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I n  th is  c h a p te r w e  w ill b e  c o n c e n tra tin g  o n  o n e  o f th e  k e y  p ro c e s s e s  in  th e
'c u ltu ra l c irc u it ' ( s e e  d u  G a y ,  H a ll e t a l. ,  1 9 9 7 ,  a n d  th e  I n tro d u c tio n  to  th is
volum e )  -  the  pra ctice s of re pre se  nta tion .  T he  a im  of th is  cha pte r is  to
in tro d u c e  y o u  to  th is  to p ic ,  a n d  to  e x p ia in  w h a t it  is  a b o u t a n d  w h y  w e  g iv e  it
such im porta nce  in  cu ltura l stud ie s.

T h e  c o n c e p t o f re p re s e n ta tio n  h a s  c o m e  to  o c c u p v  a  n e w  a n d  im p o rta n t p la c e
in  th e  s tu d y  o f c u ltu re .  R e p re s e n ta tio n  c o n n e c ts  m e a n in g  a n d  la n g u a g e  to
c u ltu re .  B u t w h a t e x a c tly  d o  p e o p le  m e a n  b y  it?  W h a t d o e s  re p re s e n ta tio n
ha ve  to  do  r, r'ith  cu lture  a nd m e a ning? O ne  com m on-se nse  usa ge  of the  te rm
is  a s  fo llo w s : 'R e p re s e n ta tio n  m e a n s  u s in g  la n g u a g e  to  s a y  s o m e th in g
m e a n in g fu l a b o u t,  o r to  re p re s e n t,  th e  w o rld  m e a n in g fu lly ,  to  o th e r p e o p le . '
Y o u  m a y  w e ll a s k ,  'I s  th a t a ll? ' W e ll,  y e s  a n d  n o .  R e p re s e n ta tio n  is  a n
e s s e n tia l p a rt o f th e  p ro c e s s  b y  w h ic h  m e a n in g  is  p ro d u c e d  a n d  e x c h a n g e d
b e tw e e n  m e m b e rs  o f a  c u ltu re .  I I  d o e s  in v o lv e  th e  u s e  o f la n g u a g e ,  o f s ig n s
a nd im a ge s w hich  sta nd for or re pre se nt th ings.  B ut th is  is  a  fa r from  sim ple
o r s tra ig h tfo rw a rd  p ro c e s s ,  a s  y o u  w ill s o o n  d is c o v e r.

H o w  d o e s  th e  c o n c e p t o f re p re s e n ta tio n  c o n n e c t m e a n in g  a n d  la n g u a g e  to
c u ltu re ?  I n  o rd e r to  e x p lo re  th is  c o n n e c tio n  fu rth e r,  w e  w ill lo o k  a t a  n u m b e r
o f d iffe re n t th e o rie s  a b o u t h o w  ia n g u a g e  is  u s e d  to  re p re s e n t th e  w o rld .  H e re
w e  w ill b e  d ra w in g  a  d is tin c tio n  b e tw e e n  th re e  d iffe re n t a c c o u n ts  o r th e o rie s :
Ihe  re fle ctive , the  in te ntiona l a nd Ihe  construction ist a pproa che s to
re p re s e n ta tio n .  D o e s  la n g u a g e  s im p ly  re fle c t a  m e a n in g  w h ic h  a lre a d y  e x is ts
out the re  in  the  w orld  o f ob je cts,  pe ople  a nd e ve nts ( re fle ctive )?  D oe s
la ngua ge  e xpre ss only w ha t the  spe a ke r or w rite r or pa inte r w a nts to  sa y.  h is
or he r pe rsona lly  in te nde d m e a ning ( in te ntiona l)?  O r is  m e a ning constructe d
in  a nd through la ngua ge  (construction isf)?  Y ou w ill le a rn  m ore  in  a  m om e nt
a b o u t th e s e  th re e  a p p ro a c h e s .

M o s t o f th e  c h a p te r w ill b e  s p e n t e x p lo rin g  th e  c o n s tru c tio n is f a p p ro a c h .
b e c a u s e  it  is  th is  p e rs p e c tiv e  w h ic h  h a s  h a d  th e  m o s t s ig n ific a n t im p a c t o n
c u ltu ra l s tu d ie s  in  re c e n t y e a rs .  T h is  c h a p te r c h o o s e s  to  e x a m in e  tw o  m a jo r
v a ria n ts  o r m o d e ls  o f th e  c o n s tru c tio n is t a p p ro a c h  -  th e  s e m io lic  a p p ro a c h ,
g re a tly  in flu e n c e d  b y  th e  g re a t S w is s  lin g u is t,  F e rd in a n d  d e  S a u s s u re ,  a n d
the  d iscursive  a pproa ch,  a ssocia te d  r, riith  the  F re nch philosophe r a nd
h is to ria n ,  M ic h e l F o u c a u it.  L a te r c h a p te rs  in  th is  b o o k  w ill ta k e  u p  th e s e  tw o
th e o rie s  a g a in ,  a m o n g  o th e rs ,  s o  V o u  w iil h a v e  a n  o p p o rtu n ity  to  c o n s o lid a te
your unde rsta nding of the m ,  a nd to  a pply the m  to  d iffe re nt a re a s of a na lysis.
O the r cha pte rs w ill in troduce  the ore tica l pa ra d igm s w hich  a pply
c o n s tru c tio n is t a p p ro a c h e s  in  d iffe re n t w a y s  to  th a t o f s e m io tic s  a n d
F o u c a u lt.  A ll,  h o w e v e r,  p u t in  q u e s tio n  th e  v e ry  n a tu re  o f re p re s e n ta tio n .
W e  turn  to  th is  oue stion  first.
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w ha t doe s the  w ord  re pre se nta tion  re a lly  m e a n,  in  th is  conte xt?  w ha t doe s
th e  p ro c e s s  o f re p re s e n ta tio n  in v o lv e ?  H o w  d o e s  re p re s e n ta tio n  w o rk ?

T o put it brie fly ,  re pre se nta tion  is  the  production  of m e a ning through
la ngua ge .  T he  sfiorfe r oxford  E nglish  D ictiona ry sugge sts tw o re le va nt
m e a n in g s  fo r th e  w o rd ;

1  T o  re p re s e n t s o m e th in g  is  to  d e s c rib e  o r d e p ic t it ,  to  c a ll it  u p  in  th e  m in d
b y  d e s c rip tio n  o r p o rtra y a l o r im a g in a tio n ; to  p la c e  a  lik e n e s s  o f it  b e fo re
u s  in  o u r m in d  o r in  th e  s e n s e s ; a s ,  fo r e x a m p le ,  in  th e  s e n te n c e ,  , T h is
p ic tu re  re p re s e n ts  th e  m u rd e r o f A b e l b y  C a in . '

2  T o  re p re s e n t a ls o  m e a n s  to  s y m b o liz e ,  s ta n d  fo r,  to  b e  a  s p e c im e n  o f,  o r to
substitu te  for; a s in  the  se nte nce ,  'In  christia n ity ,  the  cross re pre se nts the
sufT e ring  a nd crucifix ion  of C hrist. '

T he  figure s in  the  pa inting  sta nd in  the  p la ce  of,  a nd a t the  sa m e  tim e ,  sfond
for rhe  story o f ca in  a nd A be l.  L ike w ise ,  the  cross sim ply consists o f tw o
w o o d e n  p la n k s  n a ile d  to g e th e r; b u t in  th e  c o n te x t o f c h ris tia n  b e lie f a n d
te a c h in g ,  it  ta k e s  o n ,  s y m b o liz e s  o r c o m e s  to  s ta n d  fo r a  w id e r s e t o f
m e a n in g s  a b o u t th e  c ru c ifix io n  o f th e  s o n  o f G o d ,  a n d  th is  is  a  c o n c e p t w e
c a n  p u t in to  w o rd s  a n d  p ic tu re s .

H e re  is  a  s im ple  e xe rcise  a bout re pre se nta tion .  Look a t a ny fa m ilia r
obje ct in  the  room .  Y ou w ill im m e dia te ly  re cogniz e  w ha t it is .  B ut how
d o  y o u  k n o w  w h a t th e  o b je c t is ?  W h a t d o e s  're c o g n iz e ' m e a n ?

N ow  try to  m a ke  yourse lf conscious of w ha t you a re  do ing -  obse rve  w ha t
is  go ing on a s you do it.  Y ou re cogniz e  w ha t it is  be ca use  your thought-
p ro c e s s e s  d e c o d e  y o u r v is u a l p e rc e p tio n  o f th e  o b je c t in  te rm s  o f a
c o n c e p t o f it  w h ic h  y o u  h a v e  in  y o u r h e a d .  T h is  m u s t b e  s o  b e c a u s e ,  if
you look a w a y from  the  obje ct,  you ca n still tfrink a bout it by conjuring  it
u p ,  a s  w e  s a y ,  'in  y o u r m in d 's  e y e '.  G o  o n  -  try  to  fo llo w  th e  p ro c e s s  a s  it
h a p p e n s : T h e re  is  th e  o b je c t . . .  a n d  th e re  is  th e  c o n c e p t in  y o u r h e a d
w h ic h  te lls  y o u  w h a t it  is ,  w h a t y o u r v is u a l im a g e  o f it  m e o n s .

N o w ,  te ll m e  w h a t it  is .  S a y  it  a lo u d : 'I t 's  a  la m p ' -  o r a  ta b le  o r a  b o o k  o r
th e  p h o n e  o r w h a te v e r.  T h e  c o n c e p t o fth e  o b je c t h a s  p a s s e d  th ro u g h  y o u r
m e nta l re pre se nta tion  of it to  m e  via  the  w ord  for it w hich  you ha ve  just
u s e d ,  T h e  w o rd  s ta n d s  fo r o r re p re s e n ts  th e  c o n c e p t,  a n d  c a n  b e  u s e d  to
re fe re n c e  o r d e s ig n a te  e ith e r a  're a l' o b je c t in  th e  w o rld  o r in d e e d  e v e n
s o m e  im a g in a ry  o b je c t,  lik e  a n g e is  d a n c in g  o n  th e  h e a d  o f a  p in ,  w h ic h
n o  o n e  h a s  e v e r a c tu a lly  s e e n .

T his is  how  you g ive  m e a ning to  th ings through la ngua ge .  T h is is  how  you
'm a k e  s e n s e  o f'th e  w o rld  o f p e o p le ,  o b je c ts  a n d  e v e n ts ,  a n d  h o w  y o u  a re  a b le
to  e x p re s s  a  c o m p le x  th o u g h t a b o u t th o s e  th in g s  to  o th e r p e o p le ,  o r
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com m unica te  a bout the m  through la ngua ge  in  w a ys w hich  othe r pe opie  a re
a b le  to  u n d e rs ta n d .

W h y  d o  w e  h a v e  to  g o  th ro u g h  th is  c o m p le r p ro c e s s  to  re p re s e n t o u r
th o u g h ts ?  I f  y o u  p u t d o w n  a  g la s s  y o u  a re  h o ld in g  a n d  rn  a lk  o u t o f th e  ro o m ,
v o u  c a n  s till / h in k  a b o u t th e  g la s s ,  e v e n  th o u g h  it  is  n o  lo n g e r p h y s ic a llv
th e re .  A c tu a lly ,  y o u  c a n 't th in k  w ith  a  g la s s .  Y o u  c a n  o n lv  th in k  w ith  tfte
c o n c e p t o / th e  g la s s .  A s  th e  lin g u is ts  a re  fo n d  o f s a y in g ,  'D o g s  b a rk .  B u t th e
c o n c e p t o f "d o g " c a n n o t b a rk  o r b ite . ' Y o u  c a n 't s p e a k  r , r - ith  th e  a c tu a l g la s s ,
e ithe r.  Y ou ca n only spe a k w ith  the  w ord  for g la ss -  G LA S S  -  rn  h ich  is  the
lin g u is tic  s ig n  w h ic h  w e  u s e  in  E n g lis h  to  re fe r to  o b je c ts  rn  h ic h  y o u  d rin k
w a te r out o f.  T h is is  w he re  re pre se nta tion  com e s in .  R e pre se nta tion  is  the
p ro d u c tio n  o f th e  m e a n in g  o f th e  c o n c e p ts  in  o u r m in d s  th ro u g h  la n g u a g e .  I t
is  the  link be tw e e n conce pts a nd la ngua ge  w hich  e na ble s us to  re le r fo  e ithe r
th e  're a i' w o rld  o f o b je c ts ,  p e o p ie  o r e v e n ts ,  o r in d e e d  to  im a g in a ry  r , r . o rld s  o f
fic tio n a l o b je c ts ,  p e o p le  a n d  e v e n ts .

S o  th e re  a re  tw o  p ro c e s s e s ,  t . , t 'o  s y s te m s  o f re p re s e n ta tio n ,  in v o lv e d .  F irs t,
th e re  is  th e  's y s te m ' b y  - , t 'h ic h  a ll s o rts  o f o b je c ts ,  p e o p le  a n d  e v e n ts  a re
corre la te d  w ith  a  se t o f conce pts or m e nf a l re pre se nta tions r, t'h ich  w e  ca rry
a ro u n d  in  o u r h e a d s .  W ith o u t th e m ,  w e  c o u ld  n o t in te rp re t th e  w o rld
m e a n in g fu lly  a t a ll.  in  th e  firs t p la c e ,  th e n ,  m e a n in g  d e p e n d s  o n  th e  s y s te m  o f
c o n c e p ts  a n d  im a g e s  fo rm e d  in  o u r th o u g h ts  w h ic h  c a n  s ta n d  fo r o r
're p re s e n t' th e  w o rld ,  e n a b lin g  u s  to  re fe r to  th in g s  b o th  in s id e  a n d  o u ts id e
o u r h e a d s .

B e fo re  w e  m o v e  o n  to  lo o k  a t th e  s e c o n d  's y s te m  o f re p re s e n ta tio n ',  w e
s h o u ld  o b s e rv e  th a t w h a t r . r 'e  h a v e  ju s t s a id  is  a  v e ry  s im p le  v e rs io n  o f a  ra th e r
c o m p le x  p ro c e s s .  I t  is  s im p le  e n o u g h  to  s e e  h o - a ,  u , e  m ig h t fo rm  c o n c e p ts  fo r
th in g s  w e  c a n  p e rc e iv e  -  p e o p le  o r m a te ria l o b je c ts ,  lik e  c h a irs ,  ta b le s  a n d
d e s k s .  B u t'"r 'e  a ls o  fo rm  c o n c e p ts  o f ra th e r o b s c u re  a n d  a b s tra c t th in g s .
w h ic h  w e  c a n 't in  a n y  s im p le  \  ra y  s e e ,  fe e l o r to u c h .  T h in k ,  fo r e x a m p le ,  o f
o u r c o n c e p ts  o f w a r,  o r d e a th ,  o r fr ie n d s h ip  o r lo v e .  A n d ,  a s  u , 'e  h a v e
re m a rk e d ,  w e  a ls o  fo rm  c o n c e p ts  a b o u t th in g s  \ v e  n e v e r h a v e  s e e n ,  a n d
p o s s ib ly  c a n 't o r w o n 't e v e r s e e ,  a n d  a b o u t p e o p le  a n d  p la c e s  w e  h a v e  p la in ly
m a d e  u p .  W e  m a y  h a v e  a  c le a r c o n c e p t o f,  s a v ,  a n g e ls ,  m e rm a id s ,  G o d ,  th e
D e v il,  o r o f H e a v e n  a n d  H e il,  o r o f M id d le m a rc h  ( th e  fic tio n a l p ro v in c ia l
to w n  in  G e o rg e  E lio t's  n o v e l) ,  o r E liz a b e th  fth e  h e ro in e  o f fa n e  A u s te n 's  P rid e
a nd P re jud ice ) .

W e  h a v e  c a lle d  th is  a 's y s / e m  o f re p re s e n ta tio n '.  T h a t is  b e c a u s e  it  c o n s is ts ,
n o t o f in d iv id u a l c o n c e p ts ,  b u t o f d iffe re n t w a y s  o f o rg a n iz in g ,  c lu s te rin g .
a rra n g in g  a n d  c la s s ify in g  c o n c e p ts ,  a n d  o f e s ta b lis h in g  c o m p le x  re la tio n s
b e tw e e n  th e m .  F o r e x a m p le ,  w e  u s e  th e  p rin c ip le s  o f s im ila rity  a n d
d iffe re n c e  to  e s ta b lis h  re la tio n s h ip s  b e tw e e n  c o n c e p ts  o r to  d is tin g u is h  th e m
fio m  o n e  a n o th e r.  T h u s  I  h a v e  a n  id e a  th a t in  s o m e  re s p e c ts  b ird s  a re  lik e
p la n e s  in  th e  s k y ,  b a s e d  o n  th e  fa c t th a t th e y  a re  s im ila r b e c a u s e  th e v  b o th  flv
-  b u t I  a ls o  h a v e  a n  id e a  th a t in  o th e r re s p e c ts  th e y  a re  d iffe re n t.  b e c a u s e  o n e
is  p a rt o f n a tu re  w h ils t th e  o th e r is  m a n - m a d e .  T h is  m ix in g  a n d  m a tc h in g  , , 1
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re la tions be tw e e n conce pts to  form  com ple x ide a s a nd thoughts is  possib le
be ca use  our conce pts a re  a rra nge d in to  d iffe re nt c la ssify ing  syste m s.  In  th is
e xa m ple ,  the  first is  ba se d on a  d istinction  be tw e e n fly ing /not fly ing  a nd the
se cond is  ba se d on the  d istinction  be tw e e n na tura l/m a n-m a de .  T he re  a re
o th e r p rin c ip le s  o f o rg a n iz a tio n  lik e  th is  a t w o rk  in  a ll c o n c e p tu a l s y s te m s :
for e xa m ple ,  c la ssify ing  a ccord ing to  se que nce  -  w hich  conce pt fo llow s
w hich -  or ca usa lity  -  w ha t ca use s w ha t -  a nd so  on.  T he  point he re  is  tha t
w e  a re  ta lk in g  a b o u t,  n o t ju s t a  ra n d o m  c o lle c tio n  o f c o n c e p ts ,  b u t c o n c e p ts
orga niz e d,  a rra nge d a nd cla ssifie d  in to  com ple x re la tions w ith  one  a nothe r.
T ha t is  w ha t our conce ptua l syste m  a ctua lly  is  like .  H ow e ve r,  th is  doe s not
unde rm ine  the  ba sic po int.  M e a ning de pe nds on the  re la tionship  be tw e e n
th in g s  in  th e  w o rid  -  p e o p le ,  o b je c ts  a n d  e v e n ts ,  re a l o r f ic tio n a l -  a n d  th e
conce ptua l syste m ,  w hich  ca n ope ra te  a s m e nta l re pre se nta tions of the m .

N ow  it could  be  the  ca se  tha t the  conce ptua l m a p w hich  I  ca rry a round in  m y
he a d is  to ta lly  d iffe re nt from  yours,  in  w hich  ca se  you a nd I  w ould  in te rpre t
or m a ke  se nse  of the  w orld  in  to ta lly  d iffe re nt w a ys.  W e  w ould  be  inca pa ble
of sha ring  our thoughts or e xpre ssing ide a s a bout the  w orld  to  e a ch othe r.  In
fa ct,  e a ch of us proba bly doe s unde rsta nd a nd in te rpre t the  w orld  in  a  un ique
a nd ind ividua l w a y,  H ow e ve r,  w e  a re  a b le  to  com m unica te  be ca use  w e  sha re
broa dly the  sa m e  conce ptua l m a ps a nd thus m a ke  se nse  of or in te rpre t the
w orld  in  roughly sim ila r w a ys.  T ha t is  inde e d w ha t it m e a ns w he n w e  sa y w e
'be long to  the  sa m e  cu lture '.  B e ca use  w e  in te rpre t the  w orld  in  roughly
sim ila r w a ys,  w e  a re  a b le  to  bu ild  up  a  sha re d cu lture  o f m e a nings a nd thus
construct a  socia l w orld  w hich  w e  inha bit toge the r.  T ha t is  w hy 'cu lture ' is
som e tim e s de fine d in  te rm s of 'sha re d m e a nings or sha re d conce ptua l m a ps'
( s e e  d u  G a y ,  H a ll e t a l. ,  1 9 9 7 ) .

H ow e ve r,  a  sha re d conce ptua l m a p is  not e nough.  W e  m ust a lso  be  a b le  to
re pre se nt or e xcha nge  m e a nings a nd conce pts,  a nd w e  ca n only do  tha t w he n
w e  a lso  ha ve  a cce ss to  a  sha re d la ngua ge .  La ngua ge  is  the re fore  the  se cond
syste m  of re pre se nta tion  involve d in  the  ove ra ll proce ss of constructing
m e a ning.  O ur sha re d conce ptua l m a p m ust be  tra nsla te d  in to  a  com m on
Ia ngua ge ,  so  tha t w e  ca n corre la te  our conce pts a nd ide a s w ith  ce rta in  w ritte n
w o rd s ,  s p o k e n  s o u n d s  o r v is u a l im a g e s .  T h e  g e n e ra l te rm  w e  u s e  fo r w o rd s ,
sounds or im a ge s w hich  ca rry m e a ning is  s1 gns.  T he se  signs sta nd for or
re pre se nt the  conce pts a nd the  conce ptua l re la tions be tw e e n the m  w hich  w e
ca rry a round in  our he a ds a nd toge the r the y m a ke  up the  m e a ning-syste m s of
our cu lture .

S igns a re  orga niz e d in to  la ngua ge s a nd it is  the  e xiste nce  of com m on
la ngua ge s r, r,h ich  e na ble  us to  tra nsla te  our thoughts (conce pts)  in to  r, tords,
s o u n d s  o r im a g e s ,  a n d  th e n  to  u s e  th e s e ,  o p e ra tin g  a s  a  la n g u a g e ,  to  e x p re s s
m e a nings a nd com m unica te  thoughts to  o the r pe ople .  R e m e m be r tha t the
te rm  'la n g u a g e ' is  b e in g  u s e d  h e re  in  a  v e ry  b ro a d  a n d  in c lu s iv e  w a y .  T h e
w riting  syste m  or the  spoke n syste m  of a  pa rticu la r la ngua ge  a re  both
o b v io u s ly  'la n g u a g e s '.  B u t s o  a re  v is u a l im a g e s ,  w h e th e r p ro d u c e d  b v  h a n d .
m e c h a n ic a l,  e le c tro n ic ,  d ig ita l o r s o m e  o th e r m e a n s ,  w h e n  th e y  a re  u s e d  to
e x p re s s  m e a n in g .  A n d  s o  a re  o th e r th in g s  w h ic h  a re n 't 'lin g u is tic ' in  a n v
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o rd in a ry  s e n s e : th e  ' la n g u a g e ' o f  fa c ia l e x p re s s io n s  o r  o f  g e s tu re ,  fo r  e x a m p le ,
o r  th e  ' la n g u a g e ' o f  fa s h io n ,  o f  c lo th e s ,  o r  o f  t la ff ic  l ig h ts .  E v e n  m u s ic  is  a
'la n g u a g e ',  w ith  c o m p le r  re la t io n s  b e t '"t 'e e n  d iffe re n t s o u n d s  a n d  c h o rd s ,
th o u g h  it  is  a  v e ry  s p e c ia l c a s e  s in c e  it  c a n 't  e a s ilv  b e  u s e d  to  re f 'e re n c e  a c tu a l
th in g s  o r  o b je c ts  in  th e  w o rld  {a  p o in t fu rth e r  e ia b o ra te d  in  d u  G a y ,  e d . ,  rg g z ,
a n d  M a c k a y ,  e d . ,  1 9 9 7 ) .  A n y  s o u n d ,  w o rd ,  im a g e  o r  o b je c t w h ic h  fu n c tio n s
a s  a  s ig n ,  a n d  is  o rg a n iz e d  w ith  o th e r  s ig n s  in to  a  s y s te m  rv h ic h  is  c a p a b le  o f
c a rry in g  a n d  e x p re s s in g  m e a n in g  is ,  fro m  th is  p o in t o f  v ie w ,  'a  la n g u a g e '.  I t  is
in  th is  se nse  tha t the  m ode l o f m e a n ing  r, r,h ich  I  ha ve  be e n  a na lysing  he re  is
o fte n  d e s c r ib e d  a s  a 'l in g u is t ic ' o n e ; a n d  th a t a ll  th e  th e o r ie s  o f m e a n in g
w h ic h  fo llo r , r ,  th is  b a s ic  m o d e l a re  d e s c r ib e d  a s  b e lo n g in g  to  'th e  lin g u is t ic
tu rn ' in  th e  s o c ia l s c ie n c e s  a n d  c u ltu ra l s tu d ie s .

A t th e  h e a rt  o f  th e  m e a n in g  p ro c e s s  in  c u ltu re ,  th e n ,  a re  tw o  re la te d  's y s te m s
o f re p re s e n ta tio n '.  T h e  f irs t  e n a b le s  u s  to  g iv e  m e a n in g  to  th e  w o rld  b y
c o n s tru c tin g  a  s e t o f  c o rre s p o n d e n c e s  o r  a  c h a in  o f e q u iv a le n c e s  b e tw e e n
th in g s  -  p e o p le ,  o b je c ts ,  e v e n ts ,  a b s tra c t id e a s ,  e tc .  -  a n d  o u r  s y s te m  o f
c o n c e p ts ,  o u r  c o n c e p tu a l m a p s .  T h e  s e c o n d  d e p e n d s  o n  c o n s tru c tin g  a  s e t o f
c o rre s p o n d e n c e s  b e tw e e n  o u r  c o n c e p tu a l m a p  a n d  a  s e t o f  s ig n s ,  a rra n g e d  o r
orga n iz e d  in to  va rious la ngua ge s w hich  sta nd  for o t re pre se nt those
c o n c e p ts .  T h e  re la t io n  b e tw e e n  'th in g s ',  c o n c e p ts  a n d  s ig n s  lie s  a t  th e  h e a rt
o f th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f m e a n in g  in  la n g u a g e .  T h e  p ro c e s s  w h ic h  lin k s  th e s e
th re e  e le m e n ts  to s e th e r  is  w h a t w e  c a ll 're o re s e n ta tio n '.

J u s t a s  p e o p le  w h o  b e lo n g  to  th e  s a m e  c u ltu re  m u s t s h a re  a  b ro a d ly  s im ila r
c o n c e p tu a l m a p ,  s o  th e y  m u s t a ls o  s h a re  th e  s a m e  w a y  o f in te rp re tin g  th e
signs o f a  la ngua ge ,  fo r on ly  in  th is  w a y ca n  m e a n ings be  e ffe ctive ly
e x c h a n g e d  b e tw e e n  p e o p le .  B u t h o w  d o  w e  k n o w  w h ic h  c o n c e p t s ta n d s  fo r
w h ic h  th in g ?  O r w h ic h  w o rd  e ffe c tiv e ly  re p re s e n ts  w h ic h  c o n c e p t?  H o w  d o  I
know  w hich  sounds or im a ge s w ill ca rrv ,  th rough  la ngua ge ,  the  m e a n ing  o f
m y conce pts  a nd  w ha t I  w a nt to  sa y u 'ith  the m  to  you?  T h is  m a y se e m
re la t iv e ly  s im p le  in  th e  c a s e  o f v is u a l s ig n s ,  b e c a u s e  th e  d ra w in g ,  p a in tin g ,
ca m e ra  or T V  im a ge  o f a  she e p  be a rs a  re se m bla nce  to  the  a n im a l w ith  a
w o o lly  c o a t g ra z in g  in  a  f ie ld  to  w h ic h  I  w a n t to  re fe r .  E t 'e n  s o ,  w e  n e e d  to
re m in d  o u rs e lv e s  th a t a  d ra w n  o r  p a in te d  o r  d ig ita l v e rs io n  o f a  s h e e p  is  n o t
e x a c tly  l ik e  a  're a l'  s h e e p .  F o r  o n e  th in g ,  m o s t im a g e s  a re  in  tw o  d im e n s io n s
w h e re a s  th e  're a l'  s h e e p  e x is ts  in  th re e  d im e n s io n s .

V is u a l s ig n s  a n d  im a g e s ,  e v e n  w h e n  th e y  b e a r  a  c lo s e  re s e m b la n c e  to  th e
th ings to  w h ich  the y re fe r,  a re  still s igns: the v ca rry  m e a n ing  a nd  thus ha ve  to
b e  in te rp re te d .  I n  o rd e r  to  in te rp re t th e m ,  w e  m u s t h a v e  a c c e s s  to  th e  tw o
s y s te m s  o f re p re s e n ta tio n  d is c u s s e d  e a r lie r :  to  a  c o n c e p tu a l m a p  w h ic h
c o rre la te s  th e  s h e e p  in  th e  f ie ld  w ith  th e  c o n c e p t o f  a  's h e e p ';  a n d  a  la n g u a g e
s y s te m  w h ic h  in  v is u a l la n g u a g e ,  b e a rs  s o m e  re s e m b la n c e  to  th e  re a l th in g  o r
'lo o k s  lik e  it '  in  s o m e  w a y .  T h is  a rg u m e n t is  c le a re s t if  w e  th in k  o f a  c a rto o r . r
d ra w in g  o r  a n  a b s tra c t p a in tin g  o f a  's h e e p ',  w h e re  w e  n e e d  a  v e rv
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s o p h is tic a te d  c o n c e p tu a l a n d  s h a re d  lin g u is tic  s y s te m  to  b e  c e rta in  th a t w e  a re
a ll 're a d in g 'th e  s ig n  in  th e  s a m e  w a y .  E v e n  th e n  w e  m a y  fin d  o u rs e lv e s
w o n d e rin g  w h e th e r it  re a lly  is  a  p ic tu re  o f a  s h e e p  a t a ll.  A s  th e  re la tio n s h ip
be tw e e n the  sign  a nd its  re fe re nt be com e s le ss cle a r-cut,  the  m e a ning be gins to
slip  a nd slide  a w a y from  us in to  unce rta in ty.  M e a ning is  no  longe r
tra n s p a re n tly  p a s s in g  fro m  o n e  p e rs o n  to  a n o th e r . . .

S o ,  e v e n  in  th e  c a s e  o f v is u a l la n g u a g e ,  w h e re  th e  re la tio n s h ip  b e tw e e n  th e
conce pt a nd the  sign  se e m s fa irly  stra ightforw a rd ,  the  m a tte r is  fa r from
sim ple .  I t is  e ve n m ore  d ifficu lt w ith  w ritte n  or spoke n la ngua ge ,  w he re
w ords don 't look or sound a nyth ing  like  the  th ings to  w hich  the y re fe r.  In
p a rt ,  th is  is  b e c a u s e  th e re  a re
d iffe re nt k inds o f s igns.  V isua l s igns
a re  w ha t a re  ca lle d  icon ic  s igns.
T h a t is ,  th e y  b e a r ,  in  th e ir  fo rm ,  a
c e rta in  re s e m b la n c e  to  th e  o b je c t,
pe rson  or e ve nt to  w h ich  the y re fe r.
A  p h o to g ra p h  o f a  tre e  re p ro d u c e s
s o m e  o f th e  a c tu a l c o n d it io n s  o f o u r
v is u a l p e rc e p tio n  in  th e  v is u a l s ig n .
W ritte n  or spoke n  s igns,  on  the  o the r
ha nd ,  a re  w ha t is  ca lle d  inde xica l,

F I G U R E  I . 2

Q : W h e n  is  a  s h e e p  n o t a  s h e e p ?
A : W he n it's  a  w ork o f a rt.
(D a m ie n  H irst,  A w oy from  the  F lock,  1 9 9 4 ) .

I
{

F I G U R E  I . I
W ill ia m  H o lm a n
H unt,  O ur E ng lish
C oosts ( 'S troye d
S h e e p ) ,  1 8 5 2 .
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T he y be a r no  obvious re la tionship  a t a ll to  the  th ings to  w hich  the y re fe r.  T he
le tte rs  T , R , E , E ,  d o  n o t lo o k  a n y th in g  lik e  tre e s  in  N a tu re ,  n o r d o e s  th e  w o rd
'tre e ' in  E n g lis h  s o u n d  lik e  're a l' tre e s  ( if  in d e e d  th e y  m a k e  a n y  s o u n d  a t a ll!) .
T h e  re la tio n s h ip  in  th e s e  s y s te m s  o f re p re s e n ta tio n  b e tw e e n  th e  s ig n ,  th e
c o n c e p t a n d  th e  o b je c t to  w h ic h  th e y  m ig h t b e  u s e d  to  re fe r is  e n tire ly
a rb itra ry.  B y 'a rb itra ry ' w e  m e a n tha t in  princip le  a nv co lie ction  of le tte rs or
a ny sound in  a ny orde r w ould  do  the  trick e qua lly  w e ll.  T re e s r,vould  not
m in d  if  w e  u s e d  th e  w o rd  S E E R T  -  'tre e s ' w ritte n  b a c k w a rd s  -  to  re p re s e n t
the  conce pt o f the m .  T h is is  c le a r from  the  fa ct tha t,  in  F re nch,  qu ite  d iffe re nt
le tte rs a nd a  qu ite  d iffe re nt sound is  use d to  re fe r to  w ha t,  to  a ll a ppe a ra nce s,
is  the  sa m e  th ing  -  a  're a l' tre e  -  a nd,  a s fa r a s w e  ca n te ll,  to  the  sa m e  conce pt
-  a  la rge  p la nt tha t grow s in  na ture .  T he  F re nch a nd E nglish  se e m  to  be  using
th e  s a m e  c o n c e p t.  B u t th e  c o n c e p t w h ic h  in  E n g lis h  is  re p re s e n te d  b y  th e
w o rd ,  T R E E ,  is  re p re s e n te d  in  F re n c h  b y  th e  w o rd ,  A R B R E .

T h e  q u e s tio n ,  th e n ,  is : h o w  d o  p e o p le  w h o  b e lo n g  to  th e  s a m e  c u ltu re ,  w h o
sha re  the  sa m e  conce ptua i m a p a nd w ho spe a k or w rite  the  sa m e  la ngua ge
(E nglish)  know  tha t the  a rb itra ry com bina tion  of le tte rs a nd sounds tha t
m a ke s up the  w ord ,  T R E E ,  w ill sta nd for or re pre se nt the  conce pt 'a  la rge
p la n t th a t g ro w s  in  n a tu re '?  O n e  p o s s ib ility  w o u ld  b e  th a t th e  o b je c ts  in  th e
w o rld  th e m s e lv e s  e m b o d y  a n d  fix  in  s o m e  w a y  th e ir 'tru e 'm e a n in g .  B u t it  is
not a t a ll c le a r tha t re a l tre e s know tha t the y a re  tre e s,  a nd e ve n le ss cle a r tha t
the y know  tha t the  w ord  in  E nglish  w hich  re pre se nts the  conce pt o f
the m se lve s is  w ritte n  T R E E  w he re a s in  F re nch it is  w ritte n  A R B R E I  A s fa r a s
th e y  a re  c o n c e rn e d ,  it  c o u ld  ju s t a s  w e ll b e  w ritte n  C O W  o r V A C H E  o r in d e e d
X Y Z .  T h e  m e a n in g  is  n o f in  th e  o b je c t o r p e rs o n  o r th in g ,  n o r is  it  in  th e  w o rd .
I t is  w e  w ho fix  the  m e a ning so  firm ly tha t,  a fte r a  w hile ,  it com e s to  se e m
na tura l a nd ine vita b le .  T he  m e a ning is  constructe d  by the  syste m  of
re pre se nta tion .  I t is  constructe d  a nd fixe d  by the  code ,  w hich  se ts up  the
corre la tion  be tw e e n our conce ptua l syste m  a nd our la ngua ge  syste m  in  such
a  w a y  th a t,  e v e ry  tim e  w e  th in k  o f a  tre e ,  th e  c o d e  te lls  u s  to  u s e  th e  E n g lis h
w o rd  T R E E ,  o r th e  F re n c h  w o rd  A R B R E .  T h e  c o d e  te lls  u s  th a t,  in  o u r c u ltu re
-  th a t is ,  in  o u r c o n c e p tu a l a n d  la n g u a g e  c o d e s  -  th e  c o n c e p t'tre e ' is
re p re s e n te d  b y  th e  le tte rs  T , R , E , E ,  a rra n g e d  in  a  c e rta in  s e q u e n c e ,  ju s t a s  in
M orse  code ,  the  sign  for V  (w hich  in  W orld  W a r I I  C hurchill m a de  'sta nd for'
o r re p re s e n t 'V ic to ry ')  is  D o t,  D o t,  D o t,  D a s h ,  a n d  in  th e  'la n g u a g e  o f tra ffic
I ig h ts ',  G re e n  =  G o ! a n d  R e d  =  S to p !

O n e  w a y  o f th in k in g  a b o u t 'c u ltu re ',  th e n ,  is  in  te rm s  o f th e s e  s h a re d
conce ptua l m a ps,  sha re d la ngua ge  syste m s a nd the  code s w hich  gove rn  the
re la tionships of tra nsla tion  be tw e e n f.he m .  C ode s fix  the  re la tionships
be tw e e n conce pts a nd signs.  T he y sta b iliz e  m e a ning w ith in  d iffe re nt
la ngua ge s a nd cu lture s.  T he y te ll us w hich  la ngua ge  to  use  to  conve y w hich
id e a .  T h e  re v e rs e  is  a ls o  tru e .  C o d e s  te ll u s  w h ic h  c o n c e p ts  a re  b e in g  re fe rre d
to  w he n w e  he a r or re a d u ,h ich  signs.  B y a rb itra rily  fix ing  the  re la tionrh ipt,n , * t 

,
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be tw e e n our conce ptua l syste m  a nd our linguistic  syste m s ( re m e m be r,
'lin g u is tic ' in  a  b ro a d  s e n s e ) ,  c o d e s  m a k e  it  p o s s ib le  fo r u s  to  s p e a k  a n d  to
he a r in te llig ib ly ,  a nd e sta b lish  the  tra nsla ta b ility  be tw e e n our conce pts a nd
our la ngua ge s w hich  e na ble s m e a ning to  pa ss from  spe a ke r to  he a re r a nd be
e ffe ctive ly com m unica te d  w ith in  a  cu lture .  T h is tra nsla ta b ility  is  not g ive n
b y  n a tu re  o r f ix e d  b y  th e  g o d s .  I t  is  th e  re s u lt o f a  s e t o f s o c ia l c o n v e n tio n s .  I t
is  fixe d  socia lly ,  fixe d  in  cu lture .  E nglish  or F re nch or H indi spe a ke rs ha ve ,
o v e r tim e ,  a n d  w ith o u t c o n s c io u s  d e c is io n  o r c h o ic e ,  c o m e  to  a n  u n w ritte n
a gre e m e nt,  a  sort o f unw ritte n  cu ltura l cove na nt tha t,  in  the ir va rious
la ngua ge s,  ce rta in  signs w ill sta nd for or re pre se nt ce rta in  conce pts.  T h is is
w h a t c h ild re n  le a rn ,  a n d  h o w  th e y  b e c o m e ,  n o t s im p ly  b io lo g ic a l in d iv id u a ls
but cu ltura l subje cts.  T he y le a rn  the  syste m  a nd conve ntions of
re pre se nta tion ,  the  code s of the ir la ngua ge  a nd cu lture ,  w hich  e quip  the m
w ith  cu ltura l 'know -how ' e na bling  the m  to  function  a s cu ltura lly  com pe te nt
s u b je c ts .  N o t b e c a u s e  s u c h  k n o w le d g e  is  im p rin te d  in  th e ir  g e n e s ,  b u t
b e c a u s e  th e y  le a rn  its  c o n v e n tio n s  a n d  s o  g ra d u a lly  b e c o m e , c u ltu re d
p e rs o n s r -  i. e .  m e m b e rs  o f th e ir  c u ltu re .  T h e y  u n c o n s c io u s ly  in te rn a liz e  th e
c o d e s  w h ic h  a llo w  th e m  to  e x p re s s  c e rta in  c o n c e p ts  a n d  id e a s  th ro u g h  th e ir
s y s te m s  o f re p re s e n ta tio n  -  w ritin g ,  s p e e c h ,  g e s tu re ,  v is u a liz a tio n ,  a n d  s o  o n
-  a nd to  in te rpre t ide a s w hich  a re  com m unica te d  to  the m  using the  sa m e
s y s te m s .

Y ou m a y find  it e a sie r to  unde rsta nd,  now ,  w hy m e a ning,  la ngua ge  a nd
re pre se nta tion  a re  such critica l e le m e nts in  the  study of cu lture .  T o  be long to
a  cu lture  is  to  be long to  roughly the  sa m e  conce ptua l a nd linguistic  un ive rse ,
to  know  how  conce pts a nd ide a s tra nsla te  in to  d iffe re nt la ngua ge s,  a nd how
la ngua ge  ca n be  in te rpre te d  to  re fe r to  or re fe re nce  the  w orld .  T o  sha re  the se
th ings is  to  se e  the  w orld  from  w ith in  the  sa m e  conce ptua l m a p a nd to  m a ke
se nse  of it through the  sa m e  la ngua ge  syste m s.  E a rly  a nthropologists o f
la ngua ge ,  like  sa pir a nd w horf,  took th is insight to  its  log ica l e xtre m e  w he n
the y a rgue d tha t w e  a re  a ll,  a s it w e re ,  locke d in to  our cu ltura l pe rspe ctive s or
'm in d - s e ts ',  a n d  th a t la n g u a g e  is  th e  b e s t c lu e  w e  h a v e  to  th a t c o n c e p tu a l
unive rse .  T h is obse rva tion ,  w he n a pplie d  to  a ll hum a n cu lture s,  lie s a t the
root o f w ha t,  toda y,  w e  m a y th ink of a s cu ltura l or linguistic  re la tiv ism .

Y ou m ight like  to  th ink furthe r a bout th is  que stion  of how  d iffe re nt
cu lture s conce ptua lly  c la ssify  the  w orld  a nd w ha t im plica tions th is ha s
for m e a ning a nd re pre se nta tion ,

T he  E nglish  m a ke  a  ra the r s im ple  d istinction  be tw e e n sle e t a nd snow .
T he  Inu it (E skim os)  w ho ha ve  to  survive  in  a  ve ry d iffe re nt,  m ore
e xtre m e  a nd hostile  c lim a te ,  a ppa re ntly  ha ve  m a ny m ore  w ords for snow
a nd snow y w e a the r.  C onside r the  list o f Inu it te rm s for snow  from  the
S cott P o la r R e se a rch Institu te  in  T a ble  1 .  1 .  T he re  a re  m a ny m ore  tha n in
E nglish ,  m a king m uch fine r a nd m ore  com ple x d istinctions.  T he  Inu it
ha ve  a  com ple x cla ssifica tory conce ptua l syste m  for the  w e a the r
com pa re d w ith  the  E nglish .  T he  nove list P e te r H oe g,  for e xa m ple ,  w riting
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a bout G re e nla nd in  h is nove l,  M iss S m illa 's  F e e ling  F or S now  (1 9 9 4 ,
pp,  5 -6 ) ,  gra phica lly  de scribe s 'fta z z il ice ' w hich  is  'kne a de d toge the r in to
a  soa py m a sh ca lle d  porridge  ice ,  w hich  gra dua lly  form s fre e - floa ting
p la te s ,  p a n c a k e  ic e ,  w h ic h  o n e ,  c o ld ,  n o o n d a y  h o u r,  o n  a  S u n d a y ,  fre e z e s
in to  a  s in g le  s o lid  s h e e t'.  S u c h  d is tin c tio n s  a re  to o  fin e  a n d  e la b o ra te
e ve n for the  E nglish  w ho a re  a lw a ys ta lk ing  a bout the  w e a the r! T he
que stion ,  how e ve r,  is  -  do  the  Inu it a ctua lly  e xpe rie nce  snow  d iffe re ntly
from  the  E nglish? T he ir la ngua ge  syste m  sugge sts the y conce ptua liz e  the
w e a the r d iffe re ntly .  B ut how  fa r is  our e xpe rie nce  a ctua lly  bounde d by
o u r lin g u is tic  a n d  c o n c e p tu a l u n iv e rs e ?

T a b le  l.  I  ln u it te rm s  fo r s n o w  a n d  ic e

sn o w

b lo w in g

rs  sn o w sto rm rn g

fa l l in g

i-  { . i l i^^,  i - . ^^. . , i^^-  r )  r a i l i l  rE ,  -  r )  ) r  r v v v i l  rg

l ig h t  fa l l in g  -

l ig h t  -  is  fa l l in g

firs t la ye r o f -  in  fa ll

d e e p  so ft -

P d L N g U  -  L U  i l rd ( g  V V d L g r

lig h t so ft

su g a r-

w a te rlo g g e d ,  m u sn y

-  is  tu rn in g  in to  m o s c k

wa te ry -

we t

w e t  fa l l in g

w e t -  is  fa llin g

-  d r i f t in o  a ln n o  a  s r  r r la rc
-  

_ '5 * -

i -  A - . + i^^. '^^^ .  - , "{ . - -- r> u r i lL r r  1 5 d u r  B d ) u r  rd L L

ly in g  o n  a  su rfa ce

snow,fla ke

r<  h e in o  d r i f ic r l  n r rc r  u , i th  -

p iq tu lu k

p rq tu lu K tu q

q a n ik

q a n rK ru q

^- ^; - - . ^9 4 r  i l4 r  o !

^- ^i - - - ^+ ,  -q d r  i ld r  d 9  L u !_ l

a p i lra u n

m a u ya

a n u

a q u lu ra q

p u K a K

m a sa k

m a sa g u q tu a q

m a q a ya K

rn  rsa k

q a n ik k u k

q a n ikku ktu q

n a tiru v ik

n a trrrlv rk tu a q

a p u n

q a n lk

a p iy u a q

ic e

-  p a n ,  b ro k e n

ice  w a te r

c a n d le  -

s lz  6 p  -

6 6 1  1 6 [  -

s h o re

sh o re fa st -

S I  U S N

y o u n g  -

s ik u

s iq u m n iq

m m iu g a q

rm m ru q ru a q

il la u y in  q

q a irn iq

q u a s a q

rv u n r t

IW U  t

tu g iu

tu va q

q u n a

s ik u lia q

O ne  im plica tion  of th is  a rgum e nt a bout cu ltura l code s is  tha t,  if m e a ning is  the
re sult,  not o f som e th ing fixe d  out the re ,  in  na ture ,  but o f our socia l,  cu ltura l
a nd linguistic  conve ntions,  the n m e a ning ca n ne ve r be  fina llyfixe d .  W e  ca n
a ll 'a gre e ' to  a llow  w ords to  ca rry som e w ha t d iffe re nt m e a nings -  a s w e  ha ve
fo r e x a m p le ,  w ith  th e  w o rd  'g a y ',  o r th e  u s e ,  b y  y o u n g  p e o p le ,  o f th e  w o rd
'w ic k e d !' a s  a  te rm  o f a p p ro v a l.  O f c o u rs e ,  th e re  m u s t b e  s o m e  fix in g  o f
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m e a ning in  la ngua ge ,  or w e  w ould  ne ve r be  a b le  to  unde rsta nd one  a nothe r.
w e  c a n 't g e t u p  o n e  m o rn in g  a n d  s u d d e n ly  d e c id e  to  re p re s e n t th e  c o n c e p t o f
a 'tre e ' w ith  th e  le tte rs  o r th e  w o rd  v Y x z ,  a n d  e x p e c t p e o p le  to  fo llo w  w h a t
w e  a re  sa ying.  on  the  othe r ha nd,  the re  is  no  a bsolute  or fina l fix ing  of
m e a n in g .  s o c ia l a n d  lin g u is tic  c o n v e n tio n s  d o  c h a n g e  o v e r tim e .  I n  th e
la n g u a g e  o f m o d e rn  m a n a g e ria lis m ,  w h a t w e  u s e d  to  c a il 's tu d e n ts ',  , c lie n ts , ,
'p a tie n ts ' a n d 'p a s s e n g e rs ' h a v e  a ll b e c o m e  'c u s to m e rs '.  L in g u is tic  c o d e s  v a ry
significa ntly  be tw e e n one  la ngua ge  a nd a nothe r.  M a ny cu lture s do  not ha ve
w o rd s  fo r c o n c e p ts  w h ic h  a re  n o rm a l a n d  w id e lv  a c c e p ta b le  to  u s .  w o rd s
c o n s ta n tly  g o  o u t o f c o m m o n  u s a g e ,  a n d  n e w  p h ra s e s  a re  c o in e d . : th in k ,  fo r
e x a m p le ,  o f th e  u s e  o f 'd o w n - s iz in g ' to  re p re s e n t th e  p ro c e s s  o f f irm s  la y in g
p e o p le  o ff w o rk .  E v e n  w h e n  th e  a c tu a l w o rd s  re m a in  s ta b le ,  th e ir
connota tions sh ift or the y a cquire  a  d iffe re nt nua nce .  T he  proble m  is
e s p e c ia lly  a c u te  in  tra n s la tio n .  F o r e x a m p ie ,  d o e s  th e  d iffe re n c e  in  E n g lis h
be tw e e n know  a nd unde rsta .nd  corre spond e xa ctly  to  a nd ca pture  e xa ctly  the
sa m e  conce ptua l d istinction  a s the  F re nch m a ke  be tw e e n sa voir a nd
conna itre ?  P e rha ps; but ca n  w e  be  sure ?

T he  m a in  po int is  tha t m e a ning doe s not inhe re  in  th ings,  in  the  w orld .  I t is
c o n s tru c te d ,  p ro d u c e d .  I t  is  th e  re s u lt o f a  s ig n ify in g  p ra c tic e  -  a  p ra c tic e  th a t
produce s m e a ning,  tha t m oke s th ings m e on.

T h e re  a re  b ro a d iy  s p e a k in g  th re e  a p p ro a c h e s  to  e x p la in in g  h o w  re p re s e n ta tio n
of m e a ning through la ngua ge  w orks.  w e  m a y ca ll the se  the  re fle ctive ,  the
in te n tio n a l a n d  th e  c o n s tru c tio n is t o r c o n s tru c tiv is t a p p ro a c h e s .  y o u  m ig h t
th ink of e a ch a s a n  a tte m pt to  a nsw e r the  que stions,  'w he re  do  m e a nings com e
fro m ? ' a n d  'h o w  c a n  w e  te ll th e  "tru e " m e a n in g  o f a  w o rd  o r im a g e ? '

In  the  re fle ctive  a pproa ch,  m e a ning is  thought to  lie  in  the  ob je ct,  pe rson,  ide a
or e ve nt in  the  re a l w orld ,  a nd la ngua ge  functions like  a  m irror ,  ro  re fle ctrhe
tru e  m e a n in g  a s  it  a lre a d y  e x is ts  in  th e  w o rld .  A s  th e  p o e t G e rtru d e  S te in  o n c e
s a id ,  'A  ro s e  is  a  ro s e  is  a  ro s e '.  I n  th e  fo u rth  c e n tu ry  B C ,  th e  G re e k s  u s e d  th e
notion  of m im e sis to  e xpla in  how  la ngua ge ,  e ve n dra w ing a nd pa inting ,
m irrore d  or im ita te d  N a ture ; the y thought o f H om e r's  gre a t poe m ,  T he  llia d ,  a s
'im ita ting ' a  he ro ic se rie s o f e ve nts.  so  the  the ory w hich  sa ys tha t la ngua ge
w orks by sim piy re fle cting  or im ita ting  the  tru th  tha t is  a lre a dy the re  a nd fixe d
in  th e  w o rld ,  is  s o m e tim e s  c a lle d  'm im e tic '.

O f c o u rs e  th e re  is  a  c e rta in  o b v io u s  tru th  to  m im e tic  th e o rie s  o f re p re s e n ta tio n
a n d  la n g u a g e .  A s  w e 'v e  p o in te d  o u t,  v is u a i s ig n s  d o  b e a r s o m e  re la tio n s h ip  to
the  sha pe  a nd te xture  o f the  ob je cts w hich  the y re pre se nt.  B ut,  a s w a s a lso
p o in te d  o u t e a rlie r ,  a  tr , r , o - d im e n s io n a l v is u a l im a g e  o f a  ro s e  is  a  s ig n  -  it
s h o u ld  n o t b e  c o n fu s e d  w ith  th e  re a l p la n t w ith  th o rn s  a n d  b lo o m s  g ro w in g  in
the  ga rde n.  R e m e m be r a lso  tha t the re  a re  m a ny w ords,  sounds a nd im a ge s
w hich w e  fu lly  w e il unde rsta nd but w hich  a re  e ntire ly  fictiona l or fa nta sy a nd
re fe r to  w orlds w hich  a re  w holly  im a gina ry -  includ ing,  m a ny pe ople  now
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th in k ,  m o s t o f T h e  I lia d ! O f c o u rs e ,  I  c a n  u s e  th e  w o rd  'ro s e ' to  re le r to  re a l,
a c tu a l p la n ts  g ro w in g  in  a  g a rd e n ,  a s  w e  h a v e  s a id  b e fo re .  B u t th is  is  b e c a u s e  I
k n o w  th e  c o d e  w h ic h  lin k s  th e  c o n c e p t w ith  a  p a rtic u la r w o rd  o r im a g e .  I
ca nnot th ink or spe a k or dra w w ith  a n  a ctua l rose .  A nd if som e one  sa ys to  m e
th a t th e re  is  n o  s u c h  w o rd  a s  'ro s e ' fo r a  p la n t in  h e r c u ltu re ,  th e  a c tu a l p la n t
in  the  ga rde n ca nnot re solve  the  fa ilure  o f com m unica tion  be tw e e n us.  W ith in
the  conve ntions of the  d iffe re nt la ngua ge  code s w e  a re  using ,  w e  a re  both  right
-  a nd for us to  unde rsta nd e a ch othe r,  one  of us m ust le a rn  the  code  linkine
the  flow e r w ith  the  w ord  for it in  the  othe r's  cu lture ,

T h e  s e c o n d  a p p ro a c h  to  m e a n in g  in  re p re s e n ta tio n  a rg u e s  th e  o p p o s ite  c a s e .
I t ho lds tha t it is  the  spe a ke r,  the  a uthor,  w ho im pose s h is or he r un ique
m e a ning on the  w orld  through la ngua ge .  W ords m e a n r, r'ha t the  a uthor
in te nds the y should  m e a n.  T h is is  the  in te ntiona l a pproa ch.  A ga in ,  the re  is
s o m e  p o in t to  th is  a rg u m e n t s in c e  w e  a ll,  a s  in d iv id u a ls ,  d o  u s e  la n g u a g e  to
conve y or com m unica te  th ings w hich  a re  spe cia l or un ique  to  us,  to  our w a y
o f s e e in g  th e  w o rld .  H o w e v e r,  a s  a  g e n e ra l th e o ry  o f re p re s e n ta tio n  th ro u g h
la n g u a g e ,  th e  in te n tio n a l a p p ro a c h  is  a ls o  fla w e d .  W e  c a n n o t b e  th e  s o le  o r
u n iq u e  s o u rc e  o f m e a n in g s  in  la n g u a g e ,  s in c e  th a t w o u id  m e a n  th a t w e  c o u id
e x p re s s  o u rs e lv e s  in  e n tire ly  p riv a te  la n g u a g e s .  B u t th e  e s s e n c e  o f la n g u a g e  is
com m unica tion  a nd tha t,  in  turn ,  de pe nds on sha re d linguistic  conve ntions
a n d  s h a re d  c o d e s .  L a n g u a g e  c a n  n e v e r b e  w h o lly  a  p riv a te  g a m e .  O u r p rirra te
in te n d e d  m e a n in g s ,  h o w e v e r p e rs o n a l to  u s ,  h a v e  I o  e n te r in to  th e  ru le s ,  c o d e s
a n d  c o n v e n tio n s  o f la n g u a g e lo  b e  s h a re d  a n d  u n d e rs to o d .  L a n g u a g e  is  a
socia l syste m  through a nd through.  T h is m e a ns tha t our priva te  thoughts ha ve
to  ne gotia te  w ith  a ll the  o the r m e a nings for w ords or im a ge s w hich  ha ve  be e n
store d in  la ngua ge  w hich  our use  of the  la ngua ge  syste m  w ili ine vita b ly trigge r
in to  a c tio n .

T h e  th ird  a p p ro a c h  re c o g n iz e s  th is  p u b lic ,  s o c ia l c h a ra c te r o fla n g u a g e .  I t
a cknow le dge s tha t ne ithe r th ings in  the m se lve s nor the  ind ividua l use rs o f
Ia ngua ge  ca n fix  m e a ning in  la ngua ge .  T h ings don 't m e cn: w e  construct
m e a n in g ,  u s in g  re p re s e n ta tio n a l s y s te m s  -  c o n c e p ts  a n d  s ig n s .  H e n c e  it  is
ca lle d  the  constructiv ist or construction ist a pproa ch to  m e a ning in  la ngua ge .
A ccord ing to  th is  a pproa ch,  w e  m ust not confuse  lhe  m a te ria l w orld ,  w he re
th ings a nd pe ople  e xist,  a nd the  sym bolic  pra ctice s a nd proce sse s through
w h ic h  re p re s e n ta tio n ,  m e a n in g  a n d  la n g u a g e  o p e ra te .  C o n s tru c tiv is ts  d o  n o t
d e n y  th e  e x is te n c e  o f th e  m a te ria l w o rld .  H o w e v e r,  it  is  n o t th e  m a te ria l
w orld  w hich  conve ys m e a ning: it is  the  la ngua ge  syste m  or w ha te ve r syste m
w e  a re  u s in g  to  re p re s e n t o u r c o n c e p ts .  I t  is  s o c ia l a c to rs  w h o  u s e  th e
c o n c e p tu a l s y s te m s  o f th e ir  c u ltu re  a n d  th e  lin g u is tic  a n d  o th e r
re p re s e n ta tio n a l s y s te m s  to  c o n s tru c t m e a n in g ,  to  m a k e  th e  w o rld
m e a ningfu l a nd to  com m unica te  a bout tha t w orld  m e a ningfu lly  to  o the rs.

O f c o u rs e ,  s ig n s  m a y  a ls o  h a v e  a  m a te ria l d im e n s io n .  R e p re s e n ta tio n a l
s y s te m s  c o n s is t o f th e  a c tu a l s o u n d s  w e  m a k e  w ith  o u r v o c a l c h o rd s ,  th e
im a ge s w e  m a ke  on light-se nsitive  pa pe r w ith  ca m e ra s,  the  m orks w e  m a ke
w ith  pa int on  ca nva s,  the  d ig ita l im pulse s w e  tra nsm it e le ctronica lll, .
R e p re s e n ta tio n  is  a  p ra c tic e ,  a  k in d  o f 'w o rk ',  w h ic h  u s e s  m a te ria l o b je c ts  a n d
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e ffe c ts .  B u t th e  m e o n in g  d e p e n d s ,  n o t o n  th e  m a te ria l q u a lity  o f th e  s ig n ,  b u t
on its  sym bolic  function  I t is  be ca use  a  pa rticu la r sound or w ord  sta nds for,
synboliz e s or re pre se nts a  conce pt tha t it ca n  function ,  in  la ngua ge ,  a s a  s ign
a n d  c o n v e y  m e a n in g  -  o r,  a s  th e  c o n s tru c tio n is ts  s a y ,  s ig n ify  ( s ig n - i- fy ) .

T h e  s im p le s t e x a m p le  o f th is  p o in t,  rn h ic h  is  c rit ic a l fo r a n  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f
h o w  la n g u a g e s  fu n c tio n  a s  re p re s e n ta tio n a l s y s te m s ,  is  th e  fa m o u s  tra ffic
lights e xa m ple .  A  tra ffic  tight is  a  m a chine  w hich  produce s d iffe re nt
co loure d lights in  se que nce .  T he  e ffe ct o f light o f d iffe re nt w a ve le ngths on
the  e ye  -  r,vh ich  is  a  na tura l a nd m a te ria l phe nom e non -  produce s the
s e n s a tio n  o f d iffe re n t c o io u rs .  N o w  th e s e  th in g s  c e rta in ly  d o  e x is t in  th e
m a te ria l w orld .  B ut it is  our cu lture  w hich  bre a ks the  spe ctrum  of light in to
d iffe re n t c o lo u rs ,  d is tin g u is h e s  th e m  fro m  o n e  a n o th e r a n d  a tta c h e s  n a m e s  -
R e d,  G re e n,  Y e llow ,  B Iue  -  to  the m .  W e  use  a  w a y of c la ssify ing  the  co lour
spe ctrum  to  cre a te  co lours '"r,h ich  a re  d iffe re nt from  one  a nothe r.  W e
re pre se nt or sym boliz e  the  d iffe re nt co lours a nd cla ssify  the m  a ccord ing to
d iffe re n t c o lo u r- c o n c e p ts .  T h is  is  th e  c o n c e p tu a l c o lo u r s y s te m  o f o u r
c u ltu re .  w e  s a y  'o u r c u ltu re ' b e c a u s e ,  o f c o u rs e ,  o th e r c u ltu re s  m a y  d iv id e  th e
colour spe ctrum  d iffe re ntly .  w ha t's  m ore ,  the y ce rta in iy use  d iffe re nt a ctua l
w ords or |e tte rs to  ide ntify  d iffe re nt co lours: w ha t - "t e  ca ll 're d ',  the  F re nch ca ll
'ro u g e ' a n d  s o  o n .  T h is  is  th e  lin g u is tic  c o d e  -  th e  o n e  w h ic h  c o rre la te s  c e rta in
w o rd s  ( s ig n s )  rn 'ith  c e rta in  c o lo u rs  ( c o n c e p ts ) ,  a n d  th u s  e n a b le s  u s  to
c o m m u n ic a te  a b o u t c o lo u rs  to  o th e r p e o p le ,  u s in g  'th e  la n g u a g e  o f c o lo u rs '.

B u t h o w  d o  w e  u s e  th is  re p re s e n ta tio n a l o r s y m b o lic  s y s te m  to  re g u la te  th e
tra ffic?  C olours do  not ha ve  a ny 'true ' or fixe d  m e a ning in  tha t se nse .  R e d
d o e s  n o t m e a n 'S to p ' in  n a tu re ,  a n y  m o re  th a n  G re e n  m e a n s  'G o ',  I n  o th e r
s e ttin g s ,  R e d  m a y  s ta n d  fo r,  s y m b o liz e  o r re p re s e n t 'B lo o d ' o r 'D a n g e r' o r
'C o m m u n is m '; a n d  G re e n  m a y  re p re s e n t 'I re ia n d ' o r 'T h e  C o u n try s id e ' o r
'E n v iro n m e n ta lis m '.  E v e n  th e s e  m e a n in g s  c a n  c h a n g e .  I n  th e  'la n g u a g e  o f
e ie c tr ic  p lu g s ',  R e d  u s e d  to  m e a n  'th e  c o n n e c tio n  w ith  th e  p o s itiv e  c h a rg e '
but th is  n  a s a rb itra rily  a nd w ithout e xpla na tion  cha nge d to  B row n! B ut the n
fo r m a n y  y e a rs  th e  p ro d u c e rs  o f p lu g s  h a d  to  a tta c h  a  s lip  o f p a p e r te llin g
p e o p le  th a t th e  c o d e  o r c o n v e n tio n  h a d  c h a n g e d ,  o th e rw is e  h o w  w o u ld  th e y
k n o w ?  R e d  a n d  G re e n  w o rk  in  th e  la n g u a g e  o f tra ffic  lig h ts  b e c a u s e  , S to p ,  a n d
'G o 'a re  th e  m e a n in g s  w h ic h  h a v e  b e e n  a s s ig n e d  to  th e m  in  o u r c u ltu re  b y  th e
c o d e  o r c o n v e n tio n s  g o v e rn in g  th is  la n g u a g e ,  a n d  th is  c o d e  is  w id e ly  k n o w n
a nd a im ost un ive rsa llv  obe ye d in  our cu lture  a nd cu lture s like  ours -  though
w e  c a n  w e ll im a g in e  o th e r c u ltu re s  . 'r . h ic h  d id  n o t p o s s e s s  th e  c o d e ,  in  w h ic h
th is  la n g u a g e  w o u id  b e  a  c o m p le te  m y s te ry .

Le t us sta y w ith  the  e xa m ple  for a  m om e nt,  to  e xplore  a  little  furthe r how ,
a c c o rd in g  to  th e  c o n s tru c tio n is t a p p ro a c h  to  re p re s e n ta tio n ,  c o lo u rs  a n d  th e
'la ngua ge  of tra ffic  lights ' w ork a s a  s ign ify ing  or re pre se nta tiona l syste m .
R e ca ll rhe  tw o re pre se nta tiona l syste m s w e  spoke  of e a rlie r.  F irst,  the re  is  the
c o n c e p tu a l m a p  o f c o lo u rs  in  o u r c u ltu re  -  th e  w a y  c o lo u rs  a re  d is tin g u is h e d
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fiom  one  a nothe r,  c la ssifie d  a nd a rra nge d in  our m e nta l un ive rse .  se condly,
the re  a re  the  w a ys w ords or im a ge s a re  corre la te d  w ith  co lours in  our
la ngua ge  -  our I inguistic  co lour-code s.  A ctua lly ,  o f course ,  a  la ngua ge  of
co lours consists o f m ore  tha n just the  ind ividua l w ords for d iffe re nt po ints on
the  co lour spe ctrum .  I t a lso  de pe nds on how  the y function  in  re la tion  to  one
a nothe r -  the  sorts o f th ings w hich  a re  gove rne d by gra m m a r a nd synta x in
w ritte n  or spoke n la ngua ge s,  w hich  a llow  us to  e xpre ss ra the r com ple x ide a s.
In  the  la ngua ge  of tra ffic  lights,  it is  the  se que nce  a nd position  of the  co lours,
a s w e ll a s the  co lours the m se lve s,  w hich  e na ble  the m  to  ca rrv m e a nine  a nd
thus function  a s signs.

D oe s it m a tte r w hich  co lours w e  use ? N o,  the  construction ists a rgue .  T h is is
be ca use  w ha t s ign ifie s is  not the  co lours the m se lve s but (a )  the  fa ct tha t the y
a re  d iffe re nt a nd ca n be  d istinguishe d from  one  a nothe r; a nd (b )  the  fa ct tha t
the y a re  orga niz e d in to  a  pa rticu la r se que nce  -  R e d fo llow e d by G re e n,  w ith
som e tim e s a  w a rn ing A m be r in  be tw e e n w hich  sa ys,  in  e ffe ct,  'G e t re a dy!
L ights a bout to  cha nge . ' construction ists put th is  po int in  the  fo llow ing w a y.
w ha t s ign ifie s,  w ha t ca rrie s m e a ning -  the y a rgue  -  is  not e a ch co lour in
itse lf nor e ve n the  conce pt or w ord  for it.  I t is  the  d iffe re nce  be tw e e n R e d a nd
G re e n w hich  sign ifie s.  T h is is  a  ve ry im porta nt princip le ,  in  ge ne ra l,  a bout
re pre se nta tion  a nd m e a ning,  a nd w e  sha ll re turn  to  it on  m ore  tha n one
occa sion in  the  cha pte rs w hich  fo llow  T hink a bout it in  the se  te rm s.  I f you
c o u ld n 't d iffe re n tia te  b e tw e e n  R e d  a n d  G re e n ,  y o u  c o u ld n 't u s e  o n e  to  m e a n
'S to p 'a n d  th e  o th e r to  m e a n 'G o '.  I n  th e  s a m e  w a y ,  it  is  o n ly  th e  d iffe re n c e
be tw e e n the  le tte rs P  a nd T  w hich  e na ble  the  w ord  sH E E p to  be  linke d,  in  the
E nglish  la ngua ge  code ,  to  the  conce pt o f 'the  a n im a l w ith  four le gs a nd a
w o o lly  c o a t',  a n d  th e  w o rd  S H E E T  to  'th e  m a te ria l w e  u s e  to  c o v e r o u rs e lv e s
in  b e d  a t n ig h t'.

In  princip le ,  a ny com bina tion  of co lours -  like  a ny co lle ction  of le tte rs in
w ritte n  la ngua ge  or o f sounds in  spoke n la ngua ge  -  w ould  do ,  provide d the y
a re  suffic ie ntly  d iffe re nt not to  be  confuse d.  construction ists e xpre ss th is
id e a  b y  s a y in g  th a t a ll s ig n s  a re  'a rb itra ry '.  'A rb itra ry ' m e a n s  th a i th e re  is  n o
na tura l re la tionship  be tw e e n the  sign  a nd its  m e a ning or conce pt.  s ince  R e d
o n ly  m e a n s  'S to p 'b e c a u s e  th a t is  h o w  th e  c o d e  w o rk s ,  in  p rin c ip le  a n y
colour w ould  do ,  includ ing G re e n.  I t is  the  code  tha t fixe s the  m e a ning,  not
the  co lour itse lf.  T h is a lso  ha s w ide r im plica tions for the  the ory o f
re pre se nta tion  a nd m e a ning in  la ngua ge .  I t m e a ns tha t s igns the m se lve s
ca nnot fix  m e a ning.  Inste a d,  m e a ning de pe nds on fhe  re la tion  be tw e e n a  sign
a n d  a  c o n c e p t w h ic h  is  fix e d  b y  a  c o d e .  M e a n in g ,  th e  c o n s tru c tio n is ts  w o u ld
s a y ,  is ' re la t io n a l ' .

W hy not te st th is  po int a bout the  a rb itra ry na ture  o f the  sign  a nd the
im porta nce  of the  code  for yourse lff C onstruct a  code  to  gove rn  the
m ove m e nt o f tra ffic  using  tw o d iffe re nt co lours -  Y e llow  a nd B lue  -  a s in
the  fo llow ing:
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W h e n  th e  y e llo w  lig h t is  s h o w in g ,  . , .

N o w  a d d  a n  in s tru c tio n  a llo w in g  p e d e s tr ia n s  a n d  c y c lis ts  o n ly  to  c ro s s ,
using P ink.

P ro v id e d  th e  c o d e  te lls  u s  c le a rly  h o w  to  re a d  o r in te rp re t e a c h  c o lo u r,  a n d
e ve ryone  a gre e s to  in te rpre t the m  in  th is  w a y,  a ny co lour w ill do .  T he se  a re
ju s t c o lo u rs ,  ju s t a s  th e  w o rd  S H E E P  is  ju s t a  ju m b le  o f le tte rs .  I n  F re n c h  th e
sa m e  a n im a l is  re fe rre d  to  using  the  ve ry d iffe re nt linguistic  s ign  M O U T O N .
S igns a re  a rb itra ry.  T he ir m e a nings a re  fixe d  by code s.

A s w e  sa id  e a rlie r,  tra ffic  lights a re  m a chine s,  a nd co lours a re  the  m a te ria l
e ffe ct o f light-w a ve s on the  re tina  o f the  e ye .  B ut ob je cts -  th ings -  ca n  a lso
fu n c tio n  a s  s ig n s ,  p ro v id e d  th e y  h a v e  b e e n  a s s ig n e d  a  c o n c e p t a n d  m e a n in g
w ith in  o u r c u ltu ra l a n d  lin g u is tic  c o d e s .  A s  s ig n s ,  th e y  w o rk  s y m b o lic a lly  -
the y re pre se nt conce pts,  a nd sign ify .  T he ir e ffe cts,  how e ve r,  a re  fe lt in  the
m a te ria l a nd socia l w orld .  R e d a nd G re e n function  in  the  la ngua ge  of tra ffic
lights a s signs,  but the y ha ve  re a l m a te ria l a nd socia l e ffe cts.  T he y re gula te
the  socia l be ha viour o f drive rs a nd,  w ithout the m ,  the re  w ould  be  m a ny m ore
tra ffic  a ccide nts a t roa d in te rse ctions.

W e  ha ve  com e  a  long w a y in  e xploring  the  na ture  o f re pre se nta tion .  I t is  tim e
to  sum m a riz e  w ha t w e  ha ve  le a rne d a bout the  construction ist a nnroa ch to
re pre se nta tion  through la ngua ge .

R e pre se nta tion  is  the  production  of m e a ning through la ngua ge .  In
re p re s e n ta tio n ,  c o n s tru c tio n is ts  a rg u e ,  w e  u s e  s ig n s ,  o rg a n iz e d  in to  la n g u a g e s
of d iffe re nt k inds,  to  com m unica te  m e a ningfu lly  w ith  o the rs.  La ngua ge s ca n
u s e  s ig n s  to  s y m b o liz e ,  s ta n d  fo r o r re fe re n c e  o b je c ts ,  p e o p le  a n d  e v e n ts  in
the  so-ca lle d  're a l' w orld .  B ut the y ca n a lso  re fe re nce  im a gina ry th ings a nd
fa nta sy w orlds or a bstra ct ide a s w hich  a re  not in  a ny obvious se nse  pa rt o f
our m a te ria l w orld .  T he re  is  no  sim ple  re la tionship  of re fle ction ,  im ita tion  or
one - to -one  corre sponde nce  be tw e e n la ngua ge  a nd the  re a l w orld .  T he  w orld
is not a ccura te ly or o the rw ise  re fle cte d  in  the  m irror o f la ngua ge .  La ngua ge
doe s not w ork like  a  m irror,  M e a ning is  produce d w ith in  la ngua ge ,  in  a nd
through va rious re pre se nta tiona l syste m s w hich ,  for conve nie nce ,  w e  ca ll
'la n g u a g e s '.  M e a n in g  is  p ro d u c e d  b y  th e  p ra c tic e ,  th e  'w o rk ',  o f
re pre se nta tion .  I t is  constructe d  through sign ify ing  -  i.e .  m e a ning-producing
-  p ra c tic e s .

H ow  doe s th is ta ke  p la ce ? In  fa ct,  it de pe nds on tw o d iffe re nt but re la te d
syste m s of re pre se nta tion .  F irst,  the  conce pts w hich  a re  form e d in  the  m ind
function  a s a  syste m  of m e nta l re pre se nta tion  w hich  cla ssifie s a nd orga niz e s
the  w orld  in to  m e a ningfu l ca te gorie s.  I f w e  ha ve  a  conce pt for som e th ing,  w e
ca n sa y w e  know  its  'm e a ning '.  B ut w e  ca nnot com m unica te  th is  m e a ning
w ithout a  se cond syste m  of re pre se nta tion ,  a  la ngua ge .  La ngua ge  consists o f
signs orga niz e d in to  va rious re la tionships.  B ut s igns ca n only conve y m e a ning
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if  w e  p o s s e s s  c o d e s  w h ic h  a llo w  u s  to  tra n s la te  o u r c o n c e p ts  in to  la n g u a g e  -
a n d  v ic e  v e rs a .  T h e s e  c o d e s  a re  c ru c ia l fo r m e a n in g  a n d  re p re s e n ta tio n .  T h e y
do not e xist in  na ture  but a re  the  re sult o f socia l conve ntions.  T he y a re  a
crucia l pa rt o f our cu lture  -  our sha re d {m a ps of m e a ning ' -  w hich  w e  le a rn
a n d  u n c o n s c io u s ly  in te rn a liz e  a s  w e  b e c o m e  m e m b e rs  o f o u r c u ltu re .  T h is
construction ist a pproa ch to  la ngua ge  thus in troduce s the  sym bolic  dom a in  of
I ife ,  w he re  w ords a nd th ings function  a s signs,  in to  the  ve ry he a rt o f socia l life
its e lf.

A ll th is  m a y se e m  ra the r a bstra ct.  B ut w e  ca n quickly de m onstra te  its
re le va nce  by a n  e xa m ple  from  pa inting .

Look a t the  pa inting  of a  still life  by the  S pa nish  pa inte r,  fua n S a nche z
C ot6 n (1 5 2 1 -1 6 2 7 ) ,  e ntitle d  Q uince ,  C a bba ge ,  M e lon a nd C ucum be r
( F ig u re  1 . 3 ) .  I t  s e e m s  a s  if  th e  p a in te r h a s  m a d e  e v e ry  e ffo rt to  u s e  th e

. -  'la n g u a g e  o fp a in tin g ' a c c u ra te ly  to  re fle c t th e s e  fo u r o b je c ts ,  to  c a p tu re  o r
'im ita te  na ture '.  Is  th is ,  the n,  a n  e xa m ple  o f a  re fle ctive  or m im e tic  form  of
re pre se nta tion  -  a  pa inting  re fle cting  the  'true  m e a ning ' o f w ha t a lre a dy
e xists in  C ot6 n 's k itche n? O r ca n w e  find  the  ope ra tion  of ce rta in  code s,
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the  la ngua ge  of pa inting  use d to  produce  a  ce rta in  m e a ning? S ta rt w ith
th e  q u e s tio n ,  w h a t d o e s  th e  p a in tin g  m e a n  to  y o u ?  W h a t is  it  's a y in g '?
T h e n  g o  o n  to  a s k ,  h o r. v  is  it  s a y in g  it  -  h o w  d o e s  re p re s e n ta tio n  w o rk  in
+ L :^ * ^: - + : . ^^tr r r r )  P d rr r r r r rB :

W rite  dorn  n  a ny thoughts a t a ll tha t com e  to  you on looking a t the
p a in tin g .  W h a t d o  th e s e  o b je c ts  s a y  to  y o u ?  W h a t m e a n in g s  d o  th e y
trigge r o ff?

N ow  re a d the  e d ite d  e xtra ct from  a n a na lysis o f the  still life  by the  a rt
c rit ic  a n d  th e o ris t,  N o rm a n  B ry s o n ,  in c lu d e d  a s  R e a d in g  A  a t th e  e n d  o f
th is  c h a p te r.  D o n 't b e  c o n c e rn e d ,  a t th is  s ta g e ,  if  th e  la n g u a g e  s e e m s  a
litt le  d iff ic u lt a n d  y o u  d o n 't u n d e rs ta n d  a ll th e  te rm s .  P ic k  o u t th e  m a in
points a bout the  w a y re prcse nta tion  w orks in  the  pa inting ,  a ccord ing to
B ry s o n .

B ryson is  by no  m e a ns the  on ly critic  o f C ot6 n 's pa inting ,  a nd ce rta in ly
d o e s n 't p ro v id e  th e  o n ly  'c o rre c t' re a d in g  o f it .  T h a t's  n o t th e  p o in t.  T h e
p o in t o f th e  e x a m p le  is  th a t h e  h e lp s  u s  to  s e e  h o w ,  e v e n  in  a  s till life ,
th e  'la n g u a g e  o f p a in tin g ' d o e s  n o l fu n c tio n  s im p ly  to  re fle c t o r im ita te  a
m e a ning w hich  is  a ire a dy the re  in  na ture ,  but to  produ ce  m e a nings.
T he  a ct o f pa in ting  is  a  s ign ify ing  pra ctice .  T a ke  note ,  in  pa rticu la r,  o f
w h a t B ry s o n  s a y s  a b o u t th e  fo lio w in g  p o in ts :

1  the  w a y the  pa inting  invite s you,  the  vie w e r,  to  look-  w ha t he  ca lls
its  'm o d e  o f s e e in g '; in  p a rt,  th e  fu n c tio n  o f th e  la n g u a g e  is  to  p o s itio n
y o u ,  th e  v ie w e r,  in  a  c e rta in  re la tio n  to  m e a n in g .

2  th e  re la tio n s h ip  to  / o o d  w h ic h  is  p o s e d  b y  th e  p a in tin g .

3  h o w ,  a c c o rd in g  to  B ry s o n ,  'm a th e m a tic a l fo rm ' is  u s e d  b y  C o td n  to
d istortthe  pa inting  so  a s to  bring  out a  pa rticu la r m e a ning.  C a n a
d is to rte d  m e a n in g  in  p a in tin g  b e  'tru e '?

4  the  m e a ning of the  d iffe re nce  be tw e e n 'cre a tura l' a nd 'ge om e tric '
s p a c e : th e  la n g u a g e  o f p a in tin g  c re a te s  its  o w n  k in d  o f s p a c e .

I f  n e c e s s a ry ,  w o rk  th ro u g h  th e  e x tra c t a g a in ,  p ic k in g  u p  th e s e  s p e c ific
p o in ts .

T he  socia l construction ist v ie r, t' o f la ngua ge  a nd re pre se nta tion  w hich  w e  ha ve
b e e n  d is c u s s in g  o w e s  a  g re a t d e a l to  th e  w o rk  a n d  in flu e n c e  o f th e  S w is s
I in g u is t,  S a u s s u re ,  w h o  w a s  b o rn  in  G e n e v a  in  1 8 5 7 ,  d id  m u c h  o f h is  w o rk  in
P a ris ,  a n d  d ie d  in  1 9 1 3 .  H e  is  k n o w n  a s  th e  'fa th e r o f m o d e rn  lin g u is tic s '.
F o r o u r p u rp o s e s ,  h is  im p o rta n c e  lie s ,  n o t in  h is  d e ta ile d  w o rk  in  lin g u is tic s ,
but in  h is ge ne ra l v ie r, r' o f re pre se nta tion  a nd the  w a y h is m ode l o f la ngua ge

I


