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Intercultural Communication Studies, or the Culture-Nature Poetics:
A Critical Commentary on Kigou no Keifu (Genealogy of Signs and Semiotic Anthropology)

B

Yuichi ASAT

Abstract: With the aim of further expanding the scope of the
theoretical framework introduced by Kigou no keifu ( Genealogy of
signs and semiotic anthropology), written by Wataru Koyama, and
squarely bringing it into the disciplinary field (champ) of
“intercultural communication”, this paper tries to carry out the
following two tasks. Firstly, it reviews the theoretical perspective of
Boasian (linguistic) anthropology, which allows the systematic 135
examination of communications, construed as poetically constituted
interactional processes involving both “meaning” (sens) and
“practice” (pratique), on the basis of linguistic and other contextual
features empirically observed in the events of communicative
practices. It will be noted that this anthropological theory may achieve
the systematic yet dialectical integration of the two distinct,
dichotomized disciplinary approaches to humans and the
environment: i.e. the socio-cultural interpretive (idiographischy and
the natural scientific (nomothetisch) approach. Then, the paper traces
how the Boasian theoretical perspective has developed into the
communication theory of semiotic (linguistic) anthropology today,
advanced by Michael Silverstein. This semiotic theory is primarily
based on the contemporary anthropological notion of “ritual”, in
which Erving Goffman’s interactional-sociological insights and
Roman jakobson’s formulation of the “poetic function” are
coherently combined. Secondly, this paper explores the applicability
of the Boasian-Silversteinian anthropological framework to the field
of “intercultural communication studies”, which is composed of the
following four divisions: viz., “intercultural communication”,

“interpretation and translation studies”, “language communication”,
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and “environmental communication”. In this endeavor, the paper
underlines the significance of reflexive theorization, which demands
that our own research activities be understood as communicative
practices which must be reflexively examined by ourselves. Also, it
highlights the importance of seeing “nature” as semiotic contexts that
are historically constructed in and by sociocultural interactions, i.e.,
communicative practices. In so doing, this paper tries to help identify
the challenges facing intercultural communication studies, and
further promote the interdisciplinary program, aiming to integrate
the dichotomized “disciplinary” approaches, “culture” and “nature”,

and “theory” and “practice”.
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