Research in Context

Question 1: “The good of a book lies in its being read. A book is made up of signs that speak of other signs, which in turn speak of things. Without an eye to read them, a book contains signs that produces no concept; therefore, it is dumb.” Umberto Eco quoted in The Book of Informatics Hobbs et al (2011) Using this quotation, critically discuss it in relation to the contemporary media and debate whether you think we, as a society are being taught to not read the signs of modern life 
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Umberto Eco’s theory on semiotics is particularly interesting when he speaks of the linguistic signs within a book. “Without an eye to read them, a book contains signs that produce no concept; therefore, it is dumb.” When considering Eco’s statement that we, as a society are being taught to not read the signs of modern life it becomes apparent there is a strong connection between Ecos theory and the idea that we are living in a highly digitally connected world and constantly bombarded with both linguistic and visual linguistics, more now than ever before. One could argue that in such a society with unnatural amounts of communication, it becomes difficult to maintain a relationship with the understanding of modern-day signs. During his career as a theorist Eco composed a classification between signs making them either natural or artificial. These categories are split into two classes and I will talk further on these later in this essay. But what are the signs of modern life? In a world so reliant on digital connection it is difficult to determine what the signs of modern life are but there is no doubt they are more frequently artificial and forced upon each person through social and traditional media. 
The difference between artificial and natural signs seems pretty self-evident but it is important to understand the workings of this theory. Artificial signs are created intentionally to either signify something or as a function to the reader. However, it is not the readers interpretation that is changing, it’s the signs that are designed for purpose, in effect taking the interpretation from the reader as Eco argues in The theory of signs and the role of the reader, where he states that “text theories have shifted toward pragmatics, so that the newest problematic is not the generation of texts but their reading.” (Spring, 1981, 35) Existing in a world surrounded by digital connectivity and artificial signs has led to signs being imposed on society through traditional and social media rather than an active awareness for such signs. With signs being repeatedly artificially designed for function or to signify a specific meaning, it could be argued that this unnatural relationship creates a disconnection between the readers interpretation and the proposed meaning of the signs. The interpretation of natural signs differs from those of artificial ones, they can be identified through things or events with no human sender or signs that are unintentionally produced by a human agent. The way a sign of this nature is read falls on the readers past (memory) and world view so there is very much an emotional connection with that of a natural sign. However Eco doesn’t believe that there are boundless interpretations “ for infinite interpretations reduces the world to a linguistic phenomenon, which robs language of its communitive power”(eco, the limits of interpretation 27) While natural signs remain frequent, one cannot help but feel that artificial signs are becoming prevalent through the use of the internet. For instance, the use of artificial sign is seen in marketing for products. An example of this would be, why would a consumer choose (product A) over (product B). The use of signs designed to signify would be a fundamental part of the decision of the consumer, using both linguistic and visual linguistics to influence the final choice. 
Semiotics and sign have been theorised for thousands of years, one of the earliest of theorists would be Aristocles Plato (428-347BC). Plato theorised the idea that signs are not representing our experience of the world but rather, reality is an idea and that signs represent the idea. He states that “verbal signs are only incomplete representations of the true nature of things.” (Archaeological Semiotics By Robert W. Preucel 2006/9/14 page 5). In contrast, another theorist called Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913) who, similar to Umberto Eco divided the meaning of signs in two classifications being the (signifier) and (Signified). He believes the purpose of a sign is to formulate an interpretation of the world around us, noting that “Language does not reflect reality but rather constructs it” (Chandler, 2002, p. 28). Saussure explains this theory by stating we do not only use Language to give meaning to things that exist around us but also to explain things that do not. The theory of mimesis thought of by Plato is the belief that art imitates reality. With ‘Idea’ being the conclusive reality, art (sign) is seen only to imitate such reality. When comparing this theory against Eco’s idea of artificial signs it could be argued again that seeing the world around us through ever evolving artificial signs, could form a disconnection from reality itself by only interpreting the world through sign. Whether signs are constructing or representing the world around us the presence of reality has to exist, but if we as a society are interpreting signs that are more frequently artificial. could this mean that we are misled by  the signs of modern day life and are not fully understanding the true nature of reality, therefore giving signs the power of changing our interpretation of the world around us, as the artificial sign becomes the new natural? 
As we move forward into an ever-changing digital world, the abnormal amount of communication is both a blessing and a curse. It is difficult to predict how this rapid change in the way the world works will affect us as a society. Although the ability to connect with someone on the other side of the world is an amazing development in technology one must understand that we, as a society are becoming acclimatised to speaking through sign rather than a natural face to face contact. Therefore, the conversations on social media are conversations through the artificial signs that Eco speaks of and in turn could possibly mean we are losing connection with the natural way of communicating with others. Eco and his classification of signs become very important when explaining how these two forms of communicating are different. When you speak to someone face to face you have a range of different signs to draw an interpretation from, such as the body language and the tone of voice someone is using. When reading text it takes away these factors and the way of communicating emotion comes from the use of punctuation in text. However the creation of new signs has been forced upon society by the constant growth of the digital age, relating to Plato’s theory that art imitates reality, the use of ‘emojis’ are seen frequently in online text and they serve the purpose of imitating the way we speak to one another face to face. “Neuroscientist Owen Churches from the University of Adelaide discovered that the same region in the brain is activated when seeing an emoji or an emoticon as when seeing an actual face.” (www.socialmediatoday.com Aleksandra Atanasova Nov. 14, 2016)This means that with extensive use of ‘emojis’ imitating direct face to face conversation we are still able to draw interpretation of how a text should be read. “Similar to punctuation, emojis are used to express emotion - irony or humor - and to substitute body language and tone of voice in text-based communication.” (Aleksandra Atanasova, Nov. 14, 2016, www.socialmediatoday.com) Visual linguistics in the form of emojis are frequently used in modern day digital text, sometimes as translation for full linguistic sentences, they are artificial signs that have been created in order to mimic natural signs to create more emotion in written text. If we can read just the same with visual linguistic signs are we heading towards a complete disconnection with written language itself? You could argue that language in its written form would be a fundamental part in interpreting the visuals and to draw meaning, but once the language itself have become purely visualized with image rather than word does this become the globally known language of the digital age? 
We are faced with a world that is changing rapidly with regards to digital connectivity, society is unknowingly forced upon signs that are artificially created as a function or to signify. Perhaps the reason we don’t notice how obvious this is due to the fact that these signs are an imitation to reality as theorised by Plato, there is a possibility that there is a natural connection with such signs  because they are somewhat similar to the reality that we see every day, therefore they are familiar to us as  . Marketing is based on using signs to signify. It uses signs that are most pleasing to the eye and more likely to grab the readers attention. The signs that it uses will often contain an image (visual linguistic) and also a word/ words, however these words and images have been carefully put together by a designer in order to persuade the reader to buy the product that the company is advertising. The profitable business of ‘convincing’ has only increased with the introduction of social media platforms, before the age of internet on hand-held mobile phones, advertisement would be on the TV and billboards, but this was only the beginning. Contrasting how marketing used to work, everyone with an active social platform are being subconsciously predicted by using your own personal digital footprint. “These are characteristics that we show online through our Facebook profiles, Instagram pictures, tweets, blog posts or personal websites. Those traces of ourselves can be used to assess our psychological profile, to some extent.”(www.psychologytoday.com Elena Blanco-Suarez Ph.D.Brain Chemistry Posted Mar 21, 2018) Not only are the advertisements becoming more and more relatable, but we are shown more of them that relate to our own interests. Simply by using your data and building a psychological profile, social platforms can predict what products you may be interested in. Has the role of the signs changed for the worst? I believe signs have been weaponized to coax people into buying products that they don’t necessarily need but are made to believe otherwise. Instead of different interpretations being made of the signs they are now designed to target a certain market just as the product itself. Does the interpretation even still exist, or are we being robbed of our ability of creating context to certain signs? 
In the rise of social media, companies have a wide range of options when it comes to marketing, one of which is through marketing influencers. “a new type of independent, third-party endorsers who shape an audience’s attitudes through blogs.” (The Rise of Social Media Influencer Marketing on Lifestyle Branding: A Case Study of Lucie Fink Morgan Glucksman). Celebrities in their own right, social influencers are being used on social media to promote brands through their large following. Being more relatable to the average consumer, they persuade individuals to purchase the products that they are advertising by using Instagram, Snapchat and Youtube. In the same way traditional advertisement can be seen to be weaponized to take over our interpretations of a given sign, a marketing influencer uses their cult-like following in order to persuade an individual to buy the products they are advertising. Although it is difficult to see an influencer as a sign of modern day life, it is evident that through their sometimes huge following on social media they are something we pay attention to. But what do they signify? A marketing influencer being the (signifier) to the majority of millennials the signified concept would be aspirations of credibility, inspiration and motivation. On the other hand, they are another tool that marketing use to create a false reality that the younger generation then follow. In a modern materialized world, one could argue that the younger generations are being taught what signs to read through the power of marketing influencers leading to negative comparisons when they are doing everything that influencers are saying but not seeing the same results. Therefore, they are feeling bad about themselves because the interpretation of success has been made for us, and doesn’t allow allowing us to create meanings of success ourselves. In a world that is image obsessed and influence marketing being predominantly aimed at the younger generation through platforms like Instagram, older generations are still subject to these tactics through Facebook of which they are the leading user. However they are not as easily persuaded as the younger generations “Older generations are even more resistant to traditional advertising than are young people, and at the same time, they’re often being overlooked by ads targeted to millennials.” (Beyond Millennials: Influencer Marketing For Older Generations, blog.swaygroup.com) This could be down to the more natural signs that older generations have grown up with and as a result are not as acclimatized to the artificial ones displayed by influencers, and are therefore not as persuaded by them in contrast to the younger generation who have grown up with artificial signs and perhaps don’t know anything different.
The age of digital connectivity is forcing a multitude of artificial signs into our everyday lives through the uses of social and traditional media. The expansion of such signs is pushing us further away from natural signs, with reality either being constructed or represented by sign, the modern-day artificial signs produced will most likely have a negative effect on how we see our world around us. If the signs are mimetic of reality, then could this mean we are interpreting the reality of our world as unnatural? Since technology has made rapid advancements, so has the appearance of artificial signs, signs like these are only created in order to signify or as a function but if this is the case then there is no room for interpretation of these signs because they have been designs to tell you something specific, therefore the power of the reader is no longer valid. Furthermore, if we continue to use ‘emojis’ in and as replacement for our text could this mean that we will one day lose complete connection with the written word? Marketing strategies have evolved over the years and with rise of social media, that growth has only increased. Although marketing campaigns haven’t changed much in their aim the number of adverts that one person sees has increased dramatically, your personal data makes you vulnerable to relatable adds that are forced upon you while looking at your screens, increasing your likeliness in purchasing a product. Although the younger generation have adapted to the new age of signs more than the elder, this does not mean they fully understand them. I do not believe we are being taught not to read the signs of modern life but rather we are losing connection and control of their power.  
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