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The Relationship between Sebeok’ s Modeling Systems Theory and the Tartu School

Yu Hongbing

Abstract Thomas Sebeok was a key figure in the history of contemporary semiotics. At the very
core of his semiotic thought is Modeling Systems Theory, which unfolds around models as “forms of
meaning” and the ways of their construction. Sebeok’ s Modeling Systems Theory was mainly under
the influence of Lotman and Ivanov, but it was different than the Tartu conception of modeling systems
from the very beginning. For a thorough understanding of this key semiotic theory seemingly tinted with
Russian Formalism, one must realize that Sebeok’ s view of modeling actually underwent two different
phases, and particularly needs to notice the relationship between the former period and the Tartu
School, as this relationship shaped the basic route of the development of the whole theory in its latter
period.
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