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Barthes, Roland (1915(80) was a prominent French literary scholar, cultural theorist and semiotician. In 1976 he became the first person to hold the chair of ‘literary semiology’ at the Collège de France (his final post). Barthes’ approach to cultural criticism evolved from a structuralism influenced by Saussure and the Danish linguist Louis Hjelmslev (1899(1966) into a more poststructuralist inflection. Whilst deriving his structuralist approach primarily from linguistics Barthes went beyond Saussure’s focus on purely verbal signs, applying it to a wide range of social phenomena. The Saussurean legacy of the arbitrariness of signs has led many semioticians to stress that even signs which appear ‘transparent’—such as in photography and film—are dependent on social and cultural conventions (or codes) which have to be learned before such signs can be ‘read’. Barthes’ best-known work is Mythologies, 1957 (abridged English translation 1973)—a collection of essays examining taken-for-granted assumptions embedded in popular culture. His early work was largely responsible for establishing structuralist semiotics as a major approach to reading cultural practices amongst cultural theorists. He formally outlined the structuralist Eléments de sémiologie, 1964 (Elements of Semiology 1967) and applied this method in Système de la mode, 1967 (The Fashion System 1983). These two works focused on formal structural analysis, but in much of his work the reading of textual and social codes was a tool for a loosely neo-Marxist ideological analysis—serving to unmask what he saw as the dominant social values of the bourgeoisie. Barthes adopted from Hjelmslev the notion that there are different orders of signification (levels of meaning) in semiotic systems. The first is that of denotation: at this level there is a sign consisting of a signifier and a signified. Connotation is a second-order which uses the denotative sign as its signifier and attaches to it an additional signified. Barthes argues that these orders combine to produce ideology in the form of myth, which serves the ideological function of naturalisation—in other words, making dominant cultural and historical values, attitudes and beliefs seem entirely ‘natural’, normal, self-evident, timeless, obvious commonsense—and thus objective and true reflections of ‘the way things are’. Despite an oft-quoted assertion in ‘Le message photographique’, 1961 (‘The photographic message’ in Image(Music(Text 1977) that ‘the photographic image... is a message without a code’, Barthes went on to argue that the apparent identity of the signifier and the signified in this medium is a powerful illusion. No sign is purely denotative—lacking connotation—‘Every sign supposes a code’. 

Whilst Saussure argued for the arbitrariness of the relationship between the signifier and the signified, poststructuralists assert their total disconnection. The advent of poststructuralism is often associated with the publication of Roland Barthes's S/Z in 1970 (English translation 1974). Barthes refers to an ‘empty signifier’ in ‘Le Mythe aujourd’hui’, 1957 (‘Myth Today’ in Mythologies). In later work he shows a poststructuralist concern both for what became known as ‘intertextuality’ (the text as ‘a tissue of quotations’) and for the reader as ‘a producer of the text’—heralding ‘La mort de l’auteur’ (‘The death of the author’ in Image(Music(Text, 1968). See codes, poststructuralism, semiotics, signifier and signified, structuralism

codes are a key concept in structuralist-inspired semiotics. Saussure stressed that signs are not meaningful in isolation, but only in relation to each other. Later, Roman Jakobson (1896(1982) emphasised that the production and interpretation of texts depends upon the existence of codes or conventions for communication which are at least partly shared. Codes thus represent a social dimension of semiotics. They can be broadly divided into social codes (such as ‘body language’), textual or representational codes (such as aesthetic realism) and interpretative codes or ways of reading (such as feminism). Within a code there may also be subcodes: such as stylistic and personal subcodes (or idiolects). Not all signs are as ‘arbitrary’ as the linguistic ones on which Saussure focused, but many semioticians argue that even photographs and films involve codes which have to be ‘read’. It is the familiarity of such codes which leads texts which employ them to seem like recordings or direct reproductions of reality. The signifier comes to seem identical with the signifier, giving the illusion of what Barthes called a ‘message without a code’. He and others sought to ‘denaturalise’ codes in order to make more explicit the underlying rules for encoding and decoding texts, and often also with the intention of revealing the operation of ideological forces. Some codes are fairly explicit; others are much looser (and their status as codes disputed). Some theorists (such as Eco) have even argued that our perception of the everyday world involves codes. See Barthes, Eco, semiotics, signifier and signified, structuralism

Eco, Umberto (b. 1932), an Italian semiotician and novelist, took up a post as Associate Professor of Semiotics at the University of Bologna In 1971. In 1974 he organised the first congress of the International Association for Semiotic Studies and he became a full Professor of Semiotics the next year. Published in 1980, his novel Il nome della rosa (The Name of the Rose)—a murder mystery which reflects both his semiotic and medieval interests—rapidly became an international bestseller and a film, and by 1985 Eco was being showered with honorary doctorates from universities around the world. This celebrity semiotician (a unique oxymoron) believes that mainstream contemporary philosophy should not sideline semiotics. In Trattato di semiotica generale, 1975 (A Theory of Semiotics, 1976) he declared that ‘semiotics is concerned with everything that can be taken as a sign’. In this work he sought to combine aspects of European structuralism and of the semiotics of the American philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce (1839(1914). One of Eco’s central concerns is reflected in the English title of Lector in Fabula (The Role of the Reader 1979). As Peirce had noted, a sign is not a sign until it is interpreted—a notion pursued further in Eco’s (1984) Semiotica e filosofia del linguaggio (Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language). Whilst Saussure had established that signs always relate to other signs, within his model the relationship between signifier and signified was stable and predictable. Drawing upon Peirce’s notion of the ‘interpretant’, Eco coined the term ‘unlimited semiosis’ to refer to the way in which the signified can function in its turn as a signifier for a further signified. ‘Open’ texts can have multiple interpretations (although unlike many postmodernists Eco regards such interpretations as subject to constraints). He sees textual constraints as demanding a detective reader seeking an interpretation justified by the evidence. Like the structuralist semioticians Eco also locates signs within codes—to which the interpretation of signs requires reference. These include both denotative and connotative codes. Eco’s codes are more open, dynamic and related to social context than conventional structuralist models; meaning is dependent on users’ variable competence in using codes and subcodes. ‘Aberrant decoding’ occurs when a text is decoded by means of a different code from that used to encode it. A Theory of Semiotics should be read in conjunction with Kant e l’ornitorinco, 1997 (Kant and the Platypus, 1999)—an exploration of the relationship between language, cognition and reality. Eco has declared that his abiding concern is with the ways in which we give meaning to the world. In a stance which critics interpret as idealism but which does not, as Saussure had done, ‘bracket’ reference to a world beyond the sign system, Eco insists that language does not merely mediate reality but is involved in its construction. Hence his provocative declaration that ‘semiotics is in principle the discipline studying everything which can be used in order to lie’. See semiotics, structuralism

markedness
A term in linguistics and semiotics often employed in the deconstructionist analysis of texts and practices. The concept of markedness, introduced by the Russian linguist Roman Jakobson (1896(1982), can be applied to both the signifiers and the signifieds of a paradigmatic opposition (such as male/female). Paired signifiers consist of an unmarked form (in this case, the word ‘male’) and a marked form (in this case the word ‘female’). The marked signifier is distinguished by some special semiotic feature (in this linguistic example the addition of an initial fe-). Within some texts the marked term may even be suppressed as an ‘absent signifier’. Similarly, the two signifieds may be valorised—accorded different values. The marked concept (typically listed as second in familiar pairings) is presented as ‘different’ or even (implicitly) negative. The unmarked concept is typically dominant (e.g. statistically within a text or corpus) and therefore seems to be neutral, normal and ‘natural’. Derrida demonstrated that within the oppositional logic of binarism neither of the terms (or concepts) makes sense without the other. This is what he calls ‘the logic of supplementarity’: the ‘secondary’ term which is represented as ‘marginal’ and external is in fact constitutive of the ‘primary’ term and essential to it. The concept of markedness can be applied more broadly: whether in textual or social practices, the choice of a marked form ‘makes a statement’. Where a text deviates from conventional expectations it is marked. Conventional, or over-coded text (which follows a fairly predictable formula) is unmarked whereas unconventional or under-coded text is marked. See deconstruction, Derrida, paradigm and syntagm, signifier and signified
paradigm and syntagm
Structuralist semioticians base formal textual analysis on two axes—the horizontal axis is the syntagmatic plane and the vertical axis is the paradigmatic plane. The term paradigmatic was introduced by the Russian linguist Roman Jakobson (1896(1982)—Saussure used the term associative. The plane of the syntagm is that of the combination of ‘this(and(this(and(this’ (as in the sentence, ‘the man cried’) whilst the plane of the paradigm is that of the selection of ‘this(or(this(or(this’ (e.g. the replacement of the last word in the same sentence with ‘died’ or ‘sang’). Barthes outlined the paradigmatic and syntagmatic elements of the ‘garment system’. The paradigmatic elements are the items which cannot be worn at the same time on the same part of the body (such as hats, trousers, shoes). The syntagmatic dimension is the juxtaposition of different elements at the same time in a complete ensemble from hat to shoes. Syntagmatic relationships exist both between signifiers and between signifieds. Relationships between signifiers can be either sequential (e.g. in film and television narrative sequences) or spatial (e.g. the ‘composition’ of a painting, photograph or filmic shot). Relationships between signifieds are conceptual relationships.

The ‘value’ of a sign is determined by both its paradigmatic and its syntagmatic relations. The use of one signifier (e.g. a particular word or a garment) rather than another from the same paradigm set (e.g. adjectives or hats) shapes the preferred meaning of a text. So too would the placing of one signifier above, below, before or after another (a syntagmatic relation). Syntagms and paradigms provide a structural context within which signs make sense; they are the structural forms through which signs are organised into codes. 

Structuralist textual analysis explores both paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations.  Paradigmatic analysis seeks to identify the ‘underlying’ paradigms within the ‘deep’ or ‘hidden’ structure of a text or practice. Jakobson built on Saussure's differential model of sign systems, proposing that texts are bound together by a system of binary oppositions (e.g. male/female, mind/body). The structuralist anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908(90) noted that such linkages become aligned in some texts and codes so that additional ‘vertical’ relationships (e.g. male/mind, female/body) acquire apparent links of their own. Barthes applied the ‘commutation test’ to structural analysis based on a purely phonetic version derived from Jakobson. In Barthes’ version the analyst focuses on a particular signifier in a text and seeks to identify which changes to this signifier would make sense (e.g. white for black) and what the differing (positive and negative) connotations might be, in the process classifying the relevant paradigm sets on which the text draws and the codes to which these belong (e.g. colour symbolism). The same process enables the text to be divided into minimal significant units, after which the syntagmatic relations between them can be identified. Syntagmatic analysis seeks to establish the ‘surface structure' of a text and the relationships between its parts. The study of syntagmatic relations reveals the conventions or ‘rules of combination’ underlying the production and interpretation of texts. See markedness, Saussure, signifier and signified, structuralism

Saussure, Ferdinand de (1857(1913), Swiss-born founder of modern linguistics, was a pioneer of structuralist thinking—his was the linguistic model which inspired the European structuralists. The Cours de linguistique générale (Course in General Linguistics, 1959) was first published posthumously in 1916 from student notes on his courses (1906(11). Although the words ‘structure’ and ‘structuralism’ are not mentioned, the Cours is the source of much of the terminology of structuralism. It is here that Saussure envisaged the establishment of sémiologie (‘semiology’) as ‘a science which studies the role of signs as part of social life’. It was left to later scholars to study the social use of signs, however. To Saussure (and to most subsequent structuralists) what mattered most were the underlying structures and rules of the semiotic system as a whole (langue) rather than specific performances or practices which were merely instances of its use (parole). Furthermore, Saussure prioritised studying such a system synchronically (as it exists as a relatively stable system during a certain period) rather than diachronically (studying its evolution). 

Saussure offered a dyadic model of the sign—in contrast to the triadic model of the American philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce (1839(1914). Focusing on linguistic signs (in particular spoken words), Saussure defined a sign as composed of a signifiant (‘signifier’ or ‘sound pattern’) and a signifié (‘signified’ or ‘concept’). Subsequent commentators now commonly interpret the signifier as the material (or physical) form of the sign—as something which can be seen, heard, touched, smelt or tasted. Unlike Peirce, Saussure ‘brackets the referent’: excluding direct reference to a world beyond the sign system. Saussure’s conception of meaning was purely structural and relational rather than referential—signs refer primarily to each other. These functional relations are of two kinds: syntagmatic (concerning positioning) and associative (concerning substitution), the latter now called ‘paradigmatic’ in accordance with the usage of the Russian linguist Roman Jakobson (1896(1982). Saussure distinguished the value of a sign from its signification or referential meaning. Even those words in different languages which have equivalent referential meanings have different values since they belong to different networks of associations. 
Saussure stressed the arbitrariness of the link between the linguistic signifier and the signified. There is no inherent, essential, transparent, self-evident or natural connection between the signifier and the signified—between the sound (or shape) of a word and the concept to which it refers. The Saussurean model, with its emphasis on internal structures within a sign system and on the arbitrariness of the sign can be seen as consonant with the stance that language does not ‘reflect’ reality but rather constructs it. Taking this together with its asocial and ahistorical focus on langue and synchronicity, the Saussurean model has criticised as idealist. 

There are two English translations of Saussure (Baskin 1959 and Harris 1983) though in the latter note the substitution of ‘signal’ and ‘signification’ for what are still invariably known as the signifier and the signified. See linguistics, paradigm and syntagm, sign, semiotics, signifier and signified, structuralism

semiotics is most often loosely defined as ‘the study of signs’ or ‘the theory of signs’. Nowadays the term semiotics is generally the preferred umbrella term for this field (at least in English), although the word ‘semiology’ is sometimes used, being derived from Saussure’s coinage of sémiologie (from the Greek s
Semiotics has not become widely institutionalised as a formal academic discipline and it has not (yet) achieved the status of the ‘science’ which Saussure anticipated. It is still a relatively loosely defined critical practice rather than a fully-fledged analytical method or theory, and there is little sense of a unified enterprise building on cumulative research findings. Saussure’s linguistic theories constituted a starting point for the development of various structuralist methodologies for analysing texts and social practices. These have been very widely employed in the analysis of many cultural phenomena. In an increasingly visual age, an important contribution of semiotics from Roland Barthes onwards has been a concern with imagistic as well as linguistic signs, particularly in the context of advertising, photography and audio-visual media. However, in accord with Saussurean priorities the structuralist focus has been on formal systems rather than on processes of use and production. Even Barthes, who argued that texts are codified to encourage a reading which favours the interests of the dominant class, confined his attention to the textual codes without fully engaging with the social context of interpretation. Such textual analysis has been so influential that it is quite common for naïve critics of structuralist methods to dismiss the whole enterprise of semiotics, reductively equating the two. Semiotic theory and practice have nevertheless continued to evolve—albeit not always in tandem. Whilst Saussure envisaged the study of ‘the role of signs as part of social life’, it is only since the 1980s that practitioners of ‘social semiotics’ have sought to recover this focus in the study of ‘signifying practices’ in specific social contexts. That such research may show little resemblance to structuralist textual analysis does not make it any less semiotic, and it highlights the need to combine established semiotic methods with ethnographic and phenomenological approaches. Elsewhere, particularly in studies of advertising and television, the use of ‘content analysis’ alongside more familiar tools has broken the former tendency for semioticians to reject quantitative methods. 
The assumptions of some post-Saussurean semioticians (such as Barthes and Eco) reflect a social constructionist epistemology according to which—

rather than simply ‘reflecting reality’—our sign-systems (language and other media) play a major part in ‘the social construction of reality’. We see only what are allowed to see by such sign systems—which help to naturalise and reinforce particular framings of ‘the way things are’. In contrast to Peirce, Saussure ‘bracketed the referent’ and emphasised the arbitrary relation between the signifier and the signified, and subsequent semoticians in this tradition emphasised mediating codes (even, in some cases, at the perceptual level). The Saussurean model thus offers a theoretical basis for constructionism. Critics drawn towards realism (including orthodox Marxist historical materialists) tend to attack constructionist stances as a form of idealism (which in the rhetoric of many postmodernist or poststructuralist inflections such as that of Derrida and Baudrillard is sometimes difficult to deny). However, constructionism need not involve any denial of external reality (nor need the Saussurean model itself). Constructionists insist that ‘realities’ are not limitless and unique to the individual as extreme idealists would argue; rather, they are the product of social definitions and as such far from equal in status. They are contested, and textual representations are thus ‘sites of struggle’. Some semioticians insist that their primary concern is to address the ideological issue of whose worldviews prevail in society and how they are maintained and contested. If signs do not merely reflect reality but are involved in its construction then those who control the sign systems control the construction of reality. However, dominant as the constructionist stance is in European semiotics, note that even an unfashionably realist epistemology is not a disqualification from being a semiotician since semiotics involves no agreed epistemology or ontology. Semiotics is no less a site of struggle than the domains which it seeks to investigate. See Barthes, Baudrillard, codes, Derrida, Eco, Kristeva, markedness, paradigm and syntagm, Saussure, sign, signifier and signified, structuralism

sign
Within contemporary semiotics, the most common usage is that a sign is a meaningful unit which is interpreted by sign-users as ‘standing for’ something other than itself. Signs may take various physical forms—such as spoken or written words, images, sounds, acts or objects. The physical form is sometimes known as the sign vehicle, and by most semioticians in the Saussurean and post-Saussurean tradition as the signifier—though note this is a more materialist usage than that of Saussure. The sign should not be equated with its physical form (a common casual usage). Sign vehicles become transformed into signs only when sign-users invest them with meaning with reference to a recognised code.  

Saussure’s model of the sign is dyadic—involving a combination of a signifier and a signified—whereas the main rival model—that of the American philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce (1839(1914)—is triadic (explicitly featuring a referent, unlike Saussure’s model). Sign systems with more than one level of structural ‘articulation’ (such as verbal language) include smaller units than the sign—minimal functional units which lack meaning in themselves (e.g. phonemes in speech or graphemes in writing). Such units are not signs in themselves. Analogical signs (such as oil paintings in an art gallery or gestures in face-to-face interaction) are signs in a form in which they are perceived as involving graded relationships on a continuum rather than as discrete units (in contrast to digital signs). See code, Saussure, semiotics, signifier and signified

signifier and signified
 In the dyadic model of Saussure, a sign has two necessary and inseparable elements: the signifiant (‘signifier’ or ‘sound pattern’) and the signifié (‘signified’ or ‘concept’). Saussure emphasised that the relationship between the (linguistic) signifier and signified is arbitrary: the link between them is not intrinsic or ‘natural’. Working independently and going beyond purely verbal signs, the American philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce (1839(1914) stressed relative arbitrariness—varying from the radical arbitrariness of symbolicity, via perceived similarity in iconicity, to the direct causal connection of indexicality. This distinction has been adopted by many semioticians whose framework is otherwise based largely on the Saussurean model. 

Ostensibly, Saussure’s account presented the signifier and the signified as wholly interdependent, neither pre-existing the other. Subsequent theorists applying Saussure’s dyadic model have accorded ontological priority either to the signified or to the signifier. Realist epistemologies and ‘commonsense’ tend to insist that the signified takes precedence over, and pre-exists, the signified: ‘look after the sense’, quipped Lewis Carroll, ‘and the sounds will take care of themselves.’ Derrida argued that dominant ideological discourse relies on the metaphysical illusion of a transcendent(al) signified—an ultimate referent at the heart of a signifying system which is portrayed as ‘absolute and irreducible’, stable, timeless and transparent—as if it were independent of and prior to that system. All other signifieds within that signifying system are subordinate to it. He noted that it is nevetheless subject to historical change, so that neo-Platonism focused on the Monad, Christianity on God, Romanticism on consciousness and so on. Without such a foundational term to provide closure for meaning, every signified functions as a signifier in an endless play of signification. 

In more idealist epistemologies ontological priority is accorded to the signifier, thus reversing the commonsensical position. The argument that ‘reality’ or ‘the world’ is at least partly constructed by the language (and other media) we use insists on ‘the primacy of the signifier’—suggesting that the signified is shaped by the signifier rather than vice versa. Poststructuralists such as the later Barthes, Derrida and Foucault developed this notion into a metaphysical presupposition of the priority of the signifier, but its roots can be found in Saussure and structuralism. The structuralist anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908(90) emphasised the primacy of the signifier, initially as a strategy for structural analysis. In Saussure's model the signified is shown over the signifier (like superstructure over determining base). Note that Lacan placed the signifier over the signified, reflecting his rhetoric that the signified inevitably ‘slips beneath’ the signifier, resisting our attempts to delimit it. Some poststructuralists refer to an ‘empty’ or ‘floating’ signifier—variously defined as a signifier with a vague, highly variable, unspecifiable or non-existent signified. Such signifiers mean different things to different people: they may stand for many or even any signifieds; they may mean whatever their interpreters want them to mean. This suggests a radical disconnection between signifier and signified. 

In Harris’s translation of Saussure’s Cours (1983) note his substitution of ‘signal’ and ‘signification’ for what are still invariably known as the signifier and the signified. See Lacan, markedness, Saussure, sign
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