
ORIGINAL RESEARCH 

Biosemiotics
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12304-022-09504-9

Abstract
Although this study inspects context in general, it is even intended as a prerequi-
site for a meta-study of contextual time&space in zoo-communication. Moving the 
scope from linguistics to culture, communication, and semiotics may reveal new 
similarities between context-perceptions. Paradigmatic historical moves and critical 
context theories are inspected, asking whether there is a least-common-multiple for 
perceptions of context. The short answer is that context is relational – a bi-prod-
uct of attention from a position, creating a focused object, and hence an obscured 
(back-)ground – the attention’s context. A more comprehensive one is that when 
the focused phenomenon is culture, semiotics, or communication, context becomes 
embodied. This recognition triggers new questions: What is the relation between 
embodied, immanent context and this perception’s external, physical context (its 
surroundings)? If utterances are regarded as constituted by the triad form-content-
act and the dyadic chronotope time&space, what and where is then context? Which 
challenges will empirical (zoo-)communicational research face if context is split 
in internal and external versions of context? These questions raise some epistemo-
logical and methodological issues. These are discussed based on a framework that 
regards communication as a micro-macro interplay between utterance and genre. 
Genres are kinds of communication. More specifically animal genres related to their 
basic life-functions are called life-genres. A conclusion is that life-genres function 
as both mental and situational contexts. This complicates empirical research on 
communication in general, and zoo-communication in particular. The paper con-
cludes that contexts’ relational and embodied nature and the ‘situational’ character-
istics of life-genres challenge researchers to validate continuously, shifting between 
contextualising, decontextualising, and recontextualising.
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The Study’s Design and Line of Arguing

Since the ambition of this study has led to a relative complex design I will briefly 
describe the basic argumentative line. I start with the term’s etymology and outline 
how it historically entered different semantic domains, in particular scientific fields. 
Since context at the outset is constructed metaphorically based on verbal language 
(‘-text’) I continue with its liberation from traditional linguistics and further follow 
extensions made in fields such as pragmatics, sociology, communication theories, 
and biosemiotics. I further search for a possible least-common-multiple among defi-
nitions given by different key theorists in the fields. This essentialised definition is 
further problematised epistemologically and methodologically since one of the pur-
poses for this study is to clarify obstacles when meta-studying empirical research 
on zoo-communication. Epistemological challenges are associated with the idea of 
(non- linguistic) embodied context in utterances. A shortened version of utterance 
theory is therefore applied to raise some crucial issues. They are just ‘raised’ because 
they will be dealt with in depth in a separate article (Ongstad, submitted). According 
to the model interplay between its five aspects form, content, act, time, and space, as 
well as between utterance and life-genres, play a key role in explaining communica-
tional context. Issues concerning methodology stem partly from the expectation that 
embodiness should be studied as a mental object and hence as a Bühlerian symptom. 
The article therefore ends suggesting some expectations for a methodology for study-
ing zoo-communication in multiple contexts, especially focusing the challenge of 
validation. The study could accordingly be seen as a prerequisite and a steppingstone, 
not only for my own further study of time&space and embodied life-genres but even 
for studies of animal communication more in general where troublesome contexts 
might be involved.

Clarifying Context as Term, Context, and Phenomenon

There is, in the English language, a surplus of terms for different kinds of context:

Setting, incident, episode, happening, situation, co-text, vicinity, culture, soci-
ety, times, period, connection, circumstance, state of affair, condition, back-
ground, scene, event, environment, position, occurrence, condition, location, 
spot, site, locus, place, surroundings, milieu, scenario, habitat, territory, domain, 
the natural world, nature, earth, cosmos, universe, ecosystem, biosphere, semio-
sphere, mother nature, flora and fauna, countryside, sphere, atmosphere, stump-
ing ground, area, region, district, frame, Umwelt, lifeworld … etc.

These and other notions are both much older and much younger than context. Etymo-
logically the very term context, when it appeared in English in the 16th century, first 
meant the weaving together of words in language (Merriam-Webster, 2022). Accord-
ing to the same source, it now commonly refers to a setting for words or events. 
That something is contextualised generally means that it is placed in an appropriate 
setting, one in which it may be properly considered (Merriam-Webster, 2022). In 
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non-scientific language context therefore works as a general term for environments 
or conditions that give further meaning or background for phenomena, in other words 
the interrelated conditions in which something exists or occurs (Merriam-Webster, 
2022).

However, in many sciences context has developed in more specific directions. 
An early disciplinary use of context was Malinowski’s notion context of situation, 
first coined in 1923, to refer to the cultural context of use in which an utterance was 
located (Malinowski, 1935, p. 73). Critical contextual thinking was later developed 
by thinkers in different fields. For instance Bateson claimed: “It is important to see 
the particular utterance, or action as part of the ecological subsystem called context 
and not as a product or effect of what remains of the context after the piece we want 
to explain has been cut from it” (Bateson, 1972, p. 338). Somewhat similarly Firth 
argued: “You shall know a word by the company it keeps” (Firth, 1957, p. 11). They 
were both for-runners for a broader understanding of context in communication, 
Bateson for biosemiotics and Firth for Hallidayian pragmatic perceptions of context 
in applied linguistics (Ongstad, 2005).

Fifty years ago Dell Hymes started to speak about “multiple layers of contexts” 
(Hymes, 1972). By the influence of among others Graddol, Maybin, and Stierer’s 
Researching language and literacy in social context: a reader a relational and thus 
levelled perception of context as a phenomenon has achieved general acceptance 
(Graddol et al., 1994). Levels or layers are related to how different theories perceive 
the phenomenological ‘world’ and how elements are arranged on disciplinary levels:

If contexts are systemic and interrelated, academic fields have to find their 
place in such a system, by developing awareness of similarities and differences 
vis-à-vis other fields. Sub-disciplines within linguistics are likely to focus on 
textually established contexts. The nearest contexts for sounds are words, the 
nearest contexts for words are sentences, etc. Fields such as applied linguistics 
and anthropological linguistics, for instance, will need to take the larger, more 
general contextual aspects, such as genres and discourses, into consideration as 
relevant for the (re)production of meaning (Ongstad, 2005).

Later even context as such has been further theorised:

In epistemology, contextualism is an approach that defines knowledge as 
beliefs that may be true or false depending on the situation (Preyer & Peter, 
2005). Indeed, since many disciplines currently show interest in the role of 
various kinds of context, we may speak of contextualism as a general scientific 
approach (van Dijk, 2015, p. 1).

Further, perceptions of context will variate according to which theories, schools of 
thought, and disciplines that apply the concept. Among those, is it feasible to search for a 
least-common-multiple for context as a phenomenon to bridge gaps between fields?
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Theories on the Move Toward Context Awareness

Perceptions of Context when Moving the Scope from Language to 
Communication

A search for a more generalised concept of context is motivated firstly by a wish to 
reduce the influence linguistic theories still seem to have over general perceptions 
of context and secondly by an interest in contributing to increased general valid-
ity for empirical communicational studies in general and in zoo-communicational in 
particular. For my own purpose this concept-study even serves as a prerequisite for 
a meta-study of other researchers’ empirical research on the role of context in animal 
communication entitled “Time&Space – in Utterances or Contexts? Meta-Studying 
Chrono-Topical Positionings in Empirical Zoo-Communicational Research” (Ongs-
tad, submitted).

Starting from Saussurean linguistics, the syntax/semantics dyad achieves closing 
of the phenomenon or construct which in English is termed language, by Saussure 
himself termed la langue, language as a system (Saussure, 1916). From this perspec-
tive the somewhat corresponding “intertwined twins”, form and content, or structure 
and reference, have been considered as the two necessary dyadic aspects to establish 
verbal meaning. By excluding language in use from the definition Saussure estab-
lished an additional particular version of language, la parole, which, as a conse-
quence positioned use as some kind of context for la langue and by which pragmatics 
later partly turned into some kind of context theory.

The so-called pragmatic turn challenged Saussure’s grammatical perspective of 
language as a system, by making the functional aspect crucial or dominant, as did 
for instance Bühler (1934), Bakhtin (1986 [1979]), and Halliday (1994). Instead of 
Saussure’s separation of language from its use, pragmatists went a step further and 
claimed that syntactic structure, semantic content, and pragmatic use should carry 
more equal weight, and as a whole make up the key aspects not only of language 
but hence even of (semiotic) communication (Bühler, 1934; Morris, 1938; Halliday, 
1978; Bakhtin, 1986 [1979]; Habermas 1981). However, from this position borders 
between language and communication became disturbingly blurred. As a conse-
quence the perception of context as just a negatively defined ‘left-over’ phenomenon 
‘outside’ language became questioned (Goodwin and Duranti, 1992). Hallidayian 
systemic functional linguistics (SFL) for example, extended the scope by presenting 
itself both as pragmatic (functional) and contextual (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014).

Are There Key Logical Constituents of Context Across Fields and Disciplines?

Regarding context, thought-provoking where-and-when-questions have been asked, 
for instance by Bazerman (1994), Where is the Classroom? (if classroom is a genre) 
or by Erickson & Schultz (1981) When is a context?(studying cultures over time). 
Such disturbing texts refuse to take general context elements such as space and time 
for granted, because context often has suffered the misfortune of being conceptual-
ised by rather simple notions of text (van Dijk 2009). By such simplifying context 
risks being conceived as some sort of container for a focused, completely and neatly 
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delimited focused text/object (Duranti & Goodwin, 1992). A more critical perspec-
tive should thus ask which basic elements context may consist of and hence to which 
degree and in what ways context aspects could be considered as integrated in or seg-
regated from an utterance (Ongstad, 2019).

Hence, perceptions of context as a general concept are outlined. Confronted with 
multitudes and variation of types, levels, and layers in many different theories, one 
could therefore work from the other end, so to speak, and search for a least common 
multiple for context as a mental phenomenon. In other words, in its most basic form, 
and across disciplines and sciences, what are possible key logical or psychological 
constituents of all forms of contexts? An anecdotal story about Hegel may illustrate 
how consciousness intervene as a problem. Known for being ‘difficult’, Hegel once 
started his lecture rather easy by asking his students a simple question – whether they 
could see the blackboard. However, as they could, his follow-up question was: “But 
could you see your seeing?”

The no-answer to this question leads to a particular perception and a possible 
general definition of context as a concept. It is personal, individual, and subjective, 
it is someone’s. It is mental. It is always an indirect result of an ever moving ‘sin-
gle-minded’ or one-eyed, mental attention paid to something particular by our con-
sciousness (Posner, 2017; Schumacher, 2012). To attend means to mentally focus, 
generating a clarified, encircled point, a, for the time being, delimiting and delimited 
(mental) figure. A consequence is the making of an immediate, but a temporary blind 
or foggy zone around the figure, its back-/ground, the ground which by the focusing 
act becomes context (McLuhan, 1994; Ongstad, 2005, 2014).

Several explicit context theories and context models define context in similar 
ways, as subjective, mental, and relational (van Dijk 2008, 2009; Kovala, 2014). 
Context is from this attended perspective a back-ground as a result of generating a 
figure by attending from a mental and/or physical position. Contexts are preliminary 
blinded surroundings as result of specific focusing.

However, in cases where attention is shaped to form communicative utterances 
and not just an object, context implicitly may carry elements of meaning that are 
supposed to be connected with meaning aspects in utterances to create wholeness 
of meaning. In verbal language hints in utterances may be given by deixis (Lyons, 
1977). An utterer may point out when and where (now/here, then/there) or keep 
time&space implicit. In non-verbal communication though these possible threads are 
hard to detect and to prove, but they are still crucial for ‘meaning’ and for animals to 
make sense of a specific utterance.

Context as Mental and Situational

Van Dijk has outlined a more detailed understanding. His discursive, pragmatic con-
text theory (van Dijk 2008, 2009, 2015) is admittedly made for linguistic text-studies, 
but some of the key elements seem relevant for studies of communication in general 
and thus also for zoo-communication. In brief, his main context categories are set-
ting (mentally represented spatio-temporal dimensions of communicative situations), 
participants (the interlocutors and their roles), acts, and knowledge (van Dijk 2015, 
pp. 7–9). He claims that these contextual, situational parameters may define not just 
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the micro-level text(s), but even the macro-level genre(s). As will be outlined later, 
the three categories setting, participants, and acts seem compatible with key ele-
ments in the framework. Most importantly though, van Dijk argues strongly that an 
explicit theory of context should define context as mental (van Dijk 2009, p. 11). 
When context is mental it will commonly have a situational, episodic character (van 
Dijk 2015). In Bakhtinian utterance theory, this situationality is characteristic for 
genres (Bakhtin, 1986 [1979]). Bex (1992) even discusses whether genres are (men-
tal) contexts.

Regarding uttering, one should distinguish between a repeated and recognised 
situational aspect on the one hand and a (new) element of uniqueness on the other. 
This dialectics will be found in all utterances, a given and a new, a known and an 
unknown, (theme-rheme dynamics) a familiar situation blurred with a touch of new-
ness due to ever changing physical contexts of time and space. Situationality could 
thus be understood phenomenologically, as the interlocutors’ sense a familiarity 
with similar (earlier) incidents (Bakhtin, 1986 [1979]). The relationship between the 
unique in moments and experienced situationality is thus epistemologically close to 
the relationship between the degree of newness of an utterance (“something in princi-
ple never uttered before”) and the degree of genricity in the mind of a receiver. Cf. the 
theme-rheme pair applied in SFL-studies (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014). It is thus 
an open question to which degree familiar situations simply are genres. Or asked the 
other way round – do genres, once internalised, actually in themselves generate situ-
ations? For the time being the hypothesis is that they may. That said, it should be kept 
in mind that the framework does not regard genres as closed categories since types 
of genres can range from fairly fixed to fairly fluid (Martin, 1997; Ongstad, 1997).

Is There a Need for a Context Theory?

Kovala (2014), after discussing a set of context theories, including van Dijk’s, asks 
whether there still is a need for a theory of context given its shadow-like and slip-
pery nature. He concludes that the concept of context, in spite of its problems, can be 
retained by way of considerable redefinition, however with a price:

But context is perhaps not something that we can have an overarching, system-
atic theory of in the first place. Rather, it is useful to think, following Stuart 
Hall, that a theory of context as such is not a goal, but to understand meaning-
making, we must keep on theorizing context and contextuality (Kovala, 2014, 
p. 75).

He points to three reasons for continuous theorising (Kovala, 2014, p. 75). First, it is 
necessary to make context both the starting point and the end of analysis at the same 
time. Second, one cannot avoid dealing with tacit notions of context. Third, contexts 
can be invisible as one tends to take one’s own contexts for granted and project them 
on to the percepted contexts of others.

Still, there are sceptical voices. Jonathan Culler, for instance, prefers framing to 
context, because:
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(…) the notion of context frequently oversimplifies rather than enriches discus-
sion, since the opposition between an act and its context seems to presume that 
the context is given and determines the meaning of the act. We know, of course, 
that things are not so simple: context is not fundamentally different from what 
it contextualizes; context is not given but produced; what belongs to context 
is determined by interpretative strategies; contexts are just as much in need of 
elucidation as events; and the meaning of a context is determined by events. Yet 
when we use the term context we slip back into the simple model it proposes. 
(Culler, 1988, ix, 147‒148/Kovala, 2014, p. 73).

Another argument is that according to Hymes (and Kramsch) the key to understand-
ing language in context is to start, not with language, but with context (Hymes, 1972, 
xix/Kramsch 1993:34). Similarly, one could argue that if we want to understand semi-
otic communication, one should start with context. However, Goodwin and Duranti 
(1992) warn that an overall workable definition of context even for communication 
in general may not be found, since it would be too general to cover diverse and spe-
cific needs of sub-disciplines. This tension between the specific and the general is 
captured in Culler’s detoxicating aphorism: Meaning is context bound, but context is 
boundless Culler (1981, p. 24), which should in turn redirect us, now more sober, to 
the myriad of perceptions and definitions of communication. A focus on communica-
tion here may seem like a side-track, but context for language is not necessarily the 
same as context for communication.

Although a delicate and risky task, to delimit a workable understanding of com-
munication seems feasible if connected to a fairly well-defined scientific, disciplin-
ary field and a ditto research object to study. Very simplified one can first distinguish 
between and then integrate monological and dialogical aspects of communication 
(Bakhtin, 1986 [1979]). Hence, as a first step, to utter is simple, basic, monological 
communication. However, an utterance may simultaneously and implicitly hint at a 
possible genre and thus a specific act, a property Bakhtin terms addressivity (Bakhtin, 
1986 [1979], p. 99; Ongstad, 2004). In communication to receive and interpret pre-
suppose, a response, a reaction, or an answer and can therefore take on a dialogical 
character. However, neither monological nor dialogical communication can escape 
a clash between different types of contexts, and to merge perspectives even creates 
ever new contexts. For communication to work, utterers’ and interpreters’ contexts 
should be sufficiently or partly shared to function as a common system for a species.

Such ‘dialogical’ contexts may hence be an evolutionary developed communi-
cational phenomenon. Perconti (2002) has compared context-dependence in human 
and animal communication. He proposed to use the term ‘indexicality’ to indicate the 
typical way of using context in human language. For animal communication systems 
he advocates ‘context-dependence’ for the corresponding phenomenon. However, 
this was written 20 years ago and animal communication as a field has since revealed 
ever new complexities in animals’ communicational systems (Hebets et al., 2016; 
Beecher, 2021; Ongstad, 2021a). This is partly due to paradigmatic shifts in applied 
theoretical frameworks and new research methodologies, which in turn to a large 
extent have changed how animal communication generally is regarded (Patricelli 
et al., 2019). As a consequence even perceptions of context and context sub-aspects 
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have changed (Bar-On, 2021). To conclude so far, context-dependence now seems 
too general and self-evident. More specific perceptions should be inspected. At least 
further theorisation of context is needed.

Macro Concepts and/as Embodied Context in Human Cultural Domains

The idea that context may occur as embodied and create ‘situations’ is common in 
many social and communicational theories (Ongstad, 1997). Well-known concepts 
are frame (Goffman, 1974), code (Bernstein, 1990), communicative action (Haber-
mas, 1981), discourse (Foucault, 1972), habitus (Bourdieu, 1989), register (Halliday, 
1978), script (Nelson, 1986), structure (Giddens, 1984), and genre (Bakhtin, 1986 
[1979]). Other concepts are mentioned by Kovola, such as “universe of discourse”, 
“dialogue”, “paratext”, “mutual knowledge”, “horizon of expectations”, “schema”, 
“reading formation”, “rhizome”, etc. (Kovola, 2014, p. 1).

According to most of these theories the embodied concept are supposed to pro-
duce certain behaviors. An effect of such kinds of embodiedness could be illustrated 
by a popular, simplified explanation of Bourdieu’s habitus-concept, as the body’s 
second nature (Power, 1999). In general the above concepts are perceived as both 
embodied and societal phenomena. Although used individually, they are even shared 
by a communicative community of human sign users and they all to a certain degree 
incapsulate the idea that embodied contexts create ‘situations’. Episodes, events, and 
happenings are therefore not necessarily accidental, but ‘situational’. Situationality 
conceptualise this communicational pattern. The concept I prefer for comprehend-
ing and studying this phenomenon across taxa, is genre, simply a recognised kind of 
communication. Accordingly, genres are contextual to utterances, both as embodied 
and regarding time&space.

Widening the epistemological scope from linguistics, via pragmatics and semi-
otic communication to culture in general has expanded the understanding of con-
text among academics in most of the above-mentioned fields. This development has 
challenged more simplistic perceptions of context. Yet, the concepts (above) share 
with genre the fate of becoming harder to fixate and apply, while at the same time 
becoming ever more inevitable as a challenge for all kinds of research where a none-
observable mind will hide the object.

Challenges for Empirical Studies of Genre, Situationality, and Embodied Context

When studying context as such (cf. van Dijk’s term contextualism) rather than just 
utterances a certain challenge for research will emerge:

He [Schegloff, 1992] argues strongly that the analyst is not free to invoke what-
ever variables he or she feels appropriate as dimensions of context, no matter 
how strongly grounded in traditional social theory - e.g., class, gender, etc. 
- but instead must demonstrate in the events being examined that the partici-
pants themselves are organizing their behavior in terms of the features being 
described by the analyst (Duranti and Goodwin, 1992, p. 192).
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If analysts are not able to convincingly prove or make likely such behavior, the 
phenomenon in question may rather be related to an alternative, less concrete and 
obvious causality. The so-called Thomas theorem (in sociology) states that if men 
define situations as real (although they may be false or wrong), they are real by their 
consequences. The perception of a situation, someone’s sense of situationality, can 
therefore be said to partly cause an action (Thomas & Thomas, 1928). Also, this 
theoretical position supports the idea that context could be considered, not just as 
an external, but even as a mental phenomenon. However, as Duranti and Goodwin 
argued above, this assumption will challenge how research on embodied aspects of 
communication can be performed and validated.

From the Thomas-theorem there can be drawn a fine line to van Dijk’s theory of 
context. From cognitive psychology van Dijk borrows the notion mental models and 
applies it on context:

Hence, contexts are not social situations or social structures, but mental models 
of what participants attend to, focus on or ongoingly find relevant in a com-
municative situation. We call these special models context models (for details, 
and further discussion of linguistic, cognitive, social and cultural properties of 
context […] (van Dijk, 2008, p. 3).

Since his key concepts already have been presented, I add three other points he makes 
as a consequence of his view on mental context. First, van Dijk argues that the major 
function of context models is to make sure that discourse is appropriate in the com-
municative situation. In that sense, a theory of context models also provides the basis 
of pragmatics as a scientific field (van Dijk 2008, p. 6). Besides, because my final 
goal is zoo-communication and biosemiotics, it should be added that pragmatics is 
crucial for discussing context when studying animals (Sharov, 2001; Bar-On, 2021; 
Scott-Phillips, 2015; Witzany, 2014).

Second, since the scope is general communication both for van Dijk and this 
study, the idea of mental, linguistic, contextual models should be applicable on other 
forms of semiotic communication in culture and nature, such as the study of context, 
time, and space in zoo-communication (Ongstad, submitted). Apropos, with a new-
coined notion Miyamoto Gómez (2021) tries to catch how context as mental and 
embodied even among animals can be understood: “Experimental studies show that 
some corvids, apes, and rodents possess a common long-term memory system that 
allows them to take goal-directed actions on the basis of absent spatiotemporal con-
texts” (Miyamoto Gómez, 2021, p. 1/my italics).

Third, and last, genre in van Dijk’s view – and in mine – is inescapably connected 
to context since genre distributes both the so-called setting (time and place/space) 
and the discursive roles (participants as utterers and interpreters of utterances) in 
a communicative ‘situation’. Genre can thus be seen as embodied situationality. I 
return to genre as a concept when I present the framework.
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Semiotic and Communicational -spheres, -welts, and -worlds as Contexts

In biosemiotics and sociology morphemes such as -sphere, -welt, and -world have 
been used as metaphors to describe an assumed highest level of contextual inclu-
sion. Regarding zoo-semiotics and its extension biosemiotics it seems right to claim 
that they were more or less established by two major points of departure, Jakob von 
Uexküll’s Umwelt theory and Thomas Sebeok’s Peircean sign semiotics (Sebeok, 
1976). In this respect there is on the one hand certain similarities with Saussurean 
linguistics in that sign and context are directly opposed. A paradigmatic difference 
though, on the other hand, is that within biosemiotics, the sign is not seen as static, 
but as dynamic. In addition are Umwelt and Innenwelt – as contexts – seen as episte-
mologically crucial for the field. According to Sharov & Tønnessen (2021), referring 
to Uexküll (1982 [1940]) his Umwelt theory argues that:

[…] sentient animals develop a mental model of their environment, called an 
Umwelt, in which objects and events become associated with living functions. 
The teleology of organisms is thus an aspect of their Umwelt. In contemporary 
terminology, this theory can be classified as “mentalistic” because it describes 
mental states which are not directly observed in behavioral studies. (Sharov and 
Tønnessen, 2021, p. 14.)

Sharov & Tønnessen (2021, p. 17) further argue that animals’ individual worlds 
(Umwelt) are sign-mediated and hence shaped by semiosis. Organisms further 
develop functional environmental models of their contextual environments (Umwelt). 
Objects become tokens for, for instance food, shelter, and enemy. With Hoffmeyer 
(1996, p. 54) the Umwelt is described as an ecological niche as apprehended by 
the organism itself. The Umwelt is thus subjective, as different species interpret 
the same environment differently (Sharov & Tønnessen, 2021, p. 48). Traditionally 
time&space is seen as contextual. Sharov and Tønnessen underline that Uexküllean 
Umwelt theory gives new interpretation of space:

Instead of a Newtonian absolute and transcendental space, Uexküll examined 
the functional space of organisms, building on and extending Kant’s notion of 
subjective time and space. Most biologists think that space exists independently 
of the organisms that inhabit it. Uexküll viewed it differently: animals construct 
and organize their living space by establishing relationships between objects 
and habits. (Sharov and Tønnessen, 2021, p. 49.)

Regarding more simplified definitions of crucial contextual terms found in Sharov & 
Tønnessen (2021, pp. 352–360) one should keep in mind that their book is primarily 
about agency, not Umwelt as such. Environment, lifeworld, and Umwelt are defined 
as follows:

Environment The physio-chemical, spatio-temporal surroundings of some 
organism. See also: Ecology; Umwelt.
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Lifeworld Originally coined by Edmund Husserl, the Lifeworld (Lebenswelt) 
constitutes the “lived experience” of a human or non-human. All phenomena 
appear in (individual or collective) Lifeworlds. See also: Umwelt.
Umwelt Means ’environment‘ or ’surroundings‘ in German (literally: ‘sur-
rounding world’). Jakob von Uexküll used this term for a model of the self-
centered world of an organism, which includes all the meaningful objects in 
aspects that are associated with the organism’s functions. See also: Lifeworld.

It is worth mentioning though that although Umwelt theory in their version explicitly 
is seen as a context theory, context is not in their glossary. This is not a critique. They 
see biosemiotics basically as a sign theory and Umwelt as context. I do too, but I 
am particularly interested in the role of the in-between-levels, utterance and genre. 
Without going into details, signs in my view constitute utterances and can hence be 
considered as tools for and elements in utterances. The level of lifeworld may gener-
ally equal Umwelt/Innenwelt. A difference though is that my view is predominantly 
communicational, while biosemiotitians generally stick to sign and semiotics. These 
three notions are of course strongly interrelated, but communication may signal more 
weight on meso- and macro-levels. Another difference is that lifeworld is regarded as 
systemic since it is seen as established by embodied contexts, as a system of genres 
(Ongstad, 2010).

Finally, on differences, biosemiotics mostly refers to American pragmatism, while 
the framework mainly is turned toward European pragmatics, although there are 
American theorists that partly bridges the gap, such as John Dewey and Charles Mor-
ris. My own work on lifeworld and genre relates more to the tradition after Husserl 
(Husserl, 1970; Schütz, 1970; Schütz & Luckmann, 1973; Luckmann, 2009; Haber-
mas, 1981). It is especially the possibility of combining Habermas’ communicative 
perspective on the lifeworld and Luckmann’s view on societal genres that I find valu-
able. Their theoretisation of context is less developed though.

Uexküllean Umwelt theory is now being developed further by new generations 
of biosemiotitians. Alin Olteanu aims at bridging biosemiotics and social semiot-
ics (Olteanu, 2021; Kull, 2009) knits together different historical threads and points 
to kinds of Umwelts. Maran et al., (2016) develop the Umwelt concept as a tool to 
discuss the human-animal relation. More critical voices are Stella & Kleisner (2010) 
who claim that the concept Umwelt even has “a dark side”. Finally, as examples of 
newer research on Umwelt, Tønnessen (2015) describes the relevance of Uexküll 
and his Umwelt concept today. I could have mentioned many more. The idea though 
is that these works (among others) do not discuss context as such at any length, 
probably based on a general trust that the idea of Umwelt is functional enough for 
conceptualising context.

Summing up Perceptions and Conceptions of Context

Below I have collected punch-lines, brief claims about, and characterisations of con-
text, connected to different scholars in the fields:

J. Firth: You shall know a word by the company it keeps.
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M. Bakhtin: A code is a killed context.
D. Hymes: There are multiple layers of contexts.
T. van Dijk: Context is mental.
J. Culler: Meaning is context bound, but context is boundless.
P. Bourdieu: Habitus is the body’s second nature.
A. Bex: Genre as Context.
F. Erickson & D. Schultz: When is a context?
W. Thomas & D. Thomas: The perception of a situation, someone’s sense of 
situationality, can be said to partly cause an action.
J. Culler: Context is not given but produced.
O. Miyamoto Gomez: Corvids, apes, and rodents can take goal-directed actions 
on the basis of absent spatiotemporal contexts.
A. Fetzer: In conclusion, the relational status of context requires an interactive 
frame of reference accounting for context, contextualisation, decontextualisa-
tion and recontextualisation.
K. Popper: Distinguishes context of discovery from context of justification.

In order to integrate and unify these concepts into a least-common-multiple, we may 
use a concentrated version of a McLuhan-inspired idea, here party based on Logan 
(2011) and partly based on general gestalt-concepts:

A focus made from a position generates a figure and hence a ground.

Each of these aspects can be further specified: A focus is a limiting scope generated 
from an extensive field of particular interest(s), a “relevant next” (Favareau, 2015). 
A position from which one focuses can be concrete and/or abstract. Attentions that 
generate focusing, create simultaneously a scope delimiting a figured object. Sur-
rounding grounds can be seen as contexts (Bateson, 1972). The overall idea can be 
captured with the words of Bateson: “It is important to see the particular utterances 
or action as part of the ecological subsystem called context and not as a product or 
effect of what remains of the context after the piece we want to explain has been cut 
from it.” Bateson (1972, p. 338).

The above suggested least-common-multiple of elements implies in some sense an 
essentialised perspective on context as a general concept. However, specific contexts as 
researchable phenomena should be seen as dynamic, open, and relational, which in turn 
will raise epistemological as well as methodological principal questions. Epistemological 
challenges are especially related to the problems embodied situationality and embodied 
genres will create for studies within a zoo-communicational system. Methodologically a 
main challenge will be to answer where and when contexts are in studies of animal com-
munication, especially contexts that may influence a study’s validity significantly.
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Epistemological and Methodological Issues

A Framework for Raising Epistemological and Methodological Issues

Above I concluded that focusing creates a contemporary blindness, a context. In the 
following I will make explicit which aspects that might hide in the blind-zones. To 
clarify the highlighted (epistemological and methodological) issues, I will apply a 
simplified version of the more comprehensive communicational framework pre-
sented in Ongstad (2019). The systemic framework as a whole consists of five utter-
ance and genre aspects: form, content, act, time, and space and five ditto processes: 
structuring, referring, addressing, timing, and ‘spacing’. Further, four interrelated 
levels are presumed: sign, utterance, (life-)genre, and lifeworld as well as processes 
that may work within and/or between the levels, for instance semiosis, given-new 
mechanisms, genrification, and overall meaning-making (Ongstad, 2022). (Genri-
fication means creation or change of kinds of communication). All processes are in 
principle sign processes though. The model in Fig. 1 has left out the level of sign and 
lifeworld concentrating on the two levels placed in-between, utterance and genre, 
since they are expected to cause most trouble for perceptions of context. Somewhat 
simplified signs can be seen as building blocks in utterances. Lifeworld can be seen 
as the highest level of (and for) meaning- or sensemaking, comprehending all com-
municational resources in a (species’) communicational system.

Context is no place and everywhere in the model. The key point is that any focus-
ing on a specific aspect makes the other aspects contextual. This will be explained in 
detail in the next section. Moving from the generalised description of context above 
to more specific, empirical studies of animal communication, the assumption or 

Fig. 1 Five basic aspects constituting utterance as communication. Utterance and genre are modelled 
as a shortened or cut pentagonal pyramid with utterance as a concrete surface plane and genre are an 
underlying abstract part, marked by dotted lines. The pentagonal relationship between the five basic 
aspects applies for both levels. The double-headed arrows between the two planes symbolise the dy-
namic, dialogical, reciprocal relationship between of utterance and genre as well as the openness of the 
system. These processes work both in the moment of uttering and of interpreting (seen synchronically) 
and over time through communicational development of utterers/interpreters (seen diachronically). 
[Copyright The Author.]

 

1 3



S. Ongstad

hypothesis that even animals communicate by genres should be explained. They are 
called life-genres based on the idea that they serve animal basic life-functions such 
as kinds of alarm calls, kinds of birdsong, ways of territory defence, mate attraction, 
mate stimulation, pairbond maintenance, kinds of lek in lek-places, kinds of organ-
ised communication for hunting, kinds of bite in play (“this bite is not a bite”), etc. 
Examples of analysed animal utterances in context, in other words life-genres, are 
found in Ongstad (2019, 2021a, 2022).

Combining Framework Aspects and the Issue of Context(s)

The framework suggests that both utterances and life-genres, seen as a dynamic whole, 
and hence as communication, are joint dynamics of form, content, act, time, and space. 
From the perspective of context each of these aspects and all their many specific sub-
aspects will have different contexts, depending on the specific focusing. This insight is 
the lesson from the search for a least-common-multiple. In the following I point out some 
context-related issues for each of the five aspects that may come to surface when observ-
ing, documenting, and describing as part of a research process.

Form is the only aspect of the five that is physical for involved interlocutors since 
it is structured in matter, normally shaped by utterers’ bodies and bodily processes 
and as such it is the only directly measurable, recordable aspect of what is uttered as 
a whole. This physicality, the structured form of the utterance may occur blurred with 
physicalities of the surroundings. Documenting and interpreting will need both de- 
and recontextualisations during the research process since form has to be connected 
by interpretation to the four other aspects as well. It is necessary to keep in mind 
though that structured form concerns and relates to all types of senses and ways of 
uttering not only a single direct observable aspect. In short, a single utterance’s form 
may consist of more than one sense and one type of form. It might be multimodal.

The second aspect, content is immanent and can hence only be anticipated. Empir-
ically it should hence be studied as a symptom (Bühler, 1934). Whether an utterance’s 
semantic content is indexical or a ‘real’ reference (Ongstad, 2021a) is not an issue 
in this connection. In animal semantics aboutness has been suggested as an alterna-
tive to content (Adams and Faigly, 2013; Yablo 2014.) Any content should in any 
case be considered as rather general and mental (Ongstad, 2022). The contexts for 
a (focused or assumed) content in animal communication might hence be as vague 
as content itself. To decide how significant a certain context might be for a content 
observers will often need to interpret a situation as a whole, that is, in a wider context 
of meaning for involved animals. (Yet, as mentioned, situationality in turn is related 
to embodied life-genres.)

The third aspect, the addressed acts of an utterance, when studied, risks being 
directly associated with physical behavior. Analysts may too hastily term the act 
with active verbs, such as to play, to call, and to warn, metaphorising some sort 
of intention related to animals’ basic life-functions. Such ‘verb-tagging’ might be 
rather anthropomorphic (Wynne, 2007). Studies should encourage independent rein-
terpretation for the sake of validity. Acts should in a sense be recontextualised by yet 
another observer’s attention.
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The fourth and fifth aspects of utterances are the assumed embodied time and 
space. Combining and fusing the dyadic chronotope (Bemong et al., 2010) with the 
triadic version of utterance will nevertheless imply that concrete or objective time 
and space will still work as context for a (‘pentagonal’) utterance as a whole.

An implication of applying the framework is that de-contextualising will mean to con-
sider which role the other aspects may play for the validity of the focused one. This has 
to be done both for a possible embodied context (a life-genre) as well as for the physi-
cal time-space surroundings. To interpret a possible wholeness for a concrete researched 
utterance implies a re-contextualisation. The validity of the research as a whole is related 
to the quality of the de- and re-contextualisation. Finally, in the process of publication the 
study is dependent on the different formats, the research-genres (Ongstad, 2014).

To connect to a biosemiotic perspective, context can be regarded as the metastable 
nature of an embodied umwelt in practice. Like Peirce’s object, each new focusing, 
or representamen, will engender, i.e., embody, a new context that entails both the 
utterance and its life-genre. I owe this point to one of my reviewers. An other way 
of illustrating the dynamics of focusing as a process and hence creating ever new 
contexts one can think about the shift of lens-position of a camera in motion with its 
auto-focus turned on.

If we stick with the perspective on utterance as pentagonal, we are still left with 
the puzzle how time and space has ‘entered’ a body in the first place. Further, what 
embodied time and space when uttering and interpreting really mean or imply for ani-
mals can only be guessed (based on symptoms), at least until neurological research 
has become far more sophisticated (Schumacher, 2012). I should make clear that I 
use symptom in Bühlerian sense when a sign, an utterance’s structured form, is a 
symptom of an immanent inner state. Yet, animals do have brain-cells that can handle 
place, time, and space. During the last decade research has been able to locate neural 
mechanisms for handling place (Moser, Kroppf, and Moser, 2008), time (Tsao et 
al., 2018), and space (Høydal et al., 2019) in rats’ brains. Also, newer research in 
ethology, zoo-communication, and biosemiotics deals with this challenge. Regarding 
time, for instance, an early example of this orientation is Jakob von Uexküll’s explo-
rations of the temporal constitution of living beings, studied more in depth by Mag-
nus (2011). A recent study is Nomura et al. (2020). In a biosemiotic context space 
has been studied, for instance, by Ireland (2015). Such studies combine hard and soft 
sciences, leaving the comfort zone of established research fields by theorising and 
investigating empirically the role of time and space both as abstract and concrete 
context. In Ongstad (submitted) I study such empirical efforts.

To study just utterance and its aspects is not sufficient. Utterances are supposed to 
be interpreted by life-genres helping animal interlocutors, as utterers to suggest and 
as receivers to interpret, which specific utterance aspects (of the five) that may be 
more (or less) dominant (foregrounded or highlighted) in a particular setting, (Jakob-
son, 1935 ; Ongstad 2021b). In other words: What is most important of expressivity 
(aesthetics and emotionality), referentiality (what it is about), addressivity (kind of 
act), of chronotopical aspects? How to understand and to interpret this balancing of 
aspects will depend on whether the overall theoretical starting point, the position 
taken by the first attention, for instance is syntax, semantics, pragmatics, or the like. 
Even the actual field, such as communication, contextual studies, history, geography, 
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culture, etc. may affect the attention, focus and context (ground). Given this chal-
lenge of general pre-positioning (Ongstad, 2007), it seems sensible for projects to 
start with a rather wide theoretical view to reduce a later possible context blindness 
based on a too early, hasty, and narrow chosen focus (Ongstad, 2014). From a broad 
pre-position researchers can eventually work their way gradually and methodologi-
cally towards a more narrow and specific perspective, one that facilitates empirical 
studies and presumably increase their studies’ validity (Ongstad, 2014).

Contextualities and Situationalities of Life-Genres

A basic animal mental faculty is to perceive, recognise, distinguish, refine, and com-
bine kinds. In an animal’s life its first conceptions are presumably of concrete objects 
in its lifeworld/Umwelt. A further step is to handle interrelated concepts in clustered 
systems (Zentall et al., 2008). Later even utterances may, through increased experi-
ence, eventually be perceived and clustered as kinds of communicational kinds. Such 
processes are individual.

Characterising genres as ‘just’ kinds of utterances may at the first glance seem 
rather simplistic (MacLeod & Reydon, 2013). However, particular kinds can be fur-
ther differentiated and divided into sub-kinds and further to kinds of kinds of kinds 
etc. of communicational behavior (Togeby, 2014; Ongstad, 2021b). Behavior is gen-
erally related to different crucial life-functions and can be further differentiated into 
recognisable clustered sets of distinguished and interrelated kinds of kinds of utter-
ances (Lowe, 1997). The point here is just to make clear that a system can be fairly 
differentiated. And again, the process is in its first steps individual.

To search for higher order mental resources, such as the faculty of managing sub-
tle use of sets of kinds/genres, and hence even embodied contexts, should not be 
too alien to ethology, zoo-communication, and biosemiotics. For instance, Tomasello 
(2014) resonates strikingly similar investigating evolutionary traits for human think-
ing. He argues that organisms must represent their experiences as types. These are 
seen as results of generalisation, as schematisation of cognitive models, as schemas 
of events and models of situations, which can be recognised as situations (Tomasello, 
2014, p. 12). In other words as embodied/mental contexts.

Life-genres in use can therefore be considered as basically situational and, as dis-
cussed above, even contextual. Further, when clarifying context it was argued that 
subjective contexts, and hence subjective times and spaces, should be regarded as 
abstract, immanent, mental phenomena. The external time&space in which an utter-
ance takes place, is therefore physical, ‘non-mental’, or ‘concrete’ and accordingly 
directly researchable. Researchers should, when analysing, follow the above warn-
ings of Schegloff (1992) and Duranti & Goodwin (1992). ‘Events’, ‘episodes’, and 
‘happenings’ are immanent, subjective parts of animal communication and have to 
be matched with documented objective, external, physical contexts or surroundings, 
and (shared) intersubjective interpretations (Habermas, 1981; Ongstad, 2014). Which 
finally leads us to methodology in a contextual perspective.
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Some Methodological Issues – in Brief

Keeping the description of the least-common-multiple for context as concept in 
mind, researchers, including myself, should explicitly address, clarify, and relate the 
following context parts when validating:

 ● One’s own attended theoretical and physical position in time&place.
 ● The observed uttering animal’s position (assumed by the observer).
 ● The focused utterance (the figure).
 ● The utterance’s ground, hypothetically consisting of both embodied situationality 

and context as a possible life-genre.
 ● Concrete contexts, as external, non-mental physicalities, surroundings, ‘objec-

tive’ times and spaces.

I should stress that since context is seen as a notorious relational concept, the ‘nature’ 
of context is partly paradoxical. Context are embedded in each other like so-called 
Chinese boxes, a context is a context is a context etc. Any specific context hence 
needs an added clarifying notion explaining the particular kind of context.

The above core elements of context as a concept apply simultaneously (a) to the 
studied animal(s), (b) the researcher(s), and (c) the meta-researcher (here me) when 
validating. At the end of the day contexts are directly relevant and significant for 
observers (and observers of observers, etc.) since to research is to attend and to con-
textualise ever shifting processes.

In theories of general sciences a traditional distinction has been made between the 
context of discovery and the context of justification (Hoyningen-Huene, 1987; Pop-
per, 2005). The implicit shift implies kinds of genres. The research process, which 
may run from studying animal utterances in context (and hence possible embodied 
life-genres), via applying sets of methods (research genres) to publishing (text and 
media genres of different formats) will imply a row of shifting positions through 
several contextualisations, decontextualisations, and recontextualisations. Genre and 
context and their internal dynamics will be deeply inherited. Genrefying is contexting 
and vice versa (Bex, 1992; Ongstad, 2014, 2021b; Frow, 2014).

Perceptions of Context – Outcomes and Perspectives

Recent research in empirical studies of animal communication has lately more often 
pointed out context as an under-researched issue (Ongstad, 2022). The ‘lack’ motived 
a search in newer literature on context. This inspection aimed at clarifying key char-
acteristics of context as a phenomenological concept when detached from restricting, 
linguistic theories of verbal language, which historically kept text and context sepa-
rate. Searches were done within critical text theories, media studies, cultural theories, 
semiotics, and communicational theories. The inspection sought a least-common-
multiple across fields.

An intermediate generalised and concentrated finding was expressed by the use of 
a McLuhan-inspired sentence, stressing the significance of attention: A focus made 
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from a position generates a figure and hence a ground. Each aspect was further seen 
as a process element, when contextualising, where surrounding grounds eventually 
would end up as specific contexts. This conclusion implied a view on context, when 
applied on communication, that was basically perceptional, relational, dynamic, and 
open. However, this somewhat essentialised view on context as a general concept 
would admittedly have a long way to go before it could be operationalised in con-
crete, empirical research on zoo-communication. Especially epistemological and 
methodological issues were pointed out as possible challenges.

In order to discuss such challenges a simplified version of a theoretical framework 
designed for the study of communication was outlined and applied. Based on the frame-
work it was described more in detail how contexts would be related to each of the five 
assumed aspects form, content, act, time, and space and the many sub-aspects of each of 
these aspects. An epistemological key question was where to position time and place. It 
was concluded that although it is theoretically possible to place time and space as part of 
an utterance, it would be a far more comprehensive task to study their role empirically. 
This challenge will be taken up in a following study (Ongstad, submitted).

The text further returned to the generated least-common-multiple version of con-
text. Based on its key aspects some general methodological concerns were outlined 
stressing the role different kinds of life-genres play when contextualising. Context 
had throughout the paper been presented as a relational concept. It was argued that 
over the last five decades or so, contextual theories had been in transition, and that 
this epistemological drift represented a reconceptualisation of earlier perceptions.

The idea has not been to describe in detail any context of any given focus, but to 
consider the contexts’ possible impact on the claimed results. Hence, to contextualise 
is to validate and vice versa. Again, with the words of Goodwin and Duranti (1992, 
p. 31–32): “To rethink something means to recontextualise it, to take it out of earlier 
frames and place it in a new set of relationships and expectations.”

In a methodological perspective re- and de-contextualising can be studied as inter-
connected positioning(s) (Ongstad, 2007, 2014): A studied animal is positioning when 
adapting its utterance to a situation. A researcher positions an animal’s utterance both by 
the preferred theory and the chosen methods. A meta-study positions the chosen studies 
according to a preferred assumption. A blind review may force a researcher to reconsider, 
to reposition, to rethink, in short, to recontextualise in order to validate findings.

According to Fetzer (2002, p. 287) to investigate context in communication rep-
resents a complex endeavour. It not only has to account for coparticipants and their 
communicative actions, but also for the context, in which the communicative actions 
are performed to achieve one or more communicative goals:

“Moreover, coparticipants do not generally produce and interpret isolated utter-
ances, but produce and interpret utterances embedded in yet other utterances”. Her 
conclusion is therefore: “[…] the relational status of context requires an interactive 
frame of reference accounting for context, contextualisation, decontextualisation and 
recontextualisation” (Fetzer, 2002, p. 255).

In the process of writing this article on context I have been confronted with the 
importance of Umwelt theory within biosemiotics as a field. The direct lines between 
Umwelt and signs, or Sebeok’s combination of Uexküll and Peirce, are stressed in 
newer studies in the field. A connection between this micro-macro combination is 
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most likely functional when the researched objects are concrete (delimitable). My 
own flagged view on signs and Umwelt is not far from mainstream perceptions within 
biosemiotics. However, if one studies communication between uttering and interpret-
ing animal minds I argued that biosemiotics might do with some intermediate meso-
levels that could enable more subtle relations between signs and Umwelt/lifeworld.

Hopefully, this article may have several outcomes. Firstly, to work as a prereq-
uisite and a conceptual steppingstone for my own meta-studies of time&space as 
contextual in animal communication. Secondly, to contribute to general conceptual, 
epistemological, and methodological problematisations of context more in general, 
across fields. Thirdly, and finally, as an utterance searching future dialogues with 
other perspectives and empirical studies in biosemiotics as a field, by offering a set of 
semiotic, communicational concepts.
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