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Abstract: This article will engage with the current disasters in Japan from the 
perspective of semiotic anthropology. Disaster seems to produce two moments of 
the sign: signa naturalia and signa data. The translation of the sign mirrors the 
architectonic of the signified of disaster, which is mediated by a token-level 
instantiation of signifiers that initially appears either absent or in excess. The 
conceptualization of disaster as a zero sign, that is, unlimited possibility, allows 
an investigation of “a struggle of interpretants” in stipulating the interpretative 
grounds of the signified amid regenerative processes of social regularity. It is this 
very exact moment of translation that the sustained continuity reveals its culture-
specific “deep social grammar.” Disaster or “shaking grounds” has the presenting 
effect of cultural palimpsests. These unearthed palimpsests enable a heightened 
metasemiotic awareness of institutional and ideological regimentations, on the 
one hand, and token-level recontexualizations, assimilations, and hybridizations 
of the depository of signs in society in the post-disaster contexts, on the other. 
The article concludes with an attempt to synthesize Peircean semeiotics and 
Saussurean semiology by assessing the two distinct modes of semiosis, culture 
and trauma, upon a sudden threat of the experience of discontinuity.
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. . . in order to pin down reality as reality, we need another reality to relativize the first. 
Yet that other reality requires a third reality to serve as its grounding. An endless chain is 
created within our consciousness, and it is the very maintenance of this chain that produces 
the sensation that we are actually here, that we ourselves exist.
— Haruki Murakami (2000 [1998]: 201)

1 Introduction
This article will engage with disaster from the perspective of semiotic anthropol-
ogy. The recent disasters in Japan have vociferously proved the propensity of 
disaster in incurring global attention; disaster means “something” to us. In 
the  midst of the recent ground-shaking catastrophes, Chang’s outcry for the 
necessity of semiotic confrontation with disaster is more than relevant: “Given 
Umberto Eco’s observation that ‘Any natural event can be a sign’ (1984: 15), why 
hasn’t there been a semiotics of disaster?” (2005: 3). Similarly, contemplating the 
sheer difficulty of what “the experience of” sudden change could imply to semio-
sis proper, Parmentier asks, “is sudden change . . . on a continuum with change?” 
(2006: 1). Parmentier elaborates by touching on the Saussurean dichotomy by 
further pondering, “is it always possible to distinguish a ‘change in the system’ 
from a ‘change of system’?” Disaster and the traumatic disjuncture of experience 
it produces are catastrophic to the warp and woof of Peircean semiotics and 
Saussurean semiology as they pose a grave challenge to the principle of “syn-
echism” (CP 7.565) as well as the unity of the dichotomous system of signs. In this 
article I will make an attempt to answer Chang’s call and Parmentier’s riddle, 
while reevaluating the anthropological applications of semiotics – “the doctrine 
of signs” – whose business is to consider the nature and the usage of signs as 
John Locke fortuitously set the wheel in motion (2004 [1689]: 619–620).

2 �Semiotic definition of disaster: Two moments of 
the sign

As Chang correctly posits, the first task of a semiotics of disaster is to define what 
disaster is (2005: 5). The magnitude of a disaster is often beyond our understand-
ing as it “impoverishes all experience . . .” (Blanchot 1995: 51). Disasters such as 
earthquake and tsunami are often characterized as natural, or signa naturalia, 
that is, a sign whose occurrence is outside of human intention (Augustine De 
Doctrina Christiana, II, 1, 2). Just like smoke indexing fire, the unknown elentchy 
a natural disaster inheres as an object of representation is much akin to what 
the  Stoics would designate as a temporary non-evident sign or hypomnestikon 
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(suggestive sign). Its temporal unfolding of physical and psychological conse-
quences reveals to us a posteriori the realness of sublime power (only if disaster 
capitulates our recognition). Thus disaster appears on the one hand as a mere 
possibility, the extraordinary quality of which absents any form of representa-
tion; on the other hand, once its indexical evidence recedes back into our aware-
ness, that is, when disaster and its consequences are interpreted as spatiotempo-
rally linked, it generates an “excess of signs” (Parmentier 2006: 1). Sudden change 
in the system of signs precipitated by either an absence or an excess of signs dis-
orients the syntagmatic structure of memory (cf. Leys 2000: 2) where a particular 
set of memories repeats itself without an asymmetrical structure to index its clo-
sure. In other words, in sudden change, there is a certain degree of discontinuity 
and/or trauma between the concept of disaster and the plethora of signifiers it 
produces in tandem; the disjuncture between the content and its expressions 
renders the sign phenomenologically insignificant, or from a semiotic perspec-
tive, phaneroscopically obscure. Blanchot’s account is informative: “It is not 
thought that the disaster causes to disappear, but rather questions and problems 
– affirmation and negation, silence and speech, sign and insignia – from thought” 
(1995: 52).

Peirce deals with the two distinct (possibly discontinuous) moments of the 
sign by giving it a pragmatic delimitation: “A sign does not function as a sign 
unless it be understood as a sign” (MS 599: 32). From the perspective of risk 
assessment, Pelling illuminates the semioticity of disaster: “natural disaster” is 
“shorthand for humanitarian disaster with a natural trigger” (2003: 4). Disaster, 
when it is consciously experienced, is always already a mediated phenomenon. It 
is made relevant to us, while never determining its own compulsion other than 
suggesting that it must mean something since it affects us in some way. In con-
sciously confronting disaster, we make a rigorous effort to re-member it by narrat-
ing, re-elaborating, and making claims of the memory and the facticity of the 
past. The past thus becomes “never out of time and never morally or pragmati-
cally neutral” (Lambek 1996: 240); the plausible account of what happened is 
always re-presented in the sense of the Boasian secondary elaboration.

Nevertheless, disaster’s pure excess renders any effort to represent disaster 
ostensibly impossible. Friedlander expresses the futility of representing the Holo-
caust accordingly: “For almost fifty years now, despite so much additional factual 
knowledge, we have faced surplus meaning or blankness with little interpretive 
or representational advance” (1993: 130). Disaster thus presents itself as a zero 
sign (i.e., unlimited possibility [cf. CP 2.217]) whose semioticity is interpreted by 
the very act of translation of the representation of the actual occurrence of sudden 
change to the memory of “the experience of” it. Disaster neither annihilates 
signs in society nor obliterates preexisting flow of interpretants, but shakes their 
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semiotic grounds whereby making translation between signa naturalia and signa 
data indeterminate. Consequentially, disaster produces “a struggle of interpre-
tants” (Parmentier 1997: 8), that is, a struggle to represent ex post facto the very 
experience that was “not known in the first instance” (Caruth 1996: 4) or “de-
scribed” (Blanchot 1995: 6).

3 �A struggle of interpretants: The semiotic 
regimentation

After the magnitude 9.0 earthquake struck just off the coast of Miyagi prefecture 
and produced a devastating 30-foot tsunami, there emerged several different 
accounts of the event. Scientific explanations overflowed instantaneously, at-
tempting to fixate the ground of interpretation to the causal mechanism of seis-
mic activities. Some interpreted it as a symbolic act of some divine intervention; 
the governor of Tokyo designated the event as a moral purgatory. Yet another 
sought an alternative interpretation to conspiracy theories, rumoring that it was 
caused by s seismic bomb by H.A.A.R.P (High Frequency Active Auroral Research 
Program), while survivors are still in utter shock by the magnitude of the event 
itself. The list can go on forever, but the point is that disaster’s potential to im-
pregnate indeterminacy “reveals underlying social regularities (or irregularities)” 
(Parmentier 2006: 1). The struggle of the interpretative grounds discloses “the 
social formation of disaster” (Button 2010: 16) in which the uncertainty of the 
event exposes “presupposed” (Silverstein 1979: 203) character of social codes and 
opens up possibilities for “creative” responses.

However, disaster or sudden change is experienced quite differently by differ-
ently situated actors (Weisaeth 1994), and this creates an asymmetrical aware-
ness of interpretational grounds. Jeffrey Alexander in his account of narrative 
reconstruction processes of the Holocaust puts it succinctly, “what was a trauma 
for the victims was not a trauma for the audience” (2004: 221; cf. Friedlander 
1993: 124). A struggle of interpretants unearths multiple levels of semiosis within 
social action (cf. Parmentier 1994: 126), and the asymmetrical power among vary-
ing models. It is exactly trauma that came to be differently interpreted, experi-
enced, expressed, and valued that accentuates “semiotic encounters,” that is, 
“the fact that a particular sign-phenomenon or communicative process connects 
persons to each other” (Agha 2007: 10). The very differences of trauma or the 
experience of disaster can precipitate “a cacophony of communications that the 
affected population often sees as conflicting and confusing” (Button 2010: 11) 
where each makes claim by appraising meaning to the experience of what has 
been de-scribed, though not all experiences are equally validated.

Authenticated | ryo@brandeis.edu author's copy
Download Date | 10/23/12 5:39 AM



Shaking grounds, unearthing palimpsests   267

After a month and half of the disasters, society’s collective reaction to them 
was to symbolize them as the one last standing pine tree at Takata Matsubara in 
Iwate prefecture in order to minimize the differences between individual interpre-
tations of the sign and to promote collective consciousness of the event by up-
shifting the ground of interpretation to form a semiotic “argument.” What aspect 
of the event is to be remembered, which image(s) comes to be highlighted, when 
does the interpretative ground become anchored symbolically, and who regi-
ments and regulates the multiple degrees of semiosis? Those variables altogether 
reflect an underlying cultural model and asymmetrical metasemiotic awareness 
in determining such. In other words, disaster uncovers a buried “institutional 
regimentation” which stipulates the interpretative ground of signs as well as “ide-
ological regimentation” which naturalizes an ethnosemiotic theory of semiosis 
(Parmentier 1994: 128) by posing pragmatic challenges to the already established 
semiotic arguments. Edkins (2003) nicely deconstructs the Newtonian concep-
tion of linear time as the semiotic argument of the modern nation-state in dealing 
with a variety of traumas. By arresting the traumatic experiences by individual 
victims through commemoration, the nation-state regiments the linear succes-
sion of time in promoting the act of forgetting the past and erasing subjectivity 
from “the experience” of disaster. That is, by stipulating the factuality of the 
past  and manipulating the interpretative grounds, the nation-state transfers 
individual experiences of trauma into a collective experience of victimhood. The 
result is a grand narrative with the tripartite temporal succession that signifies 
collective lessons in the present for the future on the account of the past. But for 
those who are directly suffering from the disaster, its aftermath lingers on, and 
their living testimonies tell less complete accounts of the event than the one care-
fully constructed as fact. Against the historicization of the nation-state, the local 
project, launched in Morioka city, Iwate prefecture, A Beacon of Rebirth Poster 
Project1 is one example of “insurrectionary and counter-hegemony” (Edkins 
2003: 54) to collective forgetting or linearizing time. The visual presentation of 
the unnamable impacts of the disasters demands people bear witness to the vic-
tims and break an emerging chain of interpretants in fixating the referents of the 
disasters. Memory thus is “inherently contestatory” (Terdiman 1993: 20) and is 
subjected to various types of “semiotic mediation” (Parmentier 1985: 376–379), for 
it refers to the past that is already gone; “the referents of memory are always 
absent” (Terdiman 1993: 8).

Hitherto our discussion of disaster centered on a natural disaster, but what 
about the technological disaster precipitated by the damage inflicted on the 

1 http://fukkou-noroshi.jp/en/ (accessed 24 May 2011).
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Fukushima Daiichi nuclear plant? The product of this disaster is the invisible 
“contamination” of already familiar signs; for example, water, air, earth, and 
people. Mappings of the invisible sign onto more tangible objects and the trans-
ference of pre-existing symbolism to the new reality seem to create hybrid signs. 
Following Porter Poole’s observation of the correlation between the registration 
of an event to memory and accountability of experience by an existing cultural 
metaphor (1994, in Parmentier 2006: 3), the nuclear contamination will definitely 
“leave a scar” to the Japanese cultural system of signs. The propensity to seek 
recognition and understanding can be detrimental at times, but as Button puts it, 
disaster propels people to collect information in order to “make sense of the 
event,” which is functional to “assign meaning, blame, and responsibility and 
develop coping strategies” (Button 2010: 11). In search of a meaning of the shock 
or numbness indexing the event yet to be fully experienced, the dominant’s 
actions are carefully being monitored through the precarious condition of the 
nuclear plant by the subordinates whose lack of trust is counter-regimenting 
governmental orders, for instance, by overstocking food and water, shipping in-
dividual aids, and retesting variable radiation measurements by the government 
with their own instrument and/or foreign sources. The question is not whether or 
not signs stand for something to someone, but on what ground those signs actu-
ally legitimately mean something. In other words, despite the objective saliency 
of discontinuity imposed by sudden change at level of the preexisting cultural 
system of signs with which individuals habitually organized their world, the 
continuity of the overall system is constantly presupposed, or better yet appears 
preordained.

4 �The primacy of semiosis: Cultural palimpsests
The last observation suggests that cultural semiosis, as it were, superimposes “a 
change in the system” on “a change of system.” For instance, in order to deal with 
the vast numbers of dead bodies recovered, many local organizations made the 
decision to bury rather than to cremate them. This practice was against the 
habitual cultural practice and begged for a re-evaluation of the system itself. 
However, the discontinuity of the current cultural norm was described by the 
state and elaborated by the media not only as the pragmatic necessity of this 
particular moment, but also as, in fact, more in accordance with the traditional 
practice before cremation became the dominant norm. As Mukařovský observes 
in works of art, the norm is mediated by token-level instantiations of pragmati-
cally anchored practices in actuality where a violation is often functional in 
negatively defining the hierarchy of codes within society (1979: 23–33). Sudden 
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confusion in the continuity of system thus seems to function in foregrounding 
the awareness of preexisting norms or signs in society that have been layered like 
a palimpsest – the multiple layers of cultural texts sedimented over times – that 
can be recovered in displacing “a change of system” with “a change in the 
system.”

A stone tablet in Aneyoshi city, which has recently captivated public atten-
tion in Japan and other countries, exemplifies the up-shifting tendency of cul-
tural palimpsests after sudden change. The tablet says “do not build your homes 
below this point!” (Fackler 2010), and there are many others similar to this one in 
northern areas that are the living testimonies of the previous tsunamis. To borrow 
Parmentier’s (1987) terminologies, these historical markers, or “signs of history” 
have become the “signs in history” where the present activation of historical ob-
jects has entered the sociocultural discourse. Disaster as a zero sign opened an 
unlimited possibility of a new set of token-level mediations; a depository of “signs 
of history” is contextually made salient and transformed into “signs in history,” 
not only by local actors, but also global actors, as is evident from the Times’ arti-
cle. If Parmentier’s observation of an inverse correlation between “social rank 
and the sedimentation of evidence of change” (2006: 2) in Belau is generalizable 
to other hierarchical societies, then sudden change seems to destabilize the 
veiled semiotic regimentation by shaking its interpretative grounds and opening 
up possibilities for many actors in engaging with a variety of recontexualization 
of available cultural palimpsests to produce a new chain of interpretants in the 
present. In other words, those stones were interpreted as a dicent indexical sinsign 
– the warning for this particular disaster – when it is intended to be read as a 
rhematic indexical sinsign – a warning for any future tsunami. Another example 
would be the successful criticism of the government by commoners in the Edo 
period that occurred when the commoners’ interpreted the Ansei Earthquake of 
1855 as a dicisign of opportunity and recontexualized parts of mythological sym-
bolism preceding the Tokugawa regime (Smits 2006; Ouwehand 1964), thereby 
proliferating a new flow of interpretants in generating a semiotic “argument” for 
a new order. Both cases exemplify disaster’s semiotic potential in unearthing cul-
tural palimpsests or “polypsests” (Nietzsche 2009: 104). In her effort to under-
stand the post-earthquake recovery in Peru after May 31, 1970, Bode finds the 
metaphor of palimpsest fitting:

The idea of palimpsest helps to understand the mental aftermath of the disaster. Survivors 
dwelt among varying superimposed spheres of thought simultaneously. New ideologies 
blew in on the winds of change stirred by the disaster, and other meanings were constructed 
out of old myths. Ideas were traced one upon another, and new formulations of meaning did 
not displace others. Rather, meanings assigned to the tragedy were layered. The layers were 
not opaque but transparent. (Bode 2001: xxxvii)
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The act of remembrance of what has happened becomes a series of claims of 
the  past (i.e., of memory; cf: Lambek 1996: 248), where cultural repertoires of 
sign-vehicles unearth themselves to the aid in the defense against the threat 
of  discontinuity of experience and ultimately against the impossibility of 
experience.

This cultural fortification against “the experience of” discontinuity precedes 
social regularity. That is, what continues comes to gain a regulatory power over 
what ceases. Oliver-Smith and Hoffman describe it accordingly: “Disaster exposes 
the way in which people construct or ‘frame’ their peril (including the denial of 
it), the way they perceive their environment and their subsistence, and the ways 
they invent explanation, constitute their morality, and project their continuity 
and promise into the future” (2002: 6). Instead of suspending, disaster feeds fur-
ther cultural semiosis. Thom’s (1972) Catastrophe theory suggests, a slow, gradual 
“change of system” can be separated from a few, sudden “change in the system,” 
given the continuity of the overall system. Lotman agrees with this schema in 
claiming that discontinuity begets continuity (2009; cf. Andrews 2003: 35–40). 
However, it appears that only when disaster is interpreted as the event in a con-
tinuum does it signify something; otherwise it signifies neither continuity nor 
discontinuity, but nothing. Unmediated disaster is what Blanchot calls “the 
disaster, unexperienced. It is what escapes the very possibility of experience . . .” 
(1995: 7), but culture always attempts to mediate it by displacing its own struc-
ture, characterized by “the organization of conscious experience that is not itself 
consciously experienced” (Sahlins 1999: 413). Therefore, semiosis, first and fore-
most, models the perseverant continuity of human experience, and in this capac-
ity it resembles the repetitive nature of trauma without closure whose sorrowful 
narrative “is a spiral recoiling upon itself” (Friedlander 1993: 121) that neverthe-
less keeps on recoiling.

5 �Two modes of semiosis: Trauma and culture
Trauma and culture are isomorphic in their semiotic structure in that they both 
are “the experience of” continuity. However, the differences between the two 
are  in their modes of semiosis. First culture generates a chain of interpretants 
outwardly, producing progressively historical beings with common memory 
(cf. Sahlins 1999: 415), whereas trauma condenses interpretants inwardly to en-
capsulate the past, producing beings of history with personalized memory. And 
second, for the primacy over the collective and the future, individual experiences 
and the living history of disaster gradually become de-scribed and overwritten. 
In short, culture represents the past by “conceiving rather the semiotic replace-
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ment of one content by another that is understood to stand for” so as to bestow 
memory with the directionality of time, while trauma reproduces the original 
impression by “entailing the vertical replication and verbatim conservation of 
the past” (Terdiman 1993: 267–268) thereby estranging memory from its inherent 
fallibility and impeccable diachronicity. In both instances, understanding the 
social/cultural translation of disaster and its associated trauma from a semiotic 
perspective has to acknowledge semiosis as a premise, not as a conclusion laden 
with discontinuity since discontinuity is, pharenoscopically speaking, zeroth: a 
pure impossibility of experience. The premise informs that in order to experience 
disaster, culture projects interpretants outwardly by modifying past memory 
of  the event in the present, while trauma condenses interpretants inwardly by 
continuously denying the future to save past memory in the present. The schism 
between the two grounds of semiosis is the site of struggle where differently reg-
istered and re-elaborated memories of the past become a set of claims and argu-
ments; that is, the struggle of interpretants can be mapped onto Peircean sign 
classes of dicent symbol (proposition) and argument (Parmentier 1994: 18) whose 
permeability or transparency is indexical to a set of cultural presuppositions and 
a degree of trauma inflicted within a given society. Semiotic anthropology of 
disaster thus scrutinizes this site by tracing the social, political, and cultural 
shifting of semiotic grounds observable among people’s claims of the past in 
making sense of disaster, as Terdiman puts it succinctly: “no memory, no mean-
ing” (1993: 9). Trauma is the loyal servant; the stubborn savant of the unmediated 
past whose forgetful, pragmatic sibling, culture, tries to appease its uncanny in-
genuousness and repetitive compulsion (cf. Freud 1958 [1914]) by historicizing 
and mediating memory and thus generating a chain of meanings.

6 Conclusion
In this article I have made an attempt to foreground a semiotic study of disaster. 
From a semiotic point of view, disaster seems to produce the two moments of 
the sign: signa naturalia and signa data. The translation of the sign mirrors the 
architectonic of the signified of disaster which is mediated by a token-level 
instantiation of signifiers that initially appears either absent or in excess. The 
conceptualization of disaster as a zero sign, that is, unlimited possibility, allows 
an investigation of “a struggle of interpretants” in stipulating the interpretative 
grounds of the signified amid regenerative processes of social regularity. It is this 
very exact moment of translation that the sustained continuity reveals its culture-
specific “deep social grammar” (Oliver-Smith and Hoffman 2002: 10). Disaster, or 
more semiotically put, “shaking grounds,” has the presenting effect of cultural 
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palimpsests. These palimpsests enable a heightened metasemiotic awareness of 
institutional and ideological regimentations, on the one hand, and token-level 
recontexualizations, assimilations, and hybridizations of the depository of signs 
in society in the post-disaster contexts, on the other. Disaster does not destroy a 
structure; it only reveals existing thick layers of sedimented structures through its 
defense against a threat of the experience of discontinuity, or a “change of sys-
tem.” The two modes of semiosis, culture and trauma, are examples of either a 
“change in the system” superimposed on a “change of system” or vice versa. The 
ability to model the directionality of time, marked by either the metamorphosis or 
stagnation of memory, serves as a distinct quality to demarcate the two modes of 
semiosis’ diagrammatic resemblance to either Peircean semeiotics or Saussurean 
semiology. Different orders of layering are produced in either an outward or in-
ward movement of interpretants whose continuity is fueled by a struggle to repre-
sent or reproduce memory of what was not experienced in the first instance. A 
semiotics of disaster thus needs to delve into various social/cultural palimpsests 
highlighted in a struggle of interpretants whose competitions fabricate the inter-
pretative grounds after the shock. Peircean semiotics and Saussurean semiology 
can help us ground our understanding of disaster as the sign which precedes the 
social/cultural complexities it comes to embody or resists to embody in time, and 
the generative or reproductive processes of meanings disaster produces will 
mirror social/cultural and personal frameworks in grounding those meanings.

On a final note, if I can save Peirce from the critical blow of Parmentier’s as-
sessment (2009), semiosis is, despite its root in the investigation of logical truths 
and its association with the convoluted sign classes, the ground of social reality 
and cultural presupposition, hidden beneath the intellectual scaffoldings like 
those displaced letters of the palimpsest.
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