






























































Design and semiotics: 
some aspects concerning 
the design process 

Hanno HJ Ehses 

Only when the designer is willing to 
accept that the process which begins 
with design can be analysed by 
exposing the nature of its structure, 
only then can he begin to exert a 
certain amount of control upon the 
effect of his product and to use it as 
a precise medium for the presentation 
of visual information. 

The sign character of the design 
object 

Many graphic designers still maintain 
a preference for certain typefaces, 
colours, layout systems, styles of 
illustrations, etc, which are valued 
primarily for their aesthetic qualities 
judged in terms of personal taste. 

This practice of regarding design 
elements as autonomous structures 
seen in isolation, without considering 
the ways in which they are linked 
with in the entire social context, 
can create serious problems. 
The process of communication design 
can only be understood if the design 
is seen in relation to the viewer; 
the attitudes of the viewer towards 
the design must be included in this 
consideration, also the way in which 
it is processed, emotionally as well as 
the way in which it is used. 

In considering this design-viewer 
relationship the designed structure is 
seen as having both an aesthetic 
function and an informative function. 
Furthermore it has, in addition to its 
physical or syntactic appearance, 
also a semantic and pragmatic 
substance by virtue of social 
conventions. 

While it is true that any design may 
be liked or disliked for its intrinsic 
values it should be remembered that 
it also functions as a medium for 
transmitting messages or informa
tion to other people with a definite 
aim: the design always represents 
something, means something, refers 
to or indicates something to someone 
in a way which goes beyond its 
physical aesthetic qualities. 
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figure 1: Warning signs 

If the images shown in figure 1 are 
seen to represent simply a hard-hat, 
goggles, and gloves we are dealing 
with autonomous formations, since 
the images are derived from the 
objects themselves: the meaning of 
the images is not clear. 
In fact, however, they are pictograms, 
used as warning signs; they carry the 
information "wear hard-hat," 
"wear goggles," "wear gloves for 
your protection." This information 
cannot be understood from the 
pictograms in themselves, the meaning 
must be developed by agreement 
among people; their meaning must 
be learned. Pictograms cannot have 
meaning in themselves, only people 
using them can give them meaning. 
What the viewer sees is a hard-hat, but 
what it really means is "for your own 
protection wear a hard-hat in this area." 

The aesthetic and informative 
functions in communication design 
are neither exclusive nor clearly 
distinguishable. In Mukarovsky's 
terms they are "in constant, mutual 
contact which can be described as a 
dialectical antimony." 
This means that both functions 
behave as thesis and antithesis, 
both having validity and needing to 
be seen together. 

Moreover, these two functions often 
come into conflict, competing for 
attention and consideration, 
sometimes suggesting different action. 

The communication designer cannot 
afford to consider the aesthetic 
function in isolation since it is simply 
a means by which information is 
presented and not an end in itself: 
the informative function should 
a I ways be given priority. 

I tried to describe in general terms, 
that in the case of a design object we 
are not dealing with an aesthetic or 
autonomous appearance in the first 
place, but rather with an informative 
or indicative one. To speak about an 
information carrying appearance 
always implicates acceptance of 
signs, because the principal function 
of the sign, as Schaff points out, is 
"to communicate something to 
someone, to inform someone about 
something." 

What is semiotics? 

Semiotics is the doctrine of signs 
which studies the rules governing 
their production, transmission and 
interpretation (from the Greek 
semeion = sign) and has to be seen 
as a subdiscipline of the general 
communication theory. 
It originates from linguistical and 
philosophical roots and has a 
tradition which goes far back to the 
ancient Greeks. Presently semiotics 
is essentially based on writings by 
Charles Sanders Peirce and Charles 
William Morris, both of them well 
known American philosophers, 
and Ferdinand de Sassure, a Swiss 
linguist. 

Human communication can be 
described as transfer and exchange of 
messages among persons. 
If somebody wants to communicate, 
the only way he can do it is by use 
of some sort of signs, eg, spoken 
sounds of speech, written or printed 
letters and numerals, pictures, 
photographs, diagrams, maps, 
gestures, and many others. 
These signs are the essential means 
which make possible the transfer of 
thoughts, meanings, and ideas. 
It follows, that communication 
between two or more people always 
constitutes a sign-situation. 

The basis of such a sign-situation is 
formed on the one hand by the sign 
itself, and on the other by a so-called 
sign-vehicle (in design mostly paper, 
in painting mostly canvas). 

But what, after all, is the fundament, 
notion of a sign? 
First, it has to be mentioned, that 
signs are not 'things as they are.' 
Signs are artificially introduced 
'somethings,' they are quasi meta= 

objects which stand to somebody for 

something they signify or refer to. 
A sign cannot be said simply to 
signify something, but only to signify 
something to somebody. 
Thus, the user of the sign is essential! 
involved. Second, the definition of a 
sign has to be introduced. 
According to Peirce, a sign is always 
a triadic relation, which means it 
depends on three variables: 
a sign exists, if an interpreter I (sign 
user) adds a mediator M (signifier) 
to an object O (signified) as a sign. 
To illustrate: designer X introduces 
to the College St Anne the sign; 

(D 
When the client (sign user) accepts 
and uses repeatedly the mediator, 
the shown symbol, it will be 
associated with the signified object, 
that is in this case the College 
St Anne (see figure 2, below). 

(D 

figure 2: Triadic or sign relation 

On a different level, every designed 
object can be analysed as a sign. 
It was Morris who proposed a 
supplementation of Peirce's 
definition in order to deal step-by= 
step with problems of signs. 
This means, semiotics is studied at 
three different levels, representing 
different types of abstracting. 
These three are not separate, but 
overlap one another. 

Any sign can be studied first by its 
perceivable form; second by the 
manner in which the signified is 
connected with the signifier 
(iei by the relation between form 
and what is signified by the form); 
third by its use (which includes 
questions of purpose and desired 
effects, practical results, and value 
to sign user and sign producer). 
In the terminology of semiotics, 
one talks about syntactic, semantic, 



and pragmatic aspects of signs. 
All three levels concern signs and 

.J. regularities or rules. 

.. � Pragmatics 

1 

figure 3: Relationship of syntactics, 
semantics and pragmatics as 
subdivisions of semiotics according 
to Morris 

Why such a theory? 

The question is often asked, "What is 
design?" This is difficult to answer 
and points to a weakness in the 
identification of the process which can 
be explained, to some extent, by 
conflict between theory and practice. 
For design, as is true for any 
discipline, this question can be 
answered only by a demarkation 
from other disciplines by formation 
of focal points. 

Semiotics is an analytical instrument 
by means of which the design process 
and its resu It, the product, can be 
de-composed or structuralised in 
order to discover the hidden 
regularities of the process. 
If the design object is a medium, by 
means of which messages are trans
ferred to a broader public, it carries 
meaning and intentions. 
Semiotics is concerned with the 
elements bearing meaning and 
intention in the process of human 
communication-the signs. 
As a result, the study of Visual 
Communication Design is, generally 

j speaking, the study of visual signs 
1 and the rules which govern them as 

means in the communication process. 
This notion includes practical skills 

J as well as theoretical knowledge. 
Theory should be a tool in the hands 
of the practitioner upon which he 
can base his work, discuss it, and 
justify it on behalf of his client, 
his colleagues, and the eventual user. 

The design process 

Communication, with the goal of 
achieving a certain effect, requires 
production as well as consumption 
activities. When producing a design 
object, the designer uses signs 
(letters and figures) which serve as 
information carriers in the communi· 
cation process. This activity requires 

creation, selection, and arrangement 
of visual signs in composed and 
complex sign formations (posters, 
brochures, identity programmes, etc}. 
If this has to be perceptible and 
recognizable by the consumer, the 
designer is not completely free 
regarding the selection and compo
sition of signs. If the message is to 
get across, its form is controlled by 
certain conventions. These can be 
strong or weak in the way they are 
codified, and can be more or less 
unanimous, more or less constraining. 
For example, if we compare words 
and photographs, words are codified 
more strongly, because their meaning 
varies far less according to different 
people than a photograph. 
The repertory of signs, the designer's 
tool box of visual elements, has to 
contain signs which are comprehen
sible for the consumer, and which 
belong to the repertory of the user, 
if the intended and desired effect is 
to be achieved. In other words, we 
have to consider the user's part in 
the process, which consists in 
previously stored knowledge which 
he must use to decode the message. 
This means, if we are to design 
something which will be under
stood, certain constraints must be 
accepted. 

When designing or form-giving takes 
place, the designer does not create 
out of nothing; he always creates out 
of a specific repertory which consists 
of elements and a set of grammatical 
rules. By rules, I do not mean the 
grammar which is used in writing, 
but rather the systems by which text 
and visual images are arranged in 
order to communicate which have 
developed over the past centuries and 
which are conventional today. 

Also, we should not close our eyes to 
the fact that present-day design is 
based upon the design of the past. 
We should make it clear, that we are 
not simply advocating the adaption 
of traditional methods but the 
:ritical evaluation of those methods, 
11ary i ng them here and there to see 
whether or not a better fusion 
between content and form can be 
achieved. But such gradual changes 
have to be performed in a controlled 
and systematized way, not at random, 
since otherwise they would not be 
repeatable and the chance of learning 
by others would not be given. 

Let me stress the point by language 
analogy. A language grows by intro
ducing new words and phrases, but a 
language consisting only of new 
words and a new grammar would be 
gibberish. 

This analogy may serve to illustrate 
the degree of freedom of choice and 
the limitation of possibilities avail
able to the designer, if he wishes to 
change the existing system by 
introducing new means and concepts 
of information presentation. 

Production depends on consumption, 
consumption depends on production 
figure 4). From the designer's 
viewpoint, communication also 
consists in making concessions to the 
user's knowledge. In design, there is 
a big difference between concessions 
made on behalf of formal aesthetic 
and those made on understanding. 
If designers are not willing to discuss 
the validity of their aesthetic 
formalisms they cannot begin to 
question the informative function of 
their designs. The activity of design 
is dictated by the content, and the 

communication 

icographic 12, 1978 
Author's address: 
Nova Scotia College of Art 
and Design 
5163 Duke Street, Halifax 
Nova Scotia, Canada, 83J 3J6 

possibility of alternative_interpret· 
ations by the consumer must always 
be considered. The consumer's 
identification with the product mus· 
find its counterpart in the producer' 
identification with the consumer, 
both have to meet half way. 
Thus, the design process can be seen 
as being identical with the general 
communication process. 
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Tailpiece - danger signs 
for Europe 

Patrick Wallis Burke 

toxic harmful or irritant corrosive 

highly inflammable explosive 

WE 

All over the world now, vast lorries 
trundle through busy streets carrying 
potentially lethal loads-inflammable, 
corrosive, toxic, explosive. 
Authorities in many countries, 
alarmed by the risks, have begun to 
initiate warning systems. 
Labelling of potentially dangerous 
products is not new, but labelling 
does not safeguard against careless
ness, nor does it offer much help to 
illiterates or children not yet able 
to read. 

Recently, a voluntary scheme called 
Hazchem came into operation. 
covering the transport of hazardous 
substances by road. 
At some point it seems to have 
occurred to the inventors of the 
scheme that pictures might be used 
to supplement the technical verbal 
information. 
Unfortunately, they did not seem to 
believe that a skilled graphic designer 
was needed to bring visual logic to 
the problem. 
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Here are six of these symbols, 
designed to show the dangers offered 
by various types of chemicals often 
carried on European roads. 
Leaving aside the question of why 
such deadly materials should be 
allowed on the roads at all, what 
kind of information do these 
symbols give? 
Don't bother to look at the designs 
in the squares. They are only intended 
to show the pictorial ingredients. 
No, in the final scheme, the picture 
forms only a small part of an inform
ational panel marked on a carrying 
vehicle. The symbol bit gets squashed 
up into that lozenge shape on the 
right hand side, totally dominated by 
the letters and figures of a code for 
those in the know-officials, police, 
firemen and rescue teams. 
You and I will have to make do with 
the picture. 
Maybe you'd like to know what the 
important-looking letters and 
numerals mean. 

3WE in the Hazchem code, means 
that rescue teams should use chemical 
foam (3); should wear full protective 
clothing with breathing apparatus 
(W); and should consider the 
possibility of evacuating people from 
the surrounding area (E). 
The figure '1831' is not a date, it's 
the United Nations code for Fuming 
Sulphuric Acid. 

How good do you think that pathetic 
little drawing is at describing the full 
horrors of fuming sulphuric acid? 
In England, on the morning of 
December 8, 1 972, two lorries 
crashed into each other on the M6 
motorway nedr Wigan, Lancashire 
in heavy fog. 
One tanker was ripped open and 
some 13 tons of fuming sulphuric 
acid poured on to the road. 
A 48-year old housewife saw the 
accident, stopped her car and went 
back to investigate. 
Presumably mistaking vapour for 
fog, she was quickly enveloped in a 
cloud of sulphuric acid. 
It was said that it took about two 
minutes for the unfortunate woman 
to be literally disintegrated. 
The pathologist was able only to 
identify a piece of bone found at 
the scene as "female." 

The Hazchem system was not in 
operation in 1972. But take another 
look at the information panel and 
try to decide whether it would have 
made any difference to the event. 

Perhaps picture language is not the 
real answer to this particular kind 
of communication problem. 
But its value certainly wont be 
properly assessed by half-baked 
schemes such as this. 

I 

errors and ommisions 

Probing pictures for a lingua franca 

There is an error in the text of this 
article by J B Deregowski which 
appeared in our last issue 
(icographic 11 ). 
It occurs on page 9, in the paragraph 
which reads "Responses made by 
Kenyan observers ... under the 
auspices of the South African Medical 
and Research Foundation ... 
This statement is incorrect. 
The name of the organization is, 
in fact, the African Medical and 
Research Foundation. 
We apologise to them for any 
embarrassment that this mistake may 
have occasioned. 

First steps on a thousand mile 
journey-part 2 

There is an error in the Chinese text 
of this article by Patrick Wallis Burke  
It occurs on page 18 among the 
second groups of expressions made 
up from pairs of 'radicals.' 

.. 

These two characters were stated to 
mean an 'educated woman.' 
The character on the right, however 
does not mean 'scholar,' as was 
intended, it means 'earth,' 'land,' 
or 'territory.' 
This pair of characters should really 
have looked like this; 

' 

As you can see they are rather similar 
and sometimes easy to confuse. 
Nevertheless, the author apologises 
to his readers-especially to all 
educated ladies who can read Chin1se 

Incidentally, the third part of this 
article has had to be postponed for 
this issue. It will continue in 
icographic 13. 

Editor 
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2 
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