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What is semiotics?



The study 
of signs

The usual, and unhelpful definition.





The study of the 
symbolic 

communication of 
meaning

...better?



When one thing stands for 
another thing, we can do 

semiotics.





Early context: systems
• Marx: systematic theory 

of history

• Darwin: systematic 
theory of biological 
diversity

• Mendeleev: Systematic 
theory of matter

• Freud: systematic theory 
of the mind



Why not a systematic 
theory of 

communication?



Symbolic

• A symbol (in the usual sense of the word) 
stands for something.

• That is, it’s not the thing itself, but has a 
connection to the thing.



owl



That was not an owl.





That was not an owl.



If I had a real owl, that 
would be an owl.

It would also be an 
ornithology class, not a 

semiotics one.



You are all thinking about 
owls now, even though 
there is no owl here. 
(Check room carefully.) 

This is important



𓅓





There are many 
different ways one 
thing can stand fo 

another 



Communication

• The act of connecting or moving something 
from one place to another

• Establishing a link between two things

• Moving information from one place to 
another



Meaning

• What is expressed, or intended be 
expressed

• The thing you are trying to convey

• But what is meaning, exactly?



What is the meaning of 
meaning?

• Look, nobody said this would be easy.

• Let’s just skip this part, OK?

• Is this making you uncomfortable?

• Hint: this is important.



Where can we apply 
semiotics?

• Gang Signs

• Opera

• Literature

• Animal Communication

• Psychoanalysis

• Cartoons

• Design

• Digital Communication

• Film

• Rhetoric

• Architecture

• Music



But wait – there’s 
more!





Wherever there is meaning, 
we can apply semiotics.





“tree”

arbor

The Sign



arbor

The Sign



concept

sound-image

The Sign



signified

signifier

The Sign



Signs that are wholly arbitrary realize better than the others the ideal of the semiological process; that is why language, the most complex and universal of all 
systems of expression, is also the most characteristic; in this sense linguistics can become the master-pattern for all branches of semiology although language 
is only one particular semiological system.Signs that are wholly arbitrary realize better than 

the others the ideal of the semiological process; 
that is why language, the most complex and 
universal of all systems of expression, is also the 
most characteristic; in this sense linguistics can 
become the master-pattern for all branches of 
semiology although language is only one 
particular semiological system.

-Saussure













What is the symbol?
How is it being communicated?

What is the meaning?
But most importantly:
how does it mean?











Is this a sign?

Solaris 
Andrei Tarkovsky

1972


