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Editor’s Note

With the rapid advance of semiotics, there has been growing confusion
about some basic concepts, making it necessary to review the foundations of
semiotics. In this issue, three distinguished semioticians— Paul Cobley, Tony
Jappy and Lu Deping—attempt to define the tenets of Saussurean and Peircean
theories. We are particularly grateful to Professor Cobley, as he not only
elaborates how Barthes’s sign theory was extrapolated from Saussure, but
also points out the problem we now all face—how to move beyond the
Saussurean paradigm.

China boasts of its own semiotic tradition. In 1926, Chao Yuanren
suggested the word “Fu Hao Xue” independently of * semiotics” and
“semiology”. Furthermore, it should be noted that millennia ago, Chinese
philosophers deeply pondered sign-related issues. In the section of this issue
focusing on Chinese Semiotic Heritage, there are essays exploring the union
of Peircean phenomenology and The Absence of Sentiments in Music by Ji
Kang, and of Richards’ semantic triangle theory and metaphysics in China in
the second century A. D. There is also an essay on the semiotic aesthetics of
Zen Koan. Our exploration of Chinese traditional theory will not cease until
we have a much better understanding of this treasure.

Semiotics is both theoretical and practical. In this issue, we offer works
focusing on the foundation of a “general semiotics”, starting with semiotics
in science, an analysis of E-topian literature, and semiotic studies of dancing,
sports and rituals. In addition, there are essays studying Pink Floyd and
paper cuttings from remote areas of the Chinese hinterland.

In every Spring issue of this journal, we offer an annual report on the

development of semiotics in China. In the 2014 report, we attempt to
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accurately and fully record the trajectory of Chinese semiotics in the previous
year. In July of 2015, the Institute of Semiotics and Media Studies (ISMS)
will hold the first International Symposium on Cultural and Communication
Semiotics at Sichuan University, in a hope to expand Semiotics and

Communication into all spheres of contemporary culture.
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The Deaths of Semiology and Mythoclasm: Barthes
and Media Studies

Paul Cobley

Abstract .

Roland Barthes is one of the most well-known semioticians outside
academic circles. That knowledge is sometimes based on misconceptions
about his theory of signs, extrapolated from Saussurc. This article will
offer an outline of Roland Barthes™ sign theory, demonstrating the
ways that it is derived and adapted from Saussure and how Saussure is
refracted through Barthes’ readings of other linguists. It will look in
particular at Barthes” innovations in sign theory: denotation,
connotation and metalanguage, as well as his extension of linguistic
thinking to analyse nonverbal modes. It will also discuss Barthes’
notion of “myth” and its influence as a concept. The article will
consider a number of instances from media and cultural studies where
Barthes’ interpretations have not only given subsequent uses of sign
theory license to speculate beyond Saussurc’s original linguistic
bearing but have also unwittingly contributed to the stagnation of

semiotic analysis.

Keywords: Barthes, Saussure, semiology, mythology. semioclasm
DOI: 10.13760/b. cnki.sam. 2015.01.001
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Barthes’ influence in English-speaking academia is probably most directly
traceable to the publication of Annette Lavers’ and Colin Smith’'s 1967a
translation into English of Eléments de sémiologie. Indeed, scholars whose
first language was neither French nor English have testified to the importance
of this volume. Yet, from the vantage point of the present and certainly from
the point of view of a post-cultural studies academy, the initial circumstances
in which this volume was published are worthy of note. The volume was not
published by a university press or a large academic publishing house, such as
Routledge or Blackwell, as might be expected today. Rather, it appeared in
the list of Jonathan Cape. a high profile LLondon-based publisher associated
mainly with the publishing of works of fiction. Indeed, FElements of
Semiology appeared in a Cape series which included a selection of late
modernist texts such as Charles Olson’s Mayan Letters. Alfred Jarry's The
Supermale, Baudelaire's Twenty Prose Poems, the Selected Poems of Yves
Bonnefoy, as well as Conversations with Claude Lévi-Strauss (by George
Charbonnier) and Barthes’ own Writing Degree Zero, translated in the same
year as Elements. again by Annette Lavers.

Barthes’ prominent writings, then, assumed what seems, in retrospect,

a somewhat strange and overdetermined position in English intellectual
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circles. They were part of a general importation of French thought to Britain
which continues today and generally features the latest Parisian intellectual
fads reformulated for sales and public relations purposes. In this case, the
translation seemed to bracket Elements in a late modernist, post-existentialist
Gallic moment. Furthermore, Barthes' work was not simply a matter for
academic scrutiny: to be sure, it was difficult and intellectual; but it is
probably its interdisciplinary range, its embrace of the quotidian and the
popular, as well as its Gallic flourish that made it so apposite for publication
to a wider middle-brow audience. Indeed, this has remained the case to this
day. There is a famous scene in Woody Allen’s Annie Hall (1978) which
features a pretentious conversation about Mcl.uhan in an arts cinema queue in
Manhattan, If one were to recast this to London in the present day, it would
not be unlikely that the subject of the conversation is. still, Roland Barthes
(among a limited number of other potential candidates).

The hold that is exerted by Parisian intellectuals over middle-brow
discourse in contemporary Britain should not be underestimated. The
presentation of Barthes™ other prominent translated works underlines this.
Mythologies was published in English translation (by Annette Lavers, once
more) in 1972, again by Cape, but launched in 1973a as as popular paperback
published by Paladin. The book’s credentials beyond academic debate, reaching into

the world of the mass market paperback, are evident from its cover:

MYTHOLOGIES

Fig. 1 Mythologies (Barthes. 1972)

(98]
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The back cover quotes the conservative literary critic (and champion of
Bob Dylan’s writing), Christopher Ricks, to the effect that “Barthes is the
MclLuhan of signs”. John Weightman's comments for The Observer , are also
recorded: significantly, he suggests that “Barthes is an intellectual star, one
of the very small group of maitres a penser , such as Sartre, Lévi-Strauss and
Foucault”. In the present, apres post-structuralism, it is unusual to see
Barthes’ name mentioned in the company of Sartre in this way; but
Weightman's appraisal is further evidence of the point made above about
Elements of Semiology : that it was received as one more contribution to the
pantheon of French celebrity moderns or maitres a penser.

Just as significant as the critics’ puffs, perhaps, is the cataloguing
category on the back cover of the book: “Modern Society”. Barthes is no
longer presented as a literary critic (as in Writing Degree Zero, for
example) ., particularly as there is no literary criticism in Mythologies.
Rather, he is more of a “cultural critic”, corresponding with the origins of the
essays collected in the book. The essay on “Myth Today”, which is like an
appendix to the mythologies analysed in the volume. serves as a theoretical
coda, unraveling the new science of signs (semiology) for those readers who
were just becoming aware of the phenomenon called *structuralism” —

‘

another French “ism” to supersede “existentialism”. Anthologies such as
those of Macksey and Donato and of deGeorge and DeGeorge had given
structuralism (and, partly, semiology) a profile in English-speaking academic
circles; but. with the exception of the 1972 Wolfson Lectures (see Robey,
1973), there was no account of the new French thought for a wider audience
before “Myth Today”.

Barthes’ range of interests in “modern society” also created the demand
for a further, influential popular publication, although there remained some
ties to literary study in this. A collection of essays, Image-Music-Text, was
published in 1977a, having been translated and edited by Stephen Heath.

Heath was one of a number of younger British scholars operating within
the co-ordinates of literary theory, film analysis and French thought in
general, a mix that was considered at the time to be quite heady and exciting

by academics and middle-brow spectators alike. Image-Music-Text brought

4
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together a number of essays of literary and visual analysis in a popular
Fontana paperback (the front cover picture, above, carries the logo of
Flamingo, Collins’ successor to Fontana as a paperback imprint; the cover
design remained the same, however). Importantly, the volume spread the
news from the horse’s mouth about such pressing topics for those with a
literary interest as “The death of the author”. * An introduction to the
structural analysis of narratives” and how structuralism moved “From work
to text”. In addition, it contained essays beyond the literary, continuing
Barthes’ commitment to nonverbal communication ( “The rhetoric of the

image”, “The photographic message”, “The grain of the voice”, etc. ).

Fig. 2 Image-Music-Text (Barthes, 1977)

The above, semiological publications of Barthes are the pre-eminent ones
in Britain; the latter two remain in print in popular editions to this day. But it
is worth remembering that many academics believe that, intellectually
speaking, there is more than the one Barthes represented in these books.
Frequently, it is assumed that there is the early, semiological, Barthes and
the later, poststructuralist Barthes. Sometimes, the very early, “modern
writing” Barthes precedes the other two. ILeonard Jackson (1991, pp. 124 —
168) cogently argues that the situation is slightly more complicated than this
and that Barthes’ early interest in, and promotion of. modern writers such as

““

Brecht and Robbe-Grillet continued through his semiological/ “ scientific”

phase and was transformed into “textual mysticism”. In the later period,
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Barthes became pre-occupied with “writing” and saw his work not in an
expository light, but as part of the avant-garde literature of which he had
originally been a champion. Jackson suggests that Barthes came to view with
misgivings his influence as a semiologist or sign scientist, although, as we
will see, this was not necessarily a simple adjunct of his metamorphosis into a
poststructuralist guru on the pleasure of the text. Nevertheless, it should be
emphasized now that although the work of the “later” Barthes continued to
have great influence in literary theory circles and, briefly, in film theory, it is
the Barthes of semiological theory that has thrived through communications,
media and cultural studies. Sign theory effectively became synonymous with
Barthes’ work by Kress and van Leeuwen (1996, pp. 5—22). who offer alternative
approaches to signs in visual texts, acknowledge this fact in their references
to “the Paris School”, by which they mean, above all, Barthes. The teaching
of the work of “the Paris School” in Britain, is seen by Kress and van
[Leeuwen to have been carried out by a number of textbooks which are
referenced in the current article. Barthes’ emiological work was at the
forefront of these as semiotics strived to gain a toehold in British universities.

There are a number of reasons why semiotics has struggled in Britain
during recent years. One of them is that much of the serious semiotics that is
practiced and promoted in university faculties devoted to the study of language
and multimodality, is actually “social semiotics”. an outgrowth of Hallidayan
work, tinged with poststructuralism. which mistakenly takes itself to be the
whole of contemporary semiotics. Kress and van Leeuwen’'s work is
repeatedly referenced, here. The other major reasons are indirectly to do with
Barthes. The first is that, with the help of Barthes., semiotics (in fact,
glottocentric semiology) ., became fashionable in the mid-1970s. As such, it
was always vulnerable to falling out of fashion and being blamed for all sorts
of ills of textual and cultural analysis of which semiotics as a whole was not
actually guilty (for example, bracketing audiences and reception). The
second is that semiotics. in a slightly less serious form than that carried out
by the language/discourse/multimodality semioticians in Britain ( and
Australia, especially), lived on. To this day, first year undergraduate

students of communications. media and cultural studies in Britain sit
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introductory courses on the key methods and approaches in their subject area.
Usually, this will entail a week or two’s teaching, by a junior member of
staff, on sign theory, sandwiched with sessions on quantitative and
qualitative method, plus other topics such as “how to do ideology critiques”
(see, for example, Fiske, 1990, which, though dated, remains the standard
textbook in the field at this level). The putatively more substantial and
theoretical material which is believed to interest students (and, even to
politicize them—poststructuralism is a case in point) ., is generally left until
the second year of degree studies. As a result, few students get the chance to
engage with the breadth of semiotics and, certainly, most postgraduates in
the subject area, if they are interested in theory., tend to pursue studies
related to themes introduced by Foucault, Derrida, lLacan, Kristeva and the
like. And the semiotics that is taught to first years usually revolves around
Barthes, especially Mythologies (see, for example, Deacon et al. » 1999).
Yet, if Barthes’ fate in Anglophone communication, media and cultural
studies is to be consigned primarily to the role of sign theorist, it is worth
considering of what that sign theory consists, particularly in relation to
semiotics as a whole. Let us therefore consider the chief components of
Barthes’ influential theory of the sign: how it has been taken as synonymous
with Saussure and “structuralism”; how it departs from Saussure’s Cours de
linguistique générale (1916); and how it has been used in communications
media and cultural studies. The sign theory of Roland Barthes is distributed
across a large number of works in literary theory and communications, from
his early analysis of “ecriture blanche” in the work of Albert Camus, to the
pinnacle of his poststructuralist achievements in books such as S/Z (1970),
Le plaisir du texte (1973b) and La chambre claire (1980). It is explicit in
theoretical essays from the 1960s such as his analysis of an advertisement—
and, by association, much advertising imagery—in “The Rhetoric of the
Image” (1977a) and implicit in essays which function more like manifestoes
than sign analyses: for example, “The Death of the Author” (1977c¢).
However, Elements of Semiology undoubtedly contains Barthes most focused
comments on sign theory, although it was the culmination of a growing

preoccupation for Barthes.



