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Preface

This documents ams to explan to you wha a scence “semictics’ is about. I'm
demondrating from which directions the stience darts on. I'm adso taking about the
basics in the theory of semiotics and how to prectice this methodology on dl the kinds

of everyday things.

What is semiotics about? Isit linguistic turn or two visions in semiology?
(Slide 3, 4)

If you were wondering sometime how to define what semictics is about — it would not
be s0 easy to offer a smple definition, which is of much use nowadays. Semictics
could be anywhere. Human beings recognize paterns of information and organize
them to generate meaning. Collections of these organized patterns form the languages
that humans use when they communicate.

The shortest definition is thet it is the study of signs itsdf and the way they work. The
name of this science goes from the Greek seme?on, “sign”. The next question gppears
automdicdly “Wha is the ggn? The kinds of dgns tha ae likdy to soring
immediately to mind are those, which we routindy refer to as 'sgns in everyday life,
such as road dgns, pub sgns and star signs. Now, you can probably assume that
semioticsis about “visud Sgns’.

But, thet isnot so true.

We use catan "dgns' among oursdves that do not point to anything in our actud
surroundings. They take the place of things that we have percaved in the padt, or even
things that we can merdy imagine by combining memories, things that might be in
the past or future experience. They serve to let us develop a characteridic attitude
toward objects, which is cdled "thinking of* or "referring to* what is not here.

As an goproach to textud andyss, semiotics treats the language of which texts are
composed as a system of signs and symbols, which convey meaning to the reader.
Linguigtics, the scientific study of language, is only one branch of this generd science
and has seen a quite extraordinary expansion.

This interes in linguisics modly has been originated with the Swiss linguid,
Ferdinand de Saussure, from whose work French theorists developed 'dructurdism),
out of which grew “pog-dructurdism”, both of which have placed enormous
influence on language and both of which have had a formative influence on culturd
dudies. This emphass on language is often refered to as ‘the linguidic turn' in
philosophy.

The laws which semiology will discover will be lawvs agpplicble in linguidics and
linguidtics will thus be assgned to a dealy defined place in the fidd of human
knowledge.

Samiotics began to become a mgor goproach to culturd dudies in the lae 1960s,
patly as a result of the work of Roland Barthes. Barthes declared that “semiology
ams to take in any sysem of dgns images, gestures, musicad sounds, objects, and the
complex associations of dl of thess’. One of the broadest definitions is that of



Umberto Eco, who daes that “semiotics is concerned with everything that can be
taken as a 9gn”. Semiatics involves the study not only of wha we refer to as 'Sgns in
everyday speech, but aso of anything, which 'stands for' something else.

Basicissuesin semiotics
(Slide5)

General

Semiatics is conddered as the theory of the production and interpretation of meaning.
Meaning is made by the deployment of acts and objects which function as “Sgns’ in
rddion to other dgns. In gened meaning is not bdieved to resde within any
paticular object, text or process Rather, meaning aises during the communication
process itsdlf.

Social

It examines semiotics practices, gpecific to a culture and community, for the making
of various kinds of texts and meanings in contexts of culturaly meaningful activity
Multimedia

It is based on the principle that dl meaning meking necessrily oveflows the
andytical boundaries between didtinct, idedized semiotic resource sysems such as

language, gesture, depiction and action

Sign / What doesit mean? (1/10)
(Slide6)

Sgn is loosdy defined as "a pattern of data which, when perceived, brings to mind
something other then itsdf,” the notion of the Sgn is centrd to the semiotic gpproach
to the sudy of communicaion. The term can refer to the rdaionship among the
elements of the semiotic modd, or it can be usad to indicate the first of the three
dements, i.e, the physicd thing perceived.

All the individuds are meaningmekers. Didinctivdly, we make meanings through our
cregtion and interpretation of “dgns’. Signs teke the form of different objects, but
such things have no any meaning and become signs only when we invest them with
meaning. Anything can be a dgn as long as someone interprets it as 'sgnifying
something - referring to or standing for something other than itsdlf.

Sign / Dyadic model (2/10)
(Slide7)

Saussure proposed a theory of dgnification (a “dyadic’ or twepat modd of the
sgn). He defined asign as being composed of:

The“signified’ - theideabeng represented

The“signifier’ - the word doing the representing.

Thus, the sgn is the whole that results from the assodation of the Sgnifier with the
dgnified. The rdaionship between the dSgnifier and the dgnified is refered to as
“dgnification” (it is noteworthy that Saussure dways refers to the dgnified as an
“ided’), and this is represented in this diagram by the arows The horizontd line
marking the two elements of the sign isreferred to as “the bar”.



Sign / Signification example (3/10)
(Slide8)

Animage of treeis Sgnified.
A word “treg’ issgnifier.

Sign / Arbitrariness (4/10)
(Slide9)

When we say something is “abitrary”, we mean that therés no good reason for it
(choice randomness). If you make an “abitrary choice’ between two things, then you
choose for no good reason; you probably dont care which one you choose By saying
that sgns are arbitrary, Saussure was saying that there is no good reason why we use
the sequence of sounds 'sster' to mean a femae sbling. We could just as wdl use
different sound patterns of thisword in different languages.

Sign / Arbitrariness examples(5/10)
(Slide 10)

Sausaure argued that signs refer primarily to each other. Within the language system,
“everything depends on rdations’. Both dgnifier and dgnified ae purdy rdaiond
entities. Let me to return to our “treg” example. An individud word “treg’ does have
some meaning for us, but it's meaning depends on its context in reldion to the other
words with which it is used.

Reminder:
An image of treeissignified.
A word “tree” issignifier.

Sign / Syntagm (6/10)
(Slide 11)

Language is linear: we produce one sound &fter ancther and words follow one
another:

SHE + CAN + GO (in language, coming one &fter another)

Syntagm isinterlinking Sgns sequentialy during congtructing sentences.

But

At the same time as we produce these signs linked to one another, we dso choose a
sign from awhole range of dternative sgns.

By choosing gppropriste Sgn we are defining paradigmatic relationships between
signs.

Paradigm - A sgt/group from which a choice is made and only one unit may be
chosen.

Syntagm - Once a unit is chosen from a paradigm it is normally combined with other

units

So, when ajourndist writes:



IRA terrorists overran an army post in Londonderry in Northern
Ireland

She chooses each sign from arange of dternatives. She could say:
“IRA scum”, “IRA active units’, “IRA paramilitaries’, “IRA
freedom fighters’, “1RA lunatics’

When we look a this range of posshilities, we are examining a paradigm. We are
examining the paadigmatic reationship between dgns Not uncommonly, Syntagm
and paradigm may be conceived of astwo axes:

>
She can go
I may come
You might leave
We should arive
>
IRA terrorists overran
freedom fighters
guerilles freed
active units attacked
paramilitaries occupied
|
cowboy in jeans on rearing ddlion
cowgirl in cords on trotting mare
in chinos ongdloping  donkey
in shorts on ganding ass
mule

Blue color axis— syntagmatic axis
Red color axis — paradigmatic axis

The important aspect of syntagm is the rules or conventions by which the
combination of unitsis made.

A dgn has no “absolute’” vaue independent of this context. The Sgn is more than the
aum of its pats. The vdue of a dgn is determined by the relationships between the
dgn and other Sgns within the sysem asawhole.

Sign / Denotation, Connotation & Myth (8/10)
(Slide 14)

In semiotics, denotation and connotation are terms describing the relationship between
the sgnifier and its ggnified, and an andytic didinction is made between two types of
gonified: a denotative sgnified and a connotative Sgnified. Meaning incdludes bath
denotation and connotation.

Mogt dgns have a least one normd, "common sensg' meaning. This meaning, caled
the dgn's denotation, is shared among many people and is the most widdy usd
meaning of the dgn. But Sgns dso may have many different "subjective’ meanings



that aise from each individud's persond experiences. Thee ae cdled the
connotations of the Sgn.

The denotation of a dgn represents an agreement among a group of people that they
will share tha meaning of the sgn among themselves. Meanings of this type are sad
to arise through socid convention.

A dgn may have more than one denotationa meaning. In cases when a person must
choose one meaning from a number of options he or she looks to the context of the
sign to make the dedsion.

Signs are generated by myths and in turn serve to maintain them. Popular usage of the
term “myth” suggests thet it refers to beliefs, which are demongrably fdse, but the
semiotic use of the term does not necessarily suggest this. Myths can be seen as
extended metgphors. Like metaphors, myths help us to make sense of our experiences
within a culture. They express and sarve the ideologica function of naturdization.
Ther function is to make dominant cultura and historical vaues, atitudes and beliefs
sem entirdy “naurd”, “normd”, sdf-evident, timdess, obvious “commonsense’ -
and thus objective and “trug’ reflections of “the way things are’. Differences between
the three orders of dgnification are not clear-cut, but for descriptive and ardytic
purposes some theorigds diginguish them dong the following lines. The firg
(denotative) levd of dgnification is seen as primaily representationd and relatively
sdf-contained. The second (connotative) order of dgnification reflects “expressve’
vaues, which are atached to a sgn. In the third (mythologica or ideologicd) order of
dgnificetion the dgn reflects mgor culturdly-varidble concepts  underpinning  a
paticular worldview - such a masculinity, femininity, freedom, individudism,
objectivism, Englishness and so on.

The term "myth" refers to the unconscious, collective meaning that a society makes
from a semiotic process

Sign / Typology (9/10); (10/10)
(Slide 15, 16)

It is common to divide Sgnsinto three types

Icon

An icon is a sgn, which is linked to its object by quditaive characteritics For
example, a mgp is an icon because it shares some qudity (spatid organization) with
itsobject. A photograph isiconic becauseit is linked to its object

Index

An index denotes its object by beng physcdly linked to it, or afected by it. For
example, smoke is an index of fire, and a knock a the door is an index of someoné's
presence on the other Sde.

Symbols

A symbal has no quditative or physcd link to its object. It is “conventiond”; thet is
to say that it is defined by socid convention. Mogt words are symbols. For example, if
the word “dog” was replaced in English by the word “ca” and vice versa, there would
be no change to the meanings we could convey. However it would be impossble to
use a photograph of a dog to mean “cat”.

M odality and visual representation (1/2), (2/2)
(Slide 17, 18)



Whilgt semiatics is often encountered in the form of textud andyss, it dso involves
studying representations and the “redlity” dways involves representation.

Moddity refers to the redity status accorded to or clamed by a sign, text or genre.
Whilg in a constious comparison of a photographic imege with a cartoon image of
the same thing the photogrgph is likdy to be judged as more “redidic’, the mentd
schemata involved in visud recognition may be closer to the dereotypica sSmplicity
of cartoon images than to photogrgphs. People can identify an image as a hand when
it is dravn as a catoon more quickly than when they are shown a photograph of a
hand. This underlines the importance of perceptud codes in condructing redity.
Umberto Eco argues tha through familiarity an iconic dgnifier can acquire primecy
over its dgnified. Such a dgn becomes conventiond “sep by dep’, the more its
addressee becomes acquainted with it. At a certain point the iconic representation,
however gdylized it may be, gopears to be more true than the red experience, and
people begin to look at things through the glasses of iconic convention.

The Bdgian surredis Rene Magritte (1898-1967) panted a dde-on view of a
smoker's pipe and the text “This is not a pipe’. Each “redidicdly” depicts an object,
which we eadily recognize. To depict a pipe and then provide a labd which inggts that
‘this is not a pipe initidly seems perverse Is it purdy irrationd or is there something,
which we can learn from this gpparent paradox? What could it mean? As our minds
gruggle to find a sable, meaningful interpretetion we may not be too happy that there
is no single, ‘correct’ answer to this question - dthough those of us who are rdatively
‘tolerant of ambiguity’ may accept that it offers a great ded of food for thought about
levels (or modes) of redity. The indexicad word ‘this can be seen as a key to the
interpretetion of this panting: what exactly does the word ‘this refer to? Anthony
Wilden suggests severd dternative interpretations:

This[pipe] isnot apipe;

This[image of a pipe] isnot apipe;

This[painting] isnot apipe

This[sentence] isnot apipe;

[This] thisisnot a pipe

[This] isnot apipe.

Codes (1/4)
(Slide 19)

Some theoriss argue that even our perception of the everyday world around us
involves codes. Smultaneoudy, a perception is dways dready representation.
Perception depends on coding the world into iconic Sgns that can re-present it within
our mind. “The force of the gpparent identity is enormous, however. We think that it
is the world itsdf we see in our "mind's ey€', rather than a coded picture of it’.
According to the Gedtdt psychologists there are certain universa festures in human
visud perception, which in samiotic terms can be seen as condituting a perceptud
code. We owe the concept of ‘figure” and “ground” in perception to this group of
psychologists. Confronted by a visud image, we seem to need to separate a dominant
shape (a “figure’ with a definite contour) from what our current concerns relegate to
‘background” (or ‘ground). An illugration of this is the famous ambiguous figure
devised by the Danish psychologist Edgar Rubin.

Images such as this are ambiguous concerning figure and ground. Is the figure a wiite
vase on a black background or slhouetted profiles on a white background? Perceptud



st operates in such cases and we tend to favor one interpretation over the other
(though dtering the amount of black or white which is visble can cregie a bias

towads one or the other). When we have identified a figure, the contours seem to
belong to it, and it gppearsto bein front of the ground.

Codes (2/4)
(Slide 20)

The Geddt lav outlined what seemed to be the universa principles of perceptud

organization. The man ones ae as follows proximity, sSmilarity, good continuation,
closure, smdlness, surroundness and symmetry.

Proximity
What you ae likdy to notice farly quickly is that this is not just a square pettern of

dots but rather is a series of columns of dots The princple of proximity is thet
features, which are close together, ar e associated.

Similarity

We do tend to see dternaing columns of cirdes and squares. The principle of
amilaity isthat features, which look similar, are associated.

Continuity

Contours based on smooth continuity are preferred to abrupt changes of
direction. Here, for ingance, we are more likdy to identify lines ab and c-d crossng
than to identify a-d and c-b or ac and d-b aslines.

Closure

Closure is that interpretations, which produce “closed” rather than “open”
figures are favored.

Smallness

Smaller areastend to be seen asfigures against a larger background. Inthefigure
below we ae more likdy to see a black cross rather than a white cross within the
cirde because of this principle.

Symmetry

The principle of symmetry is that symmetrical areas tend to be seen as figures
against asymmetrical backgrounds.

Surroudness

Theprinciple of surroundnessisthat the areas, which can be seen assurrounded
by others, tend to be perceived asfigures.



Codes (3/4)
(Slide 21)

Codes are not amply “conventions’ of communication but rather procedurd systems
of rdated conventions, which operaie in ceatan domains Codes organize Sgns into
meaningful systems, which corrdate Sgnifiers and Sgnifiers. Codes transcend Single
texts, linking them together in an interpretative framework. Stephen Heath dated,
“While every code is a sysem, not every sysem is a code’. Codes are interpretive
frameworks, which are used by both producers and interpreters of texts. In creating
texts we sdect and combine sgns in reation to the codes with which we are familiar
“in order to limit the range of possble meanings they are likdy to generaie when read
by ahers’. In reading texts, we interpret sgns with reference to what seem to be
appropriste codes,

Codes (4/4)
(Slide 22)

A range of typologies of codes can be found in the literature of semiatics. | refer here
only to those which ae mogt widdy mentioned in the context of medig,
communication and cultural studies (this particular tripartite framework is my own).
Social codes
Verbd language
Phonologicd
Syntactica
Lexicd
Prosodic and pardinguitic subcodes
Bodily codes (bodily contact, proximity, physcad orientation, gppearance,
facia expresson, gaze, head nods, gestures and posture)
Commodity codes (fashions, clothing, cars)
Behaviord codes (protocals, rituds, role-playing, games)
Textual codes
Scientific codes, including mathemétics,
Aesthetic codes within the various expressve ats (poetry, drama, painting,
sculpture, music, etc.) - induding dassciam, romanticism, redism;
Genre, rhetoricd and  ylidic codes naraive (plot, character, action,
didogue, setting), expodtion, argument and so on;
Mass media codes including photogrephic, tdevison, filmic, radio, newspaper
and magazine codes, bath technica and conventiond
Inter pretative codes
Perceptud codes: eg. of visud perception
Ideologicd codes such  a  individudism, liberdism, feminism, racism,
materidism, capitdism, progressvism, consarvatiam, socidiam,  objectiviam,
consumerism and populism.
These three types of codes correspond broadly to three key kinds of knowledge
required by interpreters of atext, namely knowledge of:
Theworld (socid knowledge);
The medium and the genre (textua knowledge);
The relationship between (1) and (2) (moddity judgments).



Articulation / “ Duality of patterning”
(Slide 23)

Semiotic codes vary in ther complexity of dructure or “articulation”. The object can
be “articulated” when having separable sections, which are linked together.

All semiotic dements must be sgnificant. Thus the lorry on the traffic Sgn can be
broken down into whedls, chasss, cabin, etc., but the presence of these dements does
not modify the sign. On the other hand, the absence of a jacket or its permutation with
ajersey changes the sgnificance of the way someoneis dressed.

Fallowing the modd of vebd language, an aticulated code has a “vocabulary” of
basc units together with syntactical rules which can be used to generaie larger
meeningful combinations A semiotic code which has “double articulation” can be
andyzed into two abdract dructurd levds a higher leve cdled “the leved of firg
aticuldgion” and a lower leve — “the level of second aticulation”. The traffic Sgn
lacks double aticulation, but raher than having no aticulaion, it would more
commonly be referred to as having firg articulaion only.

At the level of first articulation the sysem congds of the smdlest meaningful units
avalable (eg. morphemes or words in a language). In language this levd of
aticulation is cdled the grammédicad levd. The meaningful units a this levd ae
complete signs, each consding of a dgnifier and a dgnified. Where codes have
recurrent meaningful units, they have fird aticulaion. In sysgems with double
aticulation, these sgns are made up of dements from the lower (second) leve of
aticulation.

At the level of second articulation, a semiotic code is divisble into minimd
functiond units which lack meaning in themsdves (eg. phonemes in speech or
graphemes in writing). These purdy differentid dructurd  units (called figurae by
Hjemdev) are recurrent features in the code. They are not sgns in themsdves (the
code mugt have a fird levd of aticulaion for these lower units to be combined into
meaningful dgns). These lower units are nondgnifying sgn dements. In a code with
both levels (a 'double aticulated system) the function of these lower units is purdy to
differentiate the minima meaningful units. In language, the phanemes /b/, /p/ and I/
ae dements of second aticulaion, the function of which is to diginguish between
words, such as /pir/, /biy and Ain/, which are dements of the firg articulaion of
language. In language, the level of second articuletion is thus a phonologicd leve.

Samiatic codes have sngle articulation, double articulaion or no articulaion.

Some codes have firg aticulation only. These semiotic systems condst of dgns -
meaningful eements that are sysemdticdly related to each other - but there is no
second  aticulation to dructure these sgns into minima, non-meaningful  dements.
Where the smalest recurrent structura unit in a code is meaningful, the code haes first
aticulation only. Other examples indude hoted and office room numbers where the
firg digit indicates the floor and the second indicates the serid number of the room on
that floor. The sysem of reaed traffic signs (with red borders, triangular or circular
dhapes, and dandardized, dylized imeges) is a code with firg aticulaion only (Eco
1976, 232).

Other semiotic codes lacking double articulation have second aticulation only. These
conds of dgns, which have specific meanings, which are not derived from ther
dements. They ae divisble only into figure (mnimd functiond units). N7h
suggests that “the most powerful code with second articulation only is the binary code
of information theory” (emal, 12/8/97). this has only 2 minimd functiond units O



and 1, but these units can be combined to generate rumbers, letters and other signs. A
rather less powerful sysem with second articulation only is that of accesson codes for
books, which are Smply serid numbers.

Codes without aticulation consst of a saies of signs bearing no direct rdaion to
each other. Thee dgns are not divisble into recurrent compogtiond dements. The
folklorigic “language of flowers’ is a code without articulaion, snce eech type of
flower is an independent sign, which bears no rdation to the other Sgns in the code.
Unarticulated codes, which have no recurrent features, are “ uneconomica”.

Intertextuality (1/2)
(Slide 24)

Julia Krigeva introduced the semiotic definition of wha intertextudity is about.
Krigeva referred to texts in terms of two axes. a horizonta axis connecting the author
and reader of atext, and avertica axis, which connects the text to other texts.

In 1968 Barthes announced “the death of the author” and “the birth of the reade”,
dedaing that 'a text's unity lies not in its origin but in its destination’. The framing of
texts by other texts has implications not only for their writers but dso for ther
readers. Fredric Jameson argued “texts come before us as the dways-dready-read. A
famous text has a higory of readings. “All literary works... are "rewritten”, if only
unconscioudy, by the societies which read them”. Nceone today - even for the firgt
time - can reed a famous novd or poem, look a a famous panting, drawing or
sculpture, ligen to a famous piece of music or wetch a famous play or film without
being conscious of the contexts in which the text had been reproduced, drawn upon,
dluded to, parodied and s0 on. Such contexts conditute a primary frame which the
reader cannot avoid drawing upon in interpreting the text.

Intertextudity / Genette' stypology (2/2)
(Slide 25)

It may be useful to condgder the issue of “degrees (classfication) of intertextudity”.
Would the 'mog intertextud' text be an indiginguishable copy of another text, or
would that have gone beyond wha it means to be intertextud? Would the 'most
intratextud’ text be one, which goproached the impossible god of refering only to
itsdf? Even if no specific text is referred to, texts are written within genres and use
language in ways, which their authors have sddom ‘invented. Intertextudity does not
seem to be amply a continuum on a Sngle dimension and there does not seem to be a
consensus about what dimensons we should be looking for. Intertextudity is not a
feature of the text aone but of the ‘contract’ which reading it forges between its writer
(s) and readex(s).
Geaad Genete proposed the term ‘'trangtextudity' as a more inclusve term than
“intertextudity”. He listed five subtypes:
Intertextuality: quotaion, plagiariam, dlusion;
Paratextuality. the relaion between a text and its “paratext” - that which
surrounds the main body of the text - such as titles, headings, prefaces,
epigraphs,  dedications,  acknowledgements,  footnotes,  illudrations,  dust
jackets, etc.;
Ar chitextuality: designation of atext as part of a genre or genres
Metatextudity: explicit or implicit critical commentary of onetext on another text



Hypotextuality: the relation between a text and a proceeding “hypotext” - a
text or genre on which it is based but which it transforms, modifies, eaborates
or extends (including parody, Sooof, seque, trandation).
To such a ligt, computer-based hypertextuality should be added: text, which can take
the reader directly to other texts (regardless of authorship or location).

Tothereader’s attention:
The semiotic model

The Semiotic Modd provides a coordinated way of taking about how the thoughts in
our minds can be expressed in terms of the world outdde of our minds. The modd
contains three basic entities:
The sign: something which is perceived, but which stands for something dse,
The concept: the thoughts or imeges tha ae brought to mind by the
perception of the sgn,
Theobject: the"something d<g’ in theworld to which the sign refers.
The modd is most often represented as the semiotic triangle.

SIGN
™"
perception convention
L 4
CONCEPT » OBJECT
experience

This verson of the semiotic mode is adgpted from the work of the American
philosopher Charles S. Perce. Ferce is generdly acknowledged as an important
pioneer in the sudy of Sgns.
Notice that
The sgn and the concept are connected by the person's perception,
The concept and the object are connected by the person's experience,
The Sgn and the object are connected by the conventions, or the culture of the
socid group within which the person lives.
These connections are important to the study of how meaning arises during the daily
encounters with the many signsthat fill the human environment.
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