
Semiotics for Design 

Can you identify the animal from their 
tracks?  



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.” Chandler (2001) Semiotics: The Basics 



Theories of language 



Jeppe Hein (2007): Chiswick Park Mirror installation 

 
1. Reflective  - 
it mirrors the 
world of people, 
objects, events 
 



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

 
2. Intentional – 
it expresses a 
person’s inner 
world 
 



 
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…I shall call it 
semiology, from the Greek semeion 
“signs”…”. 

    (Saussure quoted in Hall, 1997: 36) 



dog 

“dog” 

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 is no natural or 
inevitable link between the 
signifier and the signified.”  

      (Culler, 1976: 19) 



tree	
  	
  
	
  
l’arbre	
  
	
  
Baum	
  	
  
	
  
árbol	
  	
  
	
  
drzewo	
  



Red:	
  a	
  colour	
  (English)	
  
	
  
	
  
Red:	
  a	
  net	
  (Spanish)	
  
	
  
	
  
Red:	
  a	
  communist	
  	
  
	
  



THE SYSTEM OF SIGNS 



Signs organised into a system =  

language. 



system 



system 

• A model of classification 
• Examples of categories: flying 

things, natural or man-made 
things, cause & effect, etc. 



system 



system 



Langue	
  [French]	
  
Language	
  as	
  a	
  system	
  or	
  
structure	
  as	
  a	
  whole	
  

	
  
	
  



Signs : Saussure 

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







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	
  



‘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 

•  It 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	
  maRer	
  
because	
  we	
  cannot	
  make	
  up	
  the	
  
rules	
  of	
  language	
  individually,	
  for	
  
ourselves.’	
  
	
  
Stuart	
  Hall,	
  Representa,on	
  (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	
  consUtutes	
  	
  
the	
  world	
  
	
  
Examples:	
  
•  Geo-­‐poliUcal	
  orientaUon	
  	
  
•  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 

‘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 



dog  3 



1. conceptual map 
2. language system 



Kosuth (1961) One and Three Chairs 



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 



Structuralism	
  	
  
and	
  SemioUcs	
  

Mythologies  (1957) 







Language	
  can	
  become	
  unfixed	
  from	
  
meaning,	
  creaUng	
  an	
  uncertain	
  
relaUonship	
  between	
  signifier	
  and	
  
signified.	
  
	
  	
  
This	
  opens	
  meaning	
  to	
  constant	
  
‘play’	
  or	
  ‘slippage’;	
  to	
  the	
  
producUon	
  of	
  new	
  meanings	
  and	
  
new	
  interpretaUons.	
  

Post-­‐structuralism 

Image  Music  Text  (1977)  
 



The  Death  of  the  Author  
  
Roland  Barthes  (1968)  
  

	
  

Post-­‐structuralism 

Image  Music  Text  (1977)  
 



Post-­‐structuralism 

Image  Music  Text  (1977)  
 

=  The  death  of  authorial  
authority  and  authorised  
meaning  
    
=  A  repudiation  of  the  
intentional  fallacy	

	

A  text  may  “betray”  itself	

 



	
‘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  of  
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  Fowles,  	

	
The  French  Lieutenant’s  Woman  
(1969)	


The  author  as	

the  reader  of	

their  own  text	




	

	
Milan  Kundera,  	

	
The  Unbearable  Lightness  of  Being  
(1984)	




 
	
John  Berger,  G  (1972)	




 
Jacques  Derrida,  Glas  (1986)	


The  impossible  passivity  of  the  reader	




	

	
Akira  Kurosawa,  Rashomon  
(1950)	


Mutually	

contradictory	

versions  of	

the  same  story	




From  Work    
to  Text    
  
Roland  Barthes  (1968)	




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  
	


• 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 
as  
– a tool for naming and 

analysing complex 
signs. 

–  to rework existing signs 
and construct new ones.  



Advertising Semiotics 


