic nature and whose activities are mainly based on 

sattva, will tend to seek answers regarding the origin and truth of material life. With proper 

support they are likely to reach liberation. Rajas is associated with concepts of energy, activity, 

ambition, and passion; so that, depending on how it is used, it can either have a supportive or 

hindering effect on the evolution of the soul. Tamas is commonly associated with inertia, 

darkness, insensitivity. Souls who are more tamasic are considered imbued in darkness and take 

the longest to reach liberation. Prakriti is closely associated with the concept 

of Maya within Vedic scripture.  They are the constituents of prakriti and through it the world by 

objects.  We bow to Prakriti, says Isvara krishna, “the red-white dark, the unborn mother and 

muse and receptacle of all generations.”  Such is the conception of Prakriti in Samkhya.  

 

In Vedantic thought, text has absolutely no role.  It can never capture the “actual”, the 

“real” since it demands the original experience from the subject.  Nature is deified, personified.  

Text is not immanent and omnipotent.  Though nature is personified and made anthropomorphic 

polytheism centric in the pre Upanishadic era, it gradually yielded to transcendent monotheism to 

immanent monism.  Nature is the centre of all schools of philosophy in India, but its autonomy is 

maintained at the cost of self-realization.  It views text as limited and subjective; and its meaning 

goes far beyond it.  Hence post structuralist thought autonomising the text is unsuitable and 

unacceptable.  The subjective experience is not purely subjective in Vedantic thought, in the 

sense of self-centric, but it transcends since the subject is more concerned about the underlying 

principle of creation.  Hence nature autonomy is untouched.  “Nature” is neutralised in the direct 

intuitive spiritual insight.  Further in Vedantic thought, nature (prakriti) is introduced as all-

inclusive (it represents the whole creation) and viewed as the manifestation of the unmanifest.  

Hence its sanctity is preserved.  There is neither crude monism nor crude pantheism in Vedantic 

thought.  In the Mahavakayas, this sense of autonomy of nature (prakriti) is visible: “The one 
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Real, the wise declare as many” (ekam sad vipra bahuda vadanti – Rigveda I. 164. 46); 

“Purusha is all this, all that was, and all that shall be” (Purusa evedam sarvam yad bhutam, 

yaccha bhavyam, Rig Veda X. 90); “The same Real is worshipped as Uktha in RK, as Agni in 

the Yajhus and as Mahavrata in the Sama” (Aitreya Aranyaka, III. 2.3.12); “Aditi, the Boundless, 

is the sky, the air, the mother, the father, the son, all the gods and all the men, all that is, all that 

was and all that shall be” (Rigveda. I.89. 10).  “The Indescribable is the ground of all names and 

forms, the support of all the creation” (Atharva Veda XI. 9.1). 

 

Conclusion:  

 

Meaning is relational and not ontological.  It depends on various factors like context, 

grammar, intonation, phonology, punctuation, proxemics, kinetics and ideology.  The polysemic 

text of post structuralists itself is destructive.  It is experienced in discourse, activity and 

production.  As Barthes says, “it cannot stop at the end of library shelf” (415).  Truth generates 

itself is abstract, abstruse, exotic, elusive and polysemy.  Metaphorical is particular and not 

universal; connotative is misleading; stylistics is socio-cultural; effective is subjective; reflected 

is polygenic; thematic is interpretative.  All meaning generated is academic; hence it questions 

nature autonomy.  Speculation further causes confusion.  Hence text, the sign, signifier and 

signified are arbitrary, conventional, tyrannical, destructive and capricious. 
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