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Ab stract: This ar ti cle pro poses a pos si ble syn the sis be tween the con cept of struc tural cou pling
with the mi lieu, de rived from the thought of Maturana and Varela, and the con cept of semeiosis de -
rived from Peirce. The pur pose is to de velop a vo cab u lary and con cep tual frame work in which to en -
vis age the re la tion ships among autopoietic sys tems, i.e. or gan isms, against which com mu ni ca tion
can take place. By show ing how the sign emerges from struc tural cou pling, this ar ti cle hopes to en -
cour age (or re in force) a ges talt shift in schol ars of com mu ni ca tion, away from a con duit met a phor of 
send ing and re ceiv ing com mu ni ca tions, and to wards a ground ing of com mu ni ca tion in the re la tion -
ships among or gan isms and their en vi ron ment(s), which in clude other or gan isms. When these or -
gan isms en gage ha bit u ally in what Maturana calls the “coor-dination of co or di na tion of be hav ior,”
and es pe cially when this in volves languaging of the hu man type, then the en vi ron ment to which they
are cou pled also in volves a sys tem of signs, which, as Peirce dem on strates, is con tin u ally changed
by the very in ter pre tive ac tions which con sti tute it. Hu man languaging is “the play of signs” be cause
play is a pro cess of “co-imagining” in which or gan isms gen er ate a rep er toire of po ten tial be hav iors
by plac ing them selves out side the im me di ate (“se ri ous”) con text of ad ap ta tion/ struc tural cou pling.
But within the co op er a tive do main of hu man work, i.e. the hu man col lab o ra tive struc tural cou pling
with its shared en vi ron-ment or mi lieu, this “play of signs” can pass or fail the test of ef fec tive ness.
Hu mans en gaged in co op er a tive work co-coordinate their struc tural cou plings by way of
conversationing, a co-coordination which de pends upon their shared en coun ter with a Secondness
or “oth er ness” with which they grap ple to gether — an “oth er ness” which can never be known di -
rectly, but only ap proached by the work of fallibilist hu man co op er a tion.
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