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Abstract

In recent years, the curriculum of College English (CE) in China has seen a trend that veers 
away from pure language-oriented teaching toward an emphasis on the cultivation of students’ 
cultural or intercultural competence. In this context, the CE textbooks have been highly 
responsiblized in the transformative agenda, and the use of photographic illustrations in the 
textbooks has been increasingly valued as a way to include culture carriers. Our study draws 
perspectives from communicative semiotics and visual semiotics to investigate the way in 
which	photographic	illustrations	have	been	involved	in	the	learning	process	in	order	to	find	out	
whether and how they promote students’ cultural and intercultural acquisition. We focus on the 
semiosis process engendered by the photos as signs and their modes of representation, which 
largely determines the process and result of cultural acquisition. Our analysis demonstrates 
that while the photographic illustrations have been designed to enhance cultural learning in 
hypothetical situations, when placed in a real learning context together with the texts and 
learning tasks, some of the photos may not successfully promote the process of cultural 
acquisition, since learners’ interpretation of the photos can be diverted or limited by other 
aspects of the learning context.

Keywords: semiotic analysis, Chinese College English textbooks, intercultural competence, 
photographic illustrations

1. Introduction

Culture and intercultural competence have been driven to the fore in the teaching of 
College English in China. It is clearly stated in the National College English Curriculum 
that intercultural communication should be a core concept. Such prominence is not 
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surprising in the context of globalization, where students are urged to improve both 
international awareness and intercultural communication skills (Le & Kumar, 2010; Wang, 
2003). Nevertheless, such improvements are not easily made. Scholars of intercultural 
studies argue that the transformative goal from linguistic pedagogy to cultural teaching 
cannot be achieved unless students are facilitated with materials that promote the 
development	of	language	learners’	reflexivity,	openness,	and	global	awareness	(Byram,	
2008, 2011; Kumaravadivelu, 2008).

In this context, textbooks of College English are playing a pivotal role in the 
transformative agenda of EFL teaching in China and, in the last decade or two, much 
research has been done to examine the CE textbooks from cultural or intercultural 
perspectives. Most of these studies investigate the cultural representations in the textbook 
materials and a number of them tend to focus on how culture is presented or represented 
in the photographic illustrations. The majority of the existing investigations count the 
frequency of words and images, or examine the materials through critical discourse analysis. 
In this article, we offer a different perspective for investigation: we draw on our semiotic 
model of intercultural communication (Shen, 2010) as well as perspectives from Peircean 
visual semiotics to further explore the detailed semiosis process that underpins learners’ 
engagement with CE textbooks. Such a semiotic analysis offers an approach for exploring 
the cultural or intercultural meaning-making processes in the EFL learning contexts. 

We start by investigating the process of cultural acquisition from a semiotic 
perspective.	By	briefly	reviewing	our	semiotic	model	of	intercultural	communication	and	
applying the model to the process of EFL learning, we argue that learners’ engagement 
with CE textbooks is a one-way communication process and the cultural or intercultural 
acquisition in such communication is embedded in the whole semiosis process instead 
of the textbook materials only. Afterwards, we reiterate and reify through diagrams 
the specific semiosis processes based on theoretical perspectives of visual semiotics 
developed by C. S. Peirce to conceptualize an approach for investigation of the cultural or 
intercultural acquisition in the learning process. Through this approach, we conduct some 
sample analyses of excerpts from CE textbooks, and look into the problematics in the 
existing imaginaries of cultural teaching and learning. 

It should be noticed here that the case studies in our research are not conducted 
to examine the consistence between cultural meaning and materials; they are simply 
examples utilized to describe the logic in the relationship between the materials and their 
meaning. In other words, it is the meaning-making process rather than the meanings that 
we are focusing on, which is in line with our argument that meaning exists in nothing but 
the semiosis process.

2. Process of Cultural Acquisition in EFL Context

This section examines the process of cultural acquisition in various EFL contexts from 
a semiotic perspective. We draw on our semiotic model to clarify the nature and process 
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of cultural acquisition when learners are engaged with CE textbooks, and we try to 
demonstrate that such learning is deeply embedded in the semiosis process.

In 2010, we proposed a semiotic model of the process of intercultural communication 
based on the analysis of the features of culture, communication, and intercultural 
communication. We argued that both culture and communication are largely semiotic. 
Culture is semiotic in that cultural phenomena embed a dichotomy: the concrete 
materialistic denotation as the signifier/representamen, and the abstract ideological 
connotation as the signified/object. By analysing the nature of culture with Personal 
Construct Theory (PCT), we also found that culture is largely a result of the operation of 
signs, i.e. the semiosis process. Besides, our analysis demonstrated that communication 
was semiotic in that information could only be carried by the material medium and 
that communication could not be conducted unless the signs were interpreted by the 
interpreters.	Our	findings	include	detailed	processes	of	communication	and	two	different	
types of semiosis, which respectively represent the message sender’s and receiver’s 
meaning-making process in the communication process. The semiosis for the message 
sender is an encoding process which starts with an object and ends with a representamen, 
while that for message receiver is a decoding process which starts with the representamen 
and ends with an object. In this process, the representamen serves as the physically 
observable medium between the communicators. In addition, we also found that the 
cultural background of the communicators could be illustrated by Yuri Lotman’s (1990) 
concept of semiosphere which refers to the norms, conventions, rules and texts of a 
culture or a subset of a culture; it is within the semiosphere that semiosis can take place. 
The whole process of intercultural communication was illustrated in a model as in Figure 1. 
The model illustrates a single one-way communication act, yet the process can be either 
instant or lengthy, depending on the form of the communication.

Figure 1. Semiotic model of intercultural communication (Shen, 2010, p. 115)

The engagement between students and CE textbooks in EFL contexts can also be 
considered as a type of communication between textbook editors and users. According to 
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the model in Figure 1, the textbook editors serve as the source of communication while 
learners are the receivers, with the textbooks as representamen. However, the learning 
process is a one-way communication since learners do not play the role of message 
sender and they are supposed to decode the textbook content only. For learners, the 
semiosis process starts when they are presented with the textual or visual materials in 
the textbooks, and then decode the materials to arrive at different types of understanding 
of the textbooks. In this process, learners largely rely on their cultural and linguistic 
backgrounds (semiosphere) to conduct the semiosis. 

Nevertheless, the actual learning is more complicated than the semiosis described 
above.	For	one	thing,	this	process	is	not	definitely	limited	within	the	semiosphere.	The	
textbook materials as the representamen can be new or partly new to the learners; the 
materials may exceed the learners’ existing cultural and linguistic scope. Moreover, 
learners can decode the materials in different ways. Consequently, the interpretation of the 
materials can be within the existing knowledge scope or can bring up new understandings, 
i.e., new interpretant and object. Such an interpretation process was actually endorsed 
by Peirce’s argument that semiosis is infinite (Merrell, 2001). According to Peirce 
(1932),	representamen	is	part	of	an	infinity	of	further	interpretants	both	proceeding	and	
preceded from any given representamen in a process that produces new objects as well. 
Consequently,	the	semiosphere	of	the	learners	may	expand	through	the	infinite	conduct	of	
the semiosis, which leads to the expansion of learners’ linguistic and cultural background. 
This process is illustrated in a model as follows (Figure 2):

Figure 2. Semiosis and the expansion of semiosphere

As College English teaching in China is partly aimed at developing learner’s intercultural 
competence, it is expected that the learning process should help enlarge or enhance 
learners’ scope of culture. According to the model above, this would be a process of 
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expanding learners’ semiosphere in terms of cultural and intercultural norms, conventions, 
rules and texts. Yet the model also demonstrates that the representamen alone cannot lead 
to the expansion of the semiosphere; instead, it is the semiosis process that determines 
the interpretation and understanding of the representamen, which contributes to the 
development of semiosphere.

Therefore, in order to find out whether the CE textbooks are helpful in cultivating 
learner’s intercultural competence, it is necessary to investigate the semiosis process 
instead of focusing on the textbook materials only. This requires a detailed analysis of the 
roles that representamen, interpretant, and object play in the semiosis process. By drawing 
specific	perspectives	of	Charles	S.	Peirce’s	visual	semiotics,	Section	3	provides	a	detailed	
description of the approach for conducting such an investigation.

3. A Semiotic Perspective on Cultural Acquisition

According to Peirce (1940/2011), the semiosis structure can take various forms because 
the components involved in the process of semiosis can be further categorized. This 
section elaborates the detailed categorizations to provide an approach for examining 
textbook-based	cultural	acquisition	in	EFL	contexts.	We	draw	from	Peirce’s	classification	
of signs as three modes of representation for the investigation of the role that photographic 
illustrations play in the CE textbooks.

As Peirce wrote himself, a sign or a representamen was “either an icon, an index or a 
symbol” (Peirce, 1940/2011, p. 104). This typology was developed by Peirce according 
to the relation between representamen and object. According to Peirce, icons are related 
to objects by similarity or likeness; an icon is a kind of representamen that signifies 
by virtue of the fact that it shares a particular character or quality with the object it 
represents, such as a map or a photo; an icon is neither true nor false for it “affords no 
ground for an interpretation of it as referring to actual existence” (Peirce, 1932, p. 251). 
Peirce cited the example of the statue of a centaur to illustrate this point. He argued that if 
the statue represents a centaur, it is by virtue of its shape; whether or not there ever was a 
real centaur, the statue can always be an icon. The statue can be resembled by a sketch, a 
cartoon image or a photo of a real statue in Egypt; what matters only is the resemblance. 
The nature of the relation between an icon and its object is resemblance. Although an icon 
requires an object and an interpretant to function as a sign, its constitution is independent 
of the two correlates.

The constitution of the index, on the other hand, is necessarily dependent upon the 
relation between the representamen and the object. According to Peirce, an index refers 
to the object that “it denotes by virtue of being really affected by that object” (Peirce, 
1940/2011, p. 102). Therefore, an index can be casual ones such as tree branches moving 
because of the wind; it can be deictic like pointing fingers and the objects pointed at; 
an index can also be labelling such as proper name indexing a person (Liszka, 1996). 
Moreover, Peirce stated that an index “involve[s] a sort of icon, although an icon of a 
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peculiar kind; and it is not the mere resemblance of its object, even in these respects 
which makes it a sign, but it is the actual modification of it by the object” (Peirce, 
1940/2011, p. 102). This statement brings about two key points: first, for a sign to be 
an index, an existential relation must be established between the sign and its object. For 
example, a cartoon of centaur and a snapshot of the statue in Egypt can both resemble 
a centaur image when they are composed of various lines, colours, and shades, etc.; but 
only the photo of the Egyptian centaur statue can be an index, as it has an existential 
relationship with the statue. This example also indicates the second point: an index cannot 
exist unless it is, first of all, an icon. The “pointing” function of the sign relies on the 
particular qualities or properties that it inherits from the object, which enable the photo to 
be indexical to that very statue in Egypt.

Finally, for a representamen to be considered as a symbol, it should refer to the object 
that “it denotes by virtue of a law, usually an association of general ideas, which operates 
to cause the symbol to be interpreted as referring to that object” (Peirce, 1940/2011, p. 
103). That is to say, for a sign to function as a symbol, the interpreter has to participate in 
the interpretation by using the thoughts derived from his/her experiences. For example, 
if a person did not understand the terms “index” or “icon”, he/she would not be able to 
understand and interpret the sentences containing the words, unless the meaning can 
be inferred from the context. Moreover, Peirce (Peirce, 1940/2011, p. 104) also states 
that “symbol will indirectly, through the association or other law, be affected by those 
instances; and thus the symbol will involve a sort of index, although an index of a peculiar 
kind”. Let’s take the example of centaur again. Probably most people can recognize a 
sketch or a cartoon or a snapshot which resembles a centaur. Even if they have never seen 
it before, the resemblance may trigger the images of human beings and horses in their 
mind. This is usually the case for a child and such triggering is what an icon is supposed 
to do. Then, people who understand what a photo is would naturally understand that the 
photograph is referring to that particular statue. For them, it is not just a resemblance, 
but also an index of something existing in this world. However, it is questionable how 
many people know the “stories” of the centaur. Do they know it is part of Egyptian 
culture?	Do	they	understand	the	significance	of	the	statue?	If	the	photo	is	to	make	people	
think about it in these respects, or motivate the symbolic meanings, it has to rely on the 
experience or knowledge of the interpreters or the context to provide opportunities for 
such interpretation.

Peirce’s conceptualization of icon, index, symbol and their relationship can be 
summarized as in Figure 3. In summary, a symbol is a particular type of index and an 
index is a particular type of icon. The interpretation of the sign takes place sequentially 
and is based respectively on resemblance between the sign and its object, spatio-temporal 
contiguity between the sign and the object, and the interpreter’s habit or convention (Jappy, 
2013). For a sign to be interpreted as a symbol, it has to be an index which then has to be 
an icon	in	the	first	place.	In	this	study,	we	conduct	the	analysis	according	to	this	nature	of	
the photographic illustrations as signs.
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Figure 3
 

But before we move on to the analyses, there are a few points about object and interpretant 
that we would like to clarify. Peirce distinguished the interpretant as “immediate”, 
“dynamic”, and “final” by its complexity as the constituent phases or components. 
According to Peirce, the immediate interpretant is the interpretant within the representamen 
and each representamen must have such immediate interpretability. Dynamic interpretant, 
or the mediated interpretant, refers to the one which is the perceivable effect of the sign 
upon a person; it is a single actual event. The final interpretant is different from the 
dynamic interpretant in that it does not represent the individuality of representamen; 
instead, it is the guarantee of any future interpretative development as well as the way in 
which everybody would react to such a sign (Jappy, 2013). In other words, if a sign is to be 
interpreted as an icon, it must have an immediate interpretant. When a sign is interpreted 
as an index, it must have a dynamic interpretant; that is, the interpreter should be able to 
interpret the existential relation between the sign and the object. 

However, in the process of interpretation, the three types of interpretant may not 
always exist or stay still. The world of thought is continuous; even though the immediate 
interpretant as a sign’s intrinsic interpretability and the dynamic interpretant as existent, 
factual and perceivable reaction to the sign do exist, the final interpretant is somehow 
endowed with a potentially continuous and general being. In other words, the interpretant 
may guarantee the possibility of future development yet it may not actually exist 
throughout	the	whole	process.	This	point	is	important	because	we	find	in	our	analysis	that	
the interpretation of photographic illustrations in the CE textbooks is often blocked or 
frustrated	and	the	final	interpretant	cannot	be	achieved.

For the correlate of object, Peirce argued that it should be distinguished into two 
types as well, namely immediate object and mediated or dynamical object. Through the 
process of interpretation, the sign/representamen triggers an immediate object as a hint in 
order	to	indicate	a	dynamical	object	as	something	active	or	efficient	and	must	be	gained	
by collateral experience (Jappy, 2013). Such distinguishing of object is important as it 
indicates two key points. First, a sign relies on hints or traces and their manifestation for 
suggesting a dynamic object which is absent. This is also the prerequisite for a sign to be 
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a sign, that is, for an icon to exist. Moreover, a sign cannot express the object directly and 
the interpreter can only identify it by virtue of his acquired collateral experience of that 
object. That is to say, the dynamic object of a sign cannot be interpreted unless the sign is 
interpreted as a symbol. These relations can be incorporated into the model in Figure 2 to 
reify the semiosis process. This is illustrated in Figure 4.

Figure 4. Semiosis and the expansion of semiosphere

Such	a	reified	triad	provides	a	dynamic	account	of	what	and	how	meaning	is	generated	
in human interaction and the perspectives together compose a semiotic framework for 
investigating the process of cultural acquisition and acquisition in EFL contexts. In our 
analysis, we examine the types of representamen that the photographic illustrations serve 
as in the CE textbooks, and elaborate the potential interpretant and object involved in the 
learners’ engagement with the learning tasks so as to suggest implications for the semiosis 
processes. In order to do so, we try to illustrate how the textbook materials and learning 
tasks as a semiotic complex guide the process of interpretation, and hence, the acquisition 
of cultural and intercultural connotations.

4. College English Textbooks in China

Our analysis draws on two of the most widely used series of College English textbooks in 
China. Both of them are titled New College English (NCE); one published by the Foreign 
Language	Teaching	and	Research	Press	 (FLTRP),	 the	other	by	 the	Shanghai	Foreign	
Language Education Press (SFLEP). The selection of these two series is based on two 
factors. First, the target learners of both series are all non-English major college students. 
They are supposed to have an English level high enough for them to pass Gao Kao and 
now enrolled in CE courses in order to pass College English Test (CET) Band Four. In 
this way, we can make sure that the exploitation and presentation of cultural content 
are not influenced by differences in age or language levels. Second, these two series 
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are both written in accordance with the National College English Curriculum set by the 
Ministry of Education in China. Thus, the textbooks share similar pedagogical principles, 
difficulty	and	learning	objectives.	Meanwhile,	the	textbooks	are	edited	or	written	mainly	
by Chinese materials writers for Chinese learners and published by Chinese publishers. 
In this case, most of the editors and the users of the textbooks share a Chinese-based 
cultural background, which makes it easier to identify the attempts to promote cultural 
or intercultural awareness. The following is a general description of the two series of 
textbooks in terms of their level, scope, and organization. 

Foreign	Language	Teaching	 and	Research	Press	 (FLTRP)	 is	 one	 of	 the	most	
authoritative	publishers	of	English	 textbooks	 in	China.	 Its	NCE-FLTRP	is	composed	
of three sub-series: An Integrated Course, View-Listen-Speak, and Fast Reading. The 
textbooks are written with the broad objective of developing the learner-centred mode of 
English learning and teaching in order to “be updated, be realistic, and be supportive to 
the cultivation of learners’ thinking ability and intercultural communication competence”. 
An Integrated Course textbooks are designed to develop students’ comprehensive English 
capacity. Each unit is centred on a topic and elaborated with exercises of reading, writing, 
speaking, and translation, and the book emphasizes the “comprehensive cultivation of 
students’ language skills, competence, and cultural awareness”. The series of View-Listen-
Speak adopts a communicative syllabus that consists of audio listening tasks, video 
appreciation tasks, and various speaking tasks. 

In the New College English published by SFLEP, “eclecticism” is adopted as the 
principle for writing the textbooks and the guidelines state that they:

…draw experience and methodology accumulated during the English teaching history in 
China; investigate and analyse the problems that Chinese students encounter during the process 
of learning English and intercultural communication; learn from international pedagogical 
theories and approaches and adapt them according to the context of teaching in China.

The NCE-SFLEP includes five sub-series: Integrated Course, Listening and Speaking, 
Advanced Reading, General Reading, and Fast Reading. The textbooks are aimed at 
developing students’ capacities in learning, working and for social interactions where they 
use English for speaking or writing.

With the multi-modality principle for editing, the textbooks are no longer just black-
and-white papers; instead, different layouts, fonts, colours are used. The photographic 
illustrations range from large snapshots to mini cartoon images. In our study, we focus on 
the photographic illustrations that are text-related. These snapshots usually appear with 
texts for comprehension and serve as background information for the passages. Meanwhile, 
as classroom learning is usually the key context in which learners are engaged with these 
textbooks, the semiosis processes are more often than not guided. That is, the learners’ 
interpretation	of	signs	can	be	influenced	by	the	guidance	of	the	learning	tasks.	Therefore,	in	
our	analysis,	we	first	construct	the	hypothetical	scenarios	in	which	the	photos	might	have	

Photographic Illustrations in Chinese College English Textbooks: A Semiotic Analysis



153

been set for the purpose of cultural acquisition. This is achieved by examining the role that 
the photos may theoretically play as different types of signs. Then we move our focus on 
to the actual learning processes motivated by the learning tasks and investigate the role 
that	the	photos	are	actually	playing	as	specific	types	of	signs.	In	this	way,	we	try	to	find	out	
whether and how the semiosis processes engendered by the photos enhance the expansion 
of semiospheres of the communicators in terms of cultural acquisition.

5. Analysis and Findings

In this section, we conduct three sample analyses of the textbook photographic 
illustrations within the semiotic framework presented above. Although these examples 
all demonstrate that the photos as signs somewhat fail to enhance learners’ cultural 
acquisition, we by no means deny that there are many successful examples. We focus 
mostly upon the learning process that is guided by the signs through semiosis. 

Our	first	sample	analysis	reveals	that	photographic	illustrations	in	the	CE	textbooks	
may function only as indexical signs instead of being (or prevented from being) 
interpreted as symbols. This argument is illustrated by an example extracted from NEC-
FLTRP.	The	topic	of	 the	unit	 is	“friendship”	and	Figure	5	 is	 the	scanned	image	of	 the	
first	two	pages	of	the	unit.	It	is	noticeable	that	a	photo	of	a	group	of	non-Chinese	people	
occupies	more	than	half	of	the	first	page,	or	a	quarter	of	the	first	 two	pages.	Moreover,	
the photo reappears in the form of a thumbnail on the second page. This demonstrates 
that the photo is highly weighed and closely related to the topic of the unit. A few pages 
later, it is claimed that one of the aims of the unit is to enhance students’ understanding of 
friendship in different contexts. Therefore, the hypothetical scenario could be: the photos, 
as signs embedded with the dynamic object of the possibility of conceptualizing different 
understandings of friendship, could help the learners, as interpreters, to interpret the sign 
accordingly, that is, to perceive the corresponding dynamic interpretant.

Figure 5
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However, as we have claimed, the photographic illustrations in textbooks should 
not be examined separately from the context of learning. So we might look into the 
detailed process in which the photo is interpreted by the learners by analysing the logical 
interpretation	trigged	by	the	sign.	The	photo	is,	 in	the	first	place,	an	icon.	As	the	most	
eye-catching part of the page, the learners may simply observe a complex arrangement of 
lines, shades and shapes forming iconic traces of confrontation. Yet every photograph, as 
Peirce remarked, is iconic as it “not only excites an image [and] has an appearance, but, 
owing to its optical connection with the object, is evidence that appearance corresponds 
to a reality” (Peirce, 1932, p. 359). Therefore, if the protagonists in the photo are replaced 
by other people, or even by cartoon characters or sketches, the photo may still function as 
an icon (an icon of some people having fun together); it functions through its resemblance 
with the scenarios of people having fun together in the minds of the readers. Such 
assemblage of qualities, or immediate interpretant, ensures the immediate interpretability 
of the sign, and it is a prerequisite for its representative quality, which gives the sign the 
potential to be interpreted as an index.

Undeniably, the photo is indexical, as an existential relation has been established 
between the photo and the group of friends in reality. If the photo was framed and 
appeared in one of the protagonists’ homes, it would be more likely to be interpreted as 
an	index	of	the	moment	that	the	friends	had	fun	together.	Even	if	it	is	the	first	time	for	a	
reader to see the image, the layout of the picture, the gestures, clothing and so on, together 
provide clear clues that this is a moment of friends having fun together. This is a dynamic 
interpretant that interpreters can achieve through interpreting the photo. If the interpreters’ 
memories of experience of those kinds of moments is triggered and they start to think 
more about friendship from other perspectives—ideally, an intercultural perspective—
the sign could be playing the role of a symbol. And such semiosis may involve further 
dynamic	interpretants	or	a	final	interpretant	that	embeds	cultural	acquisition.

However, as we have repeatedly claimed, the examination of the sign cannot be 
separated	from	its	context	which	can	largely	influence	the	interpretation.	As	the	learners	
are not informed who those people are, the photo as an index of those particular 
protagonists is not the key to the interpretation. It is just an icon of friends. Yet the photo 
does have other kinds of interpretability. With its close spatial relation to the outstanding 
words of the title “friendship”, an indexical relation is established. Probably this mutually 
indexical relationship is the most direct dynamic interpretant that the learners can achieve. 
Such an interpretant is very likely to enhance the learners’ linguistic understanding of the 
word “friendship”.

Nevertheless,	for	learners	at	this	stage,	“friendship”	is	no	longer	a	new	or	a	difficult	
word. Therefore, the indexical relation between the word and the photo may not be of top 
priority for this unit. Instead, as the aim of the unit is to enhance students’ understanding 
of friendship, the photo is very likely to have been set for motivating students to think 
more	about	the	concept	of	friendship,	such	as	the	definition	of	friendship,	how	friendship	
should be engaged, and most probably, understanding of friendship in different cultures. 
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This, however, cannot be achieved unless the sign functions as a symbol—in this context, 
a symbol of friendship. On the other hand, for a sign to function as a symbol, it has to 
involve the active participation of the experience of the interpreter. Hypothetically, when 
the	learner	notices	the	photo	and	starts	a	process	of	semiosis,	he	or	she	may	first	recognize	
it as an icon (friends having fun together), then interpret it as an index of the word 
“friendship”,	and,	finally	and	most	importantly,	 trigger	further	interpretants	by	thinking	
about the cultural meaning of friendship.

Unfortunately,	on	the	very	first	 two	pages	of	the	unit,	 there	is	not	any	learning	task	
that helps trigger the interpretation of the photo as a symbol of friendship, nor any explicit 
reference to the photographic illustration. None of the questions or texts prompts students 
to explore cultural interpretations of friendship. Instead, the strong indexical anchoring 
between the photo and the linguistic expression may suppress the potential cultural 
meanings triggered by the photo or the word. Thus, it is valid to assume that learners may 
be able to carry out the learning task even if the photo is not present. We do not deny the 
possibility that the photo prompts the process of cultural interpretation in some students 
and some teachers may indeed help trigger such interpretants. We are simply highlighting 
how the photo and the learning tasks are working together to enhance semiosis that 
remains at the indexical level. The analysis of the photo as a sign can be summarised as in 
the Table 1:

Table 1
Representamen – Object – Interpretant

Hypothetical 
scenario for culture 
learning

Representamen:
Iconic: The photo is similar to the memory / snapshots of friends 
staying and having fun.
Indexical: The photo is referring to a particular moment when friends 
are having fun together. 
Symbolic: Such a scene of young people staying together and having 
fun is a symbol of a particular relationship.
Dynamic object and Dynamic interpretant:  
The cultural connotation of young people staying together / different 
understanding / different manifestation of friendship

Actual learning 
process

Representamen:
Iconic: The photo is similar to the memory / snapshots of friends 
staying and having fun.
Indexical: The photo and the text are mutually indexical.
Dynamic object and Dynamic interpretant: The photo and the word 
text reinforce such referential / lexical meaning.

Now let’s look at another example. The photo in Figure 6 is scanned from another 
section in the same unit about “Friendship” in NEC-SFLEP. The photo is set together 
with	the	passage	entitled	“We	All	Need	Friends”.	Through	reading	the	text,	we	find	that	
the theme of the passage is centred on the process and the importance of making friends. 

Juming Shen & Xiaojun Su



156

The author of the essay describes how easy it is to make friends with others and how 
happy the friends are when having fun together. Therefore, hypothetically, the photo as a 
sign embedded with the dynamic object of conceptualizing the happiness that friendship 
can bring to people, may trigger the readers, as interpreters, to achieve the dynamic 
interpretant accordingly. In an ideal scenario, upon seeing the photo and through reading 
the story, learners would think about the happiness that friendship can bring to people, 
and more ideally, how friendship brings happiness to people in different cultures.

Figure 6
 

However,	if	the	photo	is	not	placed	on	this	page,	it	can	be,	in	the	first	place,	simply	
an icon of a smiling woman enjoying a drink and a part of another figure (yet very 
vaguely). This is what a reader may observe from the complex lines and shades, that is, 
the immediate interpretant. However, it should be noted that this kind of icon of a person 
enjoying staying with someone else may not necessarily resemble the moment of friends 
enjoying staying together. The happiness of the woman and the company of the other 
figure	may	resemble	other	occasions,	such	as	husband	and	wife,	colleagues,	etc;	the	photo	
alone does not exclude other relationships. In that case, the photo as an icon may not have 
the potential to be further interpreted as an index indicating a particular moment of friends 
enjoying staying together. This, consequently, may make it impossible for the sign to be 
interpreted as a symbol of the relationship between friendship and happiness.

In the textbook, the interpretation of the photo is more exclusive when it is attached 
to the title of the passage. Such an attachment forms an indexical relation which provides 
two types of guidance for interpretation. First, when the photo is indexed to the title “We 
All Need Friends”, it enhances the reader’s ability to interpret the photo as an index of 
friends staying together rather than another type of relationship. Moreover, when placed 
together, the iconic happiness of the woman and the indexical relation to the title can 
bring about the interpretation that friends staying together can be closely associated with 
happiness, which is also the theme of the story in that unit. In this way, the photo as an 
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index and as an icon would trigger the semiosis process by encouraging learners to think 
further about the relationship between friends and happiness. Again, similar to that in the 
first	example,	the	interpretation	may	stop	at	this	stage,	since	there	are	no	further	learning	
tasks to drive learners to think about the cultural or intercultural perspectives of the 
relation between friendship and happiness. In other words, the photo is not promoted to 
be taken as a symbol. The interpretation of the photo can be summarised as follows:

Table 2
Representamen – Object – Interpretant

Hypothetical 
scenario 
for culture 
learning

Representamen:
Iconic: The photo is similar to the memory / snapshots of having a good time 
with friends.
Indexical: A particular moment that indicates that friends staying together 
would bring fun.
Symbolic: Friendship and happiness are closely related in different ways
Dynamic object and Dynamic interpretant:  
The cultural connotation of the relationship between happiness and friendship / 
different ways that friendship brings happiness to people in different cultures

Actual 
learning 
process

Representamen: 
Iconic: People staying together brings about happiness 
Iconic + Indexical: A particular moment of friends staying together and being 
happy.
Dynamic object and Dynamic interpretant: 
The photo and the word text strengthen the idea that friendship brings about 
happiness.

We’d like to emphasize here that it is the attachment to the title and text that enables the 
photo to function successfully as an icon and an index for corresponding interpretation 
about friendship. It is not certain whether this textbook design is purposeful or accidental. 
Yet it is arguable that while the photo is placed in the centre of the page and taking such a 
large space, it is supposed to directly provide the background information or the context 
for the story. When the interpretation of such an eye-catching sign, on the contrary, relies 
on the comprehension of its context, its interpretation can be less direct and effective. 

The third example is also cited from the textbook of NEC-SFLEP. In the unit titled 
“Holidays and Special Days”, a half-page-size photo of Chinese red lanterns is presented 
on	the	first	page.	Ideally,	this	photo	may	serve	as	three	different	types	of	representamen	
that generate different semiosis processes. First, it can be an icon of a type of Chinese 
traditional decoration. It can resemble similar scenarios in the readers’ mind. Second, it 
can be an index of particular occasions, such as a festival celebration. Finally, it may be 
considered as a symbol of Chinese culture. Hence, in a hypothetical scenario, the photo 
would start learners thinking about the cultural and intercultural connotations of festivals 
as the theme of the unit is centred on holidays and festivals.
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Figure 7
 

Again, let’s go through the interpretation process together. Iconically, the photo can be 
successful in triggering the resembling image in the mind of the interpreters; that is, the 
immediate interpretant can be achieved. Similar to the previous two examples, when the 
photo is placed in the context of the textbook and a close attachment between the title of the 
unit and the photo is formed, it can be assumed that an indexical relation can be established 
between them. However, such an indexical relation is vague for “holidays and special days” 
are	very	general	concepts	while	the	red	lantern	as	an	icon	is	more	specific	and	usually	appears	
during traditional Chinese festivals. Therefore, such indexical relation is not solid enough for 
further interpretation. Also, it is arguable that the photo can be an index of the texts below 
or beside. Unfortunately, the listening and reading exercises on these two pages are about 
Valentine’s Day, which is typically a Western festival and has little to do with Chinese red 
lanterns. As a result, this indexical relation cannot be established either. Consequently, the 
photo has little chance to be further interpreted as a symbol and there is not any learning task 
that motivates students to think about the cultural or intercultural connotation.

Table 3
Representamen – Object – Interpretant

Hypothetical scenario 
for culture learning

Representamen:
Iconic: The photo resembles a kind of traditional Chinese 
decoration usually used for festival.
Indexical: The photo refers to particular festivals.
Symbolic: The photo is a symbol of festival culture.
Dynamic object and Dynamic interpretant:  
The cultural or intercultural connotation of festivals.

Actual learning process

Representamen: 
Indexical: The photo and the texts are mutually indexical.
Iconic: Friends staying together brings about happiness (based on 
the interpretation of context). 
Dynamic object and Dynamic interpretant: 
The photo and the word text strengthen the idea that friendship 
brings about happiness.
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6. Conclusion

In conclusion, our findings about the meaning-making process in intercultural 
contexts demonstrate that an examination of the learning materials does not reveal the 
complicated process of cultural acquisition, let alone justify the improvement of students’ 
intercultural competence. Cultural acquisition cannot be investigated as fixed in the 
materials in textbooks, but should be examined in a nuanced way that elicits the dynamic 
engagements. 

Based on the analysis, we highlight two observations that can be made about how 
the materials become meaningful for cultural acquisition or learning. First, within 
semiotic perspectives, the culture-embedded textbook materials cannot be investigated 
separately from students’ engagement with them. Instead, the role of the materials should 
be examined within the learning process as a form of communication. Secondly, though 
most of the photos are culturally embedded and may enhance cultural acquisition when 
interpreted as different types of signs of cultural phenomena, the interpretation process 
is not always successful, as the modes of representamen of the sign can be diverted or 
limited by the learning context. As a result, the expected cultural acquisition triggered by 
the photos can be heavily frustrated.
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