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Semiotics-based Approaches to Language Ideology Studies:

A Move from “Indexicality” to “Rhematization”

TIAN Hailong

Abstract Language ideology, conceptualized as morally and politically loaded
representation of nature, structure, and use of language in a social world, can be traced
back to C. S. Peirce’s semiotics. The present article therefore attempts to delineate sets of
concepts drawn on semiotics, namely the concepts relevant with indexicality proposed by
Michael Silverstein and those around rhematization proposed by Susan Gal and Judith
Irvine. In doing so, the article makes a tentative argument that the latter goes beyond the
former within the framework of Peirce’s semiotics.

The article first addresses the issue of the coalescence of linguistic anthropology with
variationist sociolinguistics in terms of language ideology studies, and shows that the
orientation to language users” agency in variationist sociolinguistics witnesses the
appearance of language ideology studies in linguistic anthropology. This point is discussed
in the second section of this article,, indicating that language ideology proposed in linguistic

anthropology is investigated against the background that variationist sociolinguistics moves
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from its first wave to the second, where the agency of language users becomes a key issue of
research.

Then the consequent two sections are devoted to address respectively Silverstein’s
highlight of language ideology in terms of indexicality and Gal and Irvine’s account of
language ideology as semiotic process of rhematization. Both issues are discussed to see how
relevant concepts are deployed to account for the process of ideological process. Regarding
Silversteins work , his concepts of indexicality and indexical order are discussed to show,
for example, how language ideology can assign an index with a social meaning and how the
first order indexical correlation moves to the second. Regarding Gal and Irvine’s work,
concepts such as rhematization, axis of differentiation, erasure and fractual recursivity are
discussed to show how they bring language ideology to a focus in understanding the ways in
which contrasting qualities perceived in the signs are taken to be like or to resemble
qualitative contrasts in what the signs are taken to index.

These somewhat detailed discussions help reach an argument that, in terms of Peirce’s
semiotics, the conceptualization of rhematization goes beyond that of indexicality. Three
points are highlighted for this argument. Firstly, the concept of indexicality draws on
Peirce’s second trichotomy of signs, i.e. index, icon, and symbol, but rhematization draws
on Peirce’s third trichotomy of signs, i.e. theme, dicent, and argument. What is more
significant in this respect is that rhematization explains the move from indexical relation a
sign has with its object to iconical relation in which a sign is taken to be like its object.
Secondly, in terms of Peirce’s first trichotomy of signs, i.e. qualisign, sinsign, and
legisign, the concept of rhematization provides an insight for understanding how qualisign
(‘quality in the category of Firstness) becomes sinsign ( object in Secondness) according to
legisign (laws in Thirdness) . Thirdly, the concept of rhematization, together with the set of
axis of differentiation, erasure and fractal recursivity, offers a more insightful account of the
ideological work, which furthers Peirce’s concept of “conjecture” in that it deepens our
understanding of the process.

Keywords language ideology, Peirce’s semiotics, indexicality,, rhematization, linguistic

anthropology
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