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I Repr^eser]taticn, if,.Deanlng
In this chapter u'e r.t'ill be concentrating on one of the key pr,:cessesin the
'cultural cir, :uit ' (see du Gay, Hall  et al. ,  1gg7, and the Introciuctionto this
vr iume) - the practices of representation. The aim of this ch.apter is; to
introduce vou to this topic, ald to explain r,t'hat it is about ald u'hy rve give it
sr-rch importance in cultural studies.

The concept of representation has come to occupy a new and important place
in the study of culture. Representation connects rneaning ar.d ianguage to
culture. Ilut n'hat exactly do people mean by it? \4rhat does representation
have to do v"ith culture and meaning? one common-sense usage of the term
is as foilon's;: 'Representation means using ianguage to say somethir,rg
m,:aningfirl about, or to represent, the n'orld meaningfully, to other people.'
You may 'tn ell ask, 'Is that ail?' Well, yes and no. Representa.tion rs an
essential part of the process by which meaning is produced and exchanged
betu'een members of a cuiture. It does involve the use of language, of signs
and images which stand for or represent things. But this is a far frorn simple
or straightforr.r.ard process, as you will soon discover.

How does ttre concept of representation connect meaning and languLage to
culture? In order to explore ihis connection further, we will look at a number
of differerrt theories about how language is used to represent the world. Here
we will be d.rawing a distinction betr,r,'een three different accounts or theories:
thp- refleclive, the intentional and the constructionist approaches to
representation. Does language simply reflect a meaning'*'hich already exists
out there ln the world of objects, people and events (refTective)? Do'es
language express only u'hat the speaker or writer or painterwants to say, his
or her personally intended meaning (intentiona|? Or is meaning constructed
in and through language (constructionist)? You will learn more in a rnoment
about thes;e three approaches.

Most of thie chapter will be spent exploring the consfructionist approach,
because it isr this perspective which has had the most significant irnpact on
cultural studies in recent years. This chapter chooses to examine tr,r'o rnajor
variants or models of the constructionist approach - the semiotic approach,
greatiy in.luenced by the great Su'iss iinguist, Ferdinand de Saussure, arrd
the discursiye approach, associated with the French philosopher ErnLd
historian, Michel Foucault. Later chapters in this book will talie up these tr,r,o
theories again, arnong'others, so vou'*'ill have an opportunity to consolidate
vc,ur understanding of them, and to apply them to different areas of analysis.
Olier chapters r.r'ill introduce theoretical paradigms n-hich apply
constructionist approaches in different r,r.ays to that of semirrtics and
Foucault. /,11, hor.t'sver, put in questi.on the verv nature of representation.
\A/e turn tr: this question first.
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l .  i  Ma[<ir- ]g f i113?f i ing, represent ing t-hings

What does the word representation really mean, in this context? What does
the process of representation involve? How does representation r.t'ork?

To put i t  brief l1',  representation is the production of meaning through
larrguage, The Sionler Oxford English Dictionarv suggests tn'o relevant
meanings for the lt'ord:

1 To represent  sonreth ing is  lo  descr ibe or  depic t  i t .  to  ca l l  i t  up in  the mjnd
by description or portra'yal or imagination; to place a likeness of it before
us in our mind crr in the senses; as. for example, in the sentence, 'This

picture represents the murder of Abel by Cain.'

2 To represent also means tc si.nnbolize, stand for, to be a specimen of, or to
substitute for; as in the r;entence, 'In Christianity, the cross represents the
suffering and cmcifixion of Christ.'

The figures in the painting stand in the place ol, and at the same time , stand

_for the story of Cain and Abel. Liker,r'ise, the cross simply consists of two
rvooden planks nailed togetirer; but in the context of Christial belief artd
teaching, it takes on, s}'mbo).izes or comes to stand for a u,ider set of
meanings about the crucifixJ.on of the Son of God, and this is a concept we
can put into words and picturr:s.

,ACTIV ITY  ]

Here is a simple exercisr: about representation. Look at any familiar
object in the room. You will immediately recognize what it is. But how
do you know what the object is? What does 'recognize' mean?

Now try to make yourse[f conscious of what you are doing - observe what
is going on as you do it. You recognize what it is because your thought-
processes decode your v'isual perception of the object in terms of a
concept of it '"r'h ich you have in your head. This must be so because, if
you look arruay flom the otrject, you can still fftink about it by conjuring it
up, as we say, 'in your rnind's eye', Go on - try to follow the process as it
happens: There .i.s the otrject ,.. ard there is the concept in your head
r,r'hich tells you'what it jrs, what vour visual image of it meons.

Now, tell me r,r'hat it is. Say it aloud: 'It's a lamp' - or a table or a book oI
the phone or whatever. 'fbe concept of the object has passed througir your
mental representation of il- to me reo .the word for it n'hich you haver just
used. The r,+'ord staads for or represents the concept, and can be used to
reference or designate eltb.er a 'reaL' object in the world or indeed even
some imaginary object..Lik.e angels dancing on the head of a pin, r,rhich
no one has ever actualll srlen.

'Ihis 
is hon' 1'ou give mea:ri.:g to things through language, This is hort vou

'malie sense of' the u'orld of people, objects artd events, and horv ,vou are able
t-o express a comple:t thought about those things to other people, or
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atrle to urLdr:rstand,

\\ 'h1' do we have to go through this complex process to represent ouc
thoughts? lf  you put dorn-n a glass )/ou are holding and u'alk out of t l :re room,
\ ' r )u  can st i i l  th ink about  the g lass,  even though i t  is  no longer  phvs i r :a l1y
there. Actuaily, you can't think n.ith a glass. You can only th.ink u,ith tie
cr:n5"r7 o/the glass. As the l inguists a-r 'e fond of saf ing, 'Dogs barl: .  I lut the
concept of '  dog" cannot bark or bite. '  You can't speak rn' i th the actuai glass,
either. You ,:an only speak with the u,ord for glass - GLASS - r,r'hich is the
linguistic sign '"r'hich \^,e use in English to refer to objects r.t'hich you drink
r,rrater out o1,. This is rt'here representolron comes in. Representation is the
production of the meaning of the concepts in our minds through language. It
is the link. between concepts and language r,t'hich enables us to reJ'er fo either
the 'reaL' ,,,t'orld of objects, people or events, or indeed to imaginary,svorlds of
f ir : t ional objects, people and events.

Scr there are tvro processes, trn'o systems of representation, involveil. First,
there is th.e 'system' by',r'hich all sorts of oblects, people and events are
cc,rrelatedl with a set of concepts or mental representafions v,'hich'uve carry
around in our heads. Without them, we could not interpret t.he world
meaningfrrl)ly at all. In the first place, then, meaning depends on the system of
cc,ncepts rand images formed in our thoughts which can stand for or
'represenl ' the world, enabling us to refer to things both insiCe and r:utside
or-rr heads.

Belfore \{re'[ ]ove on to look at the second 'system of representation', we
should observe that r,r'hat we have just said is a very simple r,'ersion of a rather
cc,mplex process. It is simple enough to see how we might form concepts for
things \ /e ci:rn perceive - peopie or material objects, like chairs, tables and

delsks, But'we also form concepts of rather obscure and abstract things,
'"r'hich \A'e car't in any simple \,ray see, feel or touch. Think, for exarnpie, of
oru concepts of rnar, or death, or friendship or love. And, as n'e hat'rl
remarked, v,oe also form concepts about things \ re never have seen, and
possibly c;an't or won't ever see, and about people and places r.t'e have plainly
made up. \\'e may have a clear concept of, say, angels, mermaids, God, the
Devil, or of Heaven and Heli, or of Middlemarch (the fictional proviLncial
ton'n in Cieorge Eliot's novel), or Elizabeth (the heroine of Jane Austen's Pride
and Prejudice).

W'e have r;al.ied this a 's_rsfem of representation'. That is because it c;onsists,
not of indi l idual concepts. but of different n'als of organizing. clustering.
arranging arrd classifuing concepts, and of establishing complex relations
bertn'een them. For example, n's use the principles of simiiarit,v and
difference to establish relationships betu'een concepts or to dist inguish them

fr,rm one ariother. Thus I have an idea that in some respects birds ale iike
planes in th.e skv, based on the fact that thel' are similar bec:ruse thery both flv
- but I aLso have an idea that in other respects the.v are diffelent, because one

is part of n:Lture r,r'hilst the other is man-made. This mixing ard matching of

Pzq
Gn
l&
||l
IE
ll
tfi
lt
tql
llr
i t i
1t
t i

iI
ir
r f
I T
i t
i q
I F

I F
lt l l
I t
i t
i t
l l

1 t
l t
t I
I T

1 l
l l

1 8
t I
1 ! '
i r
l f
i T

t 7

fr
i'

ri

I



r8

relations betr,r'een r;oncepts to form complex ideas and thoughts is possible
because our concepts are arranged into different classifiing s1'stems. In this
eramnle.  thc f i rs t  is  based orr  a  d is t jnct inn hctwccn f l r ' jno/not  f l r - jnq and thev r , r  u  u l J L J f f  u L r u r l  u u L  v v 9 u r f  l t _ \  l l r S /  t r u t  I I _ \  r r r S  u l . u  t l l u

second is based on the distinction betu'een natural/mal-made. There are
trther principJes of organizatjon l ike this at r.r 'ork in al l  conceptual systcms:
for example, ciassifying according to sequence - which :oncept fol lorn-s
rvhich - or causality - what causes .,t'hat - ald so on. Th.e point here is that
\4'e are talking about, not just a raadom collection of concepts, but concepts
organized, anangeci and classified into complex relations rn ith one another.
That is what our cc,nceptual system actually is like. Hou,ever, this does not
undermine the basjc point lr{eaning depends on the relationship betn'een
things in the r.t'orld - peop.Le, objects ald events, real or fictiona] - and the
conceptual svstem, which can operate as mental represe,ntations of them.

Now it could be the case tlat the conceptual map which I carry around in my
head is totaliy different from yours, in i,t'hich case you and I would interpret
or make sense of the r,r'orld irr totally different \,vays. we r.t'ouid be incapable
of sharing our thoughts or ex'pressing ideas about the world to each other. In
fact, each of us probably doer; ulderstand and interpret the world in a unique
and individual way'. Howe,,rer, we Er-re able to communicate because we share
broadly the same conceptual maps and thus make sense of or interpret the
r.t'orld in roughly similar ways. That is indeed what it mears when we say we
'belong to the same culture'. .Because we interpret the world in roughly
similar ways, \ 'e a-re able to truiid up a shared culture of meanings and thus
construct a social r.trorld vr4ric;h we inhabit together. That is why 'culture' is
sometimes defined in terms of 'shared mealings or shared conceptuai maps'
(see du Gay, Hall  et al. ,  1997J.

However, a shared r:onceptual map is not enough, We must also be able to
represent or exchange meanings and concepts, and rn e can only do that when
we also have access to a shared language. Language is therefore the second
system of representation involved in the overall process of constructing
meaning. Our shared concerpl.uai map must be translated into a coulmon
lalguage, so that wL' carl co,rrelate our concepts and ideas r.t'ith certain rnritten
u'ords, spoken sounds or r'.i.sual images. The general term \lre use for rn'ords,
sounds or images which carry meaning is srgns. These signs stand for or
represent the concepts and tlLe conceptual relations between them which we
carry around in our heads an,J together they ma_lie up the meaning-systems of
our culture.

Signs are organized into larrg'uages and it  ir  thr existence of common
languages n'hich enable us to translate our thoughts (concepts) into rvords,
sor.rnds or images, arrd then. to use these, operating as a language, to express
meanings and comrnunicate thoughts to other people, Remember that the
t e rm ' l ansuase ' i s  hp ino  r rqod  he "e  i n  n  1 -s1y  b road  and  i l i c l us i l e  r t - a r ' .  

' f he
' - - ^ - ^  - * ' c *

nrit ing svstem or the spokt;n svstem of a part icular )anguage are both
obviously 'languages', But s0 are r,isual images. n'hether produced by hand,
mechanical, electronic, digital or some other means, u'hen the-v are used to
express meaning, lrnd so eLre other th.ings r,r'hich aren't 'linguistic' in anv
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or  the ' language 'b f  fash jon ,  o f  c lo thes ,  o f  o f  t ra f f j c  l ig l r ts .  Eren  mus.c  i s  a
' l iLnquase ' .  n ' i th  comnlev  re la t ions  he in 'een d i f fe ren t  sounds and ch : rds ,
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though it is a \rery speciai case since it can't easily be used tc, reference actual
things or objects in the world [a point iurther elaborated in du Gav, ed., 1997,
arrd Machay, cd., 1997). Any sound, rvord, image or object v, 'hich functions
as a sign, arrd is organized r,r- i th other signs into a svstem rn'h.ich is capable of
carrving zLnrl expressing meaning is, from this point of vielt','a langr:age'. It is
in this ser:r.sr3 that the model of meaning n'hich I have been analysing here is
o{ten desr:r ibed as a' l inguist ic'one; and that al l  the theories of mealing
rn'hich follor,r'this basic model are described as belonging to 'the linguistic
turn' in ttLe social sciences and cultura] studies.

At the heiut of the meaning process in c;ulture, then, ale two lelated 'systems

of represernlation'. The f irst enabies us to give meaning to the world by
constructinl3 a set of correspondences or a chain of equivaiences between
things - preopie, objects, events, abstract ideas, etc. - and our system, of
concepts, orfr conceptual maps. The second depends on constructing a set of
corresporLdences betr.t'een our conceptual map and a set of s:Lgns, arlanged or
organized; into various languages which stand for or represent those
concepts. I'he relation betr,r'een 'things', concepts and signs lies at the heart
of the pra,dlrction of meaning in language. The process which links these
three elernents together is r.t'hat we call 'representation'.

|  .2 Lanr;uage and representaticn

Just as people who belong to the same culture must share a bloadlv similar
conceptual map, so they must also share the same r'r'ay of interpreting the

signs of a language, for only in this way can meanings be eff:ctively
exchanged'between people. But how do we know r.t'hich concept st:rnds for
'uvhich thJrng? Or r,r'hich rn,ord effectively represents which concept? Hor.t' do I

know n'hich sounds or images r,r'ill carry, through language, the mea.ning of

my conce,pts and r.t'hat I want to say u'ith them to you? This may seeIn

relatively simple in the case of visual signs, because the drawing, piainting,
camera or l'V image of a sheep bears a resemblance to the arLimal'"t'-ith a

woolly coat grazing in a fieldto n'hich I rvant to refer. Eten so,',t'e need to

remind ourselves that a dra',n,n or painted or digital vetsion rf a she':p is not

exactiy like a 'real' sheep. For one thing, most images are in tn'o dirnensions
r.t'hereas the 'real' sheep exists in three dimensions.

\risual sif;nrs and images, even r,r'hen thev bear a close resemblance to the

things to rrhich they refer, a-Te sti l l  signs:thev carry meaning and thus have to

be interpre,:ed. In order to interpret them, we must have access to tlLe tr't'o

sr-stems of represental ion discussed eiul ier: to a conceptual map rt.r ich

colrelate:t the sheep in the f ieid u-ith the concept of a sheep': and a languaee

system n'hjch in visual language, bears some resemblance t,: the reiil thing or
'looks lik.e it' in some \{,a-v. This arguraent is clearest if rve think of a cartoon

drar,r'ing or an abstract painting of a'sheep', r'there t't'e need a \:erv
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sophisticated conceptual and. shared linguistic system to be certain that we are

all'reading'the sign in the same way. Even then we may find ourselves

r.t'ondering whether it really is a picture of a sheep at all. As the reiationship

between the sign and its rejierent becomes less clear-cut, the meaning begins to

slip and slide ar.t'av from us i:r.to uncertainty, Meaning is no }onger
transparently passing from one person to alother .'.

So, even in the case of visual ianguage, where the relationship bet",r'een the

concept and the sign seems fairiy straightforward, the matter is far from

simple. It is even more difl.icult with r,tritten or spoken language, where

words don't look or sound all4hing like the things to 'lt'hich they refer. Il

aart, this is because there uer
different kinds of signs. Visual signs
are what are called iconic sip;ns,
That is, they bear, in their folm, a
certain resemblance to the object,
n p r c n n  n r  p r r o n l  1 n  r n  h i n h  t h o r r  r p f e r

A photograph of a tree re;rrc'duces
some of the actual conditions of our
r- isual perception in the r- isual sign.
\\ ' r i t ten or spoken signs. on the other
hand, are lt'hat i.s c;ailed indexical.

F I G U R E  I . 2

Q:When is  a sheep not  a  sheepl
A: When it's a work of arc.
(Damien Hirst, Awoy from the Flock, 1994).

F IGT 'RE I . I
Wil l izLm Holman
Hunq Our English
Coosts ('Stroyed
Sheep,), | 852.
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They bear no obvious relationship at al l  to the things to r.t 'hic:h thev refer. The
Ietters T.R.Ii,E, do not look alvthing like trees in Nature, nor does t}e word
' t ree ' in  Ensr l ish sorrnd l ike ' rea l ' t rees ( i f  indeed thev make anv soundat  a l l l ) .
The re la t io i rsh ip in  these systems of  representat ion bctn,een the s ign,  rhe
concepl and the object to n'hich they might be used to refer is entirt , lr '
arb i t rary .  By 'arb i l rarv ' \  /e  mean that  in  pr inc ip le  any co l lec ' ion c f  le t ters  or
any sounrl jn any order n,ould do the trick equally weIl. Trees r.t'ould not
mind if u'e used the r,t'ord SEERT -'trees' n'ritten backr,tards - to re'present
th e concept of them. This is clear from the fact that, in French, quit: different
lertters anC a quite different sound is used to refer to rn,hat, to aii appearances,
is the sanre thing - a 'real' tree - and, as far as we can tell, to the sanLe concept
- a large plant that gro'n's in nature. The French and English seem lo be using
the same concept. But the concept which in English is representeri try the
word, TREFI, is represented in French try the n'ord, ARBRE,

2 l

{ { i :he ccdes

The question, then, is: how do people r.t,ho belong to the same cultur,3, u'ho
share the same conceptuai map and u'ho speak or lt'rite the same language
(English) knovy that the arbitrary combination of letters and sounds that
makes up the word, TREE, will stand for or represent the concept 'a large
plant that grows in nature'? One possibility would be that th,e objects in the
world themselves embody and fix in some way their 'true' meaning. But it is
not at ali clear that real trees knowthat they are trees, and even less clearthat
they kno'uv that the word in English rn'hich represents the concept of
themselvt,'s is written TREE n'hereas in French it is rvritten A.RBREI As far as
they are concerned, it could just as r.t'eil be written COW or \ACHE or ind eed
XYZ. The rneaning is nof in the object or person or thing, nor is it rn the word,
It is r,t'e who fix the meaning so firmly that, after a','r'hile, it comes to seern
naturai arrd inevitable. The meaning is consfructed bV the svstem of
representtLion.I l  is constructed and f ixed by the code, which sets up t l-re
cc,rrelation between our conceptual system and our languagel svsterL in such
a nr&y that, every time n'e think of a tree, the code teils us to use the English
r,r'ord TREIE, or the French word ARBRE. The code tells us that, in oul culture
- that is. in our conceptual and language codes - the concept' tree': is
represented bv the letters T,R.E.E, arranged in a certain sequr3nce, just as in
Morse co<le, the sign for V [rn'hich in Wor]d War II Churchili made 's,tarld for'
or represent 'Victorv') is Dot, Dot, Dot. Dash, and in the 'lang;uage of traffic
l ights'.  Gleern = Go! and Red = Stop!

One r,r''av of thinking about 'culture', then, is in terms of these shared
conceptual maps, shared language svstems and the codes v,hich gove:n the
relationshilts of translation betv,een them, Codes fix the rela,tionshios
hetu 'een r :nncents and s iqns.  Thev s tahi l ize meanino r t ' i th in  d i f fererr tJ  r D r r u  !

languagesr and cultures, Thev tel l  us which language to use 1o conve'y- nhich
idea. The r€)\ 'erse is also true. Codes tel l  us r,r 'hich concepts are being teferreC
to y 'hen 1.e hear  Or read 1-h i6h s i . 'ns.  I l l  arh i t rar j l r ' f i r ino rJ-e re l  a t innshins

S[-l;,lr-ing
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between ou.r conceptual s}'str:m and our linguistic st'stetns [remember,
' l inguist ic'  in a broad sense), codes make it  possible fo!us to speak and to 

,
hear intelligibly, aIId establish the translatabiiity betn'een oul concepts and

our languages which enables meaning to pass from speaker to hearer and be

effectivlly commu;ricated wjthin a culture. This translatability is not given

by nat,re or fixed by the gods. It is the result of a set of social conventions. It

is fired socially, fixed in culture, English or French or Hindi speakers have,

over time. ald rn'ithout conscious decision or choice, come to an unrniritten

agreement, a sort of unrt'ritten cultural covenalt that, in their various

languages, certain signs will stand for or represent certain concepts. This is

rn'hat children learn, and how they become, not simply biological individuals

but cultural subjects. They le,arn the system and conventions of

representation, the codes of their language and culture, lt'hich equip them

r,r'ith cultural 'knou'-how' r:nabiing them to function as culturaliy competent

subjects, Not because such knorn ledge is imprinted in their genes, but

because they learn its conventions and so gradually become 'cultured

persons' - i.e, menibers of their culture. They unconsciousiy internalize the

codes ',r'hich allor,r,'them to express certain concepts and ideas through their

systems of representation - r,l,riting, speech, gesture, r'isualization, and so on
- and to interpret ideas which ar'e communicated to them using the sanre

slIStems.

You may find it easier to understand, now, r,r'hy meaning, Ianguage and

representation are such critical elements in the study of culture, To belong to

a culture is to belong to roughly the same conceptuai and linguistic uiriverse,

to know hovv concepts and irleas traaslate into different languages, and how

language can be interpreted 1o refer to or reference the n'orld, To share these

things is to see the world from within the same conceptual map and to make

sense of it through the same language systems. Early anthropologists of

language, like Sapir and \{'horf, took this insight to its logica} extreme tt'hen

they argued that we are al}, as it n'ere, locked into our cultural perspectives ol
'mind-sets', and that language is the best ciue we have to that conceptual

universe. This observation, u,hen appiied to all human cultures, iies at the

root of what, todhy, \ re may think of as cultural or li.nguistic reJativjsm.

r . C T ' v  T l  l

You might like to think further about this question of hor'r' different
cultures conceptually cllssif,v the world and rn'hat implications this has

for meaning arrd representation.

The En" l ish mr l -^  ̂  .^+L^- . i - - l^  d is t inct ion betn-een s leet  and snow.r  r rv  ! r .a6r rJ r l  l r rd_Nt i  d  I  d . ( l tu I  ) I t r rP IU

The Inuit [Esklmos) r,r,'hc, have to su-rr.ir,e in a very different, more
extreme and hostile climate, apparently have many more rt'otds for snow

and snonry r,t'eather. Con.sider the list of Inuit terms for snort' foom the

Scott Polar Research ilsl-itute in Table 1.1. There a-Ie many more than in

English. makirrg much f:ner and more complex dist inctions, The inuit
l . ^ - , ^  ^  ^ ^ - - 1 ^ .'o\ u d. uurrryrcX classif ic:atorv conceptual svstem for the weather
compared rn-ith the Engiish. The novelist Peter Hoe3. for example, nrit ing
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about (lreenland in his no\''el, .\4iss Smi11a's Feeling For Sr'row (1994,

nn .  5 -6 . ) .  o13r r l  j r .a11 ' r ,  dpcnr ihpq ' t  rzz i l i ce ' rn 'h ich  is ' kneac led  to3 t ther  in toy Y ' v  u ) '

I  c n a n \ r  r n a c h  r _ a l l p d  n n r r i  d o p  i c c  r a , L : ^ L  ̂ - ^ J . , ^ 1 1 , ,  { ' n n 1 e  f " e C _ f l t A .  j n o
. . l 1 l u l l  S . t o u u o l ' J i /  t u r l l r o  r l u u  l r J q L f  1 1 5

plates,  pancake ice,  r . t 'h ich one,  co ld.  noonday hour ,  on a Siundav.heezes

into a single sol id sheet' ,  Such dist inctions are too f ine arrd elaborate
p y p n  f n r  t h c  E n o l i ^ L  ' ^ - ] . ^  . . ^  . l ' ^ - . " q  t a l k j n s  a b o u t  t h e  r v e i i t h c r !  T h eu \ t  r r  r , , r  L r r u  ! r r : ; l l 5 1 l  V \ i l u  d - l t t  d l v v d ) . , . - . . - - - D  * - -

qucs t i r ln .  hon 'ever ,  i s  -  do  the  Inu i t  ac tua l l y  exper ience sno\ \ 'd i l fe ren t lv

f rom the  Eng l ish?  The i r  language svs tem surges . ts  lhev  conceptua l i zc  the

v, 'eath,:r  di f ferent lv.  But hort ' far is our experiernce actual ly bounded b} '

o r r r  I i r r . r r i s l i c  a n d  r - n n r - r , n t r t e l  r r n i v e r s e ?u u r  r / r ' i j r r l r L r u  u a u

Table |  .  I  lnui t  terms for snow and ice
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blcwirrg -

ts  5no\ \ /5 lo|Tr ]n€;

fa l l ing - -

- is fall ing; -- is snow,ing

liglrt fall ing --

l igl-rt -- is fall ing

{lrst la'/er of - in fall

de,:p soft -

par-ked - tc, n-rake water

ligl-rt soft -

su!lar- -

waterlogged, r-rrushy -

- - is  tuming into mcsak

w'arer/ -

wet fali ing --

wet - is fall ing

- drrfi ing alonq a su{'ace

--  is  : r t , , rg  a l : rnq a sur ta:e

- l;zing on zL sr:dace

sfr rrvrake

,S r : l r l3  C:- : :C : re-  '^ , . t f  i

piqtuluk

n ' n t r  r l r  r L t r  r n

qanrk

qanrt<luq

qaniarzq

^ - ^ i - - - ^ + , , ^
r l d r  r d r  d !  L U I

aPrrraun

n-aU)/a

aniu

aquluraq

PUi iaK

masak

i l d ) d E U t L u d l

maqayak

mrsak

qanikkuk

qanikkuktuq

natiruvik

natrr --vrl.<tuaq

ADUN

q a n t k

aPryuaq

ice

. : n  h r n f . c r  -
f - ' r  "  

' '  . -

- ice lvater

meits - to mzike water

candle -

] L d L  
-

giare -

p i led -

rough -

shore -

shoreiast -

S I U S N  -

You:rg -

siku

siqurnniq

tmrrrlUgaq

rmmruqtL-jaq

i l auy in iq

caimtq

qu asaq

rvunrit

iwuit

tugiu

luVaq

quna

srkuliaq

One imnl icat ion of  th is  arsument  about  cu l tura l  codes is  that .  i f  rnean:ng is  the

resuit,  not of something f ixed out there, in nature, but of our sociai, cultural

arrd linguisl.ic conventions, then meaning can never he finallv fixe'd' \AIe can

all 'agree' to allort'\\rolds to carry Somewhat difrerent meanings -- as l^'e have

for erampler, r,r ' i th the r,t 'ord'gay', oI the use, by -voung peopie, of the rn'ord
'u.icked.li as a term of approval. Of course, there must be sorrle firln5l of
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meaning in language, or \ /e in'ould never be able to understand one anolher.

We can't gct up one morning and suddenly decide to represent the concept of

a 'tree' '"r'ith the letters or the word VYXZ, and expect people to follow r,t'hat
\ re are saying, On the other hand, there is no absolute or iinai tixing of
meaning. Social and hngui:;tic conventions do change over time. In the
Ianguage of modern managt;rialism, r.r'hat we used to call 'students', 'cliernts',
'patients' and 'passengers' have al l  become 'customers'. Linguist ic codes vary
signilicantly between one lalguage arid another. Many cultures do not have
rt'ords for concepts rt'hich are normal and r,r.idely acceptable to us. Words
constantly go out of common usage, and ner,t' phrases are coined: think, for
exampie, of the use of 'down-sizing' to represent the process of f irms laf ing
people off work. Even wherr the actual i,t,ords remain stable, their
connotations shift or they acquire a different nuance. The problem is
especially acute in translatiorL. For example. does the difference in English
betrn,een know and undersfrrnd correspond exactly to and capture exactly the
same conceptuai distinction aLs the French make betrn'een savoir and
connaitre? Perhaps; but can rn'e be sure?

The main point is that meaning does not inhere in things, in the n'orld. It is
constructed, produr;ed. It is tlLe resuit of a signif ing prac.;tice - a practice that
produces meaning, that makes things mean.

1.4 Theories of  representat ion
There are broadly speaLlcing three approaches to explaining how representation
of meaning through language works. We may call these the reflective, the
intentional and the construr:tionist or constructivist approaches. You might
think of each as an attelmpt to answer the questions, 'where do meanings come
from?' and 'how can \^'e tell ttre "true" meaning of a word or image?'

In the reflective approach, mealing is thought to iie in the object, person, idea ri:ilccr:r,r,c,r'
or event in the real r.t'orld, ancl language functions like a rnirror, to relect the InitLrr'lic 'r1rpr":rt it

true meaning as it already exists in the world. As the poet Gertrude Stein once
said, 'A rose is a rose is a rose'. in the fourth century BC, the Greeks used the
notion of mrmesis to explain how ianguage, even drain'ing and painting,
mirrored or imitateri Naturer; they thought of Homer's great poem, The lLiad, as
'imitating' a heroic series ofe'rents. So the theory u'hich says that language
r,r'orks by sirnply reflec;ting rtr imitating the truth that is alreadv there and fixed
in the world, is sometimes called 'mimetic' .

Of course there is a certain obvious truth to mimetic theories of representation
and language. As \^'e've poi.nted out, r,isual signs do bear some relationship to
the shape and texture of the objects u'hich they represent. But, as r.tas also
pointed out earlier, a tr.t o-dimensional visual image of a rose is a sign - it
should not be confused rn'itlr the real plant lr'ith thorns and blooms gror,r'ing in
ihe garden. Remember also that there a-re many u'ords. sounds a-nd images
rt'hich n'e fullv r,r'eli understand but n'hich are entirelv fictional or fantasy and
refer lo irorld.s n hirh are l t-hc,i iv imaginan'- including. man)' people non
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think, most of The I l iad! Of course, I can use the n'ord ' l :ose' to ref;r to real,
ac t r ra l  n lan ts  o ro rv ino  i n  a  oa rden .  as  \ \ e  have  sa idbe fo re .  Bu t  t h i s  i sb :cause l

kncn' the code n-hich l inks the concept u-ith a part icular l t-orr l  or irnege. I
cannot thjnk cr speok or draw r,t'ith an actual rose, And if someone says to me
Jha :  t he re  i : ;  no  such  n 'o rd  as ' rose ' f o r  a  p lan l  i n  he r  cu l tu re ,  t he  ac tua l  p lan t
in the gzuden cannot resolve the failure of communication betvveen us. Within

the conventions of the different languager codes \,ve are r-Lsing, \. 'e areboth r ight
- and for u.s to understand each other, one of us must leun the code l inking

the flon'er r,r'ith the rt,ord for it in the other's culture.

Thc sc:cnnd approach 1o meaning in  reprcsentat ion argucs the r tpposi te  case.

I t  ho lds tha l  i t  is  the speaker ,  lhe arr lhor ,  r ' r 'ho imposes h is  orher  r rn ic lue

meaning on the rt'orld through language. Words mean'r,r'hat the arLthcrr

intends they should mean. This is the intentional approach. Again, there is

sonre point to this argument since rn'e al[.  as individuals, do use language to

con\/ey or t;olTlmunicate things rt'hich are special or unique to us, to out v'aY

of seeing the world. Ho\A,eveI, as a genelal theory of representation tLrrough

Ianquage, the intentional approach is also flar.t'ed. We cannot be the s'ole or

unique source of meanings in language, since that u'ould mean that rt'e could

express ou:selves in entirely prir,ate languages. But ther essence of language is

cornmunication and that, in turn, depends on shared iinguistlic conr''entions

ancl sirared codes. Language can never be rvholly a private garrle, f)ur private

intenrled meanings, hort,errer personal to us, have to enter into the rules, codes

and conventions of language to be shared and understood. Language :is a

social systerm through and through. This means that our private thouglhts have

to rregotiate rvith all the other meanings for r,r'otds or images r,r'hich have been

stored in language r.t hich our use of the language system will inevitabrly trigger

into action.

The third apltloach recognizes this public, social character of iangua;4e' It

ackno',tledgers that neither things in themselves nor the individual users of

ianguage can fix meaning in language. Things don't mean: rn'e consfu'ucf

meaning, r-rsing representational systems - concepts and signs. Hence it  is

caliecl the r:onstructivist or constructionist approach to meaning in ianguage'

Accord.ing to this approach, we must not confuse the maferjcl r,r'orld, where

things and people exist, and the ssrrnbolic practices and processes throuSh

u'i:ich representation, meaning and ianguage operate. Constructivists do not

denV the existence of the material rvorl,1. Hou'evel, it is not the materiai

wc,rlcl r,t'hich Conveys meaning: it is the language svstem ot v,'hatever s\:stem

l,t,e ale using to represent our concepts. It is social actors r'r'hc use tlie

cotlceptual systems of their culture and the lingui.stic and other
- ^ , - - ^ - ^ - + ^ + i , - * ^ l  - .r E l r r r ) E r r r o L r ( J r r o r  " - t ' S t e m S  

t O  C O n S L I U C t  m e a n i n g .  1 O  m a k e  t h e  f { O f l d

meraningfrLl and to communicate about that nrorld meaningfu.llv to others.

Of course, signs mav also have a matel iai dj.mension, Representational

svstems consi.st of the actual sounds lt'rl make rt''ith our vocal cho]'dr;, the

in:;ages \4'e r.:Iake on iight-sensitive papel rt'ith camelas, the lnolks rn'-e male

r,r'ith paint cn can\ras, the digital impuises .uve transmi.t electlonicalll'.

Re,presentation is a practice, a ki.nd. of 'r t 'otk',  nhich uses material obiects and
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effects. But the meoning derpends, not on the material quaiity of the sign, but
on its sl,mbolic function. il. is because a particular sound or rt'ord stands for,
slmbolizes or represenls a concept that i t  can function, in language, as a sign
and convev meaning - or, , ts the constructionists say, signify Isign-i-f i ' ) .

1.5 The language of traff ic I ights

The s implest  example of  th is  po int .  n 'h ich js  cr i i ica l  f ' t r  an undcrs landing of
how languages frrnr;tion as representational svstems, is the famous traffic
lights example, A tlaffic light is a machine r,t'hich produces different
coloured Jights i t t  sequence. The effect of ) ight of different r,r 'avelenglhs on
the eye - rn'hich is a natural and material phenomenon - produces the
sensation of different colorLrs. Now these things certainly do exist in the
rnateria] world. But it is our culture rn'hich breaks the spectrum of light into
different coiours, distinguishes them from one another and attaches names --
Red, Creen, Yellow, Blue - to them, We use a way of classifirins the colour
spectrum to create colours r.t'hich are different from one another. We
represent or symbolize the different colours and classify them according to
different colour-concepts. This is the conceptuai coloru system of our
culture. We say 'oul culture' because, of course, other cultures may divide the
colour spectrum differentll', What's more, thev certainly use different actual
v'ords or \etters to identify rlifferent colours: n'hat r,r'e call 'red', the French caLll
'rollge' and so on. This is the linguistic code - the one which correlates certain
r.t'ords (signs) r,t'ith certain colours [concepts), and thus enab]es us to
communicate about colours io other people, using 'the language of colouls'.

But how do n'e use this representational or symbolic system to regulate the
traffic? Colours do not harre any 'true' or fixed meaning in that sense. Red
does not mean 'Stop' in nalure, any more than Green means 'Go'. In other
settings, Red mav stand for, symboll.ze ot represent'Blood' or 'Danger' or
'Communism'; and Green may represent' Ireland' or ' f 'he Countryside' or
'Environmentalism'. Even these meanings can change. In the 'lalguage of
electr ic plugs', Red used to mean'the connection u' i th the posit ive charge'
but this rvas arbitrarily and',t'ithout explanation changed to Brol,r'n! But then
for many yea-rs the producers of plugs had to attach a slip of paper teiling
people that the cclder or convention had changed, otherlvise how'"t'ould they'
knor,r'? Red and Green work in the language of traffic lights because 'Stop' and
'Go' are the meanings rn'hich have been assigned to them in our culture by ttre
code or conventions goverrriing this language, and this code is rt'idel1' knorn'n
ald aimost universallv obel'ed in our culture and cultures like ours - thougJr
\\'e can rt'ell imagine other cultures rt'hich did not possess the code, in rt'hich
this language rt'ould be a complete m1'ster.v.

Let us stay u'ith the examp.le for a moment, to erplore a ]ittle further how,
according to the construc;tionist approach to representation, colours and ther
'ianguage 

of traffic lights' 'ut,ork as a signif ing or representational svstem.
Recall the tt,r'o representational svstems n'e spoke of earlier, First, there is the
conceptual map c,f colours in our culture - the r,t ay colours are distinguishecl

J
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frorn one another, classif ied and arranged in our mentai unir ' :rse, Ser.;ondlv,
there are the r,r'avs n'ords or images are correlated n'ith colours in our
language -  our  l inguis t ic  co lour-codes.  Ac iual l r ' .  o f  cr rurse.  a  long: tage of
colours consists of rnore than just the individual n'orrLs for different points on
the r;olour spectrum. It  also depends on how thev function in relatic,n to one
a:rother - the sorts of things which are go\rerned bv glammal ancl svntax in
n-r i t ten o:  spoken languages,  u 'h ich a l low us to  express ra lh : r  complex ideas.
i r l he  l anq r raoe  o f  t ra f f i c  l i " h i s .  i t  i s  t he  sen r rence  and  nos i t i on  o f  hc  co lou rs ,
as rt 'el} as the colours themsehres, lvhich enable them to carlv meanins and
thus function as signs.

Does it matter ln.hich colours we use? No, the constructionists argue. This is
because r,vhat signifies is not the colours themseh,es but (a) the {act that thel'
are tlifferent and can be distinguished ft'om one another; ancl [bJ the fact that
tirev are organized into a particular sequence - Red follon ed by Green, n'ith

sometimers a u'arning Amber in betr,t'een u'hich says, in effer:t, 'Get readv!
Lights about to change.' Constructionists put this point in tlLe foilor,t'ing rn,av.
\Aihat signilies, r.t'hat ceuries meaning - they argue - is not each r:olour in
itself nor e\ren the concept or word for it. It is the difJ'erence between Red and

Green r,t'hich signifies. This is a very important principle, iIr genereLl, about

representation and meaning, and we shall return to it on more than one
occ:Lsion in the chapters rn'hich follor,r'. Think about it in these terrns.If you

couldn't differentiate betrn'een Red and Gteen, you couldn't use oner to mean
'stop' and the other to mean'Go'' In the same u''a1', it is only the difference

between the letters P and T u'hich enable the rn'ord SFIEEP to be iin.ked, in the

English language code, to the concept of 'the animal with four legs and a

rt,oollv coat', and the rn'ord SHEET to'the material \ re use to cover outselves

in bed at night ' .

in principle, any cornbination of colours - like any collection of letters in

n'ritten Iimguage or of sounds in spoken language - rt'ould r1o, provided the"v

are sufficientiy different not to be confused. Constructionists express ttris

irlea b1' saying that all signs are 'arbitrary'. 'Arbitrary' means that thLere is no

natural relationship bet',t'een the sign and its meaning or concept.' Slince Red

only means 'Stop'because that is holt ' the code n'orks, in principle anV

colour."r'orLld do, including Green. It is the code that fixes the meraning, not

the colour itself. This also has n'ider implications for the theorl' of

rr;-preseri ldl ion and meaning in language. i t  means that signs t}t lmsclves

c;annot fix meaning. Instead. rneaning depends on lfie relabion lte:tu'een a sign

and a concept rt-hich is f ixed bl '  a code. Meaning, the constmctionists would

sav, is 'relat ional ' .

.

\ \-hrr not test this point about the arbitrarl 'nature of thr: sign arrd the

imnor lance of  the code for  \ -oursc l f?  Construct  a  code to gor-ern:he

mJvenent of traffic usins tn o different colours - Yellort ancl lilue - as rn

the follon'ine:
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When the yellow light is sho'n'ing, ...

Now add an instruction allowing pedestlians and cychsts on)y to ct'oss,

using Pink.

Provided the code tells us cl,:arly hon' to read or inierpret each colour, and

everyone aglees to interprert them in this r"^'ay, any colour u'ill do. These are
just colours, just as tlLe u,ord SHEEP is just a jumble of letters. In French the

same animal is referrr;d to using the very different linguistic sign MOUTON.

Signs are arbitrary. Their nrearrings are fixed by codes.

As lr'e said eariier, traffic lights are machines, ard c;olours are the material
effect of light-r,t'avos on ther retina of the eye. But objects - things - can also

function as signs, provided they have been assigned a concept and meaning
n'ithin our cuitural and linguistic codes. As signs, they u.'ork symbolically -

they represent concepts, and signify. Their effects, ho',t'et'er, are felt in the
material and social world. Red and Green function in the language of traffic

Iights as signs, but they have real materiai and social effects. They regulate

the social behaviour of drivers and, u'ithout them, there lt'ould be maly more'
traffic accidents at road intersections.

1.6 Summary

We have come a long way in exploring the nature of representation. it is time

to summarize vr,hat rt.e have learned about the constructionist approach to

representation through language.

Representation is the produc;tion of meaning through }anguage. In

representation, constructiclnists argue, we use signs, organized into languages

of different kinds, to communicate meaningfully with others. Languages can

use signs to symbolize, stancl for or reference objects, people and events in

the so-called 'real' world. But they can also reference imaginary things ald

fantasy worids or abstract ideas n'hich are not in ariy obvious sense part of

our material workl. J'here is no simple relationship of reflection, imitation or

clne-to-one correspondence between language and the real worid. The worid

is not accurately or otheru'ise reflected in the mirror of language. Language
does not n'ork like a mirror, Meaning is produced n'ithin language, in and

through various representational s.vstems u'hich, for convenience, r'r'e call
' languages'. Meaning is produced by the practice, the 'r,vork',  of
representation. It is construc;ted through signiff ing - i.e. mealing-producing
-  n r e . t i n o c

Hou. does this ta-ke place? In fact, it depends on tu'o diiferent but related

svstems of representation. First, the concepts u'hich arel formed i.n the mind

function as a system of merntal representation n'hich ciassifies and orga:rizes

the r,t'orld into mealingful categories. If rn'e have a concept for something, rt't;

Can Say we kno\,l'its 'meaniltg', But 1{'e camot Comlnunicate this meaning

rt i thout a second s-Vstem of representation, a language. Language consists of

signs organized into r,arious relationships. But signs cal onlv conl 'ev meaning
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i f  r , r 'e  posses ,s  codes  l t ' h ich  a l lo rv  us  to  t rans la tc  our  conccpts  i r lo  Ianguage -

and v ice  ve lsa .  These codes  are  c ruc ja l  fo r  mean ing  anr l  repre : ;en ta i ion .  Thev

do not exjst  in nature but are the resuit  of  social  convent ions. Ihel t  are a
^ - , , - : ^ l  - ^ - r  ^ r  ̂ , , -  l u l t u r e  -  o r L r  s h a r e d  r n a n s  r r f  m e a n i n s ' -  \  h i c h  ' " , r ' e r  l e a r nL l  u t - ^ d l  P d . l  L  u l  u u l  u t l l l u l  E  -  u ( L l  J r l o l  u u  r - r u F J  u r  r r r \  q ' . r r r o

an d u.nconsciouslv internalize as \\ Ie become members of our culture. This
constr r r r : t ion is t  annrnach to  lansrraqe thus in t roduces the svmbol ic  dornain of

l i le ,  rn 'hcre ' , t .ords and th ings funct ion as s igns.  in to the ven 'hear t  o f  soc ia l  h fe

itself.

;\ll this mav seem rather abstract. Ilut n,e can quickllt dernonstrate its

relevarrce by an example from painting,

I-ook at the painting of a stiil iife by the Spanish painter, Juan Sarchez

Coti in (tszt-tsz7), entit led Quince, Cabboge, Melon ancl Cucur.nber
(Figure 1.3). I i  seems as if  the painter has made every effort to use the
'langu.age of painting' accuratelv to reflect these four obje,:ts, to capture or
'imitate nature'. Is this, then, an example of a reflective or mimefic forrn of

lepresentation - a painting reflecting the 'true rneaning' of r,r'hat alreadlt

exists irr Cotdn's kitchen? Or can.w'e find the operation ol certain codes,
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Juan Cot6,n,

Quince, Cabboge,

Melon ond

Cucumber,

c .  1602.
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the language of paintingl used to produce a ceftain meaning? Start r,t'ith
the question, u'hat does the painting meal to vou? \\ 'hat is i t  'saf ing'?
Then oo on to ask. ho',,r- is i i  savino it  - hor,r- does renrcsentation rt 'ork in
this painting?

\Vr i te  dornn any tboughts at  a l l  that  come to you on Jooking at  the
paint ing.  What  ' lo  thes, :  ob jects  say to  you? What  meanings do they
f r i  oopr nf f?

;r, :A D I iG r,

Now read the edited extract from an analysis of the still life by the art
critic and theorir;t, Norman Brvson, included as Reading A at the end of
this chapter. Don'tbe concerned, at this stage, if the language seents a
little difficult ald you. don't understand all the terms. Pick out the main
points about the way representafion r,r'orks in the painting, according to
Bryson.

Bryson is by no rneans Lhe only critic of Cotdn's painting, and certainly
doesn't provicle the onl5z 'correct' reading of it. That's not ttre point. The
point of the example is that he helps us to see how, even in a still life,
the 'language of paintrng' does nof function simply to reflect or imitate a
meaning which is already there in nature, but to produce meanings.
The act of painting is a signifying practice. Take note, in particular, of
what Bryson says abor:t the following points:

1 the way the painting invites you, the viewer, to /ook- what he calls
its 'mode of seeing'; in part, the function of the language is to positiorr
you, the viewer, in a certain relation to meaning.

2 the relations.hip to food which is posed by the painting.

3 how, according to B:ryson, 'mathematical form' is used by Cotrin to
distort the painting so as to bring out a particular meaning. Can a
distorted meaning in painting be 'true'?

4 the meaning of the difference between'creatural'and'geometlic'
space: the la:rguage of painting creates its or,r'n kind of space.

If necessary, work throulgh the extract again, picking up these specific
points.

's legacy
The social constructionist view of language and representation u,hich we hav'e
been discussing o\ver; a great deal to the ln,ork and influence of the sn jss
linguist, Saussule, who r,r'as born in Geneva in 1852, did much of his r,r'ork in
Paris, and died in 1913. FIe is knor,r,n as the 'father of modern linguistics'.
For our purposes, his impori.ance lies, not in his detailed n'ork in iinguistics,
but in his general view of representation and the r,r'ay his model of language

/  )aussu re


