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Abstract “Autopoiesis” is a term coined by
Franciso Varela and Humberto Maturana in the
1970s to describe the self — generating organism.
Because “auto” means self and “poiesis” means
to produce or generate self — generating is taken
as the distinctive feature to distinguish life from
non - life. Such a standpoint gives a rise to Niklas
Luhmanns theory on social systems in which soci-
ety is described as an autopoietic system consisting
of different sub — systems or subsets and in which
community communication and interaction are hy—
brids of abstraction as well as entities.

The concept of “ethos” raised by Russian an—
thropologist Sergei M. Shirokogorof offers an alter—
native perspective for ethno — semiotic study. Ac—
cording to Fei Hsiao —tung  ‘“ethos” is a dynamic
process in which different ethnic groups merge into
and develop from each other. In terms of Feis un—
derstanding of “ethos” Yang Qingmei has written
a very detailed article on it which will not be re—
peated here due to the limitation of the space ( See

Yang 2010) . Factually
fixed identity but a term loaded with post — struc—

““ » .
ethos” is no longer a

tural properties because its discourse paradigm has
broken through structuralism and could be juxta—
posed with the term “Minzu” which contains
double meanings. First of all “Minzu” is a politi—
cal entity whose connotation is quite like that of
“Minzu” is similar to the i-

“nation”. Secondly

dea of “ethnic group” i.e. a community of lan—
guage and region formed on
the basis of self — awareness ( He Wang 2014) .

“Zhonghua Minzu” ( or the Chinese nation)

culture economy

therefore could be viewed as a multi — ethnic
community as well as a nation with different ethnic

groups sharing common beliefs while maintaining

131

their distinct boundaries and dynamically interac—
ting with each other.

While placing “ethnic groups’  ‘“ethos” and
“Minzu” within the framework of Peircean semiot—
ics  “ethnic groups” or “ethnicity” become “im—
mediate interpretants” of each group whilst naming
themselves. According to Peirce an “immediate
interpretant” is the “interpretant” as it is revealed
within the correct understanding of the sign itself
and is often referred to as “the meaning of the
sign”. A “dynamic interpretant ” is the actual
effect which the sign really determines a subse-
quent and developing stage of interpretation. From
this perspective  “ethnic groups’”  “ethos” and
“Minzu”

15 . . had
an “immediate interpretant

could be seen as the correspondence of
“dynamic interpret—
ant” and “Minzu” respectively as the interpreta—
nts of the sign “Chinese multi — ethnic communi-
ty”. This is because a self — awareness of ethnicity

or the identity of an ethnic group is the “meaning
of the sign” and the dynamic developments of the
“actual effect of the
“Minzu”

refers to the ultimate end of

interpretation means the
sign” whereas the final interpretant
“Zhonghua Minzu”

the unlimited semiosis.

or

If we take “Ritual/Non - ritual” as the self —
generating code the meta — rule of the sign system

of Chinese culture it can be seen that in the histo—

ry
tered

texts and signs from other cultures were fil—
transformed and re — coded by this rule as
they entered this sign system. As Jiang Mei ar—
gues the legitimacy of a dynasty in Chinese history
lies on its adherence to the traditional political so—
cial and ethical rules therefore the reigning eth—
43 »
the other

nic group could be rather than

“Han”. Thus

the multi — ethnic nature of the
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country comes into being and such a conscious—

ness keeps shaping the national identity of Chinese
people ( Jiang 2019) .

terpretation of why “ritual/non — ritual” could be

Such a view offers an in—

taken as the binary codes of the autopoietic system
of China as a multi — ethnic complex. In an auto—
poietic system a subset or subsets takes part in
an ongoing series of interactions with one another
when sub — codes develop. The coordinates of ac—
tion are not only the drivers for but also the con—
stituents of the constant development of the whole
systems. Such interactions are the mechanisms for
developing relations through the structural coupling
of the subsets which could be taken as the envi-
ronment of each other. In the autopoietic system of
the Chinese multi — ethnic complex different eth—
nic groups as entities/unities exist in the first — or—
der and interact based on the first — order structural
coupling. The “medium” is the domain in which
the entities communicate with each other inclu-

ding body languages visual expressions etc. In

this process it is possible that ethnic groups mer—
ges into other ethnic groups or from the different
ethnic groups a community with self — referential
consciousness develops and makes a new ethnic
group.

The autopoiesis of Minzu offers a helpful per—
spective for ethno — semiotics. And it is particular—
ly interesting if it is juxtaposed with the concept of
“symbiogenesi” raised by Lynn Alexander Margu—
lis. “Symbiogenesi ” means “becoming by living
together” and therefore used to depict the harmo—
nious co — existence of living creatures in the bio—
sphere. This describes how living creatures within
a system a domain or a sphere co — evolve and
mutually influence each other. The concept of “bi-
osphere which is further developed on this basis
considers that biosphere is a “symbiosis” of differ—
ent forms of independent and interdependent living
creatures. This is very similar to the dynamic
process of mutual coupling among ethnic groups
within the multi — ethnic community system. The
autopoietic theory of ethno — semiotics emphasizes

the

code as well as the diversities of the system. It

the boundary differentiated transformation

[\

can be said that when we examine the relationship
between “autopoiesis” and “symbiogenesi” on the
basis of taking the multi — ethnic cultural communi-
ty as a whole and organic system we can see that
their perspectives complement each other. The for—
mer focuses on the fundamental description of the
dynamic mechanism of symbolic meaning while
the latter emphasizes the harmony and mutual ben—
efit between ethnic groups—they have different
emphases but can balance each other. The effort of
introducing the paradigm of biological semiotics in
ethno — semiotics is not only a rewriting of the stud—
y of “meaning” but is also an effort to bridge the
gap between nature and culture and science and
humanity. Therefore it can be said that in this

important new direction although the study in
this article is far from mature but it is a worthy of
further efforts.

Key Words: autopoiesis multi — ethnic com—

munity semiotics coupling ethnic groups
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