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We would like to begin with an example of what we understand by ‘sign-making’. The
drawing in figure 1 was made by a three-year-old boy. Sitting on his father’s lap, he talked
about the drawing as he was doing it ‘Do you want to watch me? I'll make a car...got two
wheels...and two wheels at the back...and two wheels here.. .that's a funny wheel...’ When
he had finished, he sald, “This is a car’ This was the first time he had named a drawing,
and at first the name was puzzling. How was this a car? Of course he had provided the key
himself: Here's a wheel.’ A car, for him, was defined by the criterial characteristic of ‘having
wheels’, and his representation focused on this aspect. What he represented was, in fact,
‘wheelness’. Wheels are a plausible criterion to choose for three-year-olds, and the wheel's
action, on toy cars as on real cars, is a readily noticed and describable feature. In other
words, this three-year-old’s interest in cars was, for him, most plausibly condensed into
and expressed as an interest in wheels. Wheels, in turn,are most plausibly represented by
circles, both. because of their visual appearance and because of the circular motion of the
hand in drawing/representing the wheel’s action of ‘going round and round’.

To gather this up for a moment, we see representation as a process in which the makers
of signs, whether child or adult, seek to make a representation of some object or entity,

whether physical or semiotic, and in which their interest in the object, at the point of
making the representation, is a complex one, arising out of the cultural, social and
psychological history of the sign'maker, and focused by the specific context in which the
sign-maker produces the sign. That ‘interest’ is the source of the selection of what is seen as
the criterial aspect of the object, and this criterial aspect is then regarded as adequately
representative of the object in a given context. In other words, it is never the ‘whole object’
but only ever its criterial agpects which ave represented.

These criterial aspects are represented in what seems to the sign-maker, at the moment

of sign-making, the most apt and plaumble fashion, and the most apt and plausible
representational mode. Sign-makers thus ‘have’ a meaning, the signified, which they wish
to express, and then express it through the semiotic modes(s) that make(s) available the
subjectively felt, most plausible, most apt form, as the signifier. This means that in social
semiotics the sign is not the pre-existing conjunction of a signifier and a signified, a
‘ready-made sign to be recognized, chosen and used as it is, in the way that signs are
~usually thought to be ‘available for use’ in ‘semiology’. Rather we focus on the process of

sign-making, in which the signifier (the form) and the signified (the meaning) are relatively
independent of each other until they are brought together by the sign-maker in a newly
made sign. To put it in a different way, using the example just above, the process of
sign-making is the process of the constitution of a sign/metaphor in two steps: ‘a car is
(most like) wheels' and ‘wheels are (most like) circles’.

figure 1 '

Drawlng by a three-year-old chill
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Electronic media decisively change the wider field of mass media and other traditional
media. This is not a monocausal fetishization of the electronic. Such media transform
the field of mass mediation because they offer new resources and new disciplines for the
construction of imagined selves and imagined worlds. This is a relational argument.
- Electronic media mark and reconstitute a much wider field, in which print mediation and
other forms of oral, visual, and auditory mediation might continue to be important.
Through such effects as the telescoping of news into audio-video bytes, through the tension
between the public spaces of cinema and the more exclusive spaces of video watching,
through the immediacy of their absorption into public discourse, and through their
tendency to be associated with glamour, cosmopolitanism, and the new, electronic media
(whether associated with the news, politics, family life, or spectacular entertainment) tend
to interrogate, subvert, and transform other contextual literacies.
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