
Concepts we need to explore
Denotation, connotation, and more



Context
Signs exists in a context. What is it? What can we learn from it? 
How does it shape and limit meaning?



Systems

• Signs exist in systems of rules and conventions


• A system can be a genre, a medium or other set of relationships


• Multiple systems can overlap and co-exist



Codes

• Roland Barthes in particular is interested in codes


• A code is a set of rules by which we link signifieds and signifiers 

• Codes are conventions


• A successful code must be familiar to its users



Denotation and connotation



Denotation
Definitions. Broadly agreed upon. Stable codes.



Connotation
Interpretations. Come from a number of available codes.



Denotation

barcode

no color

instructions

“Country Range”

frozen!



Denotation
Where the meaning is widely agreed-on

• Simple to decode


• Little disagreement about what it means


• Quantities, dates, weights, dictionary-type definitions - these are all 
denotational


• It is not trying to convince, motivate, engage the emotions or connect to other 
ideas


• Ask everyone in the class “What does this box say” and you’ll get very similar 
answers



Connotation

passport stamp

Eiffel tower

tasty sandwich

hand-drawn type

French wheat

stamp/label?

looks great!

original?



Connotation 
Where the meaning suggested, based on connections to other ideas

• Harder to decode, or perhaps harder to explain


• People from different backgrounds may have very different ideas of the 
meaning


• Colours, styles, images, words  may all be connotational


• Convinces, motivates, engages the emotions or connects to other ideas


• Ask everyone in the class “What does this box say” and you may get very 
different answers



Is this what came to mind?

Or this?







where?







San Francisco?



Berlin



Denotation is simple. 

Connotation is complicated.  
But much more powerful.


