
Signs and Symbols
introduction



We are meaning-makers

• We make meanings through our creation and 
interpretation of signs







• a sign has meaning, it signifies something 
other than itself… something extra…





• signs have no intrinsic meaning…

• they become signs when we invest them with 
meaning



• a sign can be anything so long as those people 
from a particular cultural context agree its 
meaning



Semiotics - theorists

– Ferdinand de Saussure – A Swiss linguist (1857 –
1913), who called his work ‘Semiology’- the 
science of signs in society



Semiotics - theorists

– Charles Sanders Pierce, an American philosopher, 
mathematician and scientist (1839 – 1914), who 
called his work ‘semiotics’ – the philosophical 
study of signs



Semiotics - theorists

– Saussure’s idea was that a ‘sign’ could be 
separated into two parts:

– A ‘signifier’ – the form which the sign takes
– A ‘signified’ – the ‘concept’ or idea it represents





• Signifier
• skull and crossed bones

• Signified
• danger/ death/poison





• Signifier
• White cross

• Signified
• Hospital/First Aid





• Signifier
• Clown

• Signified
• was: happy, funny, silly
• now: Sinister, scary, creepy, horror: Sinister, 

scary, creepy, horror, fear



Symbolic Signs and Codes

• Letters… abcdefghijklmnop

• Numbers… 123456789

• Punctuation... !,.()”:;?



Symbolic Signs and Codes

• Musical notes  

• British Sign Language

• The Highway Code…
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