Major Studio 2: Narrative PGTE 5201 – C

2.27.08 Semiotics; the theory of signs

· Present: group 2 will present semiotics reading and group 3 will present Sontag reading

· Discuss: sign, signifier, signified, referent

· View: Baghdad in No Particular Order by Paul Chan http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uZq3TUB5AhU 
· Break into design groups to discuss social change project

· due via email: narrative analysis paper #2, social / political subject

· Design HW: social narrative prototype 1 (story boards / wireframes / diagrams with images etc.) for 2.29
Semiotics, the theory of signs, from http://www.aber.ac.uk/media/Documents/S4B/sem02.html 
Signs: words, images, sounds, objects, with no intrinsic meaning, until we invest them with meaning
· Anything can be a sign as long as someone interprets it as 'signifying' something

· signification: referring to or standing for something other than itself
· 2 models of semiotics: Ferdinand de Saussure and Charles Sanders Peirce.

Saussure’s model

· signifier (form which sign takes)

· plus

· signified (concept it represents) = sign

· sign is the process of signification, or making meaning

· referent is the actual object / thing in the world, as separate from the sign or meaning process
· signified is a mental construct, sign is a cultural construct and referent is an object or thing

· Susanne Langer: “Symbols are not proxy for their objects but are vehicles for the conception of objects...”  If someone says “Napoleon,” you wouldn’t bow to the emperor, you would think of a short general

· Within a single language, one signifier may refer to many signifieds (e.g. puns) and one signified may be referred to by many signifiers (e.g. synonyms).

· A single signifier could stand for several different signified’s depending on context (e.g open sign on shop, meaning open for business, or open sign next to a button on a door, meaning push to open) or puns

· Or several signifiers can link to the same signified meaning (arrows on a milk carton flap showing you where to open) or synonyms

Signs are arbitrary

· Saussure: a sign has no ‘absolute’ value
· signification depends on the relationship between the two parts of the sign, the ‘value’ of a sign is determined in relation to other signs in the system as a whole (language)

· Saussure’s conception of meaning was purely structural and relational rather than referential: (the meaning of signs was seen as lying in their systematic relation to each other)

· Frederic Jameson: language lies in parallel to reality itself. Systematic language, is analogous to whatever organized structures exist in the world of reality, and our understanding proceeds from relating one whole or Gestalt to the other.

· 'The French word mouton may have the same meaning as the English word sheep; but it does not have the same value. There are various reasons for this, but in particular the fact that the English word for the meat of this animal, as prepared and served for a meal, is not sheep but mutton. The difference in value between sheep and mouton hinges on the fact that in English there is also another word mutton for the meat, whereas mouton in French covers both' (Saussure 1983, 114; Saussure 1974, 115-116)

· Saussure emphasized in particular negative, oppositional differences between signs, in ‘being what the others are not’

· Reference to advertising, meaning derived by differences

language constructs reality rather than reflects it

· If words represented fixed concepts, each language would have exact equivalents

· But no two languages categorize reality in the same way.

· Reality is divided up into arbitrary categories by every language so the conceptual world differs by language

· Linguistic categories are not simply a consequence of some predefined structure in the world. There are no 'natural' concepts or categories which are simply 'reflected' in language. 

· Language plays a crucial role in 'constructing reality'.

Signs are arbitrary, but take on social and historical meaning through context:
“Nor does the arbitrary nature of the sign make it socially 'neutral' or materially 'transparent' - for example, in Western culture 'white' has come to be a privileged signifier (Dyer 1997).”

**Do you agree with this statement: 'The individual has no power to alter a sign in any respect once it has become established in the linguistic community' (Saussure 1983, 68; Saussure 1974, 69).

Susan Sontag: Regarding the Torture of Others (from NYT Magazine 5.23.04, p. 24)

· Avoidance of the word torture, as we avoided the word genocide for Rewanda.  

· Semantics important in this instance to justify actions (or lack thereof)

· How does photography take part in these systems of meaning?

· Sontag’s position is that the American government was more concerned with its efforts in Iraq being summed up in the images than what led to the images themselves

· She says the horror that led to the photos can’t be separated from the fact that the photos were taken

· Photographs were trophies, like lynching photographs of old

· Difference that they were less objects to be saved but messages to be circulated

· Contributing factors: all actions of life now photographed

· Violence more consumable, especially mixed with pornography (Abu Ghraib photos mixed w/solider porno)

· What does this mean: the events seemed staged, designed to be photographed, consumed

· Sontag: “The meaning in these pictures was not just that the events were performed, but that their perpetrators apparently had no sense that there was anything wrong with what the pictures show.”

· Also interesting that violence is now conflated with entertainment, fun, gaming, frat prank (Rush Limbaugh)

· What does it mean that the photos seemed to capture much more attention than reports that the same acts were taking place?

