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History and Development 

Semiotics, the study of signs and symbols, is an approach to data analysis that 

seeks to describe structured systems of meaning (Eco, 1979).  The roots of semiotics can 

be traced back to the development of Russian formalism (Propp, 1958), with its focus on 

the functions of literary devices.  The formalist movement had a significant impact on the 

subsequent development of structuralism, largely in western European countries, most 

notably in France, but also in Italy, the former Czechoslovakia, and elsewhere (Jakobson, 

Waugh, & Burston, 1990).  Notable scholars of this tradition include Saussure, Barthes, 

Greimas, Derrida, and Lacan (Derrida, 1982; Barthes 1977).  These structuralists, who 

borrowed largely from semiotics, were concerned with the connections between elements 

of culture and broader, overarching systems. 

Saussure is credited as the original semiotician (Sebeok, 2001).  He had a large 

influence on French structuralism, and later on both structural and linguistic anthropology 

(represented by such scholars as Levi-Strauss and Michael Silverstein, respectively), as 

well as American pragmatism, under which Charles Peirce developed the second of the 

two major schools of semiotics (Culler, 1976).  Pragmatism reflected a greater interest in 

broader context, such as speech acts, and non-language symbols (see below). 

Jakobson is perhaps the central figure in the synthesis of European with American 

semiotics.  Through his work, semiotics gained legitimacy in the social sciences, and his 

student, Michael Silverstein is a central figure in this area today.  Dell Hymes is an 
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American scholar who takes credit for introducing the teachings of the Prague School to 

American linguistic anthropology in 1962 (Jakbson et al., 1990).   

 

Terms and Explanations 

 The variety and usage of different semiotic key terms by different scholars 

associated with different traditions and communities makes it difficult to grasp one, 

specific taxonomy of terms, but rather a collection of related terms, used interchangeably 

by some but not by others.  It is largely because of this fact that Peter K. Manning’s 

(1987) book on semiotics and fieldwork is so useful for clarifying for organizational 

researchers what these terms mean for us.  This reflects the disagreement among 

semioticians as to what semiotics truly consists of (Fawcett, 1984).  In light of this 

complication, the following explanation of terms should not be viewed as comprehensive, 

but as concise and (hopefully) practical.  

Saussure’s dyadic model treats signs like two sides of the same piece of paper 

(consisting of a signified concept and a signifier, which is a symbol) (Innis, 1986).  

According to Peirce’s (1955) triadic model, every signification contains a sign-vehicle, 

an object, and an interpretant.  All three can be classified based on whether they represent 

qualities (such as color), existential facts (such as puddles being caused by rain), or 

conventional features (such as the number “11” signifying either a quantity or a route 

number, depending on context).  The sign encodes (represents) the object.  The object is 

decoded (interpreted) to form the interpretant, which forms the sign’s meaning or 

ramification.  Infinite semiosis both proceeds from and precedes every sign.  This means 

that all interpretants are signs and all signs are interpretants of earlier signs, and so on.  A 
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major difference between Peirce’s system and Saussure’s was that Peirce expanded the 

purview of the “sign” beyond that of language and into the realm of all possible symbols.  

Peirce was also more interested in the interactions between actors in their use of signs, 

which is a controversial point in the development of the field.  

Unit of analysis is an issue here.  What constitutes a sign?  To many semioticians, 

it is a word, but it could also be a syllable, phoneme (unit of sound), morpheme (unit of 

meaning), phrase, or sentence (Innis, 1986).  Full paragraphs are rarely treated by 

semioticians as the unit of analysis.  Outside of language, the difference between a red 

stoplight and a red Christmas tree light illustrates differences in unit of analysis.  In the 

first example, the red light is the unit.  In the second example, the lights, as a group, are 

the unit, and they are differentiated from, say, the group of burning candles in a menorah. 

The construction of semantic trees and taxonomies is critical in the process of 

semiotic analysis (Barley, 1983).  This helps the analyst denote syntagms and decipher 

paradigms, which are the two structural forms (denotative and connotative, respectively) 

through which signs are organized into codes.  

 

Current Use in Organizational Research 

As Mary Yoko Brennan’s (2004) study suggests, increased globalization will 

bring about an increased need for organizational scholars to understand the ways business 

people from different cultures communicate with each other.  Her study highlights the use 

of semiotics in the examination of recontextualization, which is the process firms go 

through when new meanings are attributed to the same assets in a new cultural context.  
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In this case, the recontextualization was the changing cultural context of Disney in France 

and Japan, the former a relative failure, and the latter a cultural home run. 

Semiotics is particularly useful for fleshing out stories or narratives about 

organizations.  In organizational theory, it is commonly used to explicate organizational 

cultures and their static indicators, organizational climates.  It is important to stress that 

semiotics is a data analysis method and not a collection method.  Congruent with the goal 

of uncovering participants’ interpretations of meaning, Barley (1983) favors a 

nondirective style of interviewing for the development of transcripts to be analyzed with 

semiotics.  This technique encourages long monologues by participants, in order to obtain 

a cultural narrative that is relatively free from the influence of the researcher’s own 

preconceived cultural notions.   

Barley’s (1983) concise explanation of semiotics is the most practical and least 

confusing explanation of semiotics for the beginner, in this author’s opinion.  He keeps 

the terminology relatively simple (by semiotics standards), focusing largely on 

metonymy and metaphor (which are essentially synonyms for syntagm and paradigm, 

respectively, discussed above).  Metonymy involves the act of signification, while 

metaphor involves the construction of a paradigm for relating different codes.  He 

stresses that semiotics is not used for explaining what a culture does or how it came to be, 

but rather how the parts are structured and of what are they composed.   

In addition to interviewing, Barley (1983), in the American tradition, extends the 

interpretation of signs beyond the realm of language, specifically, despite admittedly (in a 

footnote) glossing over the distinction between this school and the Saussurean one.  For 

example, he analyzes the furnishings of a funeral parlor, as well as the “posed features” 
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of the corpse, using semiotics, to uncover the similarities between, for instance, 

comfortable furniture and human bodies with the eyelids squeezed together.  Barley 

makes the conclusion that the furniture is supposed to be reminiscent of a comfortable 

home, as opposed to an uncomfortable church, which is associated with death.  This 

feeling is elicited in order to limit negative emotional displays on the part of the clientele 

that undermine the “smoothness” of the funeral. 

On a similar note, squeezing the eyelids together connotes a more lifelike 

appearance than the alternative of either leaving the eyes open or tucking the bottom lids 

under the top lids.  These latter two configurations do a poorer job of imitating a sleeping 

person, which fail to make the funeral as “natural” as the funeral director wishes it to 

appear.  

Fiol’s (1989) study of organizational boundaries through analysis of CEO letters 

to shareholders is a fitting use of semiotics because semiotics brings comparison to the 

forefront, and this draws boundaries.  She also discusses Greimassian semiotics (Greimas 

& Cortes, 1982), from which she borrows a framework for analyzing the narratives 

written in the letters.  The specific analytical process she uses, however, is grounded 

largely in Russian formalism (Propp, 1958).   

 

Future Directions for Semiotics in Organizational Research 

As the paradigm of semiotics as a tool for analysis of empirical social data 

becomes strengthened, through its use in linguistic and structural anthropology, and the 

syntheses made by Jakobson and Silverstein between French and American schools 

become more established, semiotics will become more and more commonly used in the 
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social sciences.  Silverstein’s work is largely untapped by modern day organizational 

researchers, despite the centrality of his ideas to the application of semiotic analysis to 

the understanding of social life.  In organization studies, if anything, this transition will 

become more hastened as international business cultures collide, providing an increased 

need for semiotic analysis in organizational scholarship 

An organizational researcher using semiotic analysis must also be an expert at 

teaching semiotics to the reader and justifying the use of a particular form or school of 

semiotics, based on the research questions being answered.  Barley (1983) gave a 

particularly clear, simple, and concise overview of semiotics, in order to make his paper 

readable by those unfamiliar with it, but Fiol (1989) does a much more comprehensive 

job of outlining specifically how she arrived at the codes she believed to be the most 

important.  I found this paper to be the most believable for this reason because it was the 

most overtly tied to the data. 

However, Fiol’s (1989) liberal use of Propp’s (1958) methods, despite Levi-

Strauss’s accusations that Propp was not interested in empiricism (Wiseman, 2009), 

suggests organizational scholars need only to minimally ground their justifications for 

using semiotics in the original explications.  There is room for increased rigor here.  

Despite these and other issues, researchers, such as Menchik and Tian (2008), who have 

pioneered the use of semiotics for analyzing email communication, are paving the way 

for increased use of semiotics in organizational behavior. 

 Current explanations of semiotics by organizational researchers (excluding 

Manning’s (1987) blue book) give only enough information for untrained readers to 

understand the semiotic research product but not a thorough enough explanation of how 
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to actually DO semiotics (I found even Manning’s explanations lacking, compared to the 

lessons learned from exploring the development and disciplinary associations semiotics 

has gained over the past century and beyond).   

It is for this reason that I made sure to sketch out some of the key themes and 

scholars in semiotics, whose works are usually (if mentioned at all) not discussed in 

thorough enough detail to act as a semiotic tutorial for organizational researchers seeking 

to use semiotics empirically, in their own work.  Specifically, the links among semiotics 

and linguistic and structural anthropology are particularly helpful in sketching the 

efficacy and promise of semiotic analysis in the social sciences.  I recommend 

organizational researchers take more careful note of these developments in their future 

applications of semiotic analysis to organizational problems. 
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