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An Integrator of the Humanities and Science:
The 20" Century Master Semiotician Thomas A. Sebeok

YU Hongbing

Abstract: Thomas A. Sebeok has been widely considered as one of the most important leading
convenors and theorists in the international community of semiotics from the 1960s onwards. This paper
argues that Sebeoks contributions are reflected in two aspects. The first is his leadership role in organi—
zing and spearheading nearly half a century of world-wide semiotic campaign which brought together
specialists in varied fields in joint commitment to the global prominence of contemporary semiotics and
thus educated and influenced a whole generation of semiotically minded scholars worldwide. The second
is his seminal theoretical innovation while steadfastly promoting and advancing the Peircean-Morrisian
tradition of semiotic inquiry. What is particularly remarkable about Sebeok is that he integrated various
sources of his theoretical inheritance in both the humanities and science including linguistics folk—
lore anthropology semiotics and biology. By doing so he proposed for zoosemiotics and biosemiot—
ics among others a comprehensive research paradigm that traverses and merges the humanities and
science and eventually establishes the three-tiered Modeling Systems Theory. It is clear that Sebeok
truly fulfilled both in theory and in practice the function and vision of semiotics as an interdisciplinary
methodology creating a vast brave new world of research for subsequent generations of semioticians.

Key words: Sebeok; language; semiotics; Modeling Systems Theory; semiosphere
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