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Abstract 

One striking quality of language is that it has medium transferability. This means that 

language as a system of communication can manifest itself through many and different 

channels, namely speech, writing and signs/symbols or codes. Most scholarly works 

have prioritized on the areas of oral and written communication, giving little attention 

to the role of sign language (signs and symbols) in the overall communication process. 

This work attempts to investigate the roles of signs, symbols and gestures in human 

communication. Specifically, it emphasizes on how these modes have been used in 

literary writing to achieve writer’s intention. A novel, entitled The return of Sherlock 

Holmes by Arthur Conan Doyle, was selected as the data for this work. It was discovered 

that gestures, signs, and symbols are intelligible mediums of conveying messages ,both 

in speech and written communication, and  powerful tools of language, encoded with 

predetermined meanings. 
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Introduction 

Communication refers to the possible methods of conveying information, ideas, feelings 

from one source to another in a systematic way, using channels recognised and 

accepted by all the participants in the communicative act, by means of patterned signs, 

symbols within which predetermined meanings have been encoded. All the systems 

used in communication are collectively called the semiotic system or the sign theory. 

Examples of simple communication systems include traffic light, road signs, mechanical 

devices, where iconic signs are used, etc. 

Language is another form of communication but different from all these because 

language is the most developed, most complex and most systematic and creative of all 

communication systems. Allerton (1979) sees language from an abstract perspective, as 

an endowment, a faculty which can manifest in different medium; the most efficient 

medium is sound. Robbins as cited in Wikipedia (2016) asserts that language is a 

system of arbitrary vocal symbols by means of which a social group co-operates. 

Additionally, Falk believes that language is an extremely complex, highly abstract, and 

infinitely productive system, linking meaning with sounds (Wikipedia, 2016). 

A lot of scholarly writings have dwelt extensively on the oral and written forms 

of language. This work attempts to fill the missing gap in the study of sign language as 

represented in signs, symbols and gestures. It x-rays the importance of signs, symbols 
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and gestures and the extent to which it can aid inferential comprehension of a text, 

looking beyond the surface to a deeper and richer interpretation of the text. 

 

Semiotics 

Semiotics is the study of how signs and symbols make meaning. Semiotics can be 

applied in various fields of endeavour ranging from Linguistics, Arts and the 

Humanities, to Politics and a host of other disciplines. The study of semiotics dates back 

to the introduction of semiology by a linguist, Ferdinard de Saussure, who was known 

for his structuralist approach to language in the nineteenth century. He became the first 

to introduce this area of study. The concept of semiology was further developed into a 

precise system of describing signs, symbols, icon and index called the semiotic theory, 

by Charles Pierce, an American philosopher. Subsequently, the semiotic theory as 

developed by Pierce was applied to areas such as literature, mass media, and certain 

cultures for the first time. This feat earned him the founder of contemporary semiotics. 

(Otagburuagu et al., 2012, p.14). Akwanya (2007) further summarizes the application of 

semiotics to literature, quoting Mulder and Harvey thus: ‘’All features in semiotic sets 

are functional. The result is that all analysis is in terms of what semiotic function the 

specific organisation of language is intended to achieve.’’(p. 207). 

 

Signs and Symbols  

According to Allerton (1979, p. 5), “a sign is evidence providing an indication based on a 

natural causal relationship’’. It is a representation of something. For example, an early 

morning sun is a sign of a bright day whereas flashes of lightning and claps of thunder 

can be signs of an impending rainfall. A literary text contains series of signs that a 

reader will have to identify in order to fully appreciate and predict the writer’s intended 

message. 

Signal is coined from sign and more of a man-made or artificial attribute. For 

example, the change in traffic light from green to red is a signal for the driver to stop 

and wait. Symbol, on the other hand, is something that stands for something else and 

does not necessarily need to have a causal or natural link. It, therefore, has no logical 

connection with what it signifies. The cross, for example, has many connotations 

ranging from symbols of suffering, Christianity, salvation, to other symbolic meanings. 

Symbols are more generalised and subjective in nature unlike signs that can be 

predicted in most cases. 

Code is the overall inventory, that is, the totality or summation of signs in a 

system with the rules for their use. According to Lyons (1981), code is “the connection 

between the form (structure, shape) of the signal and its meaning, that is the message”. 

(cited in Allerton,1979, p. 5) 

 

Gestures 

Gestures involve the entire body motions exhibited by a speaker in the course of 

conveying his desired message which include eye contact, (direction of gaze), facial 

expression, and posture adopted in communication. According to Verderber, & 
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Verdeber (2005), gestures are the movements of the hand, arm, or fingers that alone or 

in concert with a verbal message convey meaning. Facial expression involves the 

arrangement of the facial muscles to communicate a message and our facial expressions 

are especially important in conveying the six basic expressions of happiness, sadness, 

fear, anger and disgust, for example, frowning, chuckling, etc. 

 

Signs and Symbols in a Literary Text 

Reading a literary text is not a mere passive activity. It demands both attention and 

insight-lending participation on the part of the reader. The literary artist employs 

language to convey his message since words can convey literal and symbolic 

interpretations. A writer consciously chooses his words with precision and purpose in 

relating his interpretation of his work to the reader. The aim of the writer is to create a 

vivid picture of his message in the mind of the reader which he does with the use of 

signs and symbols, gestures and, in most cases, figurative language. Most readers 

approach a literary text on its surface whereas the writer’s intended message is fully 

embedded in signs and symbols within the text, otherwise known as writerly reading.  

In a literary work ranging from fiction, drama and poetry, the writer employs 

signs and symbols acceptable by all the participants in the communicative act, within 

which predetermined meaning has been encoded. Signs, symbols and signals are used in 

language for the purposes of communication. However, all the systems used in 

communication put together are called the semiotic system or the sign theory. 

 

Symbols, Signs and Gestures in the Novel, The Return of Sherlock Holmes 

The book is a detective novel written by Arthur Conan Doyle, published in 2008. Arthur, 

in the book, projected the character, Sherlock Homes, a detective who can be referred to 

as semiotician par excellence, with the capability of investigating and unravelling 

controversial and criminal cases, using deductive reasoning, deep thinking, and 

contextual clues. 

 

Symbols in the Novel 

Symbolism may be conveyed through characters, inanimate objects, acts or gestures 

and other things in a literary text. In the novel, ’The Return of Sherlock Holmes,’’ the 

writer adopts symbolism in his characterization to x-ray different personalities in the 

real world with their peculiar traits and different attitudes to issues. Doyle uses 

Sherlock Homes, Dr Watson and Inspector Hopkins as symbols in the novel to portray 

different human attributes in the society. The following deductions can be made from 

the novel, concerning each of these characters: 

a. Detective Sherlock Holmes 

This character represents an intellectual magnate who exercises the values of deep 

thinking and deductive reasoning in the face of serious matters. Sherlock Holmes 

considers the obvious variables in an investigation and applies a practical and 

experimental approach to the evidences and clues at his disposal, to arrive at accurate 

conclusions. The writer tries to convey the values of deductive reasoning and deep 
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thinking approach to societal issues to the reader, using the character, Sherlock Holmes. 

There is also a subtle way by which the writer condemns the act of drawing conclusions 

on the face value of a situation. This is evident in Holmes’s reply to Inspector Hopkins : “ 

My dear man, have you tried to drive a harpoon through a body? It was difficult 

for me to do so and I am quite strong. I tried and tried and I couldn’t drive it 

through that pig’s body. How could a frail thin man drive a harpoon through the 

Captain ........The man we are looking for is as strong as a bison and brutal enough 

to kill a man with a weapon such as a harpoon’’.(p. 29)   

The character, Holmes, therefore, symbolizes intellectuality, mental alertness, deep 

thinking and accurate judgemental capabilities based on concrete evidence.  

b. Dr Watson 

This character, though he goes by the title, doctor, represents an ordinary man with no 

sense of intellectual or deductive reasoning. He does not ask questions and is an 

epitome of intellectual timidity. His timidity was expressed in his statement to Sherlock 

Holmes: “My goodness, Holmes, don’t tell me you have gone out with that thing under 

your arm? (p. 20). This was all he could decipher from Holmes’s attempt at proving the 

case in question. Dr Watson is a mere observer and far from a mover in the society. Such 

personalities are hardly pro-active or mentally alert to be entrusted with any 

meaningful responsibility in the society. Arthur Conan tries to satirize such people in 

the society, using the character, Dr Watson. 

c. Inspector  Hopkins 

This character is an inspector, who has been imposed with a high judgemental 

responsibility of handling criminal cases and controversies, yet he is not practical-

minded, nor does he have the boldness to draw inferences from a given situation. In 

contrast with Sherlock Holmes, he is a shallow thinker who draws his conclusion on the 

face value of issues. His lack of mental alertness is evident in Holmes’s reply to him:  

“..…Then you did not see any foot prints! .....Hopkins, I’ve solved many crimes and 

never came across a crime committed by a flying criminal. The footprints are 

surely there, maybe you did not look hard enough’’. (p. 23). 

This character, therefore, represents inefficiency, carelessness and laxity in carrying out 

one’s responsibilities. Such lackadaisical attitude could lead to costly mistakes on the 

part of the individual, which could be detrimental to the society. That is the message 

conveyed by the writer, in this character.    

 

Signs in the Novel 

These consist of inanimate objects which serve as signs in the texts. They include: 

a. Knots on the chair  

This serves as a sign or clue to unravelling a situation in the text. In the book, when 

Captain Crocker admitted to the murder of Sir Eustace, Holmes told the Captain that he 

had seen the knots on the chair and knew that a sailor could only tie those knots, so “… 

he (Holmes) had come to the shipping company and found his name”(18). To an 

ordinary eye, anybody could have tied the knots on the chair, but to a deciphering eye 
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like Holmes, the manner in which those knots were tied served as a sign on which 

predictions were made in the text. 

b. The bell chord 

The state of this object was a signal to the detective in the investigation. Ordinarily, a 

bell chord pulled down would have alerted the neighbours, Holmes opined. On close 

examination, he found out that the bell cord was cut to conceal the noise, which made 

Holmes to doubt Mrs. Eustace’s story and sought for the killer of Sir Eustace within the 

family of the deceased which later was proved right (p. 13). 

c. Two glasses with wine and the third with little bedewing on it 

The sight of the three glasses made Holmes suspicious as the investigation ensued on 

the death of Sir Eustace. Holmes concluded that the third glass contained bedewing 

because the first two glasses had been emptied into the third glass. Only two glasses had 

been used and that countered the story of the three robbers who invaded the house and 

committed the murder. Holmes was sure that the story was made up by Mrs. Eustace 

and her maid to cover up the crime they committed (p. 11). 

 

Gestures in the Novel 

a. Angry gesture: This may suggest disappointment and desperation. In the book, 

we see Inspector Hopkins reading the gesture of the strange man as a signal for 

guilt. The Inspector caught him by the collar and asked menacingly, ‘’Who are 

you and what do you want here? (p. 27). 

b. Nervousness: This could also suggest guilt on the part of the victim. Holmes 

noticed the nervous disposition of Captain Crocker who was the suspect and 

offered him a cigar. Holmes then told him to tell them what had taken place in 

Kent, the previous day (p. 17). The cigar for Holmes should serve as a coolant to 

solicit the truth from the nervous man whom ordinarily had become 

apprehensive of the situation. 

 

Conclusion 

In the novel, The Return of Sherlock Holmes, we see the interplay of symbols, signs and 

gestures to convey the writer’s convictions. The use of these modes of communication 

cut across every culture. One could infer a lot of information from the body language or 

physical mannerisms of an individual, though not verbally expressed; just like one can 

make certain deductions, using signs and symbols in a literary work. In Africa, more and 

more African writers in different genres of literature have come to realise the 

importance of conjuring imagistic expressions especially in their native context, using 

symbols and sign language to drive their message home to the readers. 
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