
International Journal of Arts, Architecture & Design   

Vol. 2, No. 1, January 2024 (ISSN 2584 0282)                                                                                                     77  

 

                                                    WORLD UNIVERSITY OF DESIGN 

 

 

A Framework of Semiotics Theory to Understand the Signs 

and Their Meaning in Society 

Priyaranjan Behera, Assistant Professor of Communication Design  

 

Presidency University, Bengaluru-560064 India 

 

priyaranjan.b@presidencyuniversity.in 

 

 
ABSTRACT 

The main objective of the study of semiotic theory provides a framework for understanding how humans use signs 

to make sense of their environment. Semiotic theory holds that signs do not convey meaning that is inherent in the 

object being represented. Semiotics is a method of studying communication that focuses on all types of 

communication rather than just spoken or written language. Semiotics, also known as Sign, is any object that can 

communicate meaning to a sign interpreter. The meaning could be intentional or accidental. The sign may also 

convey feelings that are reflected on the mind by any of these senses, such as visual, tactile, auditory, imaginary, 

and others. Signs and sign processes, symbolism, metaphor, indication, designation, and communication are all 

relevant subjects to explore as well as investigate the systems of nonverbal communication. The logical dimension 

of visuals as semiotics will be the focus of this paper. 
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1. Introduction  

The term "semiotics" comes from the Greek word "semeiotikos," which means "the movement of 

interpreting signs." Language is defined as anything that has the ability to convey meaning. It is possible 

to use words, drawings, photographs, symbols, logos, gestures, linguistic and non-linguistic 

communication methods, and even street signs. Its framework and language provide the knowledge 

needed to perceive and comprehend in new ways. Furthermore, it adds value to human life through 

visuals, which society accepts in order to communicate more easily in everyday life. 

Semiotics, the study of signs, symbols, and the ways in which they convey meaning, is essential for 

forming and comprehending human civilization. Language, visual images, and gestures- all of which are 

utilized in diverse situations to communicate ideas, beliefs, and values, can all be analyzed and interpreted 

using the semiotics framework. We can comprehend how symbols and signs take on meaning and affect 

how we see the outside world through the study of semiotics. This information can be used to comprehend 

how communications are created and received in fields like marketing, media studies, and cultural study. 

Semiotics aids us in comprehending the intricate communication process and how they influence our 

social and cultural experiences. 

Semiotics can help determine which signs/messages to use, which to avoid, and whether proposed options 

are likely to have the desired impact. Semiotics is on the rise. In the past, gathering data, most of it 
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quantitative, occupied a large portion of the insight process. Semiotics allows us to understand the link 

between image and society in a new way, using language and framework. It is also a method for exposing 

photos, studying mass media, literary texts, and systematically analyzing a variety of other aspects of 

popular culture. In order to interpret a sign's meaning, we usually need to know what's going on around 

it as well as the sign itself. Semiotics is an important tool for ensuring that intended meanings (of a piece 

of communication or a new product, for example) are unambiguously understood by the person on the 

receiving end. This is crucial because semiotic systems can shape social relations and society itself. The 

principle that modes of communication offer historically specific and socially and culturally shared 

options for communicating is central to social semiotic theory. 

This paper will focus on the concept of signs and symbols, as well as their roles in society as an assisting 

tool and communication tool through the use of signs within codes. According to Umberto Eco, an Italian 

novelist and semiotician, every cultural phenomenon should study semiotics as communication that 

interprets its meaning. Semiotic theory is important in society because the structure and operation of sign 

and symbol systems make them very user friendly to handle and communicate effectively. 

Communication, according to semiotician Wendy Leeds-Hurwitz (1993), is a human centered activity in 

which symbols or signals play an important role. Similarly, Umberto Eco asserted that semiotic 

signification and communication are always inextricably linked. To be applied with the assumption that 

any cultural manifestation can be understood as communication, the semiotic approach must be very 

clear. As the brief has explained to some extent, it is not enough to justify semiotics, but there are a few 

valuable studies such as signs and sign processes, symbolism, and so on.  

2. Analysis & Meaning of Semiotics  

Semiotics is the study of cultural signs and symbols in general, and semiotic analysis is a deeper look 

into the unconscious cultural patterns that shape consumer behaviour and response to textual messages, 

thematic content, and still or video imagery. Semiotics (also known as semiotic studies) is the systematic 

study of sign processes and meaning formation. Semiosis is defined as any activity, conduct, or process 

involving signs, where a sign is defined as anything that communicates something, usually referred to 

as a meaning, to the sign's interpreter.  

Semiotic analysis has three steps: 

 • Analyse verbal signs (what you see and hear). 

 • Analyse visual signs (what you see). 

 • Analyse the symbolic message (interpretation of what you see). 

Semiotics is the study of how meaning is created and communicated. Its origins can be traced back to 

academic research into how signs and symbols (both visual and linguistic) create meaning. These 

theories are significant because they reveal how signs convey ideas, attitudes, and beliefs to us. 

Semiology explains how images are used to represent and relay information to the audience in the 

context of television, film, newspapers, and other forms of media. 

Understanding these principles and theories is so important because the way signs are presented 

communicates ideas, expressions, and attitudes, and we believe it and carry it forward. When it comes 

to images, which are always used to convey information to the audience through the context of 
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newspaper, television, film, and many other forms of media, semiology plays an important role in 

society as communication. The weightage of meaning carried by signs and symbols is always 

determined by the culture's background. Every culture has its own style, celebration, and presentation 

to express the specific ideology and social structures that define it. There are many states with various 

cultures, and the signs and symbols help us identify them so easily and these are not inherent but it is 

automatically culturally learned to express. Above said every culture has its own set of signs and 

symbols with different perceptions and experiences. In the society the most important elements are 

signs and symbols which is used as language. It has got some poetry which narrate a story to make us 

understand to proceed for the communication. There are elements, which speaks many things without 

any texts.    

                                         

 

 

                                 Fig 1.Sign= Signified, Signifier (1: Image Source from Internet) 

The image above depicts three different types of signs and symbols; for example, a question may arise in 

the mind to be analysed. It may provide a clear answer due to the "painted form of DOG" image, which 

is referred to as "Signified," and it has a physical form with an expression. "The three letter DOG" only 

causes us to visualise the image known as "Signifier." When viewed as a whole, the image is understood 

as "Sign," and this paper discusses it in detail. According to Ferdinand de Saussure, who was a world-
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famous Swiss linguist, semiotician and philosopher. He explains in his theory the language is a system 

of sign which has the importance of grasping the distinctiveness. 

Each sign is made up of two parts: The Signifier, which represents the concept, form, or image as 

described above, and the Signified, which represents the concept, form, or image as described above.. 

 

2.1. Importance of Sign and Symbols in media  

Since ideas and meanings were communicated through symbols and signs during the Greek and Roman 

eras, semiotics have a lengthy history. However, the field of scientific study of signs and symbols did not 

begin to develop until the late 19th century. 

The term "semiotics" was created in the late 1800s by mathematician and philosopher Charles Sanders 

Peirce to describe his theory of signs and the interpretation of meaning. The Swiss philosopher Ferdinand 

de Saussure established the concepts of the signifier and the signified at the start of the 20th century, 

providing the foundation for contemporary semiotics. 

Eugene Tononi, a philosopher and linguist from Romania, created it as a science of signification in the 

middle of the 20th century. In the 1960s and 1970s, when academics started incorporating semiotic 

theories into a range of disciplines like literature, film, advertising, and cultural studies, semiotics became 

a well-known topic of study. 

Over the last few decades, scholars have investigated new applications and perspectives for semiotics, 

such as postmodern semiotics, cultural semiotics, and visual semiotics. Today, it is a booming, 

international discipline where experts from several fields study how symbols and signs affect how we 

view the outside world and express meaning. 

Because it provides a framework for analysing the signs, symbols, and messages present in visual forms 

of communication, semiotics is used extensively in art and design. It is always used in both design and 

art to discover more about the significance behind aesthetic elements. Artists and designers can better 

convey meaning by using diverse visual aspects by understanding the cultural and symbolic significance 

of such elements through the use of semiotics. 

The semiotics provides artists and designers with the skills they need to create and transmit stories and 

messages using visual forms. Design as visual narrative and conveyed as visual language. In the 

development of visual languages like graphic design and typography, it is used to produce sign and 

symbol systems that clearly and efficiently express meaning. 

Semiotics is used to analyse and assess how diverse cultural identities and groups are portrayed in art and 

design in the study of visual culture. Semiotics, which is commonly used in branding and advertising, 

aids in the analysis needed to generate distinctive logos and visual identities. 

Signs and symbols are graphical representations that always convey meaning based on their use. The 

difference between a sign and a symbol is that a sign is conveyed as its own language. The symbols 

appear beneath it to present the meaning. The sign is primarily used to communicate as a language based 
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on its requirements. Since its inception, the sign has been required to be followed. Signs are typically 

informative, regulatory, or warning in nature. A sign should be followed as is, for example, while driving 

on a high road, signs are placed to alert drivers that the road will be divided after a few metres. Once seen 

by the driver, it is the clearly understood for further action. 

                                                           

                                    Fig 2  Sign: Divided Road (2: Image Source from Internet) 

A symbol is a visual image that represents an understandable concept and a recognizable object; it can 

also narrate the story to make it clearer to understand. It could be as straightforward as a letter. Flags, for 

example, are symbols of the nation without text. 

There are three types of forms that have symbolic value: comparative, ideological, and isomorphic. 

Comparative symbols are referred to as "superior," such as prestigious office addresses, famous paintings, 

and so on. Ideological symbols, such as state symbols, convey messages about sets of beliefs and the need 

to work together to do the right thing. Isomorphic symbols always speak about professional value, which 

includes knowing each other, greeting each other, and so on. 

The symbols enable the human brain to think and create meaning using sensory input, as well as decode 

the symbols via connotation and denotation. 

                                 

                          Fig 3   Symbol: Children Crossing (3: Image Source from Internet)  
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In general, applying semiotics to art and design offers a critical and analytical framework for 

comprehending how visual forms of communication convey meaning and affect our experience of the 

outside world. 

 

 

3. The significance of tropes in semiotics   

Tropes are essential to semiotics understanding design and communication. The study of signs, symbols, 

and the construction and transmission of meaning is known as semiotics. For the sake of this research, 

tropes are simply ways that meaning is expressed through words, images, or other symbolic forms. The 

power of tropes to express complicated concepts or elicit certain feelings through well-known and 

established symbols makes them important in the fields of semiotics and communication design. Tropes 

frequently rely on contextual or cultural knowledge that unites them and facilitates effective 

communication. 

The usage of tropes in communication design can assist designers in producing textual or graphic pieces 

that appeal to readers right away. Designers can transmit messages, evoke feelings, or direct 

understanding by drawing on pre-existing associations and meanings through the use of recognizable 

tropes. Using the "rising sun" motif, for instance, in a logo can use its well-established cultural meaning 

to suggest a fresh start or hope. 

It's important to understand the audience, their cultural background, and the context in which the design 

will be interpreted in order to employ tropes in communication design effectively. Through using these 

mutual comprehensions, designers can produce more significant and influential messaging. But the trick 

is to employ tropes sparingly enough to avoid turning them into clichés while still preserving originality 

and innovation in the design. 

The descriptions about themes, motifs, or conventions that are frequently employed in literature, movies, 

artwork, and other storytelling mediums are known as tropes. They could be recognizable patterns, 

strategies, or components that artists or viewers can comprehend and apply in a certain setting. Character 

types, plot devices, narrative approaches, and even particular words or idioms that have become well-

known due to their frequent usage in storytelling can all be considered tropes. They can be used as 

building blocks for stories and to express concepts, arouse feelings, or set expectations within a specific 

genre or story. 

4. Conclusion  

The goal of selecting and defining these intriguing Semiotic concepts is to create effective communication 

because they carry different meanings and convey powerful messages. The Semiotics theory provides a 

framework for understanding how signs and symbols function with meaning all over the world. As stated 

above, semiotics has been used in various areas of communication such as: it helps to improve branding 

by communicating the required meaning and it influences consumer decision-making. Another important 
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function of semiotics is that it tells the story and demonstrates the image's aesthetic beauty. Choosing and 

employing signs and symbols not only aids comprehension but also communication in various industries. 

As a result, this paper contributes to a better understanding of how users interact with sign systems from 

a semiotic standpoint. The semiotic method of examples about the function in society is presented here. 

This paper is expected to serve as a foundation for further research and study in this field. 
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