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identity; and primitivisms, where people try to reconstruct an

imagined past to live in, or escape into "nature". All of these - anti­

globalism, ethnification and primitivism - have their theological
counterparts. Alongside the cultural logics, there are movements

that are usually rooted in the local but link up to resist the

intentionality of global systems and to protest the failures of

globality to bring genuine progress, equality and inclusion.

Anticapitalist movements point to the further impoverishment and
immiseration of the poor; feminist movements protest the lack of

equality and inclusion; ecology movements protest the destruction
of the earth in the name of progress. These, too, have their

theological counterparts.
What has this meant for how context is understood? If the first

meaning of context was derived from its opposition to the

universalising intentionality of theology, the second meaning of

context, viewed from the concept of globalisation, can be said to

have at least three distinctive characteristics. First of all, context as

a concept has become increasingly de-territorialized. With the

compression of space and the movement of peoples, boundaries
that mark identity are increasingly not boundaries of territory, but
boundaries of difference. These boundaries interact and cross each
other in often bewildering fashion. The global and the local so

interpenetrate that one can speak of a globalisation of the local and
a localisation of the global."

Second, contexts are becoming hyper-differentiated. The

compression of time, the world of cyberspace, and the movement

of peoples result in people now participating simultaneously in
what were once distinct cultures. There is a sense of belonging in

multiple places at once. Each of those places offers an identity.
Third, contexts are hybridised as a result of the de­

territorialization and the hyper-differentiation. Cultural "purity" or

"integrity" is replaced with hybridity. To be sure, cultural purity
was probably always more of an aspiration than an achievement,
but the multiple identities, the shifting boundaries of self and group
definition, and the constant confrontation with difference seems to



Identity and Communication - A Semiotic-Linguistic Model 29

provide no room for lives and communities to be directed by
tradition.

When seen from this perspective, Gruzinski's picture of what is

overtaking European societies may be more accurate than first

supposed. Culture becomes less of a patterned, bounded ·identity
informed by tradition and more of an "uneven incomplete
production of meaning and value, composed of incommensurable
demands and practices, produced in the act of social survival". 13

On this view, identity "should not be seen as a bounded
Aristotelian concept but as an assortment of paradoxes that interact

dynamically without ever being reconciled" .14 These are the words
of a postcolonial critic and a post-modern anthropologist.

The Semiotic-Linguistic Model ofCulture and Tradition
As noted above, if rationality and history constituted the earlier

challenges to tradition, today. it is culture and identity. Both culture
and identity, in the post-modern, post-colonial world of

globalisation, are attenuated by the de-territorialization, hyper­
differentiation and hybridisation just described. It is now time to

turn to the semiotic-linguist model of culture and tradition to see

what it might yield for understanding culture and tradition in a

globalised world.
A two-fold defining process is needed at the outset here. The first

is a working definition of culture; the second is a description of the
semiotic processes of culture. Culture is known to be notoriously
difficult to define, and what one hopes to discover has a way of

working itself into the definition itself. The definition used here,
based on one developed by Jens Leohoff, views culture as having
three important dimensions." The first is an ideational dimension,
through which culture systems are frameworks of meaning which
serve both to interpret the world and give guidance for living
within that world. Culture as ideational provides a worldview, with

beliefs, attitudes and values. The second is a performantial
dimension that provides a participative way for members of the
culture to embody and enact their histories and values. In doing
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this together, they strengthen group solidarity. Performantial

aspects of culture include rituals that are collectively performed,
and roles that are enacted. Rules for behaviour, based both on the
world-view and on performantial requisites, are part of

performance. If the ideational dimension sees culture as ideas, the

performantial dimension sees culture as ethos. The third is the
material dimension, the artefacts and objects that take on symbolic
value in the culture: language, food, clothing, music, art, aspects of
the physical environment and the organisation of space.

A .semiotic understanding of culture envisages culture as a system
of communication, comprised of messages, codes and signs.
Messages are those items of information or ideas of the culture.
There is a.hierarchy of messages in culture, ranging from the most

valued and enduring to messages that are peripheral and ephemeral
in nature ..Messages are circulated through the culture by means of
codes al1if 'signs. The codes' are sets of rules that govern the
transmission and circulation of the messages. Codes have a

regularity that permits a culture's members to recognise the

transmittal. Codes are at once the most visibly distinctive aspects
of a culture (codes of hospitality, social interaction, what is
thinkable or blasphemous), but also some of the most difficult to

discern (codes that are not communicated to strangers). Signs carry

messages through the encoded pathways. They are often physical
(sounds, gestures, objects in the environment, persons), and take on

meaning from their interaction with the codes while carrying
messages. Signs may carry only one meaning (a numeral), or many
meaning's (water, fire). Signs may interact with other signs,
creating sign system. Clusters of codes may create semiotic

spheres (economic sphere, family sphere). The circulation of signs
bearing messages via codes creates its own world, what Lotman
call the "semiosphere"." The process of meaning making that takes

place is called semiosis."
The circulation of messages in the semiosphere help constitute

the identity of a culture, and it is the investigation of identity for
which the semiotic study of culture is particularly suited. In
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semiotic terms, identity is constituted by memory, world-view and

group boundary formation. Memory might be understood, as the
stored and retrievable information that guides and selects the new

information to be incorporated into the cultural system. In as much
as the etymological root of the word "identity" is "sameness", it is

memory, constantly being retrieved but also reconstituted, that

provides the continuity in memory. Both world-view and group
boundary formation work with the concept of boundary, defining
our world/other world, and our group/other group. Boundaries are�
therefore, boundaries of difference. Semiotic activity is usually the
most intense along these boundaries, since encounters. with
difference raise questions about our sense of sameness. Semiotic

activity, circulating messages via signs along. the, codes of a

culture, is constantly negotiating identity: evoking memory, both

asserting and adjusting world-view, and simultaneously
consolidating the group solidarity.
If we tum now to tradition, we will see that tradition is

understood principally in cultural terms rather than its rationality
and authority. The rationality and authority of a tradition are

important, but are secondary to the function of tradition in culture
itself. Tradition contributes three things to the development of a

culture: (1) through memory, it provides resources for identity; (2)
as a communication system, it provides cohesion and continuity;
(3) it offers means for incorporation of new information through
codes that deal with innovation."

Through memory, tradition offers resources for identity. These

resources, however, are not simply a collection of unrelated items.

They are woven together into' stories that carry and present the
basic messages of a culture. Narrative is especially important as a

form of memory. But memory is also embodied in the

performances of a culture, in- rituals re-enacted and in roles carried
out. Understood semiotically, tradition as memory is the selection
of resources of the past through which a culture understands itself
in the present and reconstitutes itself toward the future. Through



32 Identity and Communication - A Semiotic-Linguistic Model

the constant negotiation of world-view and group boundary,
tradition provides a resource of continuity and connectedness.

Secondly, tradition provides a communication system through the

preservation and elaboration of the codes of a culture. Codes are

the pathways chosen to guide how a culture thinks and how a

culture acts. They are in many ways the most distinctive aspect of

cultures, since cultures frequently circulate similar messages (e. g.,
about the preservation and prosperity of the group) and share the
same signs (although encoded differently and thus bearing different

meanings).
Third, tradition cannot be inert or dead weight within a culture. It

must offer codes for dealing with new information, particularly
when activity along the boundaries of world-view and group is
intense. Modern cultures, for example, have a code that innovation
is a good thing and to be promoted. In consumerist cultures,
change comes to be valued above any kind of sameness or stasis.
In so-called "traditional" cultures, novelty is handled by codes that
show what appears to be new really is an affirmation of what is

already known and being done. Innovation is an opportunity to

reaffirm group solidarity. If innovation appears to provide a

benefit, then it reaffirms the message of furthering group
prosperity .

Tradition's relationship to a culture is governed by four qualities.
The first is credibility. If the constitution of memory is not able to

negotiate the semiosis at the boundaries of a culture, if it cannot

provide identity in dealing with difference, it loses its value for a

culture. Secondly, it must have intelligibility. Its signs and codes
must link closely with other sign systems in the semiosphere. Thus,
if tradition's signs and codes get too distant from the' semiosis
around economic alid--ramily __domains, the tradition loses its

credibility. This is seen frequently when local economic systems
based on exchange are invaded by market systems of economy that

commodify local products. The gap between older ways of

thinking of relating to the earth and supply-and-demand models of
market. capitalism cause confusion and intense semiotic activity in
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trying to reconcile the two. Similarly migration puts severe strains
on family sign systems traditionally understood. The third quality
is authority, an exercise of power whereby a community cedes its

power to the tradition in decision-making and interpretation of the
world. This ceding of power is built on trust that tradition will save

the culture from arbitrariness in its encounter with innovation.

Authority rests largely on credibility and intelligibility. Finally,
tradition has to have ways of innovating itself, even as it helps
culture with innovation. Whether called affirmation or renewal,
without this ability to alter its own codes, it will not be able to

negotiate difference over the long run.

Much contemporary Western reflection on, tradition focuses on

the breakdown of the relationship between tradition and culture as

tradition's credibility, intelligibility and therefore its authority are

called into question. Reading different settings through a

communicative pragmatics helps diagnose the breakdown of the

relationships. Whether a transcendental reconstitution of -tradition
can restore its authority (at least in the Weberian sense of
traditional authority) remains to be seen.

The gap between so-called modem cultures and so-called
traditional cultures has been influenced strongly by the rise of
market capitalism. Innovation is necessary to create new demands.
Hence novelty takes on intrinsic value, not be enhancing what we

already have but by replacing it. And it is this notion of

replacement that undercuts codes for negotiating innovation in
tradition. Rather than being the voice of memory, tradition comes

to be seen as the cacophony of past events that only impede
progress toward the ever more new. Interestingly, post-modem
anthropology has called into question the modernist consignment
of tradition to the dustbins of the past. Studies are showing how
societies have been able to meet the modem by intense semiotic
innovation of their traditions. 19

The "linguistic" part of the appellation "semiotic-linguistic"
refers to another perspective that may be brought to bear on how
tradition mediates between its resources and its communication."
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Following Noam Chomsky's model for language acquisition, the
resources of memory of a tradition might be called "competence",
that is, the indeterminate source out of which tradition draws to

deal with innovation on the boundary. Like the knowledge of our

native language, it is possible, even for a small child, to utter new

combinations. Those new combinations Chomsky calls

"performance". Competence and performance are mediated by
what he calls "grammar". Grammar is not an ideal blueprint of

language, for it cannot account for certain deviancies from its rules

("exceptions") or idiomatic constructions. Similarly, tradition as

grammar (the codes), cannot articulate every possible performance
arising from competence but it can serve to show what cannot be

said, i.e., does not cons .itute a well-formed phrase. The creeds and
confessions and ott.cr ecclesiastical pronouncements of the
Christian churches function largely in this way: not saying
everything that can be said about revelation, but being able to show
what cannot be said.

Identity and Communication in Tradition between the Global
and the Local

Having sketched the situation created by the forces of

globalisation and having reprised the semiotic-linguistic model of
culture and tradition, we can now tum to examining how that
model might illumine the themes of identity and communication in
a globalising world. The first examination will be of identity. It
was noted above that globalisation changes our sense of context,
the environment in which we live, by changing our sense of

boundary from boundaries of territory to boundaries of difference;
by hyper-differentiating the context; and by creating
hybridisations. Because semiotics is particularly concerned with

boundaries, a semiotic reconstruction of a situation permits
concentration on boundaries. Semiotic boundaries are first and
foremost boundaries of difference rather than territory. They are

territorialized by associating material signs (land, region, and
distinctive features of the immediate physical surroundings) with
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boundary (our nation, our neighbourhood). But because they are

. boundaries of difference. they are especially. suited to dealing with
de-territorialized boundaries and the multiplication of boundaries
that create hyper-differentiated and fragmented identities,"

Regarding hybridity, this concept can be theorised in different

ways. Following the cultural logics outlined above, of anti­

globalism, ethnification and primitivism, one can see semiotics as

a heuristic tool in acts of resistance against globalising incursions.
In this situation, certain signs become boundary markers of

difference, determining in-group/out-group status. Take for

example, American Protestant fundamentalism, which is derived
from an assertion of five fundamentals: the Inerrancy of Scripture,
the virginal conception of Jesus, his bodily resurrection, the
doctrine of vicarious satisfaction, the bodily, resurrection of the
dead with Christ's bodily return. The five fundamentals constituted

,

a semiotic act of resistance: selection of certain doctrines that are

patently anti-modem and elevating them to signs of difference. T()
be a member of the in-group one must subscribe to and. struggle to

uphold these five signs.
, Ethnifications are reconstitutions of group and cultural identity in

light 0'£ globalising forces. The semiotics of identity, .with its
interest in' memory, worldview and group boundary formation, is

particularly suited for the reconstitution of identity. Traditions can

be imagined semiotically, as we have seen. A semiotic approach
would .

keep an overemphasis on tradition as propositions from

occurring, by 'emphasising that traditions are more than codes; they
are memory and enactment as, welf, and are embedded in cultures
not just in their ideas butalso in their performances and material'

signs. This aspect of the logic of ethnification is especially
important because I believe it is at the basis of the new interest in

contextual theologies for Europe..

Primitivisms are attempts to reconstruct a selected and imagined
past (cultural primitivism) or ,an attempt, to escape, back into

"nature" (natural primitivism), A semiotic reading of culture and
tradition can be utilised in this cultural logic as well. It i$ similar to
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the anti-global acts of resistance described above, except that it
tries to create an entire environment from the past, rather than use

selected items from the past to create a new environment.

Primitivisms are admittedly reconstructions that are really
reconfigurations. Their ability to stand, as a system, depends on

how well they can articulate difference and create a feeling of

group solidarity.
An objection might be raised against semiotic readings of

tradition as a way of living between the global and the local,
particularly a semiotics derived from what was known as the
Moscow-Tartu school of cultural semiotics, as this one is. Does not

this semiotics of culture presume an integrated concept of culture,
given the Russians' emphasis on describing cultures as systems?
Does . that not disqualify such a notion from being applied to

globalised concepts of culture? I do not think that this is

necessarily the case. The Russian semioticians, despite their efforts
to describe and classify types of cultures semiotically, knew full
well that the messages could be signified in ways beyond
classification, and could not be exhausted by classification. Thus

system-building was and remained an asymptotic intentionality.
Thus commitment to integrated system is not a requirement, or

even a necessity. Because of the constant need to innovate,
tradition and culture are constantly being "invented". 21 Secondly,
while globalised concepts reject integrated systems, they do not

. reject relations. Indeed, seeing 'culture as a ground of contestation
is especially amenable to this form of semiotic reading. For, as

Yuri Lotman, the foremost interpreter of this kind of semiotics
said: "Binarism and asymmetry are the laws binding on any real
semiotic system.

,,22 Boundaries create binarisms, beginning with
sameness and difference. Asymmetry is the creative force that
moves signs into semeiosis. And binarisms and symmetry figure
largely in post-modem and postcolonial thinking. In sum, then, the
semiotics of identity has a good deal of analytic resources to offer
tradition understood between the global and the local.
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Turning finally to communication and tradition between the

global and the local, three things can be said. The first has to do
with the intercultural communication of tradition. If the analytic
understanding of tradition has been so closely tied to an analytic
understanding of culture, can any tradition within a culture hope to

be credible and intelligible in a different culture? Can cultural
translation take place?
If we begin with the methodological view that such translation

involves the message remaining the same in both cultural settings,
but the codes will be different, and signs will vary (i.e., signs from
both cultures will be used, and those signs may oscillate in their

meanings), I think it is possible to develop an intercultural theory
of tradition. Too often cultural translation is merely the exchange
of signs. The codes have to be involved. A fruitful place to explore
this would be to examine the different understandings of tradition
within the ecumene of the Christian Church as to how they read
codes of innovation in tradition. Similarly one could look at

different cultural formations of the Christian church and, using a

semiotics of culture, explore the transformation and elaboration of
codes. Here is an area where, I think, much fruitful research might
be done.

A second thing to be said about the linguistic aspect of the model
in communication and tradition is that tradition as competence
preserves the ultimate indeterminacy of the Christian message. By
that is meant there can be no complete elaboration of what God has
revealed to us in Christ. The message continues to unfold in each
new cultural encounter. To be sure, tradition as grammar guards
against ill-formed performances. But an awareness of an ultimate

indeterminacy frees us to enter the discussion of the meaning of
tradition across cultural boundaries.

A third and final thing can be said about asymmetries in the
communication of tradition. The presence of asymmetry can signal
relationships of domination, but it can also indicate novelty, the
creation of something new. Two central Christian doctrines exhibit

asymmetry in their structure. As such they are sources of great



38 Identity and Communication - A Semiotic-Linguistic Model

creativity (and also contention and misunderstanding). The first is
the doctrine of the Trinity, the triune being of God. As a source of
both wonder and puzzlement for Christians throughout history, it
takes on a new relevance in a pluralised and asymmetrical world,
and it is not coincidental thatso much attention is being given to it

today. Threeness and oneness, the missions of the Second and
Third Persons into the world, and the ultimate reconciliation all
brim with asymmetry.

The other is the Paschal Mystery itself - the suffering, death and

resurrection of the Lord. This doctrine has special relevance
because it speaks of suffering, death, descent into the abyss of

death, and being brought by the power of the resurrection to an

utterly new state of being, not the status quo ante (which would
have been symmetry). The narrative itself is filled with asymmetry:
betrayal, denial, mistaken identifications, and surprise.

'

With this I would suggest that the doctrines of the Christian faith
be studied especially for their asymmetries (we usually tend to

stress the symmetries) in order to uncover points of creativity.
Using a' hermeneutics of suspicion, many asymmetries have been
uncovered as sites of domination. The most powerful asymmetries
often create significations of domination and creativity at the same

time. Thus, Anselm's reading of the Paschal Mystery as vicarious
atonement has in turn been read as an act of patriarchal child

abuse, and as a way of humankind's being freed from unbearable
burden in a Germanic military code intelligible to eleventh century
Europe.

It seems to me that the exploration of such asymmetries will
contribute to the communicability of tradition across cultural
boundaries today.
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