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1. Communication and meaning are formed by mediations—representative or symbelic vehicles
that "stand for" things, meanings, and values. The mediating vehicles are called "signs". For
example, words in a language, images, sounds, or other perceptible signifiers. Thus signs and
sign-systems never present a copy of "reality"--the order of things external to language and our
mediated way of knowing things--but a socially interpreted and valued representation.

2,  The study of how a society produces meanings and values in a communication system is called
semiotics, from the Greek term semion, "sign". Languages, and other symbolic systems like
music and images, are called sign systems because they are governed by rules and conventions

shared by a community and operate with an analyzable structure.

3. Semiotics isolates sign functions for social analysis; French semiotics distinguishes two main
sign-functions, the signifier (the level of expression) and the signified (the level of content or
value, what is associated with the signifier in a language). But what allows the sign to work as a
whole unit of social meaning is a code, the rule for combining a sensory impression with a

mental content, and the basic signifiers in z language into a system of meanings.

4. Sign systems are organized as sets of differences (differential values) and hierarchies that
structure soctal values. The form that these differences take is governed by ideology. For
example, the large set of socially constructed meanings for things considered "masculine™ and
"feminine," a pervasive set of binary oppositions. "Masculine" and "feminine" have little

meaning apart from their mutual definition in a socially encoded binary structure.

5. Semiotics, however, moves beyond language to study all the meaning systems in a
society--fashion, advertising, popular culture genres like TV and movies, music, political
discourse, all forms of writing and speech. Semiotics contributes to communication studies by
providing a method for uncovering and analyzing how a whole system of signification like a
movie genre, fashion images, or TV works in a culture. Semiotics, then, looks at culture
broadly as a language consjdered as a sign system, or the ways signs and language map onto
culture as a whole.
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