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Semiotics for Design




Semiotics for Design

Designers must be well versed in semiotics
because

“The study of signs is the study of
the construction and maintenance
of reality. To decline such a study is
to leave to others the control of the
world of meanings.” cuer 201 semotis: e sasics



Theories of language




1. Reflective -

it mirrors the

world of people,
| objects, events

Jeppe Hein (2007): Chiswick Park Mirror installation




2. Intentional —
It expresses a

person’s inner

world

Frida Khalo (1940) Self Portrait with Thorn Necklace and Hummingbird



3. Constructionist — meaning is made in &
through language



Ferdinand
de Saussure
(1857-1913)

Course in
General
Linguistics
(1906-11)




Semiotics: Saussure

“A science that studies the life of
signs within society...l shall call it
semiology, from the Greek semeion
‘signs”...".

(Saussure quoted in Hall, 1997: 36)



Semiotics: The study of signs




Signs =

» Words, sounds, images which
carry meaning

(Hall, Representation, 1997)



Signs : Saussure

Word, image, sound, photo, etc. =
SIGNIFIER

Concept in your head = SIGNIFIED



Signs : Saussure

“There I1s no natural or
inevitable link between the
signifier and the signified.”

(Culler, 1976: 19)



tree

I’arbre

Baum

arbol

drzewo




- Red: a colour (English)




THE SYSTEM OF SIGNS



Signs organised into a system =

language.



system
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A model of classification

» Examples of categories: flying
things, natural.or man-made
things; cause & effect, etc.
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Langue |[French]

Language as a system or
structure as a whole



Signs : Saussure

Signs are defined_ in relationship
to other signs in the system.
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Signs: Saussure

Signs are defined_ in relationship
to other signs in the system.

The simplest relationship = the

difference of binary opposition,
BLACK:WHITE.



Binary dualism
I.I | w




‘In a language there are
only differences, without
fixed terms.’

Ferdinand de Saussure



Signs are never neutral.






THE SYSTEM IS SOCIAL



Signs are social

» Language is a social fact

* |t Is not a transparent medium
between things & meaning



‘We are born into a language, its
codes and its meanings. Language
is therefore a social phenomenon.
It cannot be an individual matter
because we cannot make up the
rules of language individually, for
ourselves.’

Stuart Hall, Representation (1997)



Signs are social

» Language has underlying
codes, rules, classifications,
etc.

* The deep structure of
language = STRUCTURALIST



Review

STRUCTURALISM is concerned
with structures;

SEMIOTICS is concerned with signs



CONSTRUCTIVIST

* There are no fixed signs

» Language has a public,
social character



Language constitutes
the world

Examples:
* Geo-political orientation

e The natural world
 Language and culture



Signs: Saussure

* Relational
* Arbitrary: social & historical

» Language constitutes the
world



SEMIOTICS:
ALL CULTURE DEPENDS ON
SIGNS



Signs organised into a system =

language




things that are

£ .. 4
like a language

e.g. body language, the language of love,
sports colours,...



Things+ concepts+ signs = meaning

1. set of correspondences matching
things & concepts in our mind

2. set of correspondences between
our conceptual maps & a set of
signs

» LANGUAGE






1. conceptual map
2. language system
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LCeci nest nas une fufle .

This Is not a pipe.
Magritte (1929) The Treachery of Images



STRUCTURALISM AND POST-
STRUCTURALISM



The process of representation

things + concepts + signs = meaning



Representation

Representation connects
language & meaning to
culture



Mythologies

Structuralism
and Semiotics

Mythologies (1957)
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Post-structuralism

K R°lAND
" BARTHES

Image Music Text (1977)

Language can become unfixed from
meaning, creating an uncertain
relationship between signifier and
signified.

This opens meaning to constant
‘play’ or ‘slippage’; to the
production of new meanings and
new interpretations.



Post-structuralism

The Death of the Author

Roland Barthes (1968)

‘”AR°lAND
DARTHED

Image Music Text (1977)




Post-structuralism

‘”AR°lAND
DARTHED

Image Music Text (1977)

= The death of authorial
authority and authorised
meaning

= A repudiation of the
intentional fallacy

A text may “betray” itselt



‘We know now that a text is not

a line of words releasing a single
“theological” meaning (the
“message” of the Author-God)

but a multi-dimensional space in
which a variety of writings, none of
them original, blend and clash.’

Barthes, The Death of the Author (1968)



The author as the maker ot
meaning, the critic as mediator
or communicator of meaning,
and the reader as consumer of
meaning is radically overturned.



The Death of the Author =
The Birth of the Reader



‘In the multiplicity of
writing, everything is
to be disentangled,
nothing deciphered.’

Barthes, The Death of the Author (1968)



‘No work of art
is finished until
completed by
the spectator.’

Marcel Duchamp



‘Works of art have a kind of
“unconscious” which is not under
the control of their producers. We
have come to understand that one
of those producers is the reader,
viewer or listener — the recipient of
a work of art is a co-creator of it.’

Terry Eagleton, After Theory (2003)



JOHN— Y.

The author as
the reader of
their own text

John Fowles,

The French Lieutenant’s Woman
(1969)

S TR ERENCLL
" LIEUTENANT'S WOMAN

‘COMPULSIVELY READABLE’ 1RISH TIMES



Milan Kundera,

The Unbearable Lightness of Being
(1984)

MiLAN KUNDERA

Jhe UNBEARABLE

LIGHTNESS .{ BEING

a nuic(
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John Berger

John Berger, G (1972)




The impossible passivity of the reader

what, after all, of the remains), today, for us, here, now, of a
Hegel?

For us, here, now: from now on that is what one will not have
been able to think without him.

For us, here, now: these words are citations, already, always, we
will have learned that from him.

Who, him?

His name is so strange. From the eagle it draws imperial or
historic power. Those who still pronounce his name like the French
(there are some) are ludicrous only up to a certain point: the
restitution (semantically infallible for those who have read him a
little—but only a little) of magisterial coldness and imp babll
seriousness, the lemsshnnxtmdﬁmt gl.lumdgd

Let the emblanched [emblémi) p be

“what remained of a Rembrandt torn into small, very regu-

lar squares and rammed doun the shithole” is divided in
two.

As the remain(s) [rese].

Two unequal columns, they say distyle [disent-ils},
each of which — envelop(e)(s) or sheath(es), incalcu-
lably reverses, turns inside out, replaces, remarks,
overlaps {recoupe} the other.

The incalculable of what remained calculates itself,

‘Who, him? The lead or gold, white or black eagle has not
signed the text of sawir absolu, absolute knowledge. Even less has
the red eagle. Besides,
Sa from now on will be the sighum of sovoir  whether Sz is a text, has
absolu. And IC, let's note this already since  given rise to a text, whether
maculste Conception. A property singular 1€ has been written or has
tachygraphy: it is not first going to dislocate,  Written, caused writing, let
as could be thought. a code, Le., what we  writing come about is not
depend [table] on too much. But perhaps, yet known.

and slowly this
e sere e T Whether it lets itself be

assigned [enseigner], signed,
ensigned is not yet known. there is an incompatibility
(rather than a dialectical contradiction) between the teaching and

Its/His [Sa) signature, as thought of the remain(s), will en-
velop this corpus, but no doube will not be

® e 5 contined therein.

cencie wow  This is—a legend.

now but will al- Nonﬁblrllegcnd Not a novel, nota

con. [amily, butalegend.

less, The legend does not pretend to afford a
© what  reading of Hegel's whole corpus, texts, and
the engraver terms 3 plans (desseins], just of two figures. More
precisely, of two figures in the act of effacing
two passages.

lab all the coups {strokes, blows, etc.], twists or
scaffolds them in silence, you would wear yourself out
even faster by counting them. Each little square is
delimited, each column rises with an impassive self-
sufficiency, and yet the element of contagion, the
infinite circulation of general equivalence relates each
sentence, each stump of writing (for example, “je
m'é& . . .") to each other, within each column and
from one column to the other of what remained infi-
nitely calculable.

Almost.

Of the remain(s), after all, there are, always, over-
lapping each other, two functions.

The first assures, guards, assimilates, interiorizes,
idealizes, relieves the fall [chute] into the monument.
There the fall maintai balms, and ifi
itself, monumemorizes and names itself—falls (to
the tomb(stone)) {#ombe}. Therefore, but as a fall, it
erects itself there.

spiritual poine of view), but must proceed from spirit as the syn-
thesis of the singular and the universal. The concepr of the Idea is
spirit, but spirit as it knows itself and is actual (als sich Wissendes
und Wirkliches). Now it can know itself and become actual only
insofar as it objectifies itself. This objectification (Objebtivierang)
produces itself through the “form of its moments (durch die Form
seiner Momente)." In becoming an object for itself, spirit issues
from, goes out of, itself. But it does 50 in order to remain (in) itself,
to return to and become equal to itself. Here this very general
procession of the Hegelian spirit has Sitt/ichkeit for its principal

stage or station.

But as every sally of the spirit outside itself has the general form
of its other, to wit, nature; as nature is the spirit outside itself
but also a moment of the spirit’s return to self, so Sitt/ichkeit will en-

why is the reconstitution of a Hegelian pro-
cess written more easily in the future? Nar-
rative ease! Pedagogical ease? Why does 2
philosopher 5o hard on narrative. on récit—
he always opposes it to the concept—why
does he incite us to use a kind of conceptual

rarration?
When Hegel is explained, it is always in 3

tail this naturalness. That
will be a spirit-nature. Its
naturalness will resolve it-
self, reabsorb itself, spiri-
tualize itself in proportion
as Sittlichkeit will develop
itself through the form of

seminar y
the concept. the concept of history.

Rearing (the student), in French éléve: that is
the word | am treating here. ike the thing. in

every sense.
Rearing (the student), Iéiéve. What is élever

M«*]PW}-‘&KMIWH
relever une éléve, relieving a rearing!
There is some lightness in all this. The dream
of the eagle is alleviating. Wherever it (ga)
falls (to the tomb). And is sublimating.
When a future is used for the student, it isa
grammatical ruse of reason: the sense that
reason will have meant (to say) s, in truth,
the future perfect, the future anterior. The
encyclopedic version of the greater Logic
(circular pedagogy. for the student) narrates
ftself in the future perfect

its will exhaust
the inner negarivity tha

over) it, will pro-
duce itself by denying itself
as nature. Each of its three
moments will mark a prog-

. ress in this relief [reféve] of

the naturalness. Wirklich-
keit, actuality, the Wirken of
Wirklichkeit will be the op-
eration of the negativity
reappropriating the spirit,
bringing it back home to
itself, (close) by [asuprés de)
itself, through its ethical
objectification. Having de-
nied itself in naturalizing
ieself and objectifying it-

self, spirit will deny its negation by returning to itself through the
less and less abstract form (Form) of its moments. The spirit's
general at-home-with-itself is not the family at-home-with-itself.
The latter however is a determinate representation of the former,
and this representative relation precisely opens the question.
Love is in sight: it cannot be thought in its concept (the concept
of self-feeling that i is not affected by it) without taking into account

chis relieving negativity. If Sistlichhei

is a relieving

The flower is (de)part(ed). It holds, from its
being-(de)part(ed), the force of a transcendental ex-
crescence that only makes it seem such (transcenden-
tal) and that no longer even has to be deflowered.
Practical deconstruction of the transcendental effect is
at work in the structure of the flower, as of every parr,
inasmuch as it gppears or grows {pousse) as such.

Question of the plant, of phuein, of nature, and of
what elsewhere, the reference being taken from a
certain taboo, was named verginity. How can a part
take part, be party to?

This therefore could have started
with the parodic, altering, rotting
poisoning, by an anthological dose,
of the soil of ontological truth, “This century is cer-
where the prose and poetry, thems @inly the century'of
and poems have grown. Besides, mmm
the taste for and the handling of peal they have for
poison are declared throughout the ;m e =
text. The text is nourished by emetic and.after ana-
them. And if I tell you from now on mmam-
that glas is a kind of poisoned milk, ~demned for having in-
you will find the dose t00 StrONE  prison, for having
and the image dissonant. So it is caused “a dangerous
not yet the time.

Let us restrict ourselves: the glas e glas can be read
that is raised and resounds on the :ﬁm
surface of some page — already —  nausea [écaeurement]
between “lilacs” and “explosions e Fn Y (WE UL
[é&lats],” also announces, while causes me to write

Jacques Derrida, Glas (1986)




WAHIKO KYo
TUSHIRO MIFUNE

Mutually ok U

contradictory
versions of
the same story

Akira Kurosawa, Rashomon
(1950)



From Work
to Text

Roland Barthes (1968) , R°lAND
| DARTHES



Textile, Texture:
Text as a weave or cloth

From textus: texture; texere: to compose or weave

Context

Text in its relation to a
particular environment

From contexere, com + texere: to weave together



* The work is an object; the text
is discursive

e The work has an authorised
meaning; the text has no
assured meaning

* The work is singular; the text
is plural



* The work begins with the
author, the text begins with
the reader

* The work establishes a
hierarchy of quality, the text
a quality of reading



Criticisms
of Barthes’
argument




Semiotics for Design

» Cultural objects convey
meaning

» Cultural practises

depend on meaning,
therefore they must
make use of signs.




Semiotics for Design

* For Designers,
Semiotics can be used
dS
— a tool for naming and
analysing complex
signs.

— to rework existing signs
and construct new ones.




Advertising Semiotics
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