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O O Signifying practicest] [ According to the linguist Saussure [1 196001 , a signifying system is constituted by a
series of signs which are analysed in terms of their constituent parts, the signifier and the signified. A signifier is
taken to be the form or medium of signs, for example a sound, an image, the marks that form a word on the page,
while the signified has been understood in terms of concepts and meanings. Further, the relationship between the
sounds and marks of language, the signifiers, and what they are taken to mean, the signified, is not held in any fixed
eternal relationship. The relationship of signifiers to the signified is arbitrary in the sense that the animal we call a cat
as it sits on themat could equally be signified by el gato and la estera [J in Spanish(d . Thus, Saussures fundamental
argument is that meaning in language is not produced by reference to an extra-linguistic reality, but rather is
generated through a system of relational differences between signs [ semiotic differ-ence[d .[0 [1 One of the
classical illustrations of these semiotic arguments is the relation between colours as signs and their organization into
the cultural code of traffic lights. Colours are breaks in the light spectrum which weclassify in the paradigmatic field
with signs such as red, green, amber andso forth. There is, as we have already noted, no universal reason why
thesign red should refer to a specific colour; rather, red is meaningful in relation to the difference between red and
green [J and so forth[J . These signs are then organized into a syntagmatic sequence which generates meaning
through the cultural conventions of their use within a particular context. Thus, traffic lights deploy red to signify
stop and green to signify go. This is the cultural code of traffic systems which temporally stabilizes and
conventionalizes the relationship between colours and meanings. Thus, signs become naturalized codes whose
operation reveals not the transparency of linguistic or visual codes, but the depth of cultural habituation of the
codes in operation. Significantly, in the day-to-day usage of the code in traffic management, we are not referring to
words on a page but to visual signs operating in cultural life.
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