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When studying how human beings can make something that is absent present through 
signs, semioticians have mainly focused on the way human beings make the past present. 
In this monographic section of  the journal, we offer a reflection on ways of  making the 
future present. Our approach to temporality is relational and evenemential: to study semiotic 
forms in the representation of  the future means to investigate its modes of  existence and 
its relationship with past and present events. We will introduce the topic by illustrating, 
first, the evenemential and relational approach to the study of  temporality; second, we 
will outline a semiotic approach to the analysis of  the future as a time of  history, drawing 
on the epistemological reflections of  Charles Sanders Peirce and Jurij Lotman; third, we 
will offer an example and a general reflection on regimes of  temporality and historicity 
in texts. We will conclude by giving an overview of  the contributions we have the honour 
to include in this monographic section.
Keywords: Temporality, Lotman, Peirce, Past, Semiotics.

In the study of  temporality and the way we make absent things present, 
Semiotics has mainly focused its attention on ways of  making present the 
past. Little has, instead, been said about making present what could be, or 
will be, in the future. This monographic section of  Versus addresses the 
forms of  presentification of  the future, though from a relational approach 
to temporality. Indeed, the future always emerges from a relationship with 
the past and the present, and may be represented as eternal return of  the 
same, as a negation (never again) or as the overcoming of  the past (pro-
gress).

We started thinking about this monographic section of  Versus in the 
spring of  2018. Our discussions on Lotmanian uncertainty and explo-
sion, and on Lotman’s idea of  the future, took on another – very tangi-
ble – meaning when a virus appeared at the horizon of  history. As we 
write this introduction, our lives and societies depend on the unpredictable 
behaviour of  a new virus capable of  affecting human beings, challenging 
our natural and cultural capacity to protect our health and life: is it seasonal 
and therefore iterative and cyclical, assuming the form of  waves or tides? 
Will it disappear as happened with the 1918 pandemic? Will we have to 
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deal with it for the next decades, as still happens with HIV? How long do 
our antibodies last? When will we have a vaccine?

People have mobilised a repertoire of  texts, rituals and practices in order 
to face unpredictability and uncertainty. Many hung blankets from their 
windows carrying the hopeful message – accompanied by a rainbow – that 
“everything will be fine”. This message encouraged people to imagine a 
narrative sequence with a happy future ending; the rainbow inscribes the 
pandemic in the natural temporality of  a storm, which is often followed 
by the appearance of  the sun and a rainbow1. The message also evoked 
the mythical tale (common to many cultures across the globe) of  the 
Deluge, whose ending is marked by a rainbow announcing a new future 
world. This case shows us how different regimes of  temporality and even 
historicity – namely, the canonical narrative sequence of  a storm and a 
mythical tale about a catastrophe that is part of  our cultural memory – are 
mobilised in order to elaborate ongoing events and prefigure the future. To 
study the future as a time of  history means, from a semiotic perspective, 
to look at texts, to analyse how they modulate experience and expectation, 
past and future, memory and anticipation – just like the rainbows hung 
from windows during the pandemic.

1. A relational and evenemential approach to temporality

“This space – memory – combined with our continuous process of  
anticipation, is the source of  our sensing time as time, and ourselves as 
ourselves” (Rovelli 2017: chapter 12, Eng. transl., ebook edition). The 
physicist Carlo Rovelli wrote these words in the final part of  The Order 
of  Time, which accompanied the preparation of  this monographic section 
of  Versus. Rovelli makes this observation after a pars destruens in which he 
undoes a Ptolemaic idea of    time. At a microscopic level, past and future do 
not exist and emerge only with respect to “our own blurred vision of  the 
world” (Rovelli 2017: chapter 2, paragraph 3, Eng. transl., ebook edition), 
that is, our way of  selecting only some aspects of  reality, disregarding and 
not perceiving many others. According to Rovelli, time is precisely the result 
of  our (human) ignorance, of  our “blurred” gaze, which always produces a 
constitutively incomplete description of  reality. The idea of  “blurred vision” 
is very close to the Peircian theory of  knowledge: as human beings, we 
are able to grasp only certain aspects of  the world, selecting a few limited, 
and blurred, traits of  reality.

1 We thank Giovanna Cosenza for this suggestion. See also Giovanna Cosenza, 
“Comunicare il Coronavirus fra paura, speranza e coraggio”: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=JiKSZSUDkRA [last accessed 26 October 2020].
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However, in the pars construens of  his book, Rovelli accounts for the 
emergence of  time at a macroscopic level: “perspective”, “indexicality”, 
and “traces and causes” are some of  the topics he addresses in the second 
part of  the book. The physicist connects and compares the thought of  
Aristotle and Albert Einstein, of  Max Planck and Edmund Husserl, and 
supports his argument by citing, among others, authors such as John L. 
Austin, Willard V.O. Quine and Hilary Putnam – all important interlocutors 
in Umberto Eco’s development of  the interpretative model. Rovelli argues 
that “for a long time, we have tried to understand the world in terms of  
some primary substance. Perhaps physics, more than any other discipline, 
has pursued this primary substance. But the more we have studied it, the 
less the world seems comprehensible in terms of  something that is. It 
seems to be a lot more intelligible in terms of  relations between events” 
(Rovelli 2017: chapter 6, Eng. transl., ebook edition). This reminds us 
that Semiotics gradually discarded the unsuccessful attempt at describing 
the world in terms of  “building blocks”, semantic primitives or primary 
substances, elaborating a vision and a description of  phenomena in terms 
of  networks of  relationships.

In many fields of  knowledge, the model that seems most capable of  
describing the world is the relational and evenemential one: the world 
is not made of  things but of  events, and what we describe is not how 
things evolve over time but “how things change one in respect to the 
others, how things happen in the world in relation to each other” (Rovelli 
2017: chapter 6, Eng. transl., ebook edition). Even in the most ontologi-
cal of  disciplines, the substance of  the world emerges from networks of  
relationships. This approach is actually a principle that – connecting “the 
two paths of  Semiotics” (Traini 2006), Charles Sanders Peirce’s “Logic of  
Relatives” and Algirdas Julien Greimas’s actantial model (Greimas 1966; see 
on this Paolucci 2010) – has also inspired other disciplines; the model of  
Bruno Latour’s Action Network Theory, which resulted from his meeting 
with Paolo Fabbri and Greimas2 is currently one of  the most prominent 
applications of  this approach in the Humanities and Social Sciences to-
day. To describe the world, the models that seem epistemologically most 

2 “I have said enough to make you understand why I sank my teeth into semiotics like 
a mouse into cheese after I had the chance, in San Diego, to meet Paolo Fabbri. Scientific 
texts could be analyzed in the same way as biblical scriptures, but with another key. The 
view from nowhere could be folded back into an exegetic practice that left objectivity in 
its wake – or not – just as the exegesis of  a biblical text generated salvation – or not [...]. 
In a move that I now recognize as typical of  my emerging form of  empiricism, I never 
took (Greimassian) semiotics as being limited to texts, but as a formidable toolbox for 
providing a handle on ontology. This is what opened up an access to science and tech-
nology that had rarely been facilitated before, to put it mildly, by the various brands of  
philosophy or literature. Hermeneutics could move out of  texts, to things, to knowledge, 
to technology, and, finally, to the world” (Latour 2016: 468).
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promising today are those that describe form, and forms of  temporality, as 
an effect of  relationship and movement (on this see also Rovelli 2020 and 
Hristova, Ferrándiz and Vollmeyer 2020 in the field of  memory studies).

Relationality and evenementiality are the two principles that have inspired 
this monographic issue of  Versus: the modes of  semiotic existence of  the 
future are describable as a result of  a network of  events that connect what 
happened, what is happening and what will and may happen. Hence, the 
title of  our monographic section: Future. A Time of  History.

2. Peirce and Lotman: habit, event, explosion

The semiotic form of  the past has been a primary object of  analysis 
for semioticians. Think of  the analysis of  verbal tenses (Benveniste 1966), 
the study of  nostalgia (Greimas 1988), the analysis of  historical discourse 
(Lozano 1991) and, more recently, the semiotics of  memory (Demaria 
2006; Eco 2007; Dottorato in discipline semiotiche 2008; Mazzucchelli 
2010; TraMe 2013; Lorusso 2015a; Violi 2017; Pisanty 2020; Salerno 2020). 
Conversely, the future has thus far remained a neglected issue, in spite of  
the seminal reflections of  two founding figures of  the discipline: Charles 
Sanders Peirce and Jurij Lotman.

In Peirce’s thought, the oscillation between memory and anticipation is 
described in particular in his definition of  a central concept in interpretative 
semiotics, namely that of  habit:

A man may become aware of  any habit, and may describe to himself  the general 
way in which it will act. For every habit has, or is, a general law. Whatever is truly 
general refers to the indefinite future; for the past contains only a certain collection 
of  such cases that have occurred. The past is actual fact. But a general (fact) cannot 
be fully realized. It is a potentiality; and its mode of  being is esse in futuro. The future 
is potential, not actual. What particularly distinguishes a general belief, or opinion, 
such as is an inferential conclusion, from other habits, is that it is active in the im-
agination. (CP 2.148)

A habit is the momentary and always revisable connection, in the form 
of  a general law, between a past – in which a certain number of  events 
have occurred – and a future in which we imagine that this regularity (the 
general law) will occur again: what was (the past) and what could be (the 
future) are thus intertwined in a tension between “space of  experience” 
and “horizon of  expectation”, to use Reinhart Koselleck’s categories (Ko-
selleck 1979). It is not just a question of  temporality, but also of  modes of  
existence. In fact, if  the past is an “actual fact”, the future is “potential”, 
Peirce observes. This marks an evident, fundamental difference in the study 
of  temporality: “the presence of  the past is distinct from the presence of  
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the future”, Koselleck reminds us (1979: 270; on the relationship between 
habit and imagination, the past and the future, see also Lorusso 2015b).

Furthermore, the pragmatic maxim stresses precisely the dimension 
of  the potential and of  the future: “Consider what effects, that might 
conceivably have practical bearings, we conceive the object of  our con-
ception to have. Then, our conception of  these effects is the whole of  
our conception of  the object” (CP 5.402). The meaning of  an object is 
the set of  conceivable effects that it may produce in future circumstances 
(also as based on our experience). The ways in which we imagine future 
and potential circumstances is semiotically relevant when orienting inter-
pretation, representation and action in the present.

Another element we would like to draw attention to is the evenemential 
dimension. In the “Logic of  the relatives”, Claudio Paolucci (2010) identi-
fied an evenemential turning point in Peirce’s theory3. According to Peirce, 
an event is always part of  a network of  relationships composed of  other 
events, and its emergence is regulated by the habit. At the same time, the 
habit allows the differential emergence of  an event from a background 
(due to small or considerable “departures” from that very regularity), as 
well as its normalisation:

If, then, we suppose that matter never does obey its ideal laws with absolute 
precision, but that there are almost insensible fortuitous departures from regularity, 
these will produce, in general, equally minute effects. [...] it is the characteristic of  
unstable equilibrium that near that point excessively minute causes may produce 
startlingly large effects. Here then, the usual departures from regularity will be fol-
lowed by others that are very great; and the large fortuitous departures from law so 
produced will tend still further to break up the laws, supposing that these are of  the 
nature of  habits. (CP 6.264)

If  the habit is the mediation between experience and expectation, 
between past and future, between the accomplished and a possibility, the 
semiotics of  culture is the study of  how habits dynamically emerge and 
change. According to Paolucci (2010: 210), the very problem of  the semiot-
ics of  culture is that of  understanding how habits break and form or – to 
say it in Lotman’s words – the explosive and gradual movements of  the 
semiosphere (Lotman 1993). Jurij Lotman defined the future as a space of  
possible states: the dimension of  history and memory has to be studied 
within the fundamental orientation of  culture towards future experience, 
analyzing how what happened and what will or may happen – as constructed 
at the level of  imagination and representation – are connected. Culture is 

3 For a recent theorisation of  the event category see Robin Wagner-Pacifici (2017). 
In the article we are honoured to include in our monographic section, Wagner-Pacifici 
draws on her evenemential model of  political semiosis in order to analyse the notion of  
the “unprecedented”.
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precisely the mechanism that, in the come-and-go between memory and 
anticipation, emerges as permanence in change.

The study of  the explosive moment in an examination of  temporal-
ity has a profound heuristic relevance, for the explosion – in Lotmanian 
terms – is that very moment in which the dynamics between memory and 
anticipation is somehow at stake, revealing not only the exception (i.e. the 
explosion) but also the regularity; if, structurally, regularity cannot predict 
the unpredictable that has yet to come, the explosion includes within itself  
the regularity that it has somehow broken. In doing so, it allows us to 
study it or, better still, to study those mechanisms that try to absorb and 
stabilise the explosion in a new regime of  predictability, namely in a new 
habit. Hence, Lotman’s concept of  explosion places the future within a 
semiotic investigation of  culture: when a disruptive event – for example a 
revolution or a catastrophe – happens or is about to happen, how does a 
culture construct and project its own new, and hitherto unforeseen, possible 
futures? As semioticians, we can address this question by looking at texts.

3. Textuality between past and future: from revolution to ca-
tastrophe

In “The Theme of  the Traitor and the Hero”, Borges (1956) tells 
the story of  a literary project in which the protagonist and author, Ryan, 
decides to write his great-grandfather’s biography, on the centenary of  his 
death: the Irish hero Fergus Kilpatrick, who is celebrated and remembered 
in monuments and poems. Ryan’s aim is also to investigate the enigmatic 
circumstances of  Kilpatrick’s assassination – probably a murder planned and 
carried out by the British police. By analysing the chronicles of  the time, 
Ryan discovers that, in the narration of  the assassination and its backstory, 
“certain things seem almost cyclical, seem to repeat or combine events 
from distant places, distant ages” (Borges 1956: 76 Eng. transl.). In fact, 
encyclopedic references recur in the chronicles, including narrative topoi 
and quotations from Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar and Macbeth, and references 
to historical-mythological figures such as Moses. Ryan draws the conclusion 
that Kilpatrick was actually a traitor, whose execution for the betrayal of  
the Irish cause was staged as an assassination carried out by the British 
Empire. The author of  this dissimulation is Nolan, Kilpatrick’s companion 
and friend, who stages the assassination for a political reason: Kilpatrick’s 
was to be the memory of  a hero who could inspire the revolt of  the Irish 
People. Marc Bloch (1921) would have said that Nolan created false news 
in a context of  war, drawing on textual conventions and encyclopedic 
knowledge in order to make it more believable and truthful. Today we 
would say that Nolan created fake news (Lorusso 2018; Polidoro 2018).
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Being a writer and a translator of  Shakespeare into Gaelic, Nolan bases 
his representation on shared encyclopedic knowledge so as to shape a Model 
Reader – the naive (future) reader (Eco 1990) who can see Kilpatrick as 
a hero and founding father for a future, independent Ireland. However, 
Nolan leaves clues in the text for a possible critical reader (Eco 1990), 
capable of  recognising the textual labyrinth he has constructed. Indeed, 
Ryan is that critical reader, who recognises the constructive and textual 
nature of  a historical fact (on this issue see Lotman’s “The problem of  
historical fact”, in this monographic section), but decides not to reveal the 
secret he believes to have discovered4. Instead, he writes a commemorative 
biography of  his ancestor on the centenary of  his death, depicting him as 
a revolutionary hero. Thus, Kilpatrick’s heroic memory is glorified by his 
descendant in the 1920s, that is, in the period Ireland gained its independ-
ence from the British Empire. In other words, future and past, past and 
future, meet within the text and in their cultural mediation and remediation 
(on cultural memory and mediation see Rigney 2015).

Borges, who was a source for Eco’s semiotics, effectively exemplifies 
how some texts have a programmatic intent of  transmitting to the future, 
and how this programme is realised through the textual construction of  
an imagined future audience5. It is in this sense that we conceptualise 
texts – and the different textual genres – as devices that modulate and 
regulate the relationship between past, present and future, between the 
horizon of  expectation and the space of  experience.

However, other unexpected connections between literature, history and 
semiotic theories emerge from “The Theme of  the Traitor and the Hero”. 
Kilpatrick is killed on 6 August 1824, which is also the date of  a decisive 
battle for the independence of  Latin America: the battle of  Junin. The 
hero of  that battle was Manuel Isidoro Suarez, great-grandfather of  Borges; 
Borges and Ryan are therefore both descendants of  heroes fighting for 
independence from colonial empires. Borges’s tale will inspire other narra-
tives of  political struggles and their memory (such as Bernardo Bertolucci’s 
The Spider’s Stratagem (1970), about the son of  an Italian Resistance hero 
facing the legacy of  his father), and leads us to other revolutionaries: the 
Russian Decembrists, contemporaries of  the great-grandparents of  Borges/
Ryan, which have been studied by Lotman. In the world that followed the 
French Revolution, while the fictional Kilpatrick and the historic Suarez 

4 However, the tale “Three Versions of  Judas”, on the figure of  the traitor par excel-
lence, which is also included in Ficciones, casts a shadow on Ryan’s interpretation as well as 
on this interpretation of  the tale.

5 In our monographic section, this aspect is examined by Anna Maria Lorusso, while 
Cristina Demaria and Francesco Piluso analyse temporality in serial texts that have many 
similarities with the possible ramified futures of  the Borgesian texts (see for example 
“The Garden of  Forking Paths”).
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fought against colonial empires for the independence, the Decembrists 
revolted against the Tsar.

Like Ryan, Lotman is a critical reader in the labyrinth of  quotations and 
literary references that the Decembrists use in order to “identify posterity 
as their own interlocutor and enter into dialogue with it”, constructing 
every action as “worthy of  the memory of  posterity and the attention of  
historians” (Lotman 1975: 223 Italian transl., English translation is ours). 
If  Borges narrates the relationship between the future of  the past and the 
past of  the future, Lotman theorises it in his work on the Decembrists, 
showing the extent to which politics (nineteenth-century revolutionary ide-
als), aesthetics (the Decembrists’ gestures, staged and represented in order 
to have significance for an imagined, future readership/spectatorship) and 
affects (honour and glory, which is another Lotmanian theme; see Pezzini 
2008) are all entangled.

The story of  Kilpatrick, Suarez and the Decembrists takes place at a 
moment in history when, following the Enlightenment and the French Rev-
olution, “the spritual profectus was either displaced or dissolved by a worldly 
progressus” (Koselleck 1979: 265 Eng. transl.). In other words, that moment 
when Christian doctrine, which “set an immovable limit to the horizon of  
expectation” in which “the future remained bound to the past” (Koselleck 
1979: 264 Eng. transl.), is replaced by the possibility of  substantial and 
progressive change; knowledge of  the past no longer ensures control over 
the future, because “the experience of  the past and expectation of  the 
future were no longer correspondence, but were progressively divided up” 
(Koselleck 1979: 267 Eng. transl.). Around these positively future-oriented 
ideologies, narratives of  a new world have arisen. Such narratives present 
the future as a vanishing and structuring point in the representation of  
the present and the past, which orients action politically, cognitively and 
affectively towards a common and collective objective: a new, possible 
world. However, the past is not removed or erased but reorganised and 
reoriented towards a goal, whose realisation is described as ineluctable. In 
his brief  analysis of  Marx’s Manifesto of  the Communist Party, Eco (2002) 
shows how the German philosopher places class struggle within a long 
history: Eco identifies references to the Bible, considering the Manifesto a 
secular Genesis, but also, again, to Cicero and to Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar.

However, during the last decades of  the twentieth century, future-ori-
ented ideals have given way to what Hartog called a “crisis of  the future” 
(Hartog 2003, 197 Eng. transl.), a “tyranny of  the immediate” in which 
“the present has extended both into the future and into the past” (Hartog 
2003, 211 Eng. transl.)6. Hartog defines this new paradigm as presentism: 

6 For a historical reconstruction of  the (melancholic) post-revolutionary landscape 
see Enzo Traverso (2016).
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the future is no longer a promise but a threat, and the past is represented 
as an ensemble and a clash of  incompatible and incoherent memories. 
This produces an extended and continuous present in which, for Hartog, 
past and future collapse.

Yet, as we have pointed out above, the idea that there is an undif-
ferentiated collapse of  past, present and future does not persuade us; 
presentism does not imply removing past and the future, but is a peculiar 
form of  regulating experience and expectation today. Moreover, as Jérôme 
Baschet recently underlined (2018, see also Tamm 2020), the concept of  
presentism conflates regimes of  temporality – as a temporal organisation 
of  society and economy – and of  historicity, as the ways in which a society 
conceptualizes and configures the relationship between past, present and 
future on an intergenerational level. If  temporal regimes of  our daily life 
focus on instantaneity and speed (although they do not discard the future 
as a perspective of  action and representation, as in our initial example of  
the rainbow during the pandemic crisis), regimes of  historicity regulate 
plans of  continuity and discontinuity between present, past and future. For 
this reason, we should again look more carefully at the role of  Clio, the 
Muse of  History, and not only at her mother, the Titanide Mnemosyne, 
personification of  memory and remembrance.

In the shift from the past as a positive model (Historia, magistra vitae) to 
the past as something not to be repeated (never again, nunca más), and in the 
transition from a future to be realised (the Revolution) to a future to be 
avoided (the Catastrophe), the time we live today is experienced as a double 
impasse in which past and future appear simultaneously as negations: this 
connection is indeed a type of  relationship between temporal levels. In 
this context, the climate crisis, the discussion of  the Anthropocene as well 
as the new environmental movement (and the prominent figure of  Greta 
Thunberg) allow us a glimpse of  a different, new way of  thinking about 
temporality and regimes of  historicity in cultural texts and practices (this 
topic is addressed in this monographic section by Carlo Andrea Tassinari, 
and by Valeria Burgio and Andrea Facchetti). The new environmental 
movements asks for a reconfiguration of  the relationship between human 
and natural history – new regimes of  historicity – but also between the 
catastrophe to come and to be avoided, and the activist struggle for a new 
world (see on this the recent book by Roman Krznaric, The Good Ancestor 
[2020], and his concept of  “time rebel” and “time rebellion”, but also the 
problematic uses of  the notion – and ideology – of  Nature as analysed 
by Marrone 2011).

Can this intergenerational (and interspecies) reconfiguration of  time 
represent a reappearance of  Clio, the Muse of  History, in a moment 
when we need a new way of  thinking temporality and imagining radical 
actions to preserve our future as a human species? Indeed, this question 
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is open to future investigation, and a topic that should enter the agenda 
of  semiotic studies.

4. The monographic section: a critical review

The monographic section opens with a classic: “The problem of  the 
historical fact”. Lotman’s text demonstrates, once again, that we cannot 
understand the cultural and semiotic forms of  the future without looking 
at the way past and future are articulated in texts written from a situated 
perspective. Lotman already covered this topic while investigating other 
issues; from the right to biography to the aforementioned figure of  the 
Decembrist, Lotman shows us how the narrator constructs the simulacrum 
of  his/her own future (Reader).

In the text that we have selected for the Italian reader (translated by 
Silvia Burini), Lotman returns to one of  the founding lessons of  semiot-
ics, which we could translate – in Umberto Eco’s terms (taken over from 
Luigi Pareyson) – as “formativity”. As in the case of  the Borgesian Ryan, 
the historical fact is not simply an immediate datum of  reality but a text 
(or an ensemble of  texts) that travels through time, reaching the historian 
who interprets and (re)writes it by mediating textualities and genres that 
constitute the framework of  its interpretation: “every genre, every kind of  
culturally significant text selects its own facts. What is a fact for a myth will 
not be considered such for the chronicle; what is a fact for the fifteenth 
page of  a newspaper may not be considered such for the front-page”.

Textualities, genres and forms shape events by selecting and filtering only 
some aspects and underscoring or removing others, according to elements 
that are considered relevant or interesting at a given moment (Eco 2007). 
Hence, the past is interpreted “under some respect or capacity” according 
to (situated) interests and perspectives, but also according to the rules 
(or regularities) of  formation that a given genre projects onto the event, 
shaping its narration for an audience and linking together past, present 
and future. However, as Lotman underlines, a historical fact’s meaning is 
not overdetermined and closed by the text that mediates it and transmits 
it to the historian of  the future; there are elements that can subsequently 
emerge in later elaborations and reinterpretations.

Lotman’s reflections enter into dialogue with the volume’s next contribu-
tion, by Robin Wagner-Pacifici, on the form of  the “unprecedented”, which 
is tested on a peculiar object: the presidency of  Donald Trump (while we 
write this introduction, the 2020 presidential campaign is ongoing). Wag-
ner-Pacifici, professor at the New School for Social Research of  New York, 
is a leading international scholar in the field of  the sociology of  culture. In 
her theoretical and methodological reflections on forms of  conflict (Wag-
ner-Pacifici 1986; 2000), and in her recent proposal to study events via a 
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“political semiosis” (Wagner-Pacifici 2017), Wagner-Pacifici productively uses 
Semiotics and the Philosophy of  Language to explore the cultural nature of  
events. In the present contribution, she analyses the definition of  “unprece-
dented” as applied to Trump’s presidency, and to his strategy to systemically 
produce disruptive and unprecedented events: a strategy that comes into 
friction with the very institution or authority that creates routines and sta-
bilises temporal forms through legal-bureaucratic procedures. Wagner-Paci-
fici’s model envisages three levels in the analysis of  events: performative, 
demonstrative, and representational. Trump’s actions continually confuse 
these three levels, as they transform rupture into the norm of  his political 
action. Wagner-Pacifici points out that the lack of  a precedent is also the 
lack of  a form that absorbs events, namely one that provides a framework 
for a diagnostic and prognostic intelligibility, making the situation more un-
predictable: when an event is “unprecedented”, its meaning is “in progress”, 
and we are looking for a form not only to narrate it but also to foresee its 
temporal unfolding. From this point of  view, Wagner-Pacifici is perfectly in 
line with the following assumption of  semiotics: forms precede contents. 
Hence, the question is not who or what Donald Trump is, but how he is.

Likewise, following up on Wagner-Pacifici’s question, the contribution 
by Paolo Demuru from the Universidare Paulista of  São Paulo is not so 
much focused on what or who the Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro is, but 
how Jair Bolsonaro is. Often compared to Trump because of  his political 
and communication style (especially in his use of  Twitter), as well as his 
unexpected success in the Latin American political landscape, Bolsonaro 
may be considered as unprecedented, given his systematic breaking of  insti-
tutional rules, his rise to power and style of  government. Demuru analyses 
the political use of  the future that Bolsonaro makes in order to mobilise 
his electoral constituency, focusing on the paradoxical, aspectual form of  
an imminent catastrophe or conspiracy that brings together inchoativity 
and durativity – an eternal and continuous beginning. From this contra-
dictory, aspectual form other contradictions are generated: the catastrophic 
future is hypothetical but certain, unpredictable but predictable, unknown 
but obvious. This aspectual and temporal form of  discourse is to be read 
through the lens of  hermetic semiosis and via conspiracy narratives (Eco 
1990); the latter generate different affective configurations linked to the 
expectation of  a long-announced catastrophe.

Trump and Bolsonaro also share climate change denial, that is, the 
idea that the environmental crisis and its catastrophic consequences are 
disconnected from anthropogenic factors. The two contributions by Carlo 
Andrea Tassinari (Università di Palermo), and Valeria Burgio and Andrea 
Facchetti (Libera Università di Bolzano), illuminate this aspect: the ways 
in which climate change is represented as a phenomenon looming over 
the horizon of  humanity.
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Tassinari analyses two texts, both published in 1972, that have de-
fined the terms of  the institutional, international and public debate: The 
Limits to Growth, by the Massachusetts Institute of  Technology, and the 
UN Conference Report on environment. In his analysis, Tassinari draws 
on the debate about the anthropology of  nature, locating his points of  
reference in the thoughts of  Bruno Latour and Philippe Descola, though 
reframing these within the semiotic debate on temporality. The nature/
culture opposition, which Lévi-Strauss and Greimas considered a structural 
one, is reconfigured in the face of  the ecological crisis that many scholars 
interpret through the prism of  the Anthropocene. The ecological crisis 
undermines the myth of  progress, which was perceived as an irreversible 
arrow of  time and a structuring vanishing point in the representation of  
the history of  humanity; in other words, the ecological crisis is a temporal 
crisis in which the rupture of  natural cycles forecloses the horizon of  ex-
pectation of  historical time. The Limits to Growth and the UN Conference 
Report on environment propose two different temporalities as well as two 
different visions of  the future, which obviously have repercussions on 
contemporary modalities of  action.

Valeria Burgio and Andrea Facchetti, by contrast, analyse diagrams and 
the various graphic forms that represent climate change and its alternative 
scenarios. In 2020, this kind of  representation of  the future has tragically 
entered our lives following a different event: linear and exponential ten-
dencies – and their visual representation in the form of  solid, dotted and 
dashed lines that trace the possible future pandemic’s evolution – are, at the 
moment of  writing this introduction, part of  our daily lives. This type of  
representation brings together paradigmatic and syntagmatic levels (on this, 
see also Ceriani 2017), alternative traces, and mutually exclusive scenarios 
that extend the line of  history from the present into the future(s). The 
way in which different values and scenarios are graphically represented has 
implications for the actions required in the present; imagining the future 
is a political act that sets the agenda and modifies the tendency towards 
action, as well as its modalities (the having to do, for example). Burgio and 
Facchetti’s analysis stresses an element we have already drawn attention 
to; the representation of  possible futures must be studied above all with 
respect to its symbolic effectiveness, namely its capacity to manipulate the 
addressee, for example, as in Greimas’s conceptualisation of  the figures of  
manipulation – scenarios are promises or threats of  a better or worse future.

If  the semiotic method identifies forms that are transposable from one 
phenomenon to another and across different phenomena, the paradigmatic 
form of  the future analysed by Tassinari and by Burgio and Facchetti finds 
its audiovisual counterpart in the fictional and serial texts examined by 
Cristina Demaria and Francesco Piluso (Università di Bologna). In these 
texts, the branching out and bifurcating of  possible, fictional – though 
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still potentially catastrophic – futures is re-enacted in the genre of  the 
television series.

Drawing on the concept of  premediation, Demaria and Piluso analyse 
three TV series: Bandersnatch (Netflix 2018), Black Mirror, Love Death + Robots 
(Blur and Netflix 2018) and The Man in the High Castle (Amazon Studios 
2015-2019). What is at stake is not a question of  staging predictions, or 
guessing what will happen, but of  “mapping all the possibilities contained 
in the future”. In the intersection between the time of  the stories and the 
time of  their vision by the spectator, TV series offer a metadiscursive re-
flection on temporal and narrative forms. The vertiginous representation 
of  the media within the diegetic space (a mise-en-abyme, like two mirrors 
placed in front of  each other) shows the different, possible perspectives and 
misalignments between past(s) and future(s), and the way one influences 
the other prospectively and retroactively, challenging a linear and teleolog-
ical vision of  time. The audiovisual text shows and materially visualises 
the (per)formative power of  media, which shape “our own experience 
of  the present based on the premediation of  the future”. The future is 
thus presented as a ramification of  possibilities (or...or), and not simply 
according to the linearity (i.e. syntagmatic, and...and) of  the teleologically 
oriented, historical process. From this point of  view, Demaria and Piluso 
focus on an aspect already evoked by Lotman, albeit in the construction 
of  the “historical fact”: genres, forms, media and textual formats shape 
the past and the future or, better, the pasts and the futures.

The monographic section ends with Anna Maria Lorusso’s contribution, 
which brings us back to our starting point: Lotman and the programmatic 
textual action of  delivering the past to an imagined future. By analysing 
the category of  posterity, Lorusso proposes a conceptual and semiotic 
elaboration that goes beyond the idea of  fame and glory as applied to the 
individual author and as elaborated in literary studies. In particular, Lorusso 
highlights the relationship between memory and future, that is, between the 
authorial and receptive pole, on the one hand, and the construction – within 
texts – of  a posterity to which the baton of  history is passed, on the other: 
posterity within the text is constructed as a textual simulacrum but also 
as an active subject. Lorusso emphasises the strategic aspect of  memorial 
texts and analyses it by tracing the history of  three texts, three witnesses, 
and three institutions that are pivotal in the memory of  the Holocaust: 
Anne Frank’s Diary and the Anne Frank Foundation; Primo Levi’s If  this 
is a man and the International Primo Levi Studies Center; The Night by Elie 
Wiesel and the Elie Wiesel Foundation for Humanity. Lorusso demon-
strates how these texts – through continuous adjustments and changes in 
the publication of  different versions over time – are strategically shaped 
with respect to the image of  an audience yet to come.
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