
Semiotic Identification and Analysis 

The main visual signifier is the representation of a woman and a child, suggesting a mother-child 

relationship. However the paradigmatical factors of the mother-child syntagm offer a more nuanced set of 

codified messages that brings forth a myriad of cultural conventions to the viewer's understanding. 

 

Firstly, the mother-signifier is represented by a woman dressed in clothing that connotes a professional 

image of a career woman. This image projects the ideals of a career woman – successful, conformist, 

dependable, hardworking, independent and intelligent. The shapely legs of the model enhance the sexual 

context of a woman – beautiful, athletic, while objectifying the woman as a sexual object. When the 

mother-signifier is juxtaposed against the sexually-objectified career woman, it creates a contextual 

tension for the modern woman – the impossibility of being the perfect mother, wife and professional 

rolled into a single human entity. 

 

Secondly, the bag-signifier is represented by an understated and professional-looking leather bag. This 

bag-signifier has two significant meanings; the reference to a successful and high-status career for the 

woman, and the nuanced implication of expectations of how a mother should embrace her children in 

stereotypical motherly love and care. 

 

Thirdly, the child-signifier is represented by a well-coiffed toddler-aged child, which connotatively 

symbolises an idealised concept of a well-looked-after child. Additionally, in line with the mother-child 

relationship, this signifier carries an additional nuance of the ideals of having children. 

 

Finally, the textual-signifiers of the main text WHY WOMEN STILL CAN’T HAVE IT ALL and the 

author’s name Anne-Marie Slaughter are two powerful signifiers that create contextual tension for the 

political American public. In this context, the ALL refers to the ideals of “being the perfect wives, 

mothers and professionals” (Spar, 2012), while Anne-Marie Slaughter is the supposed symbol of those 

ideals with her political career and being the mother of a teenager (US DoS, 2009; Slaughter, 2012). The 
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main text, juxtaposed against the author’s name, creates contextual denial to the ideals of the modern 

woman from the perspective of the very woman who is a benchmark for those same ideals. 

 

While the paradigmatical signifiers in the mother-child syntagm evokes a significant visual and textual 

tension for the American public, the complexity and direction of the implied meanings are deeply 

influenced by several design elements which reinforce certain preconceptions of the entire mother-child 

syntagm. 

 

Cultural Code Reinforcement 

The oft-repeated Twain quote, “Clothes make the man.” (1927), similarly applies to how the woman-

model is dressed appropriately to represent an image of a career woman. Her knee-length skirt paired with 

a white shirt, pantyhose and polished low-heeled shoes complete the traditional look of a professional 

woman (Reeves, 2006). The image of the skirt bears a fabric pattern similar to a Herringbone-pattern 

which represents success in one’s career (Sabine, 2007, pp. 53-71). The woman-model, paired with the 

understated but expensive leather-brown bag, builds upon that career woman image. 

 

The bag-element can be construed as a metaphor for the ability to handle or hold together all the 

responsibilities of the career woman and hence, define the capabilities of the woman (Cosslett, 2013; 

Frankel, 2011). However, the designer has opted to exclude career-related objects such as writing 

materials, files or a laptop, but to place a child in the bag. The implied metaphor dynamically transforms 

into such that the woman’s ability to juggle career and family will be solely dominated and unbalanced by 

the introduction of a child and the subsequent nurturing expectations of the stereotypical mother. Again, 

to emphasise or allude to that unbalance, the deliberate single-hand carry adopted by the woman-model 

gives the additional visual cue for the metaphor. Additionally, the un-grasped handle of the bag seems to 

be included by the designer to solicit one’s opinion whether the spouse of the career woman should step 

in to help balance this particular metaphor. 
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The positioning of the child-model and the woman-model is crucial to the implied message of focus and 

unbalance for the career woman in the mother-child syntagm. The centre-position and front depth-of-field 

of the child-model emphasises the focus aspect of the message. The right-position and back depth-of-field 

of the woman-model emphasises on the focus and unbalance aspects. The overall implied ideal is that 

children or motherhood should come first and the woman’s career second. The absence of an object on 

the left creates yet another suggestion of unbalance and the solicited opinion for the spouse’s 

responsibility and help. 

 

In the absence of the spouse, textual content is used to anchor the intention and implication of the visual 

imagery. If speech pausing creates emphasis (Strangert, 2003), textual representations of pausing equates 

to textual breaks or visual breaks to generate the same emphasis – the separated and capitalised text WHY 

WOMEN STILL CAN’T HAVE IT ALL has the visual and mental pausing to communicate the message to 

the reader with the intended emphasis. 
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Excellent job incorporating the key semiotic tools into your comprehensive analysis, Vincent.  You 

demonstrate a good grasp of how to use these tools to unpack cultural codes.  What could have come out 
more saliently is the powerful statements against the uneven social power structure that forces women to 
confront choices between career and family that men rarely have to face.  Otherwise, a nice attempt, and I 

look forward to your next TMA, Vincent. 


