Semiotics - An Introduction





Semiotics is the study of signs, or sign systems. The word ‘sign’ in this context, however, does not always mean the same thing as it does in its normal useage. In Media Studies, the word ‘sign’ refers to anything that humans produce which has a meaning - the spoken or written word, images, sounds, and so on.





Within semiotics, a ‘sign’ has several elements :





The first is the signifier. This is what we actually perceive when we see/hear/touch the ‘sign’. So, this could be : writing on a page, sounds that we hear, and so on.





The second element of a sign is the signified. This is what the signifier produces in the mind of the person perceiving the sign.





The third element of a sign is its referent. This is the actual thing that the sign refers to.





___________________________________








The following is a sign :


America





The signifier is what you can actually see in front of you - the word ‘America’. Clearly, this is not America itself, just some marks in black ink on a sheet of white paper. It will nonetheless make you think of something. Perhaps it will be an image, or sounds, or memories, or all. This is what is signified. Your response to the word will certainly be unique, although it may well have much in common with the responses of other British people of your age, experience, social class, gender and interests. However, whatever you think of when you think of ‘America’, you cannot hope to imagine the totality of America itself. America itself - as a national, geographical, social, economical reality - is the referent of the above sign.


___________________________________





	Running parallel to the notions of sign, signifier and signified are the notions of what a sign denotes and connotes. You may be aware of the word ‘connotation’ from its everyday use. Its meaning within semiotics is similar.





The following is a sign :





Green





The word ‘green’ - a sign - commonly denotes (or refers to) a colour. It is the actual thing that ‘green’ is. However, when you think of ‘green’, several other associations may spring to mind. You may think of the ‘green movement’, of ecological issues, of a political ideology, of nature, or any number of other things. These are connotations of the word ‘green’. The connotations that a sign may possess depend on the individual and cultural experiences that the person reading the sign brings to it.








___________________________________


