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Summary. This essay retraces how the internet and the digital media in general have 
been approached by semiotics in Italian studies. The essay begins by noting that many 
of the issues arising from the advent of the digital communication, such as the dialec-
tics among “apocalyptic and integrated”, the role attributed to technology in the process 
of the transformation of societies and the debate over the models of knowledge (eg. 
Eco’s remarks on the tree as a metaphor of knowledge as opposed to the labyrinth or 
on the limits of the interpretation) were discussed and already on the agenda of the dis-
cipline several years before the diffusion of the internet. Then, it deals with the first stud-
ies on digital artefacts, mostly focused on the communicative aspects of websites and 
their interfaces, as well as on the novelty represented by the “short texts” disseminated 
in new media (banners, clips, gifs etc.). After that, it shows how, starting from the stud-
ies of Floch ([1995] 2000), the discourse over digital media matures and produces a 
vast series of essays covering the socialisation processes on the web and in social net-
works. In such a scenario, the web is less a “topic” to be examined than an environment 
to be investigated in search of specific forms of interactions occurring in specific dis-
courses (politics, marketing, food etc.).
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Zusammenfassung. Dieser Aufsatz zeichnet nach, wie das Internet und die digitalen 
Medien im Allgemeinen von der italienischen Semiotik behandelt wurden und werden. 
Ausgangspunkt ist die Feststellung, dass viele der Probleme, die sich aus dem Aufkom-
men der digitalen Kommunikation ergeben – wie beispielsweise die Dialektik zwischen 
„apokalyptisch“ und „integriert“, die der Technologie zugeschriebene Rolle im Transfor-
mationsprozess der Gesellschaften und die Debatte über verschiedene Wissensmo-
delle (z.B. Ecos Bemerkungen zum Baum als Metapher des Wissens im Gegensatz 
zum Labyrinth oder zu den Grenzen der Interpretation) – bereits mehrere Jahre vor der 
Verbreitung des Internets in der Disziplin diskutiert wurden. Der folgende Abschnitt wid-
met sich insbesondere den ersten Studien zu digitalen Artefakten. Diese konzentrier-
ten sich hauptsächlich auf die kommunikativen Aspekte von Websites und ihren Schnitt-
stellen sowie die Verbreitung von „Kurztexten“ in neuen Medien (Banner, Clips, GIFs 
usw.), die mit hoher Innovationskraft einhergingen. Nachfolgend wird gezeigt, wie sich 
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der Diskurs über digitale Medien ausgehend von den Studien von Floch ([1995] 2000) 
entwickelt hat und eine Vielzahl von Aufsätzen hervorgebracht hat, die primär die Sozi-
alisierungsprozesse im Web und in sozialen Netzwerken behandeln. Die Sichtweise auf 
das Web entwickelt sich also vom „Thema“, das untersucht werden soll, zu einer Umge-
bung, die nach spezifischen Interaktionsformen in verschiedenen Diskursen (Politik, 
Marketing, Lebensmittel usw.) untersucht werden soll.

Schlüsselwörter. Italienische Semiotik, Technologie, digitale Medien, soziale Medien, 
Internet

The interest in digital media developed in the area of semiotics comes as 
a natural continuation of the latter’s mission of analysing contemporary texts 
in view of the construction of a philosophically grounded theory of language. 
This commitment is urged by demands coming from outside of the disci-
pline, with regards to society as a whole1, on the one hand, whereby the 
community of semiologists are expected to actively monitor and assess the 
progressive changes led by the advent of digital communication. On the 
other, from within, that is, by the community of scholars and practitioners 
of the discipline2 itself, who are, so to speak, challenged by the specific text-
ualities and the peculiarities of online interactions as compared to those of 
traditional media. 

1. Before the web

However, on closer inspection, the semiotic interest in the net model comes 
before the web itself, as this term becomes a metaphor for a fundamental 
epistemological change in the conception of knowledge, which the disci-
pline helps to promote. We are referring to that which – to use the title of a 
popular text by Umberto Eco (2007) – we could define as the passage from 
the tree to the labyrinth, or the progressive shift from a conception of cul-
ture understood in terms of hierarchy to a structural, process-oriented one, 
non-linear and rhizomatic by definition. Already in his Treatise on General 
semiotics [known as A Theory of semiotics in English], Eco ([1975] 1976: 
21–28) embraced an idea of culture associated with Lévi-Strauss’s struc-
tural anthropology (according to the axes of production, exchange, and kin-
ship), indicating how “culture can be studied completely under a semiotic 
profil” (ivi: 28). If such an equivalence may seem obvious nowadays, it con-
stituted a clear ‘reticular’ and anti-ontological positioning of the discipline 
with respect to the opposite hypothesis linked to the historicist-oriented 
metaphor of the tree. 

In short, from the very beginning, semiotics has viewed culture as mod-
elled through the metaphor of the web. La svolta semiotica [The semiotic 
turn] by Paolo Fabbri (1998) carries this shift forward, advocating the aban-
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donment of a semiotics of signs and codes in favour of new models of analy-
sis of culture as an ever-changing configuration (semiosphere) of texts. 

But there is more: in a famous article from as far back as 1973 recent-
ly republished (Fabbri [1973] 2017: 65–70), Fabbri takes a position on the 
different perspectives of semiotics and sociology in the analysis of the issues 
emerged from the study of mass communications; he points out how the 
sociological approach to the media as outlined by Marshall McLuhan (1964) 
and summarised in the famous slogan ‘the medium is the message’ revealed 
a weak point that was anything but negligible. According to Fabbri, these 
studies upheld an admittedly reductionist hypothesis according to which, 
of the messages circulating in society, only the role of the expressive tech-
nological infrastructure from which they originated should be considered; 
conversely, the meanings, stories and narratives they conveyed was to be 
neglected and deemed irrelevant. While not denying the epistemological 
and interpretative value of McLuhan’s reflections, Fabbri highlights their 
inadequacy: a theory of mass communication cannot be developed by con-
sidering only the infrastructural aspects of the media system, without deal-
ing with the stories they circulate. 

In this context, by embracing the task of developing a theory of culture, 
semiotics has an extra gear: it can subsume McLuhan’s description of media 
dynamics by problematising its input within a broader and more exhaustive 
system that aims at modelling the relationship of reciprocal presupposition 
between enunciative infrastructures and the utterances ascribed to them, 
as well as, in more detail, between the expression and content of these 
same utterances. Considering the enormous success that McLuhan’s the-
ories have enjoyed in the approach to the study of the media by social 
sciences and, in particular, sociology; and considering that starting from 
the activity of the Toronto Center for Culture and Technology – founded by 
McLuhan himself – a recognised group of scholars continued the intellec-
tual legacy of their master, persisting in the assumption of a primacy of 
technological tools over content, also with regard to the study of the inter-
net and the new media (see for example de Kerckhove 1995, 1997 and in 
its wake, in Italy, Granieri 2005, 2006, 2009). Fabbri’s objection proves to 
be fundamental in identifying the threads of the debate on the study of the 
digital sphere. In it, on the one hand, we can recognise a McLuhanian 
approach, often distinguished by its enthusiastic and cohesive tone towards 
the emancipatory role of ‘new media’; on the other, a strand that can be 
traced back to Fabbri’s standpoint outlined above, advocating a rethinking 
of the role of technologies in functional terms as delegated non-human act-
ants, capable of replacing human intervention in some functions. Being in 
a continuum that seamlessly connects humans and non-humans, technol-
ogy reveals and shapes the cultural, ideological and political values of the 
society of which it is a part. In this regard, a fundamental role is played by 
the interdisciplinary field of science and technology studies (STS)3 and by 
the group of researchers whose activity draws inspiration from the work of 
Bruno Latour.4
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However, the same 1973 essay by Paolo Fabbri allows us to take a critical 
stance also with regard to sociological models of analysis known as ‘con-
tent analysis’ applied to the study of media texts. As Marrone points out in 
the introduction to the new edition of the essay:

In an attempt to study the information content of mass communication messages, 
the content analysis practiced by sociologists implicitly poses all the problems of 
linguistic semantics, while seemingly discounting the operational suggestions of 
the latter. In this, according to Fabbri, it “reveals a pre-Saussurian epistemology” 
which, on the one hand, does not take into account the complicated problem of 
the rather frequent presence of multiple expressive substances (verbal, images, 
music, etc.) within the same message; on the other, not knowing how to handle 
specific textual units, ends up cataloguing traditional and unrefined linguistic enti-
ties such as words or, rarely, brief summaries. Hence the taxonomic fury that char-
acterises it – ineffective in fact in its explanation of the media – and the consequent 
need to replace the notion of message – a black box without internal articulations 
– with that of text, based instead on the Saussurian principle of tout se tient: that 
is, of a semiotic entity that exists thanks to its pertinent internal articulations and 
its clear boundaries towards the outside (Fabbri [1973] 2017: 25–26, my transla-
tion).

Considerations of this kind may constitute the root of a possible critique of 
contemporary market research and analysis carried out through querying 
huge databases and digital archives made available by the user interaction 
practices on social networks. These queries – mostly carried out by search-
ing keywords or tags – in fact return results that can be evaluated on the 
basis of the same arguments put forth by Fabbri and emphasised by Mar-
rone. Based as they are on the naive notion of ‘word’ or ‘message’, they fail 
to reveal the internal articulation, the text, of which these would be a man-
ifestation, instead producing a hyper-segmentation (or hyper-mapping) of 
the plane of expression (hence the “taxonomic fury” evoked by Marrone) 
devoid of the necessary relation of correspondence (reciprocal presuppo-
sition) with the plane of content, except in reflexive terms. This is indirect-
ly confirmed in Dondero’s essay (2020: 169–193) which, starting from an 
analysis of the contribution to image theory by Media Visualization schol-
ars such as Lev Manovich and his Cultural Analytics Lab, on the one hand, 
indicates the extraordinary possibilities offered by the visual exploration of 
large c o r p o r a  of images, archived through digital media; on the other, it 
underscores how the semi-symbolisms that can be inferred from such sur-
veys concern the meta-visual organisation of the corpora, or the relation-
ship that the single images maintain with the collections to which they 
belong, and leaves aside the problem of their meaning and semantic sta-
bilisation. Conversely, it could be objected that in a semiotic perspective 
every segmentation of the text – whether it be operated by the analyst or 
the social networks user – can only be aimed at some interpretative hypoth-
esis, and the question of meaning cannot be eliminated from the concrete 
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practice of dissection. The clear unwillingness to assume a definite stance 
towards the predicative content of the images and the transformations they 
undergo in relation to the collection they belong to, which Dondero attrib-
uted to Manovich (Dondero 2020: 193), runs the risk of not taking into 
account the fact that the meaning is already in motion, produced as an 
effect of the gesture of segmenting the text in a certain way rather than in 
another. Choosing not to express oneself on what the meaning of this ges-
ture might be does not prevent the eventuality that someone else might 
decide to exercise such interpretative power, proposing, as often happens 
in Sociology and Marketing, easy ‘integrated’ interpretations of complex 
social facts thanks to the illustration of visual patterns inferred from social 
media corpora. Not infrequently, such patterns are created without taking 
the trouble of demonstrating their composability, in textual terms, into a 
model constituted on the basis of an assumed reciprocal presupposition of 
expression and content; and in that exemplifying the kind of naivety that 
Fabbri imputed to content analysis. Alongside Dondero’s contribution dis-
cussed above, an interesting direction is suggested by the research work 
of Valeria Burgio (2021a and 2021b) and Valentina Manchia (2020), aimed 
at reconstructing the boundaries and rhetoric of ‘data discourse’ by address-
ing the powerful translational role that information visualisation strategies 
play in the articulation of reality, despite their apparent neutrality; thus, the 
way in which ‘data is given’ (or presented) by old and new media can be 
the object of criticism, bypassing the contention that, being self-evident, 
they can speak for themselves. 

Another line of enquiry concerns the question of competence. The atti-
tude of openness towards complexity that must be taken in the face of the 
‘knowledge crisis’ triggered by the advent of social media5 (Weinberger 
2012: 8–15) can be traced back to such fundamental contributions as Opera 
aperta by Umberto Eco, which, already in 1962, analysed contemporary 
art’s new stance of openness and ambiguity towards multiple interpreta-
tions of the world. The same situation of crisis and a demand for openness 
towards complexity arises from the social scenario reconfigured by digital 
media, too often accused of being stupid6 on the basis of ‘pyramidal’ epis-
temological models (whose strategy could be summarised – again accord-
ing to Weinberger (2012) – with the slogan “knowing by reducing”): these 
are unable to profitably manage the new forms of knowledge production, 
characteristically extensive (that is, handled by large audiences of subjects), 
without borders (with contributors from all over), populist (inclusive regard-
less of roles and hierarchies), accredited by the ‘others’ (or based on the 
reputation recognised by others to subjects that are active within the com-
munity rather than on the titles that these same subjects have), and unre-
solved (that is, which do not seek decisive answers but on the contrary pos-
tulate disagreement as a systematic element to be managed adequately) 
(see again Weinberger 2012: 20–21).

If Opera aperta [The Open Work] (Eco [1962] 1989) poses the prob-
lem of the position to assume in the face of the ambiguity and multiplicity 
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of interpretations of the work of art and, consequently, of society, I limiti 
dell’interpretazione [The Limits of Interpretation] (Eco [1990] 1991) exam-
ines a specular issue, that is the identification of valid criteria in support of 
arguments against the uncontrolled drift of interpretations, legitimised pre-
cisely by technological openness and the multiplication of readers/writers 
ensured by technology. All such issues are ushered in the contemporary 
world by the emergence of a public arena in the form of digital media.7

The semiotic reflection on gamification also provides much theoretical 
food for thought for research devoted to the digital world. Umberto Eco had 
already shown his appreciation of Homo Ludens, a fundamental work by the 
Dutch Medievalist John Huizinga (1938), whose 1973 Italian edition, pub-
lished by Einaudi, he introduced with a critical essay. In this paper, Eco argues 
that Huizinga can be considered the father of a strictly structural conception 
of play, a conception which views play not as a mere ludus or pastime focused 
on the dimension of pleasure but as capable of asserting a social model. 
According to Eco, Huizinga’s modernity – which, not surprisingly, was criti-
cised by the idealistic historians of his time – lay in his putting forth a notion 
of culture as a set of diverse and yet interconnected social phenomena (sport, 
law, art etc.), thus going beyond an elitist vision that made this term corre-
spond only to ‘high’ output, and, at the same time, a certain romantic essen-
tialism seeking to reveal the ‘spirit’ of a people through its culture. Moreover, 
his use of the notion of ‘cultural invariant’ (borrowed from sociology) can be 
considered highly innovative, identifying play as a profound structure span-
ning the most disparate thematic areas. In spite of the modernity of his con-
ception, Huizinga does not appear to adequately pursue the mission he has 
set, according to Eco. Instead, the Dutch historian indulges in general con-
siderations of an aesthetic/moral character that do not fit the need to trace 
a rigorous morphology of play practices and systems. It is precisely this ina-
bility to draw concrete analytical consequences from his epistemological 
moves that leaves room for a semiotics of play, aimed precisely at bridging 
the Dutch historian’s ambiguities and undertaking to describe these mor-
phological configurations in detail. Eco himself inaugurates such work, pro-
posing a fundamental distinction which escaped Huizinga’s observation: that 
between game and play. This distinction serves precisely to dissolve the 
ambiguities that the term has, both in Italian – the language in which Eco’s 
introduction was written – and in German – the language of Huizinga’s text 
– thus incorporating the two meanings that in English are lexicalised in two 
different terms. It is up to the semio logist, then, to clarify the issue, under-
lining the fundamental difference between the game as an abstract model 
defined by a system of rules, and play, intended as a game situation liable 
to be described m o r p h o l o g i c a l l y, or s e m i o t i c a l l y. 

Indeed, what attracts the interest of the semiotic community is play’s 
peculiarity of offering itself as a system that can shape interactions in dis-
parate areas of sociality, combined with the call for a morphological descrip-
tion of the concrete forms in which it is expressed. And it was Omar Cala-
brese who took up Eco’s baton, following the path of a semiotics of play 
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aimed at addressing its dual nature of game and play. In this regard, in 
1993, Calabrese published a collection of essays with the emblematic title 
of Serio ludere. In the oxymoron of this Latin motto, Calabrese recognises 
how play can offer an effective modelling of semiotics’ stance on the world, 
combining play and game, or assuming, in reflexive and therefore identi-
tary terms, the peculiarities of both references. In other words, as a disci-
pline devoted to the systematic description of sociality, semiotics can be 
likened to a game: first and foremost, for the fact of carrying out its activity 
with a playful disposition, linked to the enjoyment and disinterested fun (and 
not to instrumental gains) of the player in the game situation (play); then, 
for the fact of combining such a playful disposition with the ‘seriousness’ of 
those who consciously choose to carry out the task of a m o r p h o l o g i -
c a l  description of the game with the due dedication. Thus, dedication and 
playfulness go hand in hand. Therefore, according to Calabrese, semiotics 
can adopt the same playful attitude whether analysing proper games such 
as bridge (Calabrese 1993: 99–140), television programmes such as Carosel-
lo (Calabrese 1993: 27–46), trouser fastening zips (Calabrese 1993: 68–70) 
or Snoopy, the iconic cartoon character born of Schulz’s imagination (Cal-
abrese 1993: 47-51). Gianfranco Marrone, many years later, revealed the 
essential epistemological significance of this approach, ascribing to Cala-
brese the notion of the serio ludere approach, which defines the semiolo-
gist as a professional amateur (Marrone 2015). If it is true that the path of 
semiotics as a game can be recognised as a nerve traversing the very evo-
lution of the discipline8, the same cannot be said of a semiotics of gaming, 
which is the field explored by Bartezzaghi9 and a few others; however it has 
garnered focus from a new generation of scholars, also as concerns the 
digital sector and in particular gamification, urban gamification, and semio-
tics of video games (see Maietti 2004; Meneghelli 2007, 2013; Thibault ed. 
2016, 2020; Idone Cassone 2020; Biggio et al. eds. 2020).

2. The beginnings

But how exactly did the net as a theme enter the radar of Italian semiotics?
A first line of research seems, to us, oriented at shedding light on the 

innovative characteristics of the web in comparison to traditional media. A 
fundamental feature, granting that these studies fall within the disciplinary 
framework of semiotics, is their inductive approach and analytical charac-
ter: every general consideration is legitimised by the concrete analysis of 
the various textualities – websites and artefacts – found online.

To our knowledge, the first work to appear in Italy affirming a semiotic 
point of view on the theme of the internet and the World Wide Web dates 
back to 1996. The booklet, published as a supplement to the economics 
magazine Espansione and curated by the Centro Studi Astra (1998) in col-
laboration with Alphabet, is entitled Costruire internet: La prima ricerca 
semiotica sul World Wide Web per imparare a comunicare attraverso i siti 
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[Building the internet: the first semiotic study on the World Wide Web to 
learn how to communicate through websites]. The approach taken is ped-
agogical and design-oriented. The research objectives, stated at the open-
ing of the book, immediately clarify that the sociosemiotic analysis10 of the 
approximately 80 websites making up the corpus examined will endeavour 
to determine a set of ‘rules’ for website design. The same attitude of ‘adap-
tation’ of the semiotic gaze to the novelty represented by the internet is 
found in other, increasingly rigorous and controlled studies on the subject. 
A good example is the successful volume edited by Isabella Pezzini (2001), 
Trailer, spot, clip, siti, banner [Trailer, commercials, clips, websites, ban-
ners]. Already underscored in the introduction is the discipline’s difficulty in 
keeping pace with

contemporary textual panoramas [...] increasingly dense and multiform, difficult to 
cut out and decipher according to unitary reading strategies (Pezzini ed. 2001: 7, 
my translation). 

Of these textual panoramas, the logic of “infinite germination” is empha-
sised (which challenges the discipline by undermining the determination – 
essential for the attribution of meaning to the world – of textual closure11) 
as well as the incessant re-modelling power of the texts of culture. The vol-
ume contains some essays dedicated to the analysis of texts produced for 
the internet (see, in particular, the essays by Guarino (2001), Polidoro (2001) 
and Barbieri (2001) contained in it).

The book by Alessandro Zinna (2004), Le interfacce degli oggetti di 
scrittura. Teoria del linguaggio e ipertesti [The interfaces of writing objects. 
Language theory and hypertexts] can also be ascribed to this pioneering 
phase. Zinna’s work examines the elements of discontinuity of digital inter-
faces with respect to writing, casting its gaze particularly on the design side 
and on the interfaces’ semiotic characteristics capable of challenging con-
solidated semiotic models, in view of their adaptation. The volume aspires 
to the construction of a completely renewed semiotic theory resulting from 
the encounter with digital hypertexts and the consequent technologisation 
of the plane of expression.

A common feature of these studies is precisely their advocated approach 
to the analysis of the diverse textualities arising from the web. Rather than 
focusing on the rhetoric they embody, these studies emphasise their unique 
medial specificity, which challenges the classical models of the discipline 
that primarily analyse individual texts. This shift is driven by the progress 
marked by the advent and widespread use of hypertext. The latest publica-
tion in this line of research is the manual by Giovanna Cosenza (2014) Intro-
duzione alla semiotica dei nuovi media [Introduction to the semiotics of New 
Media] which ‘semioticises’ some fundamental issues of the debate around 
the textual specificities of websites and their usability. Cosenza identifies 
actual ‘guidelines’ for the analysis of websites to be taken into considera-
tion regardless of the individual narratives conveyed.
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3. Stabilisation

The fervour for an epistemological renewal of the discipline stirred by the 
novelty of the web was exhausted, however, as the web became hege-
monic, and reflection on the medial specificities derived from digital media 
has given way to the analysis of the practices and rhetorics of internet dis-
course. This has been by far the most productive line of research for Italian 
(and, perhaps, non-Italian) semiotic studies on the dynamics of the web.

Jean-Marie Floch’s foundational study on Apple and IBM (Floch [1995] 
2000) opened the discussion around the forms of life that recognise them-
selves in the use of digital media. The essay establishes a model for the 
analysis of the visual identities of major brands, beginning with their logo. 
The logo is no longer considered solely as a symbolically meaningful trace 
but rather as a text with internal articulation that communicates a specific 
brand narrative. According to Floch, logos already make it possible to iden-
tify the visual identity that characterises the entire communication (adver-
tising, product design, sales points, etc.) of a given brand. As the Apple and 
IBM logos are analysed, their narrative is revealed, showing how the two 
brands convey two opposing and competing ideologies on the digital world. 
This essay on corporate communication offers the first analysis of digital 
discourse which, considering its role and function in society, will end up 
being considered as a life form (through company CEOs such as Steve 
Jobs) by users; indeed, becoming a user of an Apple product means much 
more than using a tool, it amounts to identifying one’s experience, one’s 
way of being online, and more generally, of living. This study initiated a 
research trajectory on visual identities that, aligned with the notion of iden-
tity as the result of competing philosophies, explored the evolution of Apple's 
strategies within the discourse of information technology. The research 
expanded to encompass the visual identity (and life form) of Microsoft Win-
dows (Mangiapane 2009a; Polidoro 2009) and extended further to include 
Google. A dedicated volume on Google’s strategies (Del Marco and Pez-
zini eds. 2017) opens with an analysis of its visual identity (Del Marco 2017: 
25–43). Information technology discourse and the ideological assertions of 
big brands on their role and mission are also the focus of an article dedi-
cated to a well-known Telecom Italia commercial12 featuring Gandhi (Man-
giapane 2009b). The article sets out to deconstruct the advertising cam-
paign’s representation of the role of the web in the difference between new 
and old media, but it is also worth of mention for its account and analysis 
of the controversy raised by debunker activists such as Paolo Attivissimo13 
and fuelled by spoofs uploaded to Youtube by users – something which 
nowadays could be characterised as memetic practice.

The dawn of Web 2.0 caused the focus to shift to community and social-
isation dynamics. The first forays into the subject are the works by Giulia 
Ceriani (2009) inspired by the non-specifically semiotic work of Granieri 
(2005) and Di Fraia (2007). My own essay dedicated to the urban blog 
Rosalio.it (Mangiapane 2010) and published as part of a project dedicated 
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to places of socialisation in Palermo (Marrone ed. 2010) represents the first 
structured analysis of the community dynamics of a medium-sized urban 
blog. The essay analyses five years in the life of the community orbiting 
around the blog, framing their interactions, and upholds the notion that blogs 
are configured as heterotopies which, by establishing an internal autono-
mous temporality, could also be considered heterochronic, as well as het-
eroglossic for coining specific jargons within their field of linguistic activity. 
The essay draws upon Landowski’s (1989, 1996) political discourse analy-
sis and for the first time applies its methodology to account for the life of 
online communities. Still on the subject of blogs and social networks, my 
own article dedicated to the world of culinary blogs (Mangiapane 2014a) 
adopts the same approach, delving into group practices such as giveaways 
and contests periodically announced by blogs.

Times were ripe for semiologists to develop a widespread receptive-
ness towards the “new forms of socialization” represented by the internet 
2.0. Politics 2.0 edited by Federico Montanari (2010) opened the dances. 
The slender volume – merely 150 pages – is a collection of essays by the 
‘old guard’ in the fields of semiotics (including Eco and Calabrese) and polit-
ical studies (Pasquino) who are sceptical towards the optimistic liberation 
perspectives of a certain rhetoric of new media. Its focus is in fact on the 
broad anthropological differences marked by the advent of the pervasive 
political communication of Berlusconi’s commercial television and social 
media (looking at them mostly as worlds in continuity). Eco’s contribution 
(2010) is noteworthy, advocating a semiotics of silence in the face of the 
noise generated by the incessant chatter filling websites and online com-
munities. In the same vein is a work by Leone (2014) dedicated to digital 
spirituality, which interprets the spread of communication mediated by dig-
ital devices as part of a progressive process of de-materialisation of soci-
ety with evident repercussions on the religious sphere. However, such crit-
ical stance does not seem to fit in with the prevailing attitude of general 
openness towards the demands of digital communication. This is attested 
by subsequent scientific production that aims at exploring and mapping out 
online socialisation practices and often displays an optimistic attitude towards 
the role of political openness exercised by digital media. Viaggio nei social 
network [A journey through social networks] is the title of a monographic 
issue of E/C, the official journal of the Italian Association of Semiotic Stud-
ies, edited by Nicola Bigi and Elena Codeluppi (2011) which testifies to the 
desire to systematically investigate this scenario. The editors’ introduction 
to the volume points to a curious and, so to speak, ‘integrated’ approach, 
aimed at highlighting the advantages and opportunities of new communi-
cation tools through notions developed by the sociological literature on the 
web (for example, the concept of c o n t a g i o n  and v i r a l i t y ); however, 
these are assumed without adequate critical reflection.14

Progressively, the community gains a less naive viewpoint, oriented 
towards an increasingly sophisticated modelling of internet dynamics. Spe-
cialist literature on the subject of the web is consolidated. This is, for exam-
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ple, the case of Vincenza Del Marco (see at least Del Marco and Pezzini 
eds. 2017; Del Marco 2018), Riccardo Finocchi (ed. 2016a, 2016b, 2017; 
Finocchi et al. 2020), Francesco Mangiapane (2009a, 2009b, 2010, 2014a, 
2015a, 2015b, 2016, 2018a, 2018b), Paolo Peverini (2012, 2014a, 2014b, 
2016a, 2016b, 2017a, 2017b; Finocchi et al. 2020) and Gabriele Marino 
(2014, 2015, 2016; Thibault and Marino 2018; Marino and Thibault eds. 
2016) who directs his attention to memetic dynamics and elaborates on the 
topic in a monographic issue of Lexia (see note 14).

A line of expertise in the semiotic discipline is represented by compe-
tent media analysis which, as we have seen, marks a distance from McLu-
han’s positions and increasingly chooses to focus on the problem of re-writ-
ing, translation and re-mediation posed by Bolter and Grusin (1998) (see 
Marrone 1998; Franci and Nergaard eds. 1999; Dusi and Nergaard eds. 
2000; Dusi and Spaziante eds. 2006; Eugeni 2010; Mangiapane 2014b; 
Migliore ed. 2016a and 2016b; Marrone 2018; Biggio et al. eds. 2020; Gianni-
trapani and Marrone eds. 2020; Corrain and Vannoni eds. 2021). Another 
area of interest is photography, whose fate, following the impact of the tran-
sition from analogue to digital, is widely explored by the semiotic commu-
nity (see among others, Dondero 2007; Basso Fossali and Dondero 2008; 
Brucculeri et al. eds. 2011; Del Marco and Pezzini eds. 2011; Finocchi and 
Perri 2012; Pozzato 2012; Leone ed. 2018; Mangano 2018).

Generally speaking, the consolidating semiotic gaze on the digital 
sphere is keen to distance itself from both triumphalistic tones and apoca-
lyptic scenarios. Such an approach can be summed up by Isabella Pez-
zini’s slogan (Del Marco and Pezzini eds. 2017: 7) “neither apocalyptic nor 
integrated”, which, referring to a well-known work by Eco, ([1964] 1994)15, 
carefully avoids taking an ideologically favourable or opposed position 
towards the novelty represented by new media. Contributions as Corpi medi-
ali. semiotica e contemporaneità [Media bodies. semiotics and contempo-
raneity] (Pezzini and Spaziante eds. 2014), Strategie dell’ironia sul web 
[Strategies of irony on the web] (Finocchi ed. 2016a), Nuove forme di inter-
azione: dal web al mobile [New forms of interaction: from web to mobile] 
(Pezzini and Spaziante eds. 2014), edited by Guido Ferraro and Anna Maria 
Lorusso (2016), the monographic issue of the journal Versus. Quaderni di 
studi semiotici dedicated to Gli schermi dell’apparire [The screens of appear-
ing] (Finocchi and Pezzini eds. 2017) or Le forme della persuasione e il sis-
tema dei media [The forms of persuasion and the media system] (Addis 
and Prato eds. 2020) put under scrutiny a world that is now inextricably 
linked to media representation, in which daily life is expressed and reflect-
ed through social media practices (Facebook and Instagram in the first 
place). In this context, the reflection on the political repercussions of the 
advent of social networks is of great importance, especially with reference 
to the contamination of the public debate caused by imbecility (see notes 
5 and 6), conspiracies and fake news (see Leone ed. 2016b; Lorusso 2018; 
Polidoro ed. 2018). Noteworthy in this regard is the article on Doppiozero 
by Marrone (2017a) which invites the reader to re-interpret the phenome-
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non of fake news according to credibility building strategies and the effects 
of verisimilitude of the texts circulating in social media. Also worth mention-
ing is an essay by Mangiapane (2018b) aimed at reconstructing a proper 
‘fake-news discourse’ through the analysis of the intermediary rhetorical 
strategies of some Facebook pages accused of spreading false news. The 
attention thus progressively shifts to the reconstruction of emerging politi-
cal dynamics starting from the pervasiveness of the mediatisation of every-
day life induced by social media (see the notion of “social rhetoric” proposed 
by Mangiapane 2018a). Significant in this regard are the works by Mazzuc-
chelli (2016) and Leone (2016a, 2020b) on the tactics of online conflict, by 
Peverini on the semiotic measurement of influence and online reputation 
(2016b) and again on the relationship between everyday life and Instagram 
(2017b), by Spaziante (2019) about the new forms of influence exercised 
by Youtubers.

Still in terms of political dynamics, it is worth drawing attention to the 
series of contributions by Sedda and Demuru (2018a, 2018b, 2019, 2020) 
dedicated to the forms of media populism. The hypothesis of the two semio-
logists is that the emergence of social networks as political arenas repre-
sents the lowest common denominator for the new forms of populism. Pop-
ulist leaders – according to overall considerations developed through pro-
gressive generalisations based on the study of Brazilian leader Bolsonaro 
and the Italian Lega party secretary Salvini’s communication strategies – 
characterise their discourse along at least five axes, namely vagueness, 
implosion, primacy of the body, esthesia and negativity. Social networks 
constitute the ideal environment for a characteristically ambiguous dis-
course, which to the rational construction of a political proposition based 
on a conscious choice in a system of alternatives (following a paradigmat-
ic order or/or) prefers an unmarked logic (and/and). Far from avoiding 
charges of contradiction, this logic tends to blur any contradictory element 
to the point of making it appear insignificant; its strong point lies precisely 
in its ability to conciliate opposing demands. Building consensus on vague 
and mostly contradictory instances, in which everything is muddled, ends 
up creating an indeterminate collective which, depending on the point of 
view taken, may now be understood as a sign of the implosion of all pos-
sible political organisation or, conversely, as the original nucleus from which 
a new order may come into being. This would explain the evolution of many 
populist movements and parties which, after an early stage characterised 
by ambiguity, once they are integrated in the political system, choose to 
structure themselves on the basis of more precise and articulated platforms, 
becoming in some way part of the establishment. The indeterminacy pro-
moted by “social-ist” (a neologism coined by the authors (2018b) to reflect 
the convergence of populism and social networks’ rhetoric) leaders and 
groups finds a moment of stabilisation in corporeality, anchoring itself on it. 
It is a euphoria of the “mingling of bodies” which affords particular pleas-
ure in the identification with an unclear vision and perspective of action; 
thus, the greater the semantic vagueness in terms of contents and politi-
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cal propositions, the greater the role of the emotional component and aes-
thetic involvement, with the result of blurring the boundaries between real-
ity and fiction and between historically separate discursive spheres (public 
life/private life, politics/football etc.), evoked concurrently. Finally, there is 
the propensity for negativity. The populist discourse as it is expressed on 
social networks is intrinsically aggressive, aimed at ‘bringing down’ oppo-
nents rather than proving them wrong; using foul language and an aesthet-
ics of abasement whose goal is to make tabula rasa of one’s anti-subject, 
demolishing it completely as the representative of an irreducible otherness 
and therefore radical and impossible to integrate within a common dis-
course.

These rhetorical forms emerge from social networks which, according 
to Sedda and Demuru (2020), literally end up giving shape to new political 
practices exploited by political leaders through specific interaction tactics, 
such as disguise (i.e. the idea that leaders can disguise themselves in the 
clothes of professionals and such recognised roles in society as fire-fight-
ers, police, workers, and so on), posture (that is, poses and attitudes of fig-
ures outside the political arena, belonging to the military world or that of 
entertainment) and mimicry (that of the politician masquerading as a man 
on the street, the ordinary man). In particular, in adopting this last mimetic 
strategy political leaders exhibit their ‘normality’ of existing as subjects with 
imperfect bodies (as in the case of Italian Lega party secretary Salvini who 
does not refrain from showing his adipose belly while standing shirtless in 
front of a barbecue on a day off, in a photograph shared on social networks) 
or even as vulnerable subjects (as in the case of some photos published 
by the Brazilian leader Bolsonaro in which he shows his sick body). The 
daily diet made up of peasant or industrial foods exhibited on social media 
by both Salvini and Bolsonaro can be attributed to the tactics of mimicry as 
it has been described above.

Among the works worthy of mention is Marrone’s essay (2017b), 
focussed on an analysis of Facebook interactions in terms of phatic com-
munication. Marrone brings the question of online socialisation back to its 
anthropological roots founded on ‘contact’ by reconnecting the links that 
separate network users from the practices of the ‘savages’ studied by Mal-
inowski (1923); on the other hand, it suggests a typology to classify inter-
actions on the basis of a tensive pattern that ranks, depending on their 
degree of transitivity, heterogeneous practices such as exclamation, infor-
mation, expression and promotion.

Semiotics does not fail to enter the debate on machinic enunciation 
(see Eugeni 2020; Mazzucchelli 2020), an area also investigated by Paoluc-
ci (2020a and 2020b) with the aim of proposing a revision of the theory of 
enunciation as set out (and received by structural semiotics) by Benveniste. 
Paolucci suggests recognising the pre-eminence of the he/she over the fig-
ures of the enunciator and the enunciatee: To be the source of subjectivity, 
according to Paolucci, is an impersonal instance that expresses itself first 
of all as a third person (a he/she who is both me and not me) which only 
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secondarily and under certain conditions is stabilised through the formal 
apparatus of enunciation in terms of linguistic subjectivity proper.

Another important strand of research focuses on the transformation 
process of objects from inert ‘things’ to real multifunctional devices as is the 
case of Google Home or Alexa (see Marrone 1999, Marrone and Landowski 
eds. 2002; Mattozzi ed. 2006; Mangano 2008, 2009, 2014, 2018; Polidoro 
2009; Finocchi et al. 2020). Opening this new field of scholarly investiga-
tion, precisely regarding smart objects Finocchi, Perri and Peverini (2020) 
note how their progressive diffusion compels the human sciences, and even 
more so semiotics, to reassess the very notion of identity and delve more 
usefully into the identification procedures resulting from the interaction of 
human and non-human actors. Furthermore, this exercise can only lead to 
a rethinking of the theoretical notions that have guided the reflection on the 
problems of intersubjectivity and interobjectivity up until now: the idea of 
the medium as an external prosthesis capable of giving shape to virtual 
worlds, the dialectic that inextricably links form and function (clearly inde-
pendent in objects such as Google Home or Alexa) and Latour’s notion of 
hybridisation itself.

4. Specialisation

As we have said, the hegemony of daily life interactions mediated by digi-
tal technologies is gradually reducing the cogency of a specialised focus 
on the specific characteristics of individual platforms, as well as discourag-
ing general stances on social media as a whole. The Italian community thus 
shows that it has progressively developed an expertise in analysing the 
texts of shared digital communication. This leads to the specialisation of 
the analytical gaze whereby the discourse on digital media is developed on 
the basis of an analyst’s competence on a given field of research (fashion, 
marketing, visuality and so on), of which the specificities of digital commu-
nication may be investigated only in the second instance. Titles like Social 
moda. Nel segno di influenze, pratiche, discorsi [Social fashion: influences, 
practices, discourses] (Terracciano 2017), publications16 yielded from the 
ERC FACETS (Face Aesthetics in Contemporary E-Technological Socie-
ties) a project coordinated by Massimo Leone or from the ERC Nemosanc-
ti [New Models of Sanctity in Italy] project coordinated by Jenny Ponzo, 
texts such as L’immagine in rete. Selfie, social network e motori di ricerca 
[Image on the web. Selfie, social networks and search engines] (Del Marco 
2018), I linguaggi dell’immagine. Dalla pittura ai Big Visual Data [The lan-
guages of the image. From painting to Big Visual Data] (Dondero 2020), 
Troppo lontani, troppo vicini. Elementi di prossemica virtuale [Too far, too 
close. Elements of virtual proxemics] (Fadda 2018), semiotica e Digital Mar-
keting [Semiotics and Digital Marketing] (Bianchi and Cosenza eds. 2020) 
give the measure of how the media from main target of investigation have 
become a perspective from which to consider specific issues and problems 
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referred to the intermedial expertise, so to speak, of the particular analyst. 
It is precisely this intermedial expertise that makes the semiologist effec-
tive, thanks to his ability to construe a synthetic discourse capable of rec-
ognising common patterns in areas that are ordinarily considered unrelat-
ed. Exemplary in this regard is Anna Maria Lorusso’s approach to the ques-
tion of post-truth mentioned above (Lorusso 2018). While public debate 
around the problem of fake news immediately accuses some media plat-
forms (social networks and in particular Facebook), the work of the semio-
logist shows how the vanishing of enunciative and philological responsibil-
ity towards public assertions, far from being a prerogative of the web, could 
be ascribed to a compromised media system encompassing bad television 
and bad journalism.

Thus, we are increasingly witnessing the progressive disappearance 
of any explicit reference to the digital or analogue nature of a certain body 
of analysis or field of reflection as a decisive factor. This development, rath-
er than pointing to a declining interest of the semiotic community in the dig-
ital world, is a sign of the latter’s pervasiveness, as if to state the impossi-
bility of a semiotic gaze on the contemporary that does not focus – inten-
tionally studying them or taking into account their peculiarities – on digital 
media texts.

Notes

1 We use this generic term deliberately, referring to the countless occasions deter-
mined by interviews and opinions expressed in journalistic articles, television broad-
casts, events and festivals or even through editorial projects, in which semiologists 
were called upon as recognised ‘experts’ even in the absence of a sufficient quan-
tity of studies and in-depth analyses capable of guaranteeing a solid ‘disciplinary’ 
position on the subject addressed. The most notable case is that of Umberto Eco, 
who already in 1992 launched the Encyclomedia digital project in collaboration 
with Danco Singer and in 1996, again with Danco Singer and Gianni Riotta, found-
ed one of the first large-scale online cultural magaines, Golem – L’indispensabile. 
Moreover, on several occasions Eco also expressed his views on the survival of 
the book as a cultural artefact in the age of computers (see, for example, Schel-
ma 1991). Similar considerations could be made with regard to Calabrese, who, 
particularly in his L’età neobarocca [The Neo-Baroque Age] (1987 now in Cala-
brese 2013), provides a general epistemological framework for ‘reading’ the social 
in the face of the turning point of electrical and digital media (see in particular pp. 
135–136, dedicated to video games). Fabbri too intervenes on the subject while it 
is still a work in progress, so to speak. During a Rai television broadcast in 1998, 
for example, he commented with the students of the DAMS Department of the Uni-
versity of Bologna on the perspectives opened up by the diffusion of new media 
(the interview was recently transcribed and published in Fabbri 2017: 23–27).

2 The constant solicitation by the students of communication sciences degree cours-
es, established at the behest of Umberto Eco himself, acts as a spur to the semio-



Francesco Mangiapane18

tic production on the subject. These courses were activated in 1992, or at the dawn 
of the advent of digital media. The great success of the new degree course ‘forc-
es’ the semiotic community to follow in real time, so to speak, the ongoing media 
turn, to which lectures, seminars, degree and doctoral theses will be dedicated.

3 A remarkable research output is the anthology of works from science and technol-
ogy studies entitled Il senso degli oggetti tecnici [the meaning of technical objects], 
edited by Alvise Mattozzi (ed. 2006) and significantly included in the Segnature 
series directed by Paolo Fabbri and Gianfranco Marrone for the publisher Meltemi.

4 It is above all in the first works that the contours and specificities of Latour’s soci-
ology of science approach can be appraised (see, for example, 1979, 1987, 1996, 
1999a). Returning the attention that Bruno Latour has reserved for semiotic stud-
ies and the work of Paolo Fabbri in particular (see Latour 2016), the semiotic com-
munity has shown a keen interest in his theories by drawing upon, publishing, and 
translating some of his works. In Italy, Latour’s 1992 work was published and dis-
cussed in Mattozzi ed. 2006, Latour 1999b was published and discussed in Fab-
bri and Marrone eds. 2001, and he also produced works in 2009 and 2021. The 
semiotic community has also produced a string of reviews, including Mangano and 
Mattozzi 2009, Mangano 2010, Marrone 2011b, Peverini 2019, and Paolucci 2020b.

.5 The question was already posed in 2012 by Weinberger (2012: 8–15, Italian trans-
lation) and re-launched by Eco himself, in the famous polemic against the imbe-
ciles of the net (see note 6). The crisis of expertise, in the relationship with the 
spread of social media, has been at the centre of semiotic reflection for some time, 
cf. Marrone 2013a, 2013b, 2015 and Marrone and Migliore eds. 2021.

6 On the central theme of stupidity there are various contributions from Italian semi-
otics, among which Marrone (2012) stands out. The relationship between social 
networks and stupidity was discussed by Eco (as summarised by Mangiapane 
2015b) and Bartezzaghi (2019).

7 For a recent discussion on the “limits of digital interpretation” see Leone (2020a).
8 I first attempted an assessment of the playful disposition of the discipline (Mangia-

pane 2020: 165–168). For a historical perspective, see the seminar of the Cisel of 
Urbino, Il linguaggio del gioco [The language of play], held on October 25–27, 1975; 
the AISS conference dedicated to Il gioco: segni e strategie [The game: signs and 
strategies] whose proceedings have been published, edited by Perissinotto, 1997. 
On the practices of design as a game, see Zingale 2009. On the game of football 
and its ties with the Italian and Brazilian identity and culture, see Demuru 2014.

9 Stefano Bartezzaghi dedicates much of his essayist activity to the analysis of 
games, cf. among others, Bartezzaghi 1992, 1995, 1998, 2001, 2004, 2007, 2010, 
2012, 2017. Many of his works directly focus on the internet and social networks, 
see Bartezzaghi 2013, 2016, 2019.

10 Let it be clear that this is a naïve approach, mostly oriented to the semiotics of 
Jakobsonian codes and functions, blandly touching upon the issue of Greimasian 
analysis, not without methodological errors (utopian and mythical valorisation are 
confused) and inaccuracies.

11 We noted above how the problem of disentangling the textual ambiguity of con-
temporary texts, between openness (Eco 1962) and the limits of interpretation (Eco 
1990), represents a skill and a specialisation that semiotics has claimed since its 
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beginnings and through Eco’s words, and distinguishes it from classic aesthetic 
theory. On the other hand, the problem is theoretically framed in Greimasian the-
ory (see Greimas and Courtés [1979] 1983, entry: closure, ad vocem) which notes 
how each articulation of a semantic universe presents itself as the realisation of a 
relatively small number of possibilities; thus, the semantic scheme underpinning a 
text can be considered open, while its realisation is closed in the concrete use that 
is made of it. Then there is the problem of genres which allows the recognition of 
classes of discourses characterised by the same structure (for example, Russian 
folktales can be identified by foreseeing the re-establishment of the initial axiolog-
ical state at the end). There is still the canonical narrative scheme which, articu-
lating every possible story in stages, postulates a closure (sanction) as a condi-
tion of every opening. And finally, the interpretative activity of the enunciator who 
chooses to mark the boundaries of the text on the basis of his own ideological 
objectives, with reference to a particular reading of the text – which includes some 
parts and excludes others – or of a momentary interruption in the act of reading 
that permits a provisional closure. It is worth mentioning Marrone’s viewpoint (2011a: 
8–9): “of the text, everything is negotiated, beginning with its spatial or temporal, 
physical or semantic boundaries”. Such a position allows the ‘open’ texts (hyper-
texts) of digital communication to be subjected to critical scrutiny, and places, 
among the objectives of the analysis, the reconstruction of the negotiation dynam-
ics between enunciator and enunciatee regarding the textual boundaries to be 
assigned to their interactions.

12 This is an impressive 2004 advertising campaign, commissioned by Telecom Ita-
lia to Oscar-winning director Spike Lee, and starring the late political-religious lead-
er Gandhi thanks to the use of special effects and editing. Speaking via the inter-
net with new age music in the background, he exhorts all of humanity to peace 
and universal love. Gandhi’s performance is followed by a text in white letters on 
a black background that asks, rhetorically: “if he could have communicated like 
this, what would the world be like today?”; then the Telecom Italia logo appears in 
the closing frame. The commercial can be watched on Youtube. URL: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=UE03ULLVPoI [last accessed on July 20, 2021].

13 Paolo Attivissimo is the most famous Italian digital debunker. He began his career 
writing books and manuals teaching the use the most popular software and appli-
cations, and since the end of the 1990s he has built a reputation as an expert ‘scam 
buster’, a debunker of the many scams and frauds circulating on the internet. His 
blog, Il disinformatico (still active: https://attivissimo.blogspot.com [consulted on 
July 20, 2021]) quickly gained popularity. Attivissimo did not take long to reconfig-
ure his identity of ‘scam catcher’ into that of a debunker of conspiracy theories such 
as those surrounding the landing on the Moon or the September 11 attacks, up 
until the diatribe on fake news and disinformation on social networks.

14 These concepts were harshly criticised by Jenkins et al. eds. (2013: 25–28) and 
by the community of semiologists itself, led by Fabbri who on several occasions 
works against the transfer of the logic of contagion from the hard sciences to the 
humanities (see Marrone 2013b; Fabbri 2020). Around the concept of virality, a 
fundamental Lexia volume was published in 2016 (edited by Gabriele Marino and 
Mattia Thibault) which deals with the issue from an epistemological, theoretical, 
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