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Question 1: Reflect and respond critically to the following quotation “Semiotics is in principle the discipline studying everything which can be used in order to lie”. (1)

(1)  Eco, U (1976) A theory of semiotics (Vol. 217). Bloomington: Indiana University Press.
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Introduction
Umberto Eco (1976) stated that “semiotics is in principle the discipline studying everything which can be used in order to lie. If something cannot be used to tell a lie, conversely it cannot be used to tell the truth: it cannot in fact be used ‘to tell’ at all”. In doing so, he provided an insight worthy of consideration; if signs can be used to tell the truth, they can also be used to lie.
Semiotics is concerned with anything that can be perceived as a sign. A sign is anything which represents a meaning, other than the sign itself, to those who view it. This ‘something else’ does not necessarily have to exist, or even be present at the moment in which a sign acts as its representative. Thus, semiotics is, in principle, the discipline of studying anything which can be used in order to lie, or to tell the truth. 
Eco developed a classification system into which he categorised signs. The main classifications are artificial, and natural; each has a number of sub-classifications. Natural signs are natural events which may signify something. For example, the gathering of dark clouds would signify the coming of rain. Of course, the person witnessing such a sign would need to have previously learned what it signifies. Unintentional human-created signs are also considered natural; a doctor is able to diagnose a disease or illness by observing the visible signs on a human body. Neither the patient nor the doctor can control these signs.

Artificial signs have two sub-classifications; 1. Signs intentionally produced in order to signify: these are always human-generated and have a sender and a receiver. For example, the thumb and finger ‘OK’ symbol, or a heart emoji in a message. 2. Signs produced intentionally as function: a room filled with chairs will signify sitting, and will tell those entering the room to sit. Such signs can have a secondary function. For example, a room filled with very expensive chairs can not only signify sitting, but also indicate wealth.

Eco’s theory was that humans evolve in a ‘system of systems of signs’. He took interest in the sign in 1973, inspired by Charles Pierce’s (Atkin, 2010) work, and he continued revising his theories up until 1988. Eco’s theory was based on the importance of ‘codes’. Humans had to share a common set of codes that each understood. Greeting someone in Welsh would not work well unless that person spoke the Welsh language, and using a hand signal would only work if both the sender and receiver understood the signal’s meaning.

To summarise, semiotics is the reading of everything around us through the connection of visualisation and words. Semiotics was brought forward by many theorists, of which Eco is just one. Saussure (2006) is known as the ‘father of modern linguistics’ and is an important influence because his model of language shaped the semiotic approach to the problem of representation in a wide variety of cultural fields (Hall, 1997, p.30). His approach to semiotics defined the characteristics of visual and linguistic awareness and the relationship between the two methods of communication which he called signs. Saussure deconstructed the sign into two further elements. There was, he argued, the form (the actual word, the image, the performance) and the idea or concept in your head with which the form was associated. Saussure called the first element, the signifier, and the second element - the corresponding concept triggered in your head – the signified (Hall, p.30).

The theory of visual understanding, and the word, gives meaning to what one sees based on language since “language is a system of signs” Jonathan Culler (1976, p.19), (Hall, 1997, p. 31). Signs can be found all around us and encompass many different areas including sounds, images, written words, paintings, and photographs, which function as signs within language and “only when they serve to express or communicate ideas” (Hall, 1997, p.31).

In business
Company logos are a very common example of signs that signify not only the company name but all manner of other feelings and impressions. For example, sight of the Apple logo, the Tesco logo, or Google’s coloured letters immediately creates a mix of impressions and emotions about the companies themselves. A great deal of time and money is spent by companies on researching the effect of different fonts and different colours when designing company logos. The same is true for the colour schemes in business premises; McDonalds tends to use colours in its restaurants to great effect, as they modify customers’ behaviour and ordering choice (Karjaluoto, 2014).




In performance
From a Performance perspective signs can be read from props, sets, costumes and the performance itself. As the signified will be an interpretation by each individual, based on their upbringing and personal context, this means that a sign can be understood in many ways. Therefore, the meaning is not fixed, but offers a wide range of interpretation, from truth to a lie. Ironically, most performance is based on a misrepresentation of the truth, excused only by the fact that the audience is aware of the deception and even involved in it. The performance’s primary function may be to tell a story, but its secondary function is often to leave the audience member with an emotional feeling; maybe anger, sadness or elation, and audience members will attend a show or watch a film many times, in order to intentionally re-experience these emotions.

Lying to one’s self
It is hard to separate lies that are told or implied by a sign from a verbally delivered lie. A lie is an intentionally false statement’. When one lies, one states something that isn’t true. Lying is used for the purpose of deception. According to Hample (1980) lying can be for both ‘selfish reasons’ and ‘social and economic superiority’. This can then be interpreted as self-interest; acting for one’s own personal gain. Lying is considered socially unacceptable, and it can have serious consequences such as the loss of trust and integrity. One form of lying is self-deception, holding false views about one’s own abilities, and it is quite common in the performing arts. This is usually done subconsciously and can be reinforced by well-meaning friends or family giving false signs of appreciation of talent. The result of such self-deception can often be seen in some popular TV talent shows and is often used to ridicule poor performers for the entertainment of the audience. Such actions are serving as a sign to the performer that he/she need to correct their view of their talent; but this is not a particularly gentle way of delivering that message.

In media
The distortion of truth by way of technology plays a big part within media, particularly film. For example, In ET, The Extra-Terrestrial (1982). The green screen is used for the iconic scene where Elliott and ET are silhouetted cycling across the full moon. In the 2012 film, Life of Pi; a tale about a shipwrecked youth trapped on a boat with a tiger, Computer-generated graphics (CGI) were used to create all of the animals. However, such efforts to create an alternative reality could not really be considered lies since the audience is fully aware of the technology involved and are actually prepared to ignore it in order to immerse themselves in the story. So the film or the performance could be viewed, in terms of Eco’s classifications, as a collection of artificial signs produced in order to signify.



Online
Semiotics are very common on the Internet, taking the form of icons, website content, and applications (apps). Thousands of applications have become recognisable simply by their icons. For example, Microsoft Messenger is represented by an icon of a speech bubble containing a lightning flash, signifying a message being sent as fast as electricity flows, The ‘Tips’ app on the iPhone is represented by a yellowish-orange icon with a light bulb in the middle, signifying enlightenment. The computer icon has possibly become the most prominent example of an artificial sign with both primary and secondary function; they represent a function, since they open a useful computer application, but they also promote awareness of the company’s brand and build customer loyalty.

Propaganda
Although Propaganda – a broad campaign of misinformation designed to mislead the public - was first used by Pope Gregory in 1622, (Cantril, 1938), it was used to great effect during World War 2. The UK government used it in two ways; to misdirect the German government and upset their war effort, and to maintain morale amongst the British people. Propaganda was also used to encourage people not to engage in loose talk (with slogans such as ‘be like Dad, keep Mum’), and to encourage healthy eating (the famous rumour was started that carrots help you see in the dark). The current form of this moulding of the truth is what political spin-doctors do; there was a famous lie stated by the Conservative party on the side of a bus about the cost of EU membership, and after a staggering defeat in the recent general election, several Labour party spokespeople were nevertheless claiming that they ‘won the argument’. Such behavior is slowly being normalized; the philosophical relativism that hides behind [Kant’s] famous question “What is truth?” has taken hold in recent years and there is even talk of a new ‘post-truth’ era where all truth and all facts are subjective. This would fly in the face of Ecu’s theories since nothing could really be said to be objectively true, nor objectively false – but it is likely to be nothing more than a passing fad since it seems entirely unworkable in practice.


Fake News
Fake news has been around since 1843 (Standage, 2017) but the since the explosion of social media and other Internet channels over the last ten years it has become a common part of daily life. Anybody can publish any piece of news without critique or fact checking, and it can promptly ‘go viral’. Social media companies are able to manipulate what information their users see, specific to each individual user, and thereby influence each user’s thinking. This can place social media users into an ‘echo chamber’ where they only ever hear news that reinforces their views. This phenomenon came to the forefront within the media in 2016 in relation to the USA’s presidential election. prior to Donald Trump being elected. Traditional forms of media communication have always been used for fake news including newspapers, magazines, television. However, the Internet has seen an explosion in the false representation of reality and realism, since nothing is regulated or checked.Jean Baudrillard stated that “you may interpret many representations as a means of concealing the absence of reality” (Chandler, 2007); never has this been more true than today.

Conclusion
Umberto Eco’s theories of semiotics do a great deal to explain and understand the modern-day usage of signs. They mostly stand up to examination, even with the furious pace of technological change that has occurred over the last 20 years. In fact, the explosion of the Internet has expanded the areas in which Eco’s theories can be applied and studied. However, there is a threat to those theories from the post-modern idea of an entirely subjective version of truth, should that school of thought take hold.
Being aware of signs is important; consider the example of the performer with an exaggerated view of their abilities. It is possible that a gently-delivered sign at an early stage – maybe a friend being honest could help to avoid a more brutally-delivered sign later on - being ridiculed on a TV talent show.
The interesting thing about Eco’s theories with regard to the performing arts is that most of the signs are used to distort the truth, and yet the audience is aware of this and perfectly happy with it. It seems that people will happily expose themselves to the primary functions of a performance - the Signified - many times over and even appreciate its quality of delivery, to enjoy the reward of the secondary function - the signifier, which is the emotional impact. The performing arts seem to be one area where signs that tell lies are not only acceptable, but desirable.
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