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00 O Introductiond [0 Our general approach to the study of languagel] as our title is intended to suggest[] is one
that focuses upon the social: upon the social functions that determine what language is like and how it has evolved.
Let me begin by saying a few words about both parts of our overall title.[] [1 Language in a social-semiotic
perspectiveld] [J The phrase language in a social-semiotic perspcctivc' characterises the sort of approach that we
have been following in our recent workd and which 1think[J has been a feature of my own thinking ever since
| became interested in the study of language. The term *social-semiotic’ can be thought of as indicating a general
ideology or intellcctual stanced a conceptual angle on the subject. But at the same time there is a more specific
implication to be read into both of these terms[] semiotic and social.[1 [T The concept of semiotics derives initially
from the concept of the sign; and the modern word harks back to the terms semainonl] semainomenon

[ 'signifier] srgnified'l used in ancient Greek linguistics by the Stoic philosophers. The Stoics were the first to
evolve a theory of the signlJ in the 3rd-2nd century BC; and the conception they had of the linguistic sign was
already well advanced along the lines in which it was developed two thousand years later in the work of Ferdinand
de Saussure.J [ Semiotics can therefore be defined as the general study of signs. But there is one limitation that has
usually been apparent in the history of this conception of the sign[J] and that is that it has tended to remain rather
an atomistic concept. The sign has tended to be seen as an isolatel] as a thing in itselfCJ which exists first of all in
and of itself before it comes to be related to other signs. Even in the work of Saussureld despite his very strong
conception of language as a set of relationships] you will still find this rather atomistic conception of the linguistic
sign. For that reason] therefore(] | would wish to modify this delinition of semiotics and say that[] rather than
considering it as the study of signsC] 1 would like to consider it as the study of sign systems-in other words[] as the
study of meaning in its most general sense.[] [I Linguistics[] then(J is a kind of semiotics. It is an aspect of the
study of meaning. There are many other ways of meaning[d] other than through language. Language may be[J in
some rather vaguel] undefined sensel] the most important] the most comprehensivel] the most all-embracing;
it is hard to say exactly how. But there are many other modes of meaning[]l in any culture[] which arc outside the
realm of language.J O These will include both art forms such as painting[] sculptureld musicO the danced and
so forthJ and other modes of cultural behavior that are not classified under the heading of forms of artl] such as
modes of exchange[d modes of dressl] structures of the family] and so forth.[0 [ These are all bearers of
meaning in the culture. Indeedd] we can define a culture as a set of semiotic systems[] a set of systems of meaning
[ all of which interrelate.[J [J But to explain this general notionJ we cannot operate with the concept of a sign as
an entity. We have to think rather of systems of meaning[d] systems that may be considered as operating through
some external form of output that we call a signJ but that are in themselves not sets of individual thingstJ but
rather networks of relationships. It is in that sense that | would use the term ‘semiotic’ to define the perspective in
which we want to look at language: language as one among a number of systems of meaning thatl] taken all
togetherd constitute human culture.0 00 00 O
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