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ABSTRACT: The present paper presents a philosophical approach to knowledge organization, pro-
posing the pragmatic doctrine of C.S. Peirce as basic analytical framework for knowledge domains.
The theoretical framework discussed is related to the qualitative branch of knowledge organization
theory i.e. within scope of Hjorland’s domain analytical view (Hjorland and Albrechtsen 1995; Hjor-
land 2002; Hjerland 2004), and promote a general framework for analyzing domain knowledge and
concepts. However, the concept of knowledge organization can be viewed in at least two perspectives,
one that defines knowledge organization as an activity performed by a human actor e.g. an informa-
tion specialist, and secondly a view that has the perspective of the inherent self-organizing structure of
a knowledge domain the latter being investigated in the paper.

Omne Symbolum de Symbolo

Introduction

A concept like counterpoint communicates far more
structured and specialized knowledge to an organist
than to a physiotherapist who, on the other hand, re-
ceives far more structured and specialized knowledge
from the concept of electric therapy than an organist.
A librarian receives far more structured knowledge
from the concept of LIS than an occupational thera-
pist who, on the other hand, receives much more
structured and specialized knowledge from the con-
cept of activity than a librarian and so on.

These observations are so trivial that most people
will agree with them and simply not ascribe them any
significance. However, there is a lot of hidden infor-

mation within these observations. It seems to us that
these observations force us away from the idea of a
universal language, towards a socio-contingent and
pragmatic approach to KOS! development and thus
denominate knowledge organizations with the per-
spectives, goals and interests of a given knowledge
domain. In this case the structure and meaning of
concepts seems to be relative to discourse communi-
ties.

This paper proposes a theoretical framework,
which is based in what we name socio-pragmatic
epistemology, a view that is rooted in C.S. Peirce
pragmatic realism. We argue that knowledge and
knowledge domains are based in social epistemology
that constrains the symbolization of scientific con-
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cepts, however we also argue that science progresses
in the direction of certainty, hence concepts are not
merely arbitrary social constructions, motivated by
individual or local social values and motivations, but
rather motivated by scientific inquiry that gradually
produces theories, concepts and models of reality
with greater accuracy thus implying realism.

“... few thinkers familiar with the history of
science would deny that scientific terms change
their meanings through changes in scientific
theory. What is controversial is only whether
such changes are progressive or arbitrary. This
does not make Peirce’s position equivalent to
Kuhn’s; Peirce held that scientific terms grow
more precise through the progress of knowl-
edge, hence their changes of meaning have a
definite direction, that of greater precision. By
maintaining, for instance, that the term ‘mass’
in Einsteinian physics is incommensurable in
meaning with the term ‘mass’ in Newtonian
physics, Kuhn appears to deny that meanings
change in the direction of increased precision,
and his conclusion seems to be that the mean-
ings of scientific terms change in an essentially
arbitrary manner which can be ascertained only
by historical research”. (Skagestad 1981 p. 127)

Furthermore as indicated above the meaning com-
municated by concepts is relative to domains of
knowledge, which explains why certain concepts ap-
parently can exist in different knowledge domains,
but with different influential value and meaning.

Consequently, the interpretation of scientific con-
cepts depends on the interpreters pre-understanding.
The potential knowledge of a concept is related to
human interpretation and thus tied to actuality, in-
tentionality and directedness. However, not every in-
terpretation is possible. Even though the individual
are governed by subjective goals and needs, the in-
terpretation of scientific concepts is delimited and
contextualized by social reality. Concepts reflect the
knowledge of the particular discourse community
and not the individual scientists. Therefore concepts
should reflect intra-disciplinary consensus that con-
strains the potential knowledge revealed by the con-
cept and ultimately confine the perception of con-
cepts to a general understanding and definition
within the knowledge domain.

Based on these assumptions and their conse-
quences, we propose a theoretical framework for
knowledge organization based on a pragmatic and

semiotic sociology of knowledge, which we describe
as the socio-pragmatic view and which we believe is
more apt to handle the historical and evolutionary
dimension of information and knowledge develop-
ment, simply because the socio-pragmatic view ac-
knowledge the dynamics of knowledge production,
communication and social interaction as prerequisite
for any scientific development.

From semiotics we learn that knowledge is the re-
sult of a continuous interaction of sign processes;
processes, which ultimately presuppose that signs
communicate meaning. The meaning of concepts are
investigated and identified by human intelligible ac-
tivity purposefully produced as means for grasping
reality. Concepts are ideational vehicles for meaning
communication fixated by means of language. Lin-
guistic expressions relate to concepts, but may be
seen as the counterpart of concepts because concepts
are abstract ideational entities and language is the
concrete manifestation of conceptual meaning.

On the basis of our discussion, we are able to
characterize and define our conception of knowl-
edge:

— Knowledge results from communicative processes
of sharing of knowledge within a knowledge do-
main.

— Knowledge creates stable interpretive structures —
habits upon which communicative processes can
rest and develop.

— Knowledge is contained in the concepts of a
knowledge domain and it can be identified in the
relation of concepts to other concepts within the
knowledge domain, simply because a relation can
be understood as a manifestation of the meaning
of a concept see (Thellefsen and Jantzen 2003,
109-132).

— The one way to identify the conceptual structure
of a knowledge domain is through its expressions
that are communicated by linguistic signs, which
attain their meaning in their relation to the con-
cept.

If concepts communicate meaning relatively to the
knowledge domain they stem from, and they create
the knowledge structure of the knowledge domain,
then it should be possible to set up general criteria
explaining how knowledge can be identified and or-
ganized. The knowledge domain has an impact on
these criteria, since it places interpretive constraints
on its concepts. We argue that it is the telos contain-
ing the ideal and values of a given knowledge domain
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that organizes the knowledge in a knowledge domain
and make the organization unique to the knowledge
domain.

1. Knowledge and Knowledge Domains

In the following section, we shall discuss the concept
of knowledge and the concept of knowledge domains
or discourse communities. Our point of departure is
a general discussion of the conceptualization of
knowledge within social organizations, where knowl-
edge can be seen as a complex system of interrelated
socio-cognitive structures of signs, which communi-
cate meaning within a social context. Then what is
knowledge? In the natural sciences, knowledge is as-
sociated with truth and objectivity. The humanities
tend to have a more differentiated and somewhat
more relative view of knowledge. Here, knowledge is
discussed within different epistemological frame-
works, and is viewed as the result of cognitive and
cultural processes, which enable an individual to act
within his or her personal world. Here, personal ex-
perience and abilities are central issues when it comes
to having knowledge about something. The social
sciences differ from the natural sciences and the hu-
manities in viewing knowledge from a social point of
view. This means that knowledge per se is not tied to
the objective natural world or to the individual but is
the result of social processes. Consequently, knowl-
edge is tied to a discourse formed by social proc-
esses, and not to the individual. It is important to
point out that the different forms and contents of
knowledge occurring as a result of social processes
within a given discourse cannot be transferred from
one discourse to another. This is why the formal
logic of the natural sciences is less successful when
applied to the social sciences and the humanities; the
epistemological foundations are different and the ob-
jects discovered are different; the knowledge struc-
ture and knowledge understanding contained in con-
cepts within the three meta discourses have funda-
mental inherent differences. This is why it is neces-
sary to point out the circumstances in which knowl-
edge and concepts are being used. We must clarify
our definition of knowledge to avoid misunderstand-
ings. We argue that the different conceptions of
knowledge, as roughly sketched above, alone are un-
able to define and characterize knowledge. As a start-
ing point, we argue that we must combine the defini-
tions. We also stress the social and communicative
aspect of knowledge. We argue against an objective
understanding of knowledge because we believe that

knowledge is created within contexts and indeed, it
creates contexts. This argument is supported by con-
temporary studies in linguistics (Lakoff 1987; Rosch
1987; Lakoff and Johnson 1999), within social dis-
course theory (Berger and Luckmann 1967; Kuhn
1974; Fairclough 1992) and within contemporary
studies in terminology (Temmerman 1997; Cabré
1999; Temmerman 2000).

However our understanding of knowledge is
based upon a realism that anchors our knowledge of
our surroundings in the objective existence of the
world. Consequently, we do not accept a radical hu-
manistic idea of knowledge, since we believe that
knowledge per se is not dependent upon an inter-
preting individual. Of course, an individual interprets
knowledge but the interpretation is based in a con-
text that in this case is the discourse of the knowl-
edge domain. Our concept of knowledge is interdis-
ciplinary and is based upon Peirce’s pragmatic doc-
trine, in which knowledge appears through sign
processes. Semiotics denotes a process where the
sign when interpreted, determines a new sign con-
taining aspects of the original sign. As an example,
one can imagine the concept of counterpoint: The in-
terpretation of the sign creates another sign relative
to counterpoint in terms of a related concept e.g.
fugue. Tt is equally important to understand that the
interpretation of counterpoint is maintained within
the knowledge domain from which the concept
stems. The knowledge domain puts constraints upon
the concept compelling a certain interpretation; fur-
thermore, the concept, counterpoint, puts constraints
upon the related concept, fugne. This means that the
self-understanding within the knowledge domain
grows and is strengthened by this reinforcing proc-
ess — simply by the interpretations of concepts. It is
this complex of signs we call a knowledge domain.?

2. Knowledge Domains

Then, what does this mean when it comes to the
definition of a knowledge domain? A knowledge
domain is to be understood as a demarcation of given
knowledge, whether anchored in a professional or
non-professional context. The knowledge domain is
well defined by a kind of meaningfulness, which or-
ganizes knowledge in relation to a particular object
field or a certain perspective. Thus, knowledge is de-
pendent upon a viewpoint that creates contextual
frames and defines the meaning potential in a given
communication.
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A knowledge domain is not necessarily tied to a
profession. It can also be related to daily activities. A
given discourse activates a meaning potential, which
in this case is labeled a knowledge domain and in
which a given activity unfolds.

In spite of the breadth of this definition, we
choose to work with knowledge domains with an
identifiable terminology that is, a knowledge struc-
ture which organizes and maintains the knowledge
content and which has a proper character, distin-
guishing it from other knowledge domains. In our
general definition and understanding of knowledge
domains, we do not distinguish scientific knowledge
from other professional knowledge.

Summing up, a knowledge domain rests upon its
conceptual structure, its terminology and the propri-
ety of the terminology, which reflects fundamental
concepts that make any knowledge domain different
from others; Occupational Therapy is different from
Physiotherapy, Library Science is different from
Human Computer Science, Cognitive Semantics is
different from Data Engineering etc. The difference
is defined by the independent objectives and politics,
which affect the terminology. Thus, we argue that
the peculiarities of the knowledge domains have to
be identifiable through the conceptual structure,
which is created and maintained by the terminology.
This gives us the following hypothesis:

A knowledge domain is organized by its con-
cepts and the meaning of the concepts is an-
chored in the activity that is tied to the goals of
the knowledge domain.

Based on this hypothesis we suggest that by identify-
ing and analyzing the explicit concepts — linguistic
expressions - and their relations, we are able to iden-
tify the structure of the knowledge domain and in
that structure we are able to find the essence of the
knowledge domain. However, the hypothesis re-
quires that we look closer at our pragmatic concep-
tion of concepts and signs.

3. Concepts as Signs

We understand concepts as signs in the pragmatic se-
miotic tradition. This allows us to maintain that the
vast content of tacit knowledge within a knowledge
domain expresses stable patterns of meaning, which
exactly is the result of sign processes. These sign
processes have subsequently become habits of inter-
pretations. This further means that concepts contain

a knowledge potential, which becomes actualized
when concepts are interpreted. See figure 1 below.

Il ediation

Mediation / knowledge potential Actalization

Knowledge potential Acmalization

Figure 1. According to the triadic sign defined by
Peirce, the knowledge potential of the concept is placed
on the place of the representamen; it designates all pos-
sible interpretations that the knowledge domain allows
the potential to contain. According to our understand-
ing of knowledge, the interpretation of signs within a
soctal context is not solely dependent on the individual
interpreter but is anchored within the social context.
One cannot interpret signs according to subjective
whims or preferences. The knowledge domain puts con-
straints upon our interpretations. The manifestation of
the knowledge potential is placed in the place of the ob-
ject, and is the actualization of the knowledge potential
of the concept. The mediation, that is the interpretive
habit that enables us to understand the meaning of the
concept, is placed on the place of the interpretant and
the interpretive habit creates a new potential which
contains aspects of both the latter knowledge potential
and the actualization of this. Figure one depicts the
ideal sign process of a concept.

In relation to our knowledge of a concept the inter-
esting aspect of the sign process is, that knowledge,
as a sign process constitutes a potential that has been
actualized through a certain interpretation and again
becomes a potential but displaced from the first po-
tential.

This means that knowledge as a starting point has
undergone a semiosis — a sign process, where the sign
develops from potentiality to actuality and back to
potentiality again maintained through the interpretive
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habits of the knowledge domain. This is how tacit
knowledge or in Peirce’s words collateral knowledge
is possible; it exists latently as a potential but is
brought into action (actualized) when an action, ei-
ther mental or physical is performed; and since every
action in some way contains an intentionality, an ac-
tion will always be performed in relation to a habit,
which is similar to the mediation in figure 1.

This is why we also understand tacit knowledge as
semiotic structures, which as a result of the evolution
of the knowledge domain, have become habits and
furthermore have become identical with the knowl-
edge potential of the knowledge domain. However,
we stress that the actualization of the knowledge po-
tential of a concept not necessarily means that tacit
knowledge becomes spoken language however; it is
prerequisite to spoken language. When performing
an act both physical and psychical, which is based in
tacit knowledge of the knowledge domain, this act is
an actualization of a knowledge potential maintained
through a habit of interpretation. Peirce used a simi-
lar concept: collateral experience, which means that
in order to interpret a sign one has to have “previous
acquaintance with what the sign denotes”. (CP 8.179)3

What we try to make probable is that the knowl-
edge of a knowledge domain is contained in the mu-
tual relations of the concepts. Thereby the concepts
get a knowledge organizational role in the knowledge
domain due to their semiotic potential, and this role
can be seen in the many different concept relations.
An occupational therapist will always interpret a new
concept in proportion to the knowledge she already
has. A new concept developed within learning theory
will become fixed within OT and through the already
existing concept relations; it will be maintained in an
occupational therapeutic understanding. In this way
any new concept will be adjusted to fit the already
existing knowledge structures. By this process, con-
cepts become self-organizing i.e. a self-organizational
ability, which however is anchored in the knowledge
domain’s understanding and fixation of the subject
field. This intrinsic understanding of the subject field
is created on the background of a common and gen-
eral idea, which again creates the basis for the devel-
opment of the fundamental sign of the knowledge
domain, which by its fundamental nature organizes
the major part of the knowledge in the knowledge
domain. Concepts can be thought of as cognitive
satellites. Cognitive, in the sense they reflect the way
actors in the knowledge domain organize their
knowledge by reducing complexity in a certain
knowledge potential, and satellites because the mean-

ing of concepts is independent from the single sub-
ject and figuratively they go into orbit around the ac-
tors of the knowledge domain. This metaphor has to
be understood in relation to Peirce’s extreme scho-
lastic realism. The idea creates a natural class since it
is “a class of which all the members owe their existence
as members of the class to a common final cause”.
Hence it is the idea that picks out its advocators and
gives them life, generative life, as a given class, e.g.
the class of occupational therapists.

Summing up concepts are characterized in the fol-
lowing way with affinity to our understanding of
knowledge domains

— In a knowledge domain, knowledge is structured
and organized on the basis of a general under-
standing of a particular object field.

— The specific concepts of a knowledge domain do
not have to exist as a written special language; the
concepts are able to exist as tacit knowledge,
which is often the case within knowledge domains
during the establishing process, and knowledge
domains, which are primarily oriented towards,
practice i.e. OT and physiotherapy.

— Concepts are identical with signs in the pragmatic
semiotic tradition created by Peirce. Concepts
represent a potential knowledge content, which
becomes actualized whenever the concepts are in-
terpreted.

— The fixation of common and general idea/ideas
creates the basis for the development of the fun-
damental signs* of the knowledge domain where
most of the knowledge becomes organized.

— The development of the fundamental sign, which
contains the general idea of the knowledge do-
main, forms the basis of the conceptual language
(special language) in the knowledge domain.

— The fundamental sign and their radial structures
form a semiotic, socio-cognitive skeleton of col-
lateral knowledge. We call a sign system consisting
of a fundamental sign and its system of related
signs the radial structure of the fundamental sign.

Based on this we mean that any knowledge organiza-
tion should start with an analysis of the fundamental
signs and its related concepts of the knowledge do-
main. The fundamental sign simply grants us an en-
trance to the knowledge domain. In the following we
will return to the definition of the knowledge do-
main and we will look closer at how it occurs and
how the occurrence of the knowledge domain can
gives us an entrance to the knowledge domain
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4. The Birth of a Knowledge Domain

When we know what the focal point to a knowledge
domain is, it seems fair to presume that this focus in
some degree creates a historical starting point for the
knowledge domain. This presumption and the fol-
lowing Peirce quotation are central for our under-
standing of the birth of 2 knowledge domain.

Peirce defines an idea in the following way:

Three elements go to make up an idea. The first
is its intrinsic quality as a feeling. The second is
the energy with which it affects other ideas, an
energy which is infinite in the here-and-
nowness of immediate sensation, finite and
relative in the recency of the past. The third
element is the tendency of an idea to bring
along other ideas with it (Collected Papers
(CP) 1.135).

Every idea has an intrinsic quality (in our case is the
intrinsic quality the factor, which separates a knowl-
edge domain from others), an energy with which it
affects other ideas and a tendency to bring along
other ideas with it. Let us then take a closer look at
the knowledge domain of OT remembering the
anatomy of an idea. OT rose from the idea that daily
activities of any sort are able to rehabilitate patients.
Consider a person who has had a cerebral hemor-
rhage. We must imagine that the cerebral hemorrhage
has destroyed a considerable part of synapses in the
patient’s brain, which has caused paralyses in parts of
the patient. The patient is unable to perform the
most trivial daily routines like using a fork, drink
from a cup, make coffee and so on. Here the occupa-
tional therapist enters the scene. Her professionalism
(based on both education and working experience)
has taught her that the synapses destroyed by the
cerebral hemorrhage can be replaced with other syn-
apses. By training the patient these daily routines
new synapses are created and the patient will be able
to drink from a cup, to eat with a fork etc. Presuma-
bly, the patient will never gain the same control he
had before the cerebral hemorrhage but he will be
able to lead a nearly normal life.

Occupational therapists have performed these
training programs numerous times and at some point
they have observed that these daily activities have
had a positive impact upon their patients and the idea
about daily activities has been fixated. The germ to
the knowledge domain of OT has been planted. Af-
ter the fixation the general idea will bring along other

ideas and start growing and eventually become the
OT knowledge domain we know of today.”

Of course, there is a lot of calculation to make be-
fore the fixated idea becomes a knowledge domain
e.g. the surrounding society’s political, scientific and
ethical pressures. But it is fundamental for Peirce
that feelings spread within a continuum. And the
feeling is the center of the idea, which makes the sin-
gle idea different from the other. Therefore, ideas or
intelligible signs (which are our focus) exist in webs
where the single idea is wrapped into other ideas.
The single knowledge domain cannot be viewed as an
isolated island in the ocean; the single knowledge
domain exists in affinity with other knowledge do-
mains, some may even have materialized as a reaction
to other knowledge domains. Basically, we mean that
an idea has planted the seed to the knowledge do-
main, which as time goes by grows and spreads and
starts to create a special language, i.e. the terminol-
ogy that reflects the conceptual idea of the knowl-
edge domain. As Peirce writes then symbols have a
tendency to grow:

Symbols grow. They come into being by devel-
opment out of other signs, particularly from
icons, or from mixed signs partaking of the na-
ture of icons and symbols. We think only in
signs. These mental signs are of mixed nature;
the symbol-parts of them are called concepts. If
a man makes a new symbol, it is by thoughts
involving concepts. So it is only out of symbols
that a new symbol can grow. Omne symbolum
de symbolo. A symbol, once in being, spreads
among the peoples. In use and in experience, its
meaning grows. (CP 2.302)

And in the growth of the symbols the meaning oc-
curs whereupon all kinds of knowledge rest. There-
fore our focus is anchored upon the concepts and
their relations, they simply contain the history of the
knowledge domain.

If we return to the starting point of the article, we
argued that concepts communicate information rela-
tively in proportion to the knowledge level of the in-
terpreter within a knowledge domain. Consequently,
some concepts communicate more knowledge to the
interpreter than other concepts, and these more fun-
damental concepts communicate the most possible
information to the interpreter, this is respectively
called significance-effect and fundamental signs, and
below we take a closer look at these concepts.
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5. Significance-Effect and Fundamental Signs

The significance-effect is an effect of meaning
(Thellefsen, Brier, and Thellefsen 2003, 144) an ef-
fect where a certain concept at a certain time com-
municates the most possible information to the in-
terpreter. But the effect is conditioned by the be-
forehand knowledge of the interpreter. The more
knowledge the interpreter has about the concept the
more information the concept communicates. The
knowledge level of the interpreter is reflected in the
concepts, which communicates information in pro-
portion to this knowledge level. This means that
concepts contain a potential amount of information,
which is actualized the moment the concept becomes
interpreted. But the relation between the concept
and its potential knowledge is in such a way that the
concept will never communicate all of its potential
information. In the same way, there exists an insolu-
ble relation between Peirce’s notion on the immedi-
ate and dynamical object. The immediate object can
never fully capture the knowledge potential of the
dynamical object or a certain concept. The signifi-
cance-effect 1s a frozen picture of the information
value of the concept exactly in the same way a pho-
tograph (i.e. a portrait) is the immediate object of
the sign, namely the object we see in the picture,
where the dynamical object is the living individual
who in an instant is maintained frozen in the picture.
This can also be explained with reference to Peirce’s
sign. The sign as firstness is defined as something
potential, something positive possible. The object as
secondness is defined as an actualization of the sign —
a necessity, which in itself also is a sign, and the in-
terpretant maintains the relation between the sign
and object by maintaining the interpretive habit
which makes a person interpret the sign to mean so-
mething. Using the concept activity as an example
then the knowledge potential of activity is the sign,
the occupational therapists interpretation of activity
in a certain situation is an actualization of the sign’s
potential, the object. The occupational therapist is
used to interpret the sign in a certain way due to hers
and the concepts anchoring in the OT knowledge
domain. She interpret the sign within the context
called OT, thereby the new sign is maintained in rela-
tion to the knowledge potential in activity and the
interpretation is one in a row of possible interpreta-
tions of the knowledge potential, which exists within
the dynamical object. However, it is important to
stress that the significant-effect is not a subjective ef-
fect. It is an effect that arise when a general sign, a

symbol communicates technical information to a
member in a knowledge domain. We do not define
the significance-effect in relation to personal experi-
ences of any sort. The significance-effect is used as
an argument for the necessary steps away from uni-
versalistic knowledge organization methods and
theories, since it is evident that concepts communi-
cate and create interpretants in relation to the inter-
preter and the information communicated.

Following in this line of arguments, we are able to
formulate the hypothesis that concepts communicate
most possible knowledge to the interpreter and the
level of knowledge communication is dependent
upon the beforehand knowledge of the interpreter.
This makes it valid to suggest that a member of a cer-
tain knowledge domain has more knowledge of con-
cepts that stem from this knowledge domain than a
person outside the knowledge domain. Based on this
it is possible to form a general analysis of concepts.
Concepts are signs of knowledge, which are specific
for the knowledge domain therefore; the meaning of
the concepts is conventionalized - symbolic. Within
the knowledge domain there exists an agreement on
what knowledge the concepts contain, therefore the
concepts contain iconical, indexical and symbolic
features because they, hence there status as knowl-
edge organisators, refer to the knowledge they con-
tain, and that knowledge is identical with the general
understanding of the concept within the knowledge
domain. The ideal knowledge contained by the con-
cepts is identical with the dynamical object. The dif-
ferent representations/interpretations of the dy-
namical object in the shape of immediate objects cor-
respond to the member’s interpretations of the con-
cepts.

On the basis of the significance-effect it seems
plausible to suggest that the knowledge content in
the concepts of a knowledge domain is differenti-
ated. If some concepts contain a greater knowledge
potential than other concepts, it is because these
concepts have a greater importance and thereby
meaning for the members of the knowledge domain.
If this is the case then we ought to organize the
knowledge in the knowledge domain in accordance
with these meaningful concepts — so called funda-
mental signs, and let us take a closer look at them.

A sentence has the following content (Deacon
1997 p. 176): “These eventually form the tedencepha-
lon, made up of the cerebral cortex, limbic system and
basal ganglia.” This is a linguistic statement. To an ac-
tor outside the knowledge domain where the special
language stems, the communicated information will
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probably not be very significant. Naturally, we will
get some basic information: the language is US-
English, the terminology is a mix between Greek and
English, and without any greater knowledge about
anatomy we may be able to see that the terminology
refers to neuroanatomy — something about the struc-
ture and functions of our nervous system. Here, the
boundaries for our knowledge reception lie, and we
will not get any further information from the state-
ment — the communication has stopped. We have no
problem in seeing that the language contains highly
specialized knowledge but we are not capable of un-
derstanding this knowledge without a thorough
study into neuroanatomy.

In the preceding sections we maintain that special
language communicates the most structured and tar-
get-oriented information within a knowledge do-
main. If the knowledge domain makes up the general
context where the concepts and special language
gather and communicate knowledge, then it is plau-
sible to assume that concepts express a special cogni-
tive mechanism, which organizes knowledge within
the knowledge domain. If we return to the terminol-
ogy from neuroanatomy, then the concepts referred
to within this linguistic expression communicate
none or at least only little information to a person
without knowledge about neuroanatomy. On the
other hand, a neuroanatomist will receive a lot of
specialized information, and the amount of informa-
tion communication is essential when it comes to
identification of the fundamental signs within a
knowledge domain.

A fundamental sign is a concept which is central
for the actors in the knowledge domain and which
exists in a web of related concepts. It is a concept,
which communicates the most possible information
to the actors and which is fundamental in the under-
standing of the research objects the knowledge do-
main has at center for its investigations. It is a con-
cept that contains the basic values of the knowledge
domain; it carries the knowledge domain’s sense of
community. No terms can be understood correctly
without prior knowledge of the fundamental sign.

The fundamental signs are the fundament where
the self-understanding, the very identity of the
knowledge domain rests. The fundamental signs are
the fundament, which constitutes the terminology.
The professional self-understanding, which in the
knowledge domain is reflected in the terminology,
marks out the boundaries of the knowledge domain.
This is caused by the fact that some concepts due to
their historical development have greater importance

for the knowledge domain, and this greater impor-
tance results in a greater knowledge potential, where
other concepts very well can be related to the knowl-
edge domain but in a more peripherical way. The
same peripherical concept is able to be a fundamental
sign in other knowledge domains but with another
potential for this particular knowledge domain,
which grants the concept a more central place. Con-
sider Movement Science, which is a fundamental sign
for physiotherapy, which gathers and communicates
information to the physiotherapists. This concept is
also used in OT but here it holds different meaning
and here it is not a fundamental sign.

Naturally this is a question of interpretation.
What is important and not important in a knowledge
domain may vary from actor to actor. It is not hard
to imagine that there may be an occupational thera-
pist somewhere who deeply feels that Movement
Science should have a greater place in the conscious-
ness of OT. However, it must be the history and the
democracy, which determine the importance of the
concept’s knowledge potential.

The consequence of the viewpoint is that the ter-
minology of a knowledge domain is very important.
We even go a bit further and state that the existence
of a knowledge domain depends upon the existence
of a special language. There can be different degrees
of scientific character in different knowledge do-
mains. Some knowledge domains may have a long
history and tradition and have a well-established and
specific terminology. Where other less matured
knowledge domains still struggle to define and spec-
ify their terminology and to obtain a knowledge
agreement within the special language. The termi-
nology simply constitutes the knowledge structure
of the knowledge domain. And the fundamental
signs create the cognitive fundament upon where the
knowledge domain builds, and these fundamental
signs express the knowledge that the majority of the
actors within a given knowledge domain can concur
in is focus for the knowledge domain hence the de-
mocratic aspect. In this way the fundamental sign
creates consensus, about what the objectives of a
given knowledge domain really is. However, a ques-
tion occurs: what does the fundamental sign consist
of? If the fundamental sign is the basis for the
knowledge domain, then it has to be more than the
sign in itself. The answer is: a fundamental sign only
becomes a fundamental sign by virtue of its related
concepts which occur during the semiosis of the sign
where the sign during its development creates other
sign - in this case related concepts. The fundamental
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sign is a sign, which has a vast number of related
concepts. Each related concept interprets qua its lin-
guistic expression, an aspect of the fundamental sign
and the relationship between the fundamental sign
and the related signs is in the same way as the rela-
tion between the dynamical and the immediate ob-
jects. In this way the meaning of the related concepts
are maintained by the fundamental sign in accor-
dance with its knowledge potential. And the related
concepts are only understandable in relation to the
fundamental sign. Activity dysfunction, daily activity,
activity analysis only makes sense if one has before-
hand knowledge about activity. The fundamental
sign is the centre in a concept structure consisting of
related concepts. We call the fundamental sign and its
structure for the radial structure of the fundamental
sign (See figure 2 below)

g Fundamental sign

2. row of related concepts

<
J 3. row of related concepts

Figure 2. The figure shows the fundamental sign and its
related concepts. Naturally, this is a reduction of com-
plexity, as the figure does not show the concept relation
berween the different rows of the related concepts. It is
not difficult to imagine that a concept from third row
can be related to a concept from the first row. But still,
the figure emphasizes the idea about the knowledge
range of the fundamental sign. The fundamental sign is
affecting the related concepts in both the fourth and fifth
row, but we presume that the influence becomes weaker
and weaker the farther we get, and where the related
concepts are under influence from other fundamental
signs from other knowledge domains.

1. row of related concepts

With the definition of the fundamental sign and the
significance-effect an important question remains to
be answered. How can these concepts help us organ-
ize knowledge in a knowledge domain e.g. OT?

The method we have chosen to use and elaborate
is an explorative research method, which has its basis
in classical anthropological research, where the an-
thropologists traveled to foreign countries. Having
experienced the foreign culture, the anthropologist
sat down in a convenient place and wrote down what
he saw. After this field work he returned home to
civilization, wrote and published a monograph con-
taining his observations of e.g. engagement rituals
among native people in Sumatra. The method was
valid (and used many times) until the natives became
able to read what the researchers wrote. They could
not recognize themselves in the descriptions. Then
what is the problem?

Naturally, this description of the anthropological
research method is highly caricatured but in propor-
tion to our goal, which is to create a knowledge or-
ganization method that can cope with the knowledge
differentiation in concepts, this caricature is interest-
ing.

If we choose to put on our rucksack and camp in a
knowledge domain with the purpose to organize its
knowledge, then we will make the same mistake the
anthropologists made, and the same mistake the de-
velopers of universal classification schemes make. We
will describe an object field that we do not have any
knowledge about and which we are not a part of. In
order not to commit this gross mistake it is neces-
sary to team up with actors from the knowledge do-
main, who are capable of guiding us around in the
knowledge universe and explain to us what we ob-
serve and how to understand the observations.

6. The Fundamental Sign and
The Knowledge Profile

As discussed in (Thellefsen 2004, 507-514) the fun-
damental sign is identifiable in its related terms. The
related terms are consequences of the fundamental
sign that have been tested and eventually have be-
come symbolic signs of knowledge. New conse-
quences tested and validated, can alter the structure
of the fundamental sign; hence knowledge is fallible
and provisionary. However, since the fundamental
sign is a symbol, that has grown stable by use and
experience, i.e. the habits of conduct of the members
in certain discourse communities, only parts of the
fundamental sign structure can alter, or else we are
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dealing with a shift in paradigm. Being a symbol that
constrains and governs all its related concepts it
must contain a telos, a certain aim or ideal of the
knowledge domain. An aim the knowledge domain
seeks to fulfill. If it did not contain any telos, the ac-
tions of the knowledge domain would be arbitrary
and no one will probably claim that the works within
a knowledge domain are arbitrary. Furthermore,
since the aim of the knowledge domain also contains
its values, it seems clear that it is necessary to iden-
tify the fundamental sign. Concequently if we iden-
tify the fundamental sign, we identify the telos and
the values of the discourse community, and it seems
evident that the knowledge of a given discourse com-
munity is or should be organized in respect to the
values and telos, consequently it is organized in re-
spect to the fundamental sign.

Then, how do we find the starting point for the
knowledge organization — the fundamental sign of
the knowledge domain? We can use the knowledge
profile. In (Thellefsen 2004, 3) the knowledge pro-
file has been thoroughly defined and discussed,
therefore, we will not resume it here. However, we
can say that the knowledge profile aims at identify-
ing the most basic elements of a given knowledge
domain. A profile aims to present the most signifi-
cant features of the object profiled. The most signifi-
cant features of a knowledge domain are its values
and telos contained in its fundamental sign.

7. Conclusive Thoughts

We have used Peirce’s definition of an idea as basis
for the semiotic knowledge organization method. As
we remember, according to Peirce the idea contains
an intrinsic feeling, an energy whereby it can affect
other ideas and a tendency to bring along other ideas
with it. Compared with Peirce’s idea of the growth
of symbols and their spreading of meaning, it indeed
becomes very hard to maintain a universalistic ap-
proach towards knowledge and knowledge organiza-
tion. The consequence is that we need a more devel-
oped and differentiated definition of knowledge, a
conceptualization, which is anchored in semiotics
and pragmatics. We have in this perspective defined
knowledge the following way:

— Knowledge is the result of communicative proc-
esses.

— Knowledge creates stable interpretive structures —
habits upon which communicative processes can
rest and develop.

— Knowledge is carried by the concepts of a knowl-
edge domain and it can be identified in the rela-
tion of concepts to other concepts within the
knowledge domain.

— The one way to identify the conceptual structure
of a knowledge domain is through its expressions
that are communicated by linguistic signs, which
attain their meaning in their relation to the con-
cept.

Further, we have clarified the definition of the
knowledge concept by maintaining that it is based on
a realism, which anchors our knowledge about our
surroundings in accordance with an objective exis-
tence of the surrounding world. We turn away from
the knowledge concept in the humanities because
knowledge in our definition is independent from an
interpreting individual. Our knowledge concept is
interdisciplinary and is based upon semiotic con-
structivism where knowledge is constructed through
semiosis. The appearance of the significance-effect
and the fundamental sign are the consequence of this
knowledge concept and with basis in these concepts
we have developed a semiotic knowledge organiza-
tion method, which is very different from known
and used knowledge organization methods.

In the introduction we wrote that our observa-
tions concerning the differentiated knowledge com-
munication of concepts could be the beginning of a
revolution within knowledge organization. Naturally,
we hope, that the described theory is what catalyses
the necessary revolution in order to escape the uni-
versalistic way of thinking and instead put the semi-
otic knowledge organization in focus, which in our
opinion produces a far more realistic knowledge or-
ganization in terms of reflecting the knowledge
structures of knowledge domains.

Notes

1 KOS is short for Knowledge Organization Sys-
tems

2 See T. Thellefsen 2001 for further elaboration of
this matter.

3 We use CP to refer to Peirce’s Collected Papers
(Peirce 1931-1966)

4 Later in the article we define and discuss the fun-
damental sign.

5 We have conducted an investigation within Oc-
cupational Therapy, which has shown that activity
is central to the field and therefore rightfully can
be labeled a fundamental sign



https://doi.org/10.5771/0943-7444-2004-3-177
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Knowl. Org. 31(2004)No.3

187

T. L. Thellefsen and M. M. Thellefsen: Pragmatic Semiotics and Knowledge Organization

References

Berger, P L. and T. Luckmann (1967). The social con-
struction of reality : A treatise in the sociology of
knowledge. New York, Anchor Books.

Cabré, T. M. (1999). Terminology. Theory, methods
and applications. Amsterdam, John Benjamins
Publishing Company.

Deacon, T. (1997). The symbolic species. New York,
Norton.

Fairclough, N. (1992). Discourse and social change.
Cambridge, Polity Press.

Hjorland, B. (2002). “Domain analysis in informa-
tion science: eleven approaches - traditional as
well as innovative.” Journal of Documentation
58(4).

Hjerland, B. (2004). Domain analysis in information
science. Encyclopedia of library and information
science, Marcel Dekker.

Hjorland, B. and H. Albrechtsen (1995). Toward a
new horizon in information science: domain-
analysis.” Journal of the American Society for In-
formation Science 46(6): 400 (26 pages).

Kuhn, T. S. (1974). The structure of scientific revolu-
tions.

Lakoff, G. (1987). Women, fire, and dangerous things :
what categories reveal about the mind. Chicago,
University of Chicago Press.

Lakoff, G. and M. Johnson (1999). Philosophy in the
flesh : the embodied mind and its challenge to West-
ern thought. New York, Basic Books.

Peirce, C. S. (1931-1966). Collected papers. Cam-
bride, MA, Harvard University Press.

Rosch, E. (1987). Wittgenstein and categorization
research in cognitive psychology. Meaning and the
growth of understanding. Wittgenstein's significance
for developmental psychology. M. Chapman and R.
A. Dixon. Berlin, Springer: 155-166.

Skagestad, P (1981). The road of inquiry: Charles
Peirce's pragmatic realism. New York, Columbia
Univ. Press.

Temmerman, R. (1997). “Questioning the univocity
ideal. The difference between socio-cognitive
terminology and traditional terminology.” Her-
mes 18: 51-90.

Temmerman, R. (2000). Towards new ways of termi-
nology description. The sociocognitive-approach.
Amsterdam, John Benjamins Publishing com-
pany.

Thellefsen, T. Knowledge profiling: The basis for
knowledge organization. Library Trends, 2004.
vol. 52(No. 3): p. 507-514.

Thellefsen, T., S. Brier, and M. Thellefsen, Problems
concerning the process of subject analysis and the
practice of indexing : a semiotic and semantic ap-
proach towards user oriented needs in document
representation and information searching. Semi-
otica, 2003. 144(1).

Thellefsen, T. and C. Jantzen, What relations are: A
case study on conceptual relations, displacement
of meaning and knowledge profiling. Sign Systems
Studies, 2003. 31(1): p. 109-132.



https://doi.org/10.5771/0943-7444-2004-3-177
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

