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r,arietv of ,:ultural fieids. You rn,ill recol3nize much about Saussure's thinking
from r,''hat n'e have already said about the consfru ctionist apprroach,

Fo r  Sauss ru r : ,  acco rd ing  l o  Jona than  Cu l l e r  (1970 .  p .  1g ) .  t he  p roduc t i on  o f
m p : n i n o  d e r r o n d c  n n  l : n o r r r o e '  ' T  : n o r r e o p  i c  :  c v c l e r n  n f  c i o n c  S n r r n d q

images, r,rr j t ten words. paintings, photographs, e1c. lunction i ls signs rn' i thin
langLrage',rnly'"r 'hen they serve to express or communicate id,eas ,.,  [Tol
comrnunicate ideas, they must be part of a system of conventions .. . '  t lbid.).
Material objects can function as signs and communicate mealing too, as r,r'e
saw i rom thc ' language of  t ra f f ic  l ights '  e- ramplc.  In  an impor tant  rnove.
Saussure :Lnalvsed the sign into two furtler elements. There r,r,as, he argued.
thefrrnr fthe actual \^rord, image, photo, etc.), and there was the rdea or
concept in your head rn'ith r,thich the form r,r'as associated. Silussure called
the first element, the signifier, and the second element - the corresponding
concept it triggered off in your head - the signified. Everv tinne you hear or
read or seer the signifier [e.g. the n'ord or image of al4ta]kmon, forexanp]e), it
correlates r,r'ith the signified (the concellt of a portable cassette-player in vour
head). Both are required to produce meaning but it is the relation between
them, fixed by our cuitural and Iinguistic codes, n'hich sustains
reprersentation. Thus 'the sign is the union of a form which signifies
(signifier) ... and art idea signified (signified). Though we may speak ,. , as if
they are sepirrate entities, they exist only as components of the sign . .. (which
is] the central fact of language'[Culier, 1976, p. 19).

Saussure also insisted on what in section 1 rve called the arbitrary nature of
the sign: "fhere is no naturai or inevitable link between the signifier and the
signified' [itrid.). Signs do not possess a fixed or essentiai meraning, What
signif ies, acr:ording to Saussure, is not RED or the essence of 'red-ness', but
the clifferencebetvreenRED and GREEAI. Signs, Saussure argued'are
members of a system and are defined in relation to the other .members of that
syst€m.' Iror example, it is hard to define the meaning of FAIIHER except in
relatlon to, emd in terms of its difference from, other kinship terms, like
MO]'FIER, IIAUCHTER, SON and so on.

This marking of difference n'ithin language is fundamental to the production
of  m:aning,  accord ing to  Saussure,  Even at  a  s imple lere l  ( tc ,  repeat  an
earli,:r exeLmple), n e must be able to distinguish, r,l'ithin language, betrn een
SHEEP and SHEET, before \^re can link one of those n'ords to the concept of
an art imal that produces n'ool, and the other to the concept of a cloth rhat
covers a bed. The simplest',r'av of marking difference is, of course, bv rrreans
of a binan' opposit ion - in this erample. ai l  the letters are the same except P
and 

'f. 
Sirnilarli', the meanins of a concept or n'ord is oflen c.efined in

relation tc, i1s 6ir".t opposite - as in nighi/dar,. Later critics ,tf Saussure \^'ere
to ot,serve that binaries (e.g. blackix'hite) are onlv one, rather simplistic, rt'ay
of establishing difference. As r,r'ell as the stark difference bet',t'eren b/cck and
v'hite, there are also the many other, subtler differences betr,reen block and
darl grer', drrrk grel and /ight grel: grel and creom and o.fl-rrt ite. off-v nile and
hr i l l i on t  v ' h i t e .  i r r q t  as  t he re  a re  be t r vee r  n ioh f  dov t t  dnv t :  - L t  - '  ̂  -  ^ " - ^7 -
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and so on. However, his attention to binary oppositions brought Saussure to
the revolutionarv proposit ion that a language consists of signif iers, but in
nrr l  c r  to  nrndrr r -c  meanins.  the s isn i f iers  hale to  he orsanjzed in to 'a  svstem cf
differences'. It is the differences betr.t'een signifiers which signifi'.

Furthermore, the reiatiori betn'een the signifier arid the signified, n'hich is
fixed by our cultural codes, is not - Saussure argued * permanently fixed.
\{/ords shift  their meanings. The concepts (signif ieds) to u'hich they refer
also change, historically, ald e\rery shift alters the conceptual map of the
culture, leading different cultures, at different historical moments, to classify
and think about the worjd differently. For maly centuries, western societies
have associated the worcl ITLACK rn'ith everything that is dark, evil,
forbidding, devilish, dange,rous and sinfui. Ard yet, think of how the
perception of black peopie in America in the 1960s changed after the phrase
'Biack is Beautiful' becarne, a popular slogan - where the srgnr/rer, BLACK,
r,r'as made to signifl the exact opposite meaning (signifietrlto its previous
associations. In Saussure's terms, 'Language sets up an arbitrary relation
between signifiers of its own choosing on the one hand, and signifieds of its
o'uvn choosing on the other, Not only does each language produce a different
set of signifiers, articulating and dividing the continuum of sound (oruvriting
or drawing or photography) in a distinctive r,r'ay; each language produces a
different set of signifieds; it has a distinctive and thus arbitrary r,r-ay of
organizing the world into c;oncepts and categories' (Culler, 1.976, p. 23).

The implications of this argurnent are very far-reaching for a theory of
representation and for our understanding of culture. If the relationship
between a signifier ald its signified is the result of a srrstem of sociai
conr.entions specific to each society and to specific historical moments -

then all meanings are produced within history and culture, They can never
be finally fixed but are al.ways subject to change, both from one cultural
context and from one pedod to another. There is thus no single, unchanging,
universal'true mealing', 'Because it is arbitrary, the sign is totaliy subject to
history alrd the combination at the particular moment of a given signifier ard
signif ied is a contingent result of the historicai process'(Culler, 1976, p, 36),
This opens up meaning and representation, in a radical r,r'ay, to historv and
change. It is true that Sausrsure himself focused exclusively on the state of
the language system at o:ne moment of time rather tha:i looking at linguistic
change over time. ilolt'ever, for our puposes, the importalt point is the u'av
this approach to larrguage unfixes meaning, breaking any natural arid
iner-i table t ie between signif ier and signif ied. This opens representation to
the constalt 'play' or si ippage of meaning, to the constant production of nerv
meanings, new interrpretations,

However, if meaning che,nges. historically, and is nev0r finaiiy fixed, then i':
follolr-s that 'taliing the rneaaing' must invoh'e an act-r'e process of

interpretation, Meaaing; has to be activell' 'read' or 'interpreted'.

Consequentlv, there is a nercessarv ald iner,itable imprecision about
Ianguage. The meaning \{re take, as vie$'ers, readers or audiences, is ne\'er
exactlS; the mea:ring rvhicbL has been given bv the speaker or',nryiter or bv other
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t'ie'"t'ers. ltnd since, in order to say something meaningful, r,ve have to 'enter

l a n q r t a o e ' .  r , r ' ' h e r e  a l i  s o r t s  o f  o l d e r  m e a n i n o s  u ' h i c h  n r e - d a l c  u i  a r c  a l r e a d r 'r  v r r r v f  
u r u  
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stored frorn prer-ious eras, \^ 'e can never clealse language completely,
screening rut  a i l  the other ,  h idden meanings n 'h jch might  modi fu  ord is tor t
r,t'hat r,r'e r,r'ant to say. For example, we ,lan't entirely prerrent some of the
negatir-e crtnnotatjons of the r,r 'ord BL.\r lK from returning to rnind rvhen we
read a heaCline ]ike, '\VEDNESDAY - A BLACK DAY ON THl0 STOCK
EXCHANIIE', even if this r,r:as not intended, There is a constant sliding of
meaning in ir l l  interpretation, a margin - somerhing in cxccss ol n'hat l te
intend to srav - in n'hich other meanings overshadow the statemeht or the
text, lvhere other associations are art'akened to life, giving rn'ILat u'e say a
different tin.ist. So interpretation becomes an essential aspect of the process
by r,r'hich rneaning is given and taken. 'fhe reader is as important as the
vryiter in the production of meaning, E.,'ery signifier given or encoded rnrith
meaning has to be meaningfuUy interpreted or decoded by the receiver lHall,
1980). Signs r,r 'hich have not been intel l igibly received and interpreted a.re
not, in anv useful sense, 'meaningful ' .

2.  i  Th+ s{)c ia[  pal  t  c f

Saussure clivided language into tn'o parts. The first consisted of the general
rules and r:odes of the l inguist ic system, n'hich al l  i ts users must share,i f  i t is
to be of use ils a means of communication. The rules are the principles rn hich
r,r'e leatn n'hen we learn a language and they enable us to use language to say
lt'hatever v,rer u,ant. For example, in English, the preferred r,t'ord order is
subject-r'erb-object ('the cat sat on the mat'), whereas in Latin, the verb
usually comes at the end. Saussure called this underlying ruLle-governed
structure of language, rn,hich enables us to produce n'ell-formed sentences,
the langue (the language system). The second part consisted, pf the particular
acts of speaking or r,t'riting or drawing, lt'hich - using the structure and rules
of the lanque - are produced by an actual speaker or r,r.riter. .He called this
parole, 'L,a langue is the system of language, the language as a systern of
forms, r,t'hereas parole is actual speech [or r,r'riting], the speer:h acts which are
made possrible by the language' [Cu1]er, 1-976, p. 29).

For Saussure, the underlying structure of rules and codes (langue) r,r'as the
sociai part of language, the part r.r'hich r:ouid be studied r,t'ith the law-like
precision,cf a science because of i ts closed, i imited nature. I t  inas his
preferencer f,rr studf ing language at this ler-el of i ts 'deep stnrcture'rvir ich
made peopl; call Saussure and his modei of language, struchralist. TFre
second part of language, the indir- idual speech-act or uttera:-rce (paroJe), he
regarded aLs the 'surface' of language. T'here \ rere an infinite number of such
nossi l r le  r r t i r r ranr :es.  Hence.  noro le iner- i tab l i -  lacked those st ruc l  ura l
properties - forming a closed and limited set - r,r.hich lr'ould have enabled us

to studv it  'scientif ical lv' .  What made Saussure's model appeal to mant later

-scltolars rn,'as the fact that the closed, structured character of language atthe

Ievel of i ts rLrles and lan-s, ' , t-hich, according to Saussure. enable'd i t  to be
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studied scientifically, nas combined n'ith the capacity to be fiee and
unpredictabiy creative in cur actual speech acts. The'y believed he had
offered them, at ]ast, a scientif ic approach to that least scicnti f ic ohicct nf
inquirv - culture,

In separating the social F,art of ianguage {langue) ft'om the individual act of
communication fparole), Saussure broke 'uyith our conlmon-sense notion of
ho.w language works. our common-sense intuition is that language comes
from rn'ithin us - from the individual speaker or r.tnitel; that it is this speakirrg
or writing subject r.t'ho is the author or originator of mealing. This is what
n'e called, eariier, the jnfenfional model of represental.ion. But according to
Saussute's schema, each atLthored statement only becomes possible because
the 'author' shates with ottrer language-users the comrnon rules and codes of
the language system - the langue - which allor,r,d therrL to communicate ',n itlL
each other meaningfully. T'he author decides what she wants to say. But she
cannot 'decide' 'uvhether or not to use the rules of language, if she wants to bre
unrlerstood. we are born into a language, its codes and its meanings.
Language is therefore, for Sirussure, a social phenomenon. It camot be an
individual matter because lt,e cannot make up the rule,s of language
individualiy, for ourselve,s. Their source lies in society, in the cuiture, in our
shared culturai codes, in the language system - not in nature or in the
individual subject.

We wili move on in section 3 to consider how the constructionist approach 1.o
representation, and in particular Saussure's iinguistic model, r,t'as applied tcr
a r.t'ider set of cultural objects and practices, and evolved into the semiotic
method u'hich so influenced the field. First we ought to take account of some
of the criticisms levelled at his position.

2.2 Cr i t ique of  Saussure 's  model

Saussure's great achievement'was to force us to focus on language itself, as a
social fact; on the process' of representation itself; on hou, language actually
n'orks and the role it plays jn the production of meaning. In doing so, he
saved language from the s;tatus of a mere transparent uredium between things
ald meonrng. He shou'ecl, ;instead, that representation \^ras a practice.
Howerrer, in his o',r'n worl{, he tended to focus almost erxclusively on ti.e trvc,
aspects of the sign - signi.fier and signfi'ed. He gave 1ittle or no attention to
hon'this relation betr.t'een signifier/signfed could ser.,'e the purpose of nhat
earl ier rve called referenc,e - i .e. referring us to the r,r 'orld of things. people
ald events outside larguage in the 'real '  world. Later l inguists made a
distinction betn'een, s&y, rhr: meaning of the n'ord BOOK and the use of the
n'ord to refer to a specific book ifng before us on the table. The linguist,
charles Sanders Pierce, n'hilst adopting a simiiar approach to saussure, paid
qreater attention to the re.lationship bettr,een signifiers/signifieds and what he
called their re/erenfs. WlLat Saussure called signi.fication really involves boiift
meaning ald reference, but he focused mainly on the former.
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Another problem is that Saussure tended to focus on the forma.l as;pects c,f
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i ts  on 'n r ight .  I t  forces us 1o look a l  )angrrage for  i tsc l f ,  and nol  ju ; t  as an

emptv, transparent, 'rt'indor,r, on the rt'or.id'. Ho\ttetrer, Saussure's focus on
lunguug. mav have been too exclusive. l t-he attention to i ts formal aspects dtd

divert attention a\ ray from the more interactive and dialogic features of

lan luage -  ia : rguage as i t  is  actual ly  usecl ,  as i t  funct ions in  ac lua l  s i tuat ions,

i n  d ia logue  be ln ' cen  d i f f c ren l  k i nds  o f  spcukc rs .  I l  j s  t hus  no l  su rp r i s i ng  l ha l .

for Saussure, questions of polterin langua3e - for example, be,trneen speakers
of different status and posit ions - did not : ir ise.

As has often been the case, the'scientif ic '  dream rvhich lay behirrd the

stmcturalist impulse of his work, though influential in alerting us t0 cefiain

aspects of tLo'u' lalguage \ rorks, proved to be illusory. LanguaBe is not an

object r.vhich can be studied r,t'ith the lar,,'-like plecision of a science, Later

cultural therorists learned from Saussure's 'structuralism' but abaldoned its

scientif ic premise. Language remains ruLe-governed. But i t  is:nol a 'closed'

system'"r'hich can be reduced to its formal elements. Since it is constantly

changing, it is by definition open-ended. Meaning continues to be produced

through larLguage in forms .,,r'hich can never be predicted befolehand and its
'sl iding', as \/e described it  above, cannotbe halted. Saussurer may have been

tempted to the former vierv because. liker a good structuralist, he tended to

study the sitate of the language system at one moment, as if it had stood stiil,

and he could halt the flor.t' of language-change. Nevertheless it is the case

that many of those who have been most influenced by Saussure's radical

break lt'ith ali reflectir,e and intentional models of represental-ion, have built

on his rvorJ<, not by imitating his scientific and 'structuralist' approach, but

by applying tr is model in a much looser, more open-ended - i .e'  'post-

structuralis;t' - u'ay.

2.3 Sunnrnary

How far, therr, have we come in our disc;ussion of theories of representation?

\{/e began by contrasting three different approaches. The reflective or

mimetic aprpr:oach proposed a direct and transparent relationship of imitation

or reflection between r.t'ords [signs) and things. The intentional theorl'

reduced. representation tcl the intentions; of its author or subject. The

constructir.rnfsf theory proposed a complex and mediated reiationship

between th,ings in the n'orid, oul concepts in thought and language. \\te hale

for-rsed at oreatest lenqth on this anoroi lch. The correlations betrt 'een these- ^ -  - - ^ ^ *  - r r -

levels - th,: rnaterial.  the conceptual an,l.  the signifr- ing - are Sovernedhv our

cultural arLd linguistic codes and it j.s tlLis set of interconnections lvhich

ploduces rneaning. We then shon'ed hcrr,t 'much this general model of hov'

SyStemS of rernresentation rt'ork in the production of meaning, oit'ed to the
- l

'uvork of FerCinand de Saussure. Here. the kev point ruas the l ink prol ided bv

the codes betr,r,een the forms of expression used br' language (rt-hether speech'
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\^Titing, drar.t'ing, or other types of representation) - lr'hich Saussure caijed thLe
signifiers - and the mentaLl concepts associated with th':m - the signr!'eds,
The connection bet.*'een these two systems of representation produced signs;
and signs, organized into languages, produced meanings, and could be used to
referrence obiects, people and events in the 'real 'world.

3 From language to culture:
sem iot ics

I i ngu isticsto

Sau,ssute's main contribution was to the studv of linguistics in a nalrorl/ sense.
However, since his death, his theories have been widely deployed, as a
foundation for a general approach to ianguage and meaning, providing a
modei of representation v"hich has been applied to a lvide range of cultural
objects ald practices. Sau.ssure himself foresaw this possibility in his famous;
lecture-notes, collected posthumously by his students as the Course in
General Linguistics (1960), rn'here he looked forn'ard to 'A science that studies
the life of signs within society ... I shall call it semiology, fiom the Greek
semeion "signs" ., . '  (p. 16). This general approach to the study of signs in
culture, and of culture as a sort of 'language', r,r'hich Saussure foreshadowed,
is now generaliy knou'n by the term semiotics.

The underlying argument behind the semiotic approach is that, since all
cultural objects convey meaning, ald ail cultural practices depend on
meaning, they must make use of signs; and in so far as they do, they must r,r,'ork
like language works, and be amenable to an analysis wliich basically makes
use of Saussure's linguistic concepts (e.g. the signifier/signified andlangue/
parole distinctions, his idea of underlying codes and structures, and the
arbitrary nature of the'sign). Thus, when in his coilection of essays,
Mfihologies (tgZZ), the Flench critic, Roland Barthes, s;tudied 'The world of
wrestl ing', 'Soap powders;and detergents',  'The face of Greta Garbo'or'The
BIue Guides to Europe', he brought a semiofic approaclL to bear on 'reading'

popular culture, treating these
activit ies and objects as signs, as a
language through r,t'hich rneaning is
communicated, For exarLple, most of
us would think of a'i.r'rest.ling match as
a competitive game or sport designed
for one urestler to gain victory over an
opponent. Barthes, ho\r'ever, asks, not
' \Vho won?'but'What is the meaning of
this event?' He treats it as a fext to be
read. He'reads' the exagglerated
gestues of urestlers as a ryandiloquent
lanquage of n'hat he calls the pure
spectacle of excess.

s  ern  io t  i cs

F I G U R E  I . 4

Wrest l ing as a

language of
'excess' .
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You should non ' read the br ie f  ext ract  i rom Bar thes 's  ' reading '  o f  'The

u'or ld  r  f  r r rest l ing ' .  prov ided as Rea, l ing B at  the end of  th is  r :hapier

in much ther same wa\',  the French anthropologist. Claude L6r, i-Stiauss,
stucl ied the customs, r i tuals, totemic objects, designs, mvths and folk-tales of
q n - r ' a l l p d  ' n r i r n i l i t p ' n p n n l e q  i n  R r e z i l  n  r t  h v  r n n l v c i n o  h n r , r ' l h o q e  f h i n o q

n ' e r e  n r o d r r c o d  a n d .  u s e d  i n  i h e  c o n l e x 1  o f  d a i l r -  l i f e  a m o n " s l  l h r '  { m a z o n ' a n"  " ^ "  r '
peop les .bu t i n  t e rms  o f  u 'ha t they r , r -e re  t r l i ng to ' sa_ \ ' .  nha l  mr  ss ; rges  abou t
the culture thev communicated. He ana.r 'serd their meaning, not bv
i n l n r n n e l i n o  t h e i r  r - n n l p n t  h r r l  h r r  l n n l - i n , '  r t  J h e  ' r n t l e r l  v i n o  r r r ' l e s  e n d  r - n d n c

through rn-hich such objects or practices produced meaning and, in doing so,
he u'as mak.ing a classic Saussurean or structural ist 'move', from the poro/es of
a cu l ture to  the underh- ing s t ructure.  i ts  ion!ue.  To undcr lake,h is  k ind of
work, in str-Ldving the meaning of a television programme like Iiosf ender.s, for
cxample,  we would have to  t reat  thc p ic turcs on lhc scrcen as s ign i f iers .  and
use the code of the television soap opera as a genre, to discover hor,r '  each
image  on  l he  sc reen  made  use  o f  t hese  ru l cs  to ' sa1 ' somc th ing ' ( s iqn i f i eds )
which the vieu'er could 'read' or interpre,t r,r,ithin the formal fraLmr:rt,ork of a
par t icu)ar  k , ind of  te lev js ion narrat ive (see thc d iscuss ion and anal l 's is  o f  TV
soap operas in Chapter 6).

In  1be sern i : t ic  approach.  not  on lyr , r -ords and images but  ob jects  thcrnsel lcs
can function as signif iers in the production of meaning. Clothers. for example.
mav have a s imple ph1 's ica i  funct jon -  tc  cor-cr  lhe bodl 'and protect  i t  f rom
the rt'eathel. But clothes also doutrle up irs signs. Thev construLct a meaning
a n d  c a r r v  A  m e s s A o e .  A n  c i ' e n i n o  d r e s s  n r a v  s i . ' n i f v ' c l e q a n c e ' ; a  b o r t ' t i e  a n d

tai ls, ' formalit_v';  jeans and trainers, 'casu,al dress'; a certain kind of sn'eater in
the right sett ing, 'a long, romantic, autunrn r,r,alk in the n'ood' [Barthes, 1967)
These signsr enabie clothes to convev meaning and to function l ike a language
- ' the lansrrase of fashion'. Hor,r '  do thev do this?' - ' . - ' - " t l t ' "

Louk a t  the  example  o f  c lo thes  in  a  n ragaz ine  fash iun  spread (F igLLre  1 .5 ) .

r \pply Saussure's moclel  to analvse vrhat the clothes are 'saving'? Horv

n 'ou ld  lou  decode the i r  message? In  par t i cu la r .  n 'h ich  e lements  a re
n n p r r l i n o  e c  c i o n i f i u r < : n d  r r . h r f  r - n n l p n f  c  -  c i o n  i l i u r - l  c  - . F o  \ - / , r r  

" n n l r - i r r ou } J L r u r l r l \ o J  J r i ) r r 1 . / / l  / D o r l u  r ! r l o (  u u r r \ , u y L J  r r i ) t t J t r  L r . r - c f  o - \ L r u o u u l - \ 1 r 1 5

to them? Don't  just gert  an oi 'eral l  i .mpression - r ' tork r t  out in detai l ,  Hor,r '

i s  t h e  ' l a n o r r a . e  o f  f a s h i o n '  r r o r k i n "  i n  - h i s  e r a m n l e ?

The clothes thenselr'es ale the s.lgnrf ers. The fashion code in vr'erstetn

consumer cui tures l ike ours correlates plut lcular k inds or combinat ions oi

c l  o t h  i  n p  r r  i 1 h  c e r l F i n  c ^ n n t r n l  c  ( ' e l o o r n c e ' ,  f o r m a l i t r ' , ' c a s u a l - n e s s ' .
' ro tnance ' )  These are  the  s ign i . f ieds .  Th is  cod ing  conver ls  the  c l , : thes  in to

s i q n s .  r v h i  r h  c a n  t h e n  b e  l e a d  a s  a  l a n g r r r r o e .  
. [ n  

t h e  l a n s r r a " e  o f  f a s h i o r .  t h e- , 5 , . " . 5 " . . 5 " .

S i c n i i i  e r s  a r e  3 1 1 p n c o d  i n  r  e a r l e r n  c o n l l g p C e .  i n  C e f l a i n  r e ] a t i O t f S  l . O  O n e

another, Relations ma1: fg of similari t l ' -  certain i tems 'go togetther'

) /
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(e.g. casual shoes n' i th jeansJ. Differences
are also marked - no leather belts n.ith
ervening vn'ear. Some sil3ns actuall-v crerate
rneaning by exoloit ing 'dif ference': e.g.
Doc Marten boots n'ith flon'ing long sl:irt.
These b i ts  of  c lo th ing 'sar .  someth ing '  -
thev cr ,nvel '  meaning.  Of  course,  not
everl,feiy reads fashion in the same \ ray,
l 'here are differences ofgender, age, class,
'race'. But all those n'ho share the same
fashion code will interpret the signs in
roughiy the same rryavs, 'Oh, jeans don't
look right for that even1, It's a formal
occasion - i t  demands somethins more
elegant. '

You may have noticed that, in this
example, we have movc'd from the very
narro\Ar linguistic levei from r.r,hich rt'e
drew examples in the first section, to a
n'ider, cultural levei. fJote, also. that two
linked operations ilg 16,quired to complete
the representation process by which
meaning is produced. Irirst, r,r'e need a
basic code rn'hich links a particular piece of
material which is cut ard sewn in a
particular r,t'ay (signrf'e;") to our mental concept of it (r;lgnf'edJ - say a
particular cut of material to our concept of 'a dress' or' 'jeans'. (Remember tha1,
only some cultures wouLld 'read'the signifier in this \ ray, or indeed possess
the concept of {i.e. have classified clothes into) 'a dress', as different from
'jr:ans'.) The combinati,rn of signifier ald signified is rn'hat Saussure calied a
srgn. Then, having recognized the material as a dress, or as jeans, and
produced a sign, \^re carr progress to a second, rt'ider ],3rr€I, rvhich links these
signs to broader, cultureLl themes, concepts or meanings - for example, an
eveni.ng dress tcl ' formality'  or 'elegance', jeans to 'casualness'. Barthes called
the f irst. descript ive level, the levei of denotation: the, second levei, that of
connotation. Both, of crlulss, require the use of codesr,

Denotation is the simpl,:.  basic, descript ive level, where consensus is rt ' ide
ard most people r,t-ould aqree on the meaning ( 'dress', ' jearrs').  At the secor..d
level - connotation - these signif iers r,r 'hich u'e have been able to 'decode' eLt a
s impie level  by us ing orr r  convent ional  conceptual  c lass i f icat ions of  d . ress to
read their mealing, enter a n'ider, second kind of cod': - 'the language of
fashion' - u'hich connects them to broader themes and meanings, linking
them r'r'ith r,l'hat, Ive ma'v call the rr-ider semantic fielcls of our culture: ideas; o1'
'elegarce', ' formalit ,v' , ' r :asualness'and'romarce'. 

TiLis second. rt ' ider
meaning is no longer a descriptive ler el of obr-ious interpretation. llere \1:e are
bcginnlng to  in terpret  the completed s igns in  terms or ' the n ' ider  rea lms of

F I G U R E  I . 5

Advertisement for
Gucci, in Vogue,

September 1995.



P45- . , - ' 4 "

s t lc ia l  idec losv  -  th^  ^^ -^ -^ l  1  ̂ l i ^ r^  ^^ncent r ra l  f ramer t - r rks  and r  a lueL r r f  E C f l E l d l  U U I I E I J T  U U I I U c P L U d I  l l O l r l l  ! l  , r -

svs iems of  soc iet l ' .  Th is  second level  0 . .  s ign i f icat ion.  Bar thei i  suqsests .  is

more ' sen ( , ra l .  p loba l  and  d j f f use  . . . ' .  I t  dna l s  u , i t h ' f r a "men ts  o f  an
idcology ' . .  These s)gni f icds have a ler ' /  c losc communicat ion rn i th  cu l ture.
k n n r , r ' l e d n r  h i s l n n - a n d  i l  i s  t h r o r r q h  l h ^ -  ^ ^  r ^  ^ - ^ '  l '  r l ^ ^ 1  l h e  c n r - i r o n n e n t a lN l u \ t  l r  u b (  .  I l l J t U l - \  * . .  - ^ . t - i l l l r  5 U  t U  > P U ( 1 } \ .  L L l d

r v r r r l d  I o f  t h e  c u ] t u r e l  i n r  a d c s  t h e  s v s l e r n  I o f  r e p r e s c n t a t i o n ] '  I B a 1 1 h e s .  1 1 1 6 7 .
p p . 9 1 - 2 ) .

l n  l r i s  cssa i ' 'Mv th  l oda r ' ' .  i n  A4 r1 / ru log i r : s .  Ba r lhcs  g i r  es  ano thc r , : xa rnpJe
rt 'hich hcips us to see exactlv hor,r 'reprr;sentation is r,r 'orking at this secord,
broader  cr - l tura l  lcve l .  \ - is i t ing the bar l rcrs 'or re dav,  Bar thcs is  shon'n a cop)-
of  the Frcnch magazine Par is  J Iatc f i ,  n ' l r ich i ras orr  i ts  cover  a p ic turc  of  'a

young Negro in a French uniform salutjng i,r-ith his eles uplilited, probably
fixed on the fold of the tr icolour' (the French f lag) (rsz:b,p. 116). At the f irst
Ierrel, to get any mcaning at all, rve neerl to dccode each of th,: slgnifiers in the

image into their appropriate concepts: e.g. a soldier, a uniforin, an arln raised,

e)'es lifted, a French flag. This ]'ieids a set of signs r,r'ith a simple, literal
message or rneaning: a black soldier is ;4it'ing t]te French flag a solufe
(denotation), However, Barthes argues that this irnage also has a r,r'ider,

cu l tura l  r reaning.  l I rn 'e  ask, ' \ { 'hat  is  Par is  L4ol"ch te l l ing us by us ingth is
picture of a black soldier saluting a French flag?'. Barthes suggests that rn'e

may come up lt i th the message:' that France is a greot Empire, and thot al|

,her sons, v,ithout anv colour discrimination, faithfullv sen,e under her flag,
and that t.here is no better answer to th'= detractors of an alleged colonialism

than the zeal shov'n by this Negro in se'n'zng his so-called oppressors'
(connotation) ( ibid.).

Whatever ]'ou think of the actual 'message' n'hich Barthes finds, for a proper

semiotic ernaivsis )rou must be able to cutline precisely the different steps by

r,t'hich this broader meaning has been Jrroduced. Barthes ar8;ues that here

representation takes place through trt'o separaie but linked F,ro,lesses. In the

first. the signif iers (the elements of the image) and the si3nif ieds Ithe
concepts-- soidier, f lag and so on) unit, :  to form a sign rt ' i th er simple cienoted
meqsaoe :  t  I t l n r k  co ld ie r  i s  o i v i nq  t he  F ren r :h  f l no  o  so lu te .  - \ t  t he  second' " D  *  " * ' * ' "

stagc.  th is  complcted mcssage or  s ign is  l inkcd 1o a sccond sst  r r f  s ign i f ieds -

abroad, iJeological theme about French colonial ism. Tire f i .rst, completed
m p r n i n o  l r r l r r - t i o n c  e q  l h p  q i o n i f i p r  i n  t l r e  s c c o n d  s l a o e  o f  t l r e  r e n r e s e n t a t i n t rr r r L  u r r r r r 5  r  u  r  r u L l v r r o

process, and rt 'hen l inked r. t ' i th a'" t ' ider theme b] 'a reader,  5 ' ie lr ls a secclnd,

more elat,orate and ideological l l ' f ramed messase or meaning. Barthes gives

th is  secorLd concept  o r  theme a  name -  he  ca l l s  i t ' a  purpose lu i  m i r ru re  o f
"French imper ia l i t v "  and "mi l i ta r iness ; " ' .  Th is .  he  savs .  adc ls  r rp  to  a
'message' about French coloniai ism ar.d her fai thful  \egio s;olr l ier-sons.

Barthes cal ls this second level of  s igni f icat ion the level of  rni th.  In this

read ins .  he  adds . 'F ' rpnch imner ia l i t v  i s  the  ver \ ,  d r i r -e  beh i r ,d  the  rnv ih ,  The

concent reconst i t rr tes a chain of causes and effects.  motives ancl inteni ions . , ,
v \  r v v v r a s r r !

- . - :  
. ' . ' l , : ' 1  : 3 9
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_

the concept  of  French imper ia l i ty . , .  is  aqain t ied to  the to ta)r t i 'o f  the r , r 'or ld :
to  the genel"a l  h is tory  of  France,  to  j ts  co,onia i  ad lenlures, lo  i ts  present
diff icult ies' (Barthes, 197:tb, p. i19).

' . - : l . t - .  
i t  .  _

Turn to the short extract from 'Mrrth todav, (Reading, C at the en d of this
chapter), and read Barthes's account of how m1'th functions as a svstem of
representation. Make sure \/ou undelstand n'hat Ba;:thes means bv ,tu,o

staggered svstr:ms' and b1' the idea that myth is a ,meia-language' (a
secon d-ord er I anguager).

For another example of this trn,o-stage process of signification. n,e can turn
nor,v to another of Bar-thes's famous essa\rs.

Nor.r', look carefully at the
advertisement for P an:zani
products (Figure 1.6) and, u' i th
Barthes's alal1'sis in mind, do
the fol lon' ing exercise:

1 What signifiers calt vou
iden i i f l  i n  t he  ad?

2 What do thev mean? What
are their signifieds?

3 Noin', Iook at the acl as a
l t 'ho le,  a t  the level  o f  'm11h' .

What is its r,t ider, cultural
message or theme? Can vou
construct one?

: 4.. ,-', i .r - r')

Nor,r' read the second extract
from Barthes, in rvhich he offers
an rnterpretation of ther f'anzani
ad for spaghett i  and r.egetables
i r t  a  s t r ing bag as a 'mi1h '  about
I lal iarr national culture. The
extract from 'Rhetoric of the
image'. in lrnage -Mu sic-Text
(tszz), is included as l leading D
al the end of this chapter,

N
I ..,t i- '' ,:,

(l -a- ; .1 ' ,  
l  l " l \  i

a.t r' .., sd "" **r-.Li
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Bar t l rcs  suqgcs ts  tha t  r rc  can rcad l l te ,Danzat i j  ad  as  iL  'mr '1h 'bv  l ink in3  i t s

cornn le l r 'd  n r rqsAoo /1h is  i c  o  n i r - l r r re  o f  come nr t r - .ke l  . c  o f  nas lo .  a  t in ,  a  sochet ,"  t ' ' " '  " " ' " ' - ' r

sonre tonatoes, onions, pepperc. a musltroom. al l  enterging from a half-open

slrung bag) u' i th the cui tural  theme or concept of ' l ta l ianici ty '  
Ior as \  Ie r ,r 'ould

sav, ' l ta l ian-ness'1. Then, at the level of  the m14h or meta- leLnguage, the

Panzani ad trecomes a rnessage about the essenf ia) meaning o/I tal ion-ness os

o nat ionol cul tut 'e.  Can cornmodit ies real l r ,become the signi f iers for nt , ths

of nat ional i t i '? Can ] 'ou think of ads. )n magazines or television, r ' r -hich r ' r 'ork

in the samtr \ \ 'a)- ,  drau-rng on the mlth of 'Engl ishness'? Or 'Frenchness'? Or
' - \ m e r i e i L n - n e s s ' ?  O r ' l n d i a n - n e s s ' ?  T r r  t n  r r p p ) r ' t h e  i d e a  o f  l i n g l i s h n e s s ' 1 o
1 1 r o  a r l  r p n r r r d r r r  r d  i c  F i r - r r r p  ' i  7

\ \ h a t  l h L ' e r a m p l p s  a L r , ' \ p  s h u \ \  i s  t h a t  t h e  s e r n i o l i c  a p p r o a c l t  F r u t i J e s  a

m e t h o e l  { r ' r ' a n a l v s i n " -  h o r r  t i s u a l  r e p r e : e n t a t i o n s  : r r n v e l  r r e a n i t t g .  . \ l r e a d v .

in R.oland Barthes's r ' r 'ork in t-he 1!)60s, as \ \ 'e har-e seen. Saussure's

t i n o r r i c r i c  r n o j e l  i s  d e , . e l o n " d  r h r o l q L  i t .  " - ^ l i n r i i n -  i ^  a  m u c h  r g i d e r  f i e l d. L r L \ L l - - \ L . L  ^ r I U u U l  t J  \ . L \ L l u P \ u  L L l l u u : - l l  I L J  d P f ' L l U o L l U l l  t U

t , f  : i qn>  , rnd  rep resen ia r i ons  Iadve r t i s i n l .  pho toc raph i ' .  pop r i l i i r  cu l t u re ,  t ra i ' e l .

fashion, etc.). Also. t irerie is ies-. concern r i  i th horv indfi- idual rt 'ords function

i ,s  s iqns Lr  Iansr iase.  more abol r t  the appl icat ion of  the lang ' - ra , le  t lodel  lo  a

4 l

, . 1
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Ar. i i r rrge of
'Er , ; i i sh  ness '
-- :) , ' lvcf ' t tsement

lbr l:rgr-rar.
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Inuch broader set of cultural practrces, Saussure heid out the promise that ther
' , , ' -ho le domain of  mcaning cr ru ld ,  a t  lasL,  be s1 's temat jca i l , r 'mappnd Bar thcs.
too, had a 'method', but his semiotic approach is much m{lre loosel,_v and
interpretively applied; and, in his later r.t .ork (for example, Tlre Pleasure of the'.fext,1975), 

he is more conc{:rned n' i th the 'p1a1,'  of meanjng and desire across
iexts than he is r,r'ith the attempt to fix meaning bv a scienlific anall-sis of
language's rules and lau's.

l iubsequently, as rr-e obsen,ed, the project of a'science of neaning'has
appeared increasingly unterrable. Meaning and representation seem to
t,elong irrevocably to the interpretative side of the human and cultural
sciences, whose subject matter - societv, culture, the human subject - is
rLot amenabie to a posit ivist ic approach (i .e. one r,r 'hich seeks to discover
scientif ic laws about societr,).  Later developments have recognize d the
necessarily interpretative nature of culture and the fact that interpretations
Ile\rer produce a final moment of absoiute truth. instead, interpretations are
alr,'ays follor,r'ed by other interpretations, in an endiess chain. As the French
philosopher, Jacques Derrida, put i t ,  nri t ing ah,r 'ays leads to more nrit ins.
ijifference, he argued, can nisver be r,r'holly captured within an), binar)'
s.!/stem (Derrida, 1981). So any notion of a final meaning is alu,a_vs endlessly
put off, deferred. cultural sludies of this interpretative kind, iike other
qualitative forms of sociological inquiry, ale inevitably caught up in this'circle of meaning'.

In the semiotic approach, representation rn,as understood on the basis of the
u'ay words functioned as signs i.t'ithin language. But, for a start, in a cuiture,
rneanitrg often depends on liuger units of analysis - narratives, statements,
S;r:oups of images, r,r'hole discourses rt'hich operate across a variety of texts,
areas of knou'ledge about a subject r,r'hich have acquired r,r,idcspread
authority. Semiotics seemed to confine the process of representation to
lr:-nguage, and to treat it as a closed, rather static, svstem. Subsequent
developments became more concerned. with representaticn as a source for the
production of social knov4erlge - a more open svstem, connected in more
irLtimale rvays r.t'ith social practices anci questions of power. in the semiotic
approach, the subject n,as displaced from the centre of larLguage. Later
t l ieorists returned to the question of the subject, or at least to the empty space
rt'hich Saussute's theorr- had left: n ithout, of course. putting him/he.r back rn
the centre, as the author or source of meaning. E'en if  language, in some
sr3nse, 'spoke us' (as Saussure tended to argue) i tr, t 'as also important that in
cerrtain historical moments, some people'had more po\t,er tospeali  about
scme subjects than others (male doctors about mad femaler patients in the late
nineteenth centulv, for example, to take one of the kev eximples developed
in the r,r 'ork of lr4ichel Foucarri t).  lv{odels of representation, these crit ics
argued, ought to focus on these broader issues of klon,ledge and po\4,er.

Foucault used the lr,ord'representation' in a narron.er sense than 1,e are
using it  here. but he is consicler.ed to har,e contributed to a novel ald
sirSnrf lcant general approach to the problein of represen+.ation. vt 'hat
ccncerned him r 'r 'as the nrod:rct ion of klort. ledge (rather thal just meaning)
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through n 'hat  he ca l led d iscourse l ra ther  than just  )angui rge) .  .His ;  pro iect .  h t ,
said, r,r 'as tc analt 'se 'hou, human beings undcrstnnd themscives in our
cuiture'and hor.t,  our knolt ' ledge about' the social. the embodied indir. iduai
i , nd  sha red  mean ings ' cc )mes  to  be  p roduced  jn  d i f f c ren t  pc r i o , l s .  \ \ ' i t h  i t s
t 'm;rhas is  r rn  r ;u l tura l  undr : rs landing and shared mei , ,n ings.  ) 'ou c tn see that
Foucaul t 's  pro ject  nas s t i l l  to  some degrr ;e  indebtcd to  Saussure and Bar thes
(see Dre., ' furs and Rabinor,r ' ,  1982, p. 17) v,hi le in other r,r 'ar.s depart ing
radical lv from them. Foucault 's rt,ork '"^" 'as much more historic:al iy grounrleC
mure  l l t en t i r  e  t o  h i s lo r i ca l  spec i f i c i t i es .  t han  the  sc lp  j s l i c  i r pp , ro l ch .  . \ s  h , r
s a i d .  ' r c l a l i r r n s  o f  p o n ' e r ,  n o l  r e l a l  i n n s  o f  m e a n i n g ' \ ' ( ' r c  l r i s  r n ; r i l r  c r , n c e - r r ] .
The part icular objects of Foucault 's attention \\ 'ere ihe r,arious discipl ines of
knor,r ' ledge in the human and social sciences - nrhat he called ' the

sub;ecti fving social sciences'. Thcse hac[ acqurred an increasinglv prorninent
and inf luential role in modern culture and rt,ere, in manf instirncers.
considered to be the discourses r,t 'hich. ]rke rel ieion in eari ier t imes, could
gir,e us the ' truth' about knon'ledge.

\A-e r , r ' i l l  re t t r r t  1o F 'oucau11's  u ork  in  somc of  thc subscqrr*nt  c l :apturs in  th js
book (for exarnple, Chaptcr 5 ). Here, r,r 'e ruant to introduce Fo ucault and the
dtscurs i le  approach 1o rcprescntat ion b1 oLr l l inrng three of  h isr  r r^a jor  ideas:
his concept of djscourse; the issue of power and knovyledge; and the question
ol  the subj t :c t .  I t  rn ight  be usefu l .  honever .  lo  s lar l  bv g iv ing vou a genera l
f lavour, in Foucault 's graphic (and somelr,hat over-siatcd) terms. of horv he
sa'"v his project diffcring from that of the semiotic approach to representation.
He moved a\Alay from an approach l ike that of Saussure and Barthes, based on
'the domain of signifying structure', tolt ' , l rds one based on anaLlysing'"r 'hat he
e a i l c d ' r e l a ' i o n s  o f  f n r r : e  s l r a l n o i c  d e r  e : l o n m e r r l s  n n d  l a r  t - i c s ' :

Here I trel ier,e one's point of
languare ( lcrngue)  and s igns.
r'r'hich bears and determines
language:  rc la t ions of  por t 'er

reference should not be to ther great rnodel of
but to that of n.ar and battle, The hlstory
us has the form of a rt ar ratherr than that of a
not  re la t ions of  meanine . . .

43

[Foucaul t ,  ]  980,  pp.  11a-sJ

Rejecting b,rth Hegeljan N'larxism (n'hat he calls ' the dialectic') and seniotics,
F ^ " ^ ^ . , 1 +  ^ - ^ . , ^ , . 1  + Lt -  uuuau L [  a rqueo rna t :

Neither t l ie dialectic, as logic of coniradict ions, nor semic't ics, as the
structu:e of communication, can accrount for the intr insic intei l igibi l i t i '  of
confl icls. 'Dialectic' is a u'av of evading the ah,vavs open anC hazarcious
rea l i t r  . l f  con l l i c t  bv  reduc i r i g  i t  t o  a  Hege l l an  ske ie ton .  a r .d  sen io lag r ' i s
a  \ \ ' av  t  f  avo id ing  i t s  i ' i o l en t .  b lood r  and  l e tha l  cha rac tc r  h r '  ' o ' l ' c r . o  i t  t n
the ca l rn Platonic  fornr  o f  l :norreop ^"d d ia logue.

l. ibid.)
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4" I i:r-+rn iangr'raqe tn i isccui' 'si3

The f irst point to note, then, is the shift  of attention in Foricault from
' la rguage ' to ' d i scou rse ' .  i Je  s tud jed  no t  )anguage .  bu t  r l i scou rse  as  a  svs tem

of representation. Normally, the terrn'discourse' is used as a l inguist ic

concept .  l t  s imply  means passages of  connected n-r i t ing l  or  speech.  \ f ichel
Foucault, hor.r'erter, gave it a different meaning. \\Ihat interested him r't'ere the

ru les and pract ices that  proc iuced meaningfu l  s ta lemenls and regula led
discourse in different historjcal periods, By'discourse', Foucault meant'a

Broup of siatements whjch pror-ide a language for talking aboul - a rn'ay of
represent ing the knou' ledge about  -  a  par l icu lar  top ic  at  a  par t rcu lar
historical moment, , . .  Discourse is about the productiorr of knon']edge
through language,  But  . . .  s ince a l l  soc ia l  pract ices enta i l  meoning,  and
mealings shape and influernce r,r'hat i,t'e do - our condur;t - all practiccs have
a discursive aspect'  (Hail ,  1992, p. 291). I t  is important to note that the
concept  of  d iscourse in  th is  usage js  not  pureh 'a ' i inguis t ic 'concept .  I t  is
about language and practir;e. It attempts to overcome the traditional
distinction betrn'een what one soys (languageJ and n'hat one does (practice).

Discourse, Foucauit a-rgues, constructs the topic. It defines and produces the
objects of our knowledge. It governs the way that a topic can be meaningfully
talked about and reasoned about. It also influences hon' ideas are put into
practice and used to regulate the conduct of others. Just as a discourse 'rules

in' certaj.n ways of talking about a topic, defining an acceptable and
intclligible way to talk, r.trite, or conduct oneself, so als,r, by definition, it
'rules out', limits and restricts other r,r'ays of talking, of r:onducting ourselves
in relation to the topic or constructing knowledge about i t .  Discourse,
Foucault argued, never consists of one statement, one text, one action or one
sourcre. The same discourse, characteristic of the wav of thinking or the state
of knor.t ledge at any one time (what Foucault called the episfeme), vvill
appear across a range of terts, and as forms of conduct, at a number of
different institutionai sites n'ithin societv. However, whenever these
discursive events'referto the same object, share the sanre style and...
support a strategv ... a conlmon institutionai, administrative or political drift
arld pattern' (Cousins and Hussain, 1984, pp. Ba-5J, then thev are said bv
Foucault to belong to the same discursive formation.

Meaning and meaningfuI practice is therefore constructed r.t-ithin discourse.
Like the semioticians, Foucault lt'as a 'constructionist'. Ho'ut-ever. unlike
them, he r,r'as concerned n'ith the production of knou'ledge and meaning, not
through language but through discourse, There n'ere therefore similarities,
but also substantive differences betrt'een these ttto versions.

The idea that 'discourse produces the objects of knon'ledge' and that nothing
r^"hich is meaningful exists outside discourse,is at first sight a disconcerting
proposit ion, ' ,r 'hich seems to run right against the grain of common-sense
thinking. It  is worth spenrl ing a moment to explore this idea fruther. Is
Foucaui t  sa l ing -  as some o1 'h is  cr i t ics  har-e charged -  -hat  noth ing ex js ls
outside of discourse? in fact, Foucault does not denv that thines can have a



- ,  
-  - - j r  

I
/ a. t f

real, material existence in the lt 'orld. \Vhat he does a-rgue is thai 'nothinghas

ont 'meoning outs ide of  d isc 'ourse '  IFoucarr l t .  t  Sz: ) .  As Lac]au r rnr l  Mouf fc
pu l  i 1 . ' \ \ ' c  use  l t he  te rm d i s r :ou rse ]  1o  emphas ize  the  i ac t  t l r a t  e te r i ' soc ia l
con f i su ra t i o r r  i s  meon in " f i r l '  f  t gqn .  n .  1001 .  The  conccn l  o f  d i scou rse  i s  no t
abou t  n l t e thc r  t h ings  cx i s t  bu l  abou t  r rhe re  mean inB  comos  f ro rn .

Turn non,to Reading E, bv Ernesto Laclau and Chantai Mouffe, a short
extract fron -\rv Reflections on the Revolution of our nme (f gsO), frorn
r , t 'h ich r , r ' t ;  have \s t  quoted,  and read i t  carcfu l )1 ' .  \Vhat  thev argue is  that
phi 's ica i  o l r  jects  f t  ex is t .  but  thev har  t ,  no l i red mcaning;  thev only  take
on meanjng and be\me objects of knorvledge r,r'rfhin discourse. Make

P51 ,
i i

ii

sure vou follou' their\gument before :eading furthcr.

1 In terms of the disdurse about 'buitding a n'all'. the distinction
Lctn 'een the I inguis t \  par t  (ask ingi  for  a  br ick)  and the phrs ica l  ac1
(putt ing the brick in p\ce) does n,rt mattcr. The f irst is l inguist ic, the
second is physical. But
discourse.

fir are'discursive' - moaninsful within

The round leather object r,t' ^ I - , , , . , ,  1 . ; ^ l - : ^  -  ^ l - . , - i ^ ^ l  ^ ] - i ^ ^ {
L r I  J L , u  N I L I \  I D  d  P j . l y J r u d l  u U J r U t  - a ball,

of theBut i t  only becomes 'a footba ' r.t'ithin the context of thr: ru.les
gorfr€r, u'hich are socialiy cons ucted,

It is impossible to determine the aning of an object outs;ide of its
conterxt of use. A stone throlt'n in a ght is a different thing ('a projectile')
from a stone displaved in a museurl 'a  p iece of  scrr ip ture ' ) .

This idea that phvsical things and action. 
"r,ft,

but they onlv tiiker on
in discourse, is at the heat ofmeaning and become objects of knowledg': r,r' i

the con.stru ctionist theory of meaning and rep ntation. Foucault argues

if  they havc ,r  nrcaning. i1that since \ /er can onlv have a knowiedge of thinj
is discourse -- not the thinss-in-themselves - u'hi produces knor,r'ledge .
Subjects  I ike 'madness ' , 'punishment '  and 'sexual i t ' only exist meaningfully
v,ithin the discourses about them. Thus, the studv o he discorrrses of
madness, punishment or sexuaii ty would have to incl
elements:

e the follo'uting

sta lemcnts aboul  'madness ' .  'punishr 'cnt '  or  'serual i \ '  n 'h ich g ive us a
certain kind of knor.r'ledge about theser things: \,

\
the rules nhjch prescribc certain r,r 'avi of talking about t i \re topics and
exclude r r lher  u 'avs -  r rh ich govern r , t 'hat  is 'sa1 'able '  or ' th inkable '  about
insani t r ' .  punishment  or  sexual i t r ' ,  a t  t r  par t icu lar  h is tor ica l  mcment :
'subjects' u-ho in some wavs personif- l  the discourse - the madman, the
hi -s ter ica l  \ \ 'oman.  the c ; r iminal ,  the dei ' iant ,  the serua. l l r  pen 'erse
n e r q n n ' r r i ' h  r h c  e t l l j f l t e S  1 ' e  1 ' O U l d  e r n n c t  t h e s e  s r r h j e c l s  t o  h a y c . . i t c nL I A \  J U  J U U J U

i he  u 'a r " rnnr r - l cdoe ahnr r t  rhe  tnn ic  n ' , rs  cons t ruc led  a t  tha t  t i rne :' " t J  ' "  " '

L ^ , . -  + L i -  l - - ^ . . - l ^ r - e  a h n r r t  t h e  f n n i c  A r - ^ , , : - ^ ^  ̂ . . + l - ^ - i r . .  ̂ _  S e ' n S e  O fr L U \ \  L I I I J  N I U V \  l C U S q  o u u u L  L i l c  L U p r u  o - L l U l l 1 5  d U t l t U I r r , \ .  O

cmbodv inq  the ' t ru1h 'about  i t :  cons t i iu i ing  the  " i ru th  o f  the  mat te r ' .  a t  a

h is to r ica i  moment :
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hr rrvth, r,r'e find again the L'i-rlimensionai pattern
r , r ' h i c h  I  h ; r v o  i r r c l  d , ' s c r i  l r ^ d  l r e  s i " r i i i  n r  t h e

signif ied and t tre sign. But mi:1]-r  i r  a pecui iar
. r ' s iom in  rha l  i t  i s  rgncg-u , : t r 'd  f rom a  scmio lo r ica l
chain r ,r .hich existed before i t :  i t  is o second-order
sentiological si,stern. That ,.r'hich is a sign (namejv
the  assoc ia l i vc  lo la l  o f  a  cor rc t 'p t  and an  tml rg ,c )  in
tlie first svstcm, beconrt:s a mere signifier in the
sccond. We must here recal l  that the mater ials of
m t ' t h i r : ; . 1  s n n e c h  l l h o  l a n o r r ; r o r '  i l c a l f  n h r r 1 n , , r : n h t

paint ing, posters. r i tual .s,  objects,  etc.) ,  hor,r 'ever
d i f i n r p n t  ; r l  t h c  c l e r l  n r p  r r , r l l r ' ^ r l  l n  r  n r r r o

s i r r r i f v i nq  f i r nc t i nn  as  soon  as  t hev  a re  cau -h l  hv' , o . , , , - ' D t l | U . Y

mvth. Mvth sees in thern oti l l '  the sarne rar.t '
m a t c r i a l ' 1 h p i r  r r n i t l  i s  l h a l  t h r . r . a l l  c o m e  d o u ' n  t o. . . " ^ .  

" , , , . J

the status of a mere ianguage. \\'hcther it deals
,,t' ith alphabetical or pictorial ra,'riting, mvth rtrants
1o see in  them on) i 'a  surn  o f  s igns .  a  g loba l  s ign .  the
finerl term of a first semiological chain. And it is

^ .  l :precisell this i inal term r,r,hich r,r ' i l i  become the first
term of the greater svstem v:hjch it builds and of
" ' L : ^ L  : r  : ^  ̂ - l -  ^  - ^ - t .  E t e r r , ' l h i n o  h a n n e n s  a s  i fv t  r r i L J r  r r  l )  U t t t J  d  P d  ' .  L r  L , . r J  r r r f r r b  r r o p p u r .

mr  th  sh i f i ed  t he  fo rma l  s ) ' s i em o f  t he  f i r s t
sigrrif ications sideu,avs. As this lateral shift is
essr:ntiai for the anall 'sis of mr,th, I shall represent
it in the follon'ing wav, it being understood. of
coursc, that the spatialization of thc pattcrn is here
only a metaphor;

YYI H

It can be seen that in mr-th there are trt'o
scmio log ica l  svs tems.  one o f  u -h ich  is  s taggt r rcd  in
relation to the other; a Iinguisl.ic sr-stem, the
languaqe (or the modes of repr.esentat ion n-hich are
assimilated to it), r,r'hich I shajj call the lanruage-
obje'ct, because it is the ianguage u'hich n-r_r-th gets
hoid of in order to buiid its on'n svstem; and mvth
i tsel f ,  u-hich I  shal l  cal l  melal ' , rn suage, because i t  is
a se:ond language. in v.hjch one speaks about the
f i is i .  \ \ 'hen he ref lects on a metalansuase, the

- , , m i  r l ' r o i s i  n n  l n n o n r  n o e d s  1 r  a s k  h i m s e l f

n r ! , . c l i . n c  r L n r r i  l h e  r  n r n r ' , c i t i n n  n I  l h o  l r .
1 -  -  ' - " -  " - r - - '  " -  ' - " ! L i 8 ^ -

crb iect .  he no lonser  has to ta l le  in to account  lhe

deta i [s  of  the l insui -s t ic  schema; he n ' i l l  on]v need' " '  " o "

to klo '" t ' i ts lotal  lerm, or global r ; i rn.  and only
inasnuch as this teim lends i tsel f  to mvth. This is
n,hr ,  lhe  sern in loo i  s t  i s  en t i t led  to  t rea t  in  the  sar r re' : ^ "  "
r t e r '  ' r ' r i t i r o  r n d  n i e l  r l r r , s :  r v h a t  ] r e  r e t a i n s  f t . o m

thcm is  the fact  thal  thev are both s igns.  that  thev

both reach the threshold of mrth endor,r,ed rn'ith the

s a n r e  s i . n i { r ' i n .  { r r n c t i l n  t h a ' l l ^ o l  r n n s l  i l r . l t r  o n e. . . . , , -  .
i r r c i  r q  t . , ' n h  r c  l h e  ' r t h n r  r  l r r r r e o c - n l r i . e t' " ' ) ' ' "
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