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Abstract

This chapter discusses two relevant methodological concepts for the analysis of multimodal
media and the resulting artefacts and performances with regard to their usability and appro-
priateness for comprehensive multimodal analyses: the concept of discourse semantics and the
notion of the textual logic of meaning-making. The chapter critically compares and triangulates
both notions as essential methodological frameworks for the analysis of multimodal media
and particularly the now needed empirical work with them. On the basis of a theoretically
and methodologically oriented discussion, a short example analysis completes the chapter,
illustrating the suitability of these concepts for larger corpus work.
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1 Introduction

The immense variety of new developments and technological evolutions for
communication today bring with them new affordances and challenges for
multimodality research, particularly with regard to their ways of manipulating
materiality and at the same time transgressing the borders between various
sorts of media texts. It is therefore essential to have well-developed and robust
frameworks for the analysis of these multimodal orchestrations that allow
the precise and critical description of the actual material being used’, the
semiotic modes built from this material and, most importantly, the resulting
interpretations of these modes and their intersemiotic interplay.

As one methodological specification for these analyses, the notion of dis-
course semantics has been introduced to the field as particularly suitable for
the combination of both qualitative and quantitative approaches (see Bateman
2016, 2020). Within this context, it has most often been used as a particular
configuration of semiotic modes which provides the necessary interpretative

1 The concept of material and materiality are here understood as “part of a general re-ap-
praisal of the importance of embodiment and engagement with physical objects and their
environments for almost all aspects of meaning-making” (Bateman 2021: 35).
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mechanisms for determining the intended range of interpretations of these
modes (Bateman etal. 2017). As Bateman (2020: 39, 40) highlights, discourse
semantics “plays a crucial role in characterizing how [...] regularities in mate-
rial relate to their contextualized interpretations” and “this view of discourse
semantics needs to impact directly on all multimodal analyses”.

In this chapter, I will argue very similarly to Bateman (2020)’s recent
contribution on discourse semantics and emphasize its suitability for an
understanding of semiotic modes as well as for the comprehensive analysis
of these modes and their interplay. In addition to Bateman’s discussion, I
will reason for the specific treatment of discourse semantics with a further
notion intrinsically combined with this concept: that of the textual logic of
meaning-making. The textual logic puts the analytical focus on inferences
and logical conclusions to be made when interpreting multimodal artefacts
(see Wildfeuer 2014; Wildfeuer 2018). With this focus, I particularly address
some of the concerns and critical questions that have been raised in response
to the suggestion of discourse semantics as an essential part of semiotic modes.
Stockl, for example, asks:

“First, is not the semantics of discourse something that would need to
be placed at the level of text or semiotic artefact (or better even genre)
and concerns both cohesive structures in it and assumed cognitive
processes in the recipient? And, secondly, in the light of multimodal-
ity, is it perhaps not more adequate to say that discourse semantics
operates across and between modes rather than separately within single

modes?” (Stockl 2019: 64)

I will address exactly these questions with a critical discussion of some of the
details of logically and textually analyzing multimodal texts and discourses
with particular regard to the semiotic modes and their interplay. The aim is
to meet Stockl’s concerns of the

“pertinent task [...] to outline what exactly a discourse semantics might
be in relation to individual modes [...] and where and in which ways
a discourse semantics operates across or between the modes” (Stéckl

2019: 64).

I will also confirm and further add to Stockl’s immediate response to the sec-
ond task in his quote above, when highlighting that “the latter [is] a question
adequately addressed already in accounts of multimodal coherence” (Stockl
2019: 64). With a detailed discussion of how coherence as only one textual
quality among several others is an important means of logically analyzing
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multimodal meaning, I will zoom in on the mechanisms? involved in mul-
timodal meaning construction and concentrate on the logical operations of
the multimodal artefact or performance on the level of the text.

For this, an essential understanding of text and discourse is as important as
a detailed categorization of the discourse semantics mechanisms that operate
in these texts and discourses. For this categorization, I will first look at the
origins of discourse semantics in the broader context of semantics and (the
mainly anglophone context of) discourse analysis evolving from the 1970s
onwards.? I will then give a summary of the more contemporary understand-
ing of discourse semantics as a stratum of the semiotic mode. Finally, I will
focus on the understanding of the textuality of multimodal artefacts as being
intrinsically connected on a logical level, i.e. on the basis of inferences and
abductive hypotheses.

2 Discourse Semantics Then and Now

The concept of discourse semantics has taken up crucial roles in several areas
of linguistic discourse analysis, both in more formally oriented semantic/
discourse theories in the 1970s and 1980s as well as in functionally oriented
contexts of systemic-functional linguistics (most explicitly in Martin (1992)’s
work) and some evolving applications of these to multimodal artefacts. Both
these context as well as their close interrelationships and mutual interferences
are described in further detail and with regard to their usefulness for multi-
modal analyses in Bateman (2020)’s overview. In the following, I will therefore
only give a very short and summarizing description of the main aspects of the
concept in both traditions and focus on specific aspects that are relevant for
my argumentation for the textual logic later.

2 As will hopefully become clear, the notion of ‘mechanisms’ used in this paper is a very
broad one including all sorts of dynamic and asymmetric processes. It is by no means to
be understood as a pre-defined or pre-destined sequence of actions. Since the term has
been used in many other works related to discourse interpretation, I will further apply it
to the current discussion.

3 Given the strong tradition in multimodality research of applying definitions and frameworks
from the Anglo-American and Australian contexts of discourse analysis that all work with
a strong notion of text as a concrete analytical unit (see more details below), discussions
from the German-speaking context of discourse analysis that orientate towards Foucault’s
notion of discourse and often bypass or transgress the analysis of individual texts are mostly
excluded from the current discussion.
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2.1  Formal and Dynamic Discourse Semantics

The discipline of formal semantics is mainly concerned with the application
of logic to semantic analysis in order to formally describe meanings in text
and discourses. Meanings are thus depicted by means of formulae which are
generated by a set of symbols and through different rules. With the help of
the economic and formal tools of logic, the aim is to state the semantics of
text in the first place.

Whereas representational approaches within this tradition search for the
level of representation of expressions, model-theoretic accounts try to relate
elements of models to representations (see the overview in Portner & Partee
2002). As Bateman (2020) empbhasizes, it is particularly the development
of more dynamic approaches to meaning that drew more attention to units
beyond the sentence level and pushed forward the notion of discourse within
formal semantics. More focus was for example put on the efforts of a speaker to
adapt their utterances to the recipient’s knowledge and the respective context,
and the notion of a dynamically unfolding, context-dependent interpretation
came to the fore (see, e.g., Groenendijk & Stokhof 1991). These and further
developments in dynamic semantics initiated a shift from a more traditional
logical perspective to more complex operations that include not only the
concrete linguistic forms and their semantics, but also the respective context
and knowledge sources involved in the dynamic communicative situation
(see also Bateman 2020: 43-47). As we have both highlighted several times
in many of our (joint) works (e.g. Wildfeuer 2014; Bateman & Wildfeuer
2014; Wildfeuer 2018; Wildfeuer 2019, Bateman 2020), among the most
important accounts within this development are the Discourse Representa-
tion Theory (DRT; Kamp 1981; Kamp & Reyle 1993) and the Segmented
Discourse Representation Theory (SDRT; Asher & Lascarides 2003). I will
not describe the details of these theories further, but concentrate on their
advantages and a comprehensive application to multimodal artefacts below
(see section 3 and 4).

With the aim of uncovering concrete rules and conditions for the inter-
pretation of a discourse (see section 3 for a detailed definition), the notion of
inference and especially the operation of abduction as a defeasible consequence
relation play an important role within these accounts and the accompanying
developments. Abduction goes back to the semiotic theory of Charles Sanders
Peirce who distinguishes three classes of arguments which serve for ascertaining
truth: deduction, induction, and abduction, whereby the latter “is the process
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of forming an explanatory hypothesis. It is the only logical operation which
introduces any new idea” (Peirce et al. 1979: §5.171).

These mechanisms of abduction have been suggested to play an important
and necessary role in various kinds of media analysis, especially those that
deal with dynamic artefacts (see, e.g., Moriarty 1996; Jappy 2013). In several
of our own works, we demonstrate in further detail how these mechanisms
similarly apply to multimodal artefacts.

Consequently, the abductive, dynamic construction of meaning (in the
form of coherence and discourse structure, for example) is to be seen as a basic
mechanism of discourse semantics that has been exemplified and tested at
its best in the context of formal discourse semantics theories. As I will show
in my further argumentation below in sections 3 and 4, it is moreover the
formal description and detailed examination of all resources and elements
involved in this process of abduction and inferential meaning-making which
is a crucial aspect for the application of (formal) discourse semantics to mul-
timodal artefacts.

2.2 Functional Discourse Semantics

The origin of discourse semantics in more functionally oriented approaches to
discourse goes back to a need in the description of texts that is very similar to
the attempts in formal discourse semantics to incorporate dynamic changes
and contextual influences: the need to take into consideration the temporal
construction of a text in terms of its logogenesis, the (dynamic) unfolding of
meaning (Halliday & Matthiessen 2013: 63).

Martin’s work from 1992 therefore proposes “establishing a discourse se-
mantics stratum to complement the metafunctionally organized grammatical
descriptions” (Martin 1992: 14) originally identified in the works of Halliday
and Hasan (1976) and Halliday (1978). Within their systemic-functional
linguistics paradigm, language is a stratified social system with a stratum of
the expression plane and a stratum of the content plane or lexicogrammar, the
latter then being enriched by the stratum of discourse semantics, as introduced
by Martin (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Stratification of the content plane with the addition of discourse
semantics according to Martin (1992: 20)

Martin emphasizes:

“the discourse semantics both generalizes across grammatical resources
and accounts for relations between as well as within clause complexes.
The discourse semantics is thus more abstract than, and deals with
larger units than, lexicogrammar.” (Martin 1992: 19)

According to this model, meanings in texts and discourses are realized across
these strata, actualized in a text on the level of discourse semantics which again
is realized by sentences. Or, as Bateman (2020: 41) summarizes: “Applying this
mode of description to texts allowed Martin to claim that a text holds together
precisely because of the discourse semantic options that have been taken up.”

It becomes clear that with this strong focus on the text as a meaningful and
semantic unit, Stockl’s questioning of the localization of discourse semantics
(see above) is quite understandable: Discourse semantics in the functional
context is mainly emphasized as a particularly zextual quality, while a concrete
distinction between text and discourse remains rather tacit. I will discuss in
further detail below how this textual quality relates, on the one hand, to the
notion of semiotic mode and, on the other hand, to the intersemiosis of these
modes in a medium or genre.

Martin’s further classification provides the description of four central
discourse systems that constitute the stratum of discourse semantics. Each
of these discourse systems is attributed to one of the three metafunctions de-
scribed within the SFL context, so that “NEGOTIATION considers the discourse
semantics of interpersonal meaning, IDENTIFICATION the discourse semantics
of textual meaning, CONJUNCTION the discourse semantics of logical meaning,
and IDEATION the discourse semantics of experiential meaning” (Martin 1992:
26). In later works, the discourse systems of ApPRAISAL (see Martin & Rose
2003) and reriopiciTy (Martin 2019) are introduced.
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Martin’s concept of discourse semantics and the classification of several
discourse systems thus offers a comprehensive approach to meaning with
a variety of descriptive parameters that have proven useful both for an
extensive language description as well as for the application to multimodal
artefacts. While Bateman (2020: 47-48) gives only a short overview, I will
elaborate on these applications and the potential for further and particular-
ly empirical analyses in the following section.

2.3  Dimensions of Discourse Semantics Today

While the individual practicality and applicability of both formal and func-
tional accounts to discourse semantics have proven useful and successful, a
combination of both perspectives is even more fruitful and offers an integrative
approach to multimodal meaning-making. With regard to the details outlined
above for each tradition, this integrative approach combines several dimensions
on which multimodal analyses have been and are undertaken extensively. I
will briefly characterize these dimensions in the following and give a more
detailed description and evaluation in terms of the textual logic involved in
these dimensions in section 3.

(1) Multimodal meaning-making can be analyzed in terms of discourse
systems/regions or formal discourse representations. These can be mo-
tivated both formally and functionally, as for example in a formal analysis
of the semantic representations of events or actions (most developed in
DRT) or in the functional description of regions such as identification
(cohesion), negotiation, ideation, or conjunction.

(2) Multimodal meaning-making can be analyzed in terms of discourse
relations and discourse coherence. Both formal as well as functional
frameworks make available sets or system networks of these relations and
their specific realizations. In formal accounts, coherence is one of the most
important principles and the basis for any kind of abductive discourse
interpretation. In Martin’s functional account, the discourse system of
conjunction provides logical relations that hold between discourse units
and construct a coherent structure.

(3) Multimodal meaning-making can therefore always also be analyzed in
terms of discourse structures. The aim of formal discourse analysis is to
construct and formally represent these structures as a result of abductive
conclusions about discourse relations. The discourse systems introduced
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by Martin have also been developed in order to represent the structure of
a discourse, even though this structure is mainly described on the basis
of individual relations between units and not as an overall overview of
the respective structure.

Besides these three main dimensions, there are many more aspects of multi-
modal meaning-making that have been discussed with regard to the contribu-
tion of a formally or functionally motivated discourse semantics. For instance,
multimodal meaning-making can also be described in terms of discourse genres
and registers. In particular, functional accounts situate multimodal artefacts in
the socio-cultural context and with regard to the social practices in a culture
producing specific registers and text/discourse genres. Meaning therefore has
always to be interpreted within this specific socio-cultural context.

This interpretation in context not only marks an important feature of
discourse semantics in comparison to other types (or levels) of semantics, but
is also key to the questions raised by Stockl and mentioned at the beginning
of this contribution. According to the understanding of discourse semantics
drafted above, discourse semantics is context-based with context being defined
in terms of variables such as age, gender, or ethnicity or as social, political,
cultural, or geographical backgrounds. Furthermore and most importantly,
discourse semantics is context-based with context being defined as the ‘context
of an individual text’ in which certain conditions influence the semantics and
pragmatics, i.e. the basic meaning construction of a specific text, by delivering
constraints and consequences for the interpretation of this text.

This contextualization level and the interpretation of discursive elements in
context built the strongest motivation for the inclusion of discourse semantics
in the definition of a semiotic mode, as Bateman explains:

“We therefore consider the presence of a discourse semantics stracum
to be the hallmark of the semiotic modes ‘proper’. Without a discourse
semantics, a semiotic mode can only be effective within very particular
contexts of use with little possibility of extension [...]; the additional
stratification provided by a discourse semantics allows configurations
to generalize across different contexts by providing guidance schemes
for contextual interpretations.” (Bateman 2016: 44).

As a consequence, discourse semantics as part of a semiotic mode is located
at the interface between the level of discourse on the one hand and the level
of text on the other — “precisely because discourse semantics incorporates the
crucial operations of textuality” (Bateman 2016: 46). Stockl (2019: 64) is
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thus right in suggesting that discourse semantics needs to be, or is, placed —
first and foremost — at the level of the text (see above), showing operations of
textuality at work in a particular context. As Bateman furthermore explains:

“We consider textuality to occur when artefacts and performances
provide more or less explicit cues for guiding their own interpretation,
both at the more general level of text types and genres [i.e. on the level
above a single text, JW] and at the very specific level of how the text
unfolds from clause to clause” (Bateman 2016: 46).

Secondly, discourse semantics thus also provides the means to generalize
textual operations across more than one particular context — and with this
more than one occurrence of a semiotic mode. Stockl (2019: 64; see above)
is therefore also right in saying “that discourse semantics operates across and
between modes”.

As outlined above, operations of textuality were indeed the basic moti-
vation for developing the specific traits of discourse semantics — and they
are the basic motivation for my argumentation in the following section.
As I will explain in further detail below, all four dimensions of multimodal
meaning-making mentioned above can be located as particularly textual
operations and qualities. By giving an overview of these textual operations
in terms of what I call the textual logic of discourse semantics, I will explain
how discourse semantics operates both across and between modes as well as
separately within single modes.

3 Textuality, Text, Discourse(s) and the Textual Logic of
Discourse Semantics

According to the definition given above in the quote from Bateman (2016),
textuality is a quality that is not simply inherent to a text, but also combines
several individual texts to a text type or genre. The principle for this is the
specific property of being “structured in order to be interpreted. Distinctions
in materials are deployed in order to trigger or support particular lines of
discourse interpretation” (Bateman et al. 2017: 132). This means that all
operations in a text that give the recipient indications about how to construct
meaning out of this text and/or its context can be taken into consideration.
Problems here arise, however, in the combination or collocation of ‘text’
with the term ‘discourse’. Both are very often used interchangeably, especially
in the context of multimodality, but also in much broader fields and research
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areas; and both terms have in fact been generalized substantially. It is therefore
essential to build on well-defined notions of both ‘text’ and ‘discourse’ for
the context of multimodality. We have provided these in previous works and
I will briefly summarize them in the following in order to be able to explain
the interrelationships of text, discourse, and discourse semantics properly.

3.1 Definitions of ‘Text’ and ‘Discourse’

As we outline in Bateman et al. (2017: chap. 4.3) and Wildfeuer et al. (2020:
chap. 4.3) for a broad view of multimodality as well as in Wildfeuer (2017)
for film and Wildfeuer (2018b) for discourse analysis in general, we under-
stand the notions of ‘text’ and ‘discourse’ as individual units of analysis that
are nevertheless strongly intertwined. Figure 2 visualizes our understanding
of the two units and their connections and interrelationships on several levels,
following a stratified view of meaning construction in texts and discourses
(cf. Halliday & Hasan 1976). The specific idea of stratification as processes of
realization and instantiation is shown by the various circles in Figure 2 that
are intertwined or embedded within each other.

Figure 2: The stratified view of text and discourse including discourse semantics
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Following this view, the multimodal text is a single artefact and concrete
material object that shares with the traditional linguistic concept of the verbal
text the characteristics of being a semantic unit, i.e. carrying meaning, which
may be constructed out of diverse verbal and non-verbal semiotic resources.
“A text can be defined as a unit that is produced as a result of deploying any
semiotic modes that a medium might provide in order to produce a particular
and intended structuring of the material” (Bateman et al. 2017: 132). The
structuring and arrangement of the material is often described with regard
to the respective (ideational, interpersonal or textual) metafunction in the
specific context (cf. Halliday 1978). These functions are influenced by the
general context as well as different knowledge sources that form the third
stratum in Figure 2 and the social activity of the recipients in which the text
is embedded (fourth stratum). The view of text and discourse includes a very
broad understanding of ‘context’ that can on the hand be seen as the particular
knowledge sources that play a role in the meaning-making process as well as
the overall environment in which social communication takes place.

At the same time, this level of ‘context’ forms the moment of transition
from one unit, the text, to the other unit, the discourse, which brings with
it notions of abstractness and context-dependency. With this, ‘discourse’ is
represented as realized on all levels of description, as a somewhat superordinate
entity which includes the text and cannot be realized without it. The circle
representing ‘discourse’ in Figure 2 is therefore enclosing all other strata but at
the same time open for extensions from outside. In contrast to text, ‘discourse’
is not a material unit, but an abstract concept that is realized by the text and
its textuality: “The relationship between text and discourse is thus one of
‘realization’ and text and textuality refer to the realization of the entire set of
semiotic modes in some act of communication as well as the semiotic relations
involved” (Bateman et al. 2017: 133). Martin/Rose (2003: 5) describe this
principle as “a kind of re-coding” that includes concepts such as ‘symbolizing,
‘encoding’, ‘expressing’, and ‘manifesting’. (Originally verbal) Meanings are
therefore always realized across strata, across both levels of discourse and text.

In Bateman et al. (2017) we distinguish further between Discourse (with
a ‘big D’) and discourse (with a ‘small d’) where the former is the broader

4 A complex understanding of contextual relations and with this a more detailed concept of
‘context’ has, for example, also been provided by Dietrich Busse in his concept of historical
discourse semantics (see, e.g., Busse 2000). A combination with the works discussed here
is surely a fruitful endeavor, but not the aim of this paper. Thanks go to the anonymous
reviewer who pointed out this connection.
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context, a ‘way of thinking about’ something, and the latter is a phenomenon
on a local scale, on the level of text. In Wildfeuer (2017) and Wildfeuer et al.
(2020), we basically distinguish between text as the material and discourse
as the abstract unit.

Multimodal analysis always deals with both single text examples as well as
broader discourses and corpora and asks, for example, for socially constructed
knowledge and practices in these texts, their contexts, and their discourse(s,
with a ‘big D’). Meaning construction of these multimodal artefacts is then
always an interpretation in context that takes place on the basis of knowledge
sources and socio-cultural background information.

As said above and now made visible in Figure 2, discourse semantics forms
an overarching principle of the two levels of text and discourse and combines
both. It is, on the one hand, a quality that is located on the level of the text,
i.e. within the concrete material unit — and thus also within a specific mode,
for example. For the interpretation of this material unit, discourse semantics
then, on the other hand, operates in connection to the context and the broader
level of discourse, i.e. across several texts — or modes.

It is to be noted here that texts and semiotic modes are not to be equalized.
While descriptions of discourse semantics in the context of multimodality re-
search have mostly focused on its location within or as part of a semiotic mode,
i.e. often on a smaller scale than the level of text, a text here is understood
as “a result of deploying any semiotic modes that a medium might provide”
(Bateman et al. 2017: 132). This can in rare cases be only one individual
mode, but in the majority of cases several modes are used together in a text.
The individual discourse semantics of each mode can then be manifested in
its contribution to the text and its connection to the discourse.

This is exactly where the notion of the textual logic comes into play. Semi-
otic modes being used in a text construct meaning according to the specific
structures of this text or, in other words: the combined discourse semantics
of any semiotic modes deployed in a text build the central intrinsic property
of a text (see Bateman et al. 2017: 133), i.e. the logic of this text. The specific
part of discourse semantics in Figure 2 that is located on the level of the text
is thus also the place where the textual logic can be situated.
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3.2  The Textual Logic of Multimodal Artefacts and Performances

As indicated above, the textual logic refers to the principles of multimodal
meaning-making on the level of the text and is strongly connected to the
stratum of discourse semantics in each semiotic mode.

I understand this process, first and foremost, as more or less universal for
all multimodal artefacts and performances. Their meaning arises out of the
multiple interaction of various modes, their intersemiosis, and this interaction
requires the active participation of the recipients in order to comprehend and
interpret the artefact or performance. While actively participating, recipients
draw inferences from the multimodal content and context due to their world
and specific artefact/performance knowledge and further information sources.
Understanding and interpreting a multimodal artefact is thus not a matter of
simply decoding the semiotic resources, but a process of abductive reasoning
and logically concluding the content.

Looking at the inferences drawn by the recipients, the aim is to analytically
reconstruct their hypothesis-making by describing and modeling both possible
and necessary inferences and the available information sources as well as fur-
ther contextual circumstances (see Wildfeuer 2019: 219). This makes explicit
which inferential steps are taken by the recipients to abductively arrive at the
interpretation, and it traces the process of understanding and interpreting a
multimodal artefact or performance on a detailed level.

As introduced above, this detailed level can be shown with several mech-
anisms that build the specific textual qualities that are needed to analyze
multimodal meaning. I will now elaborate on these mechanisms, i.e. the
textual qualities as listed in section 2.3, with regard to some of the approaches
and frameworks that have been developed in the context of multimodality
research. I will then explain more specifically how the meaning-making process
for each of these mechanisms can be reconstructed for and within a specific
example in section 4.

3.2.1 Discourse Representations and Discourse Systems/Regions

Multimodal meaning-making can be analyzed in terms of discourse systems/regions or
Jformal discourse representations.

In order to analyze the semantic content of multimodal artefacts and to
reconstruct participants/characters, settings, etc., multimodal artefacts have
successfully been analyzed in terms of several of the discourse systems provided
by systemic-functional discourse semantics. Chiao-1 Tseng, for instance, has
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developed and adjusted the functional discourse region of IDENTIFICATION to
film as well as comics by looking at cohesion as “one significant dimension
within the dynamic discourse semantic model developed in SFL” (Tseng
2013:9). Tseng exactly highlights in her work what has been outlined above
as the main principle of discourse semantics:

“The analysis of discourse semantics encompasses viewers dynamic
comprehension activity and describes how meanings can be assigned
to dynamically unfolding film without resorting to text grammar or
syntax. The analysis is conducted with moment-by-moment contin-
gency. This dynamism echoes precisely the dynamic view held by film
theorists who argue for investigating active aspects of art and viewers’

inferences.” (Tseng 2013: 9)

By focusing on moment-by-moment contingency, constructing cohesive
identity chains and building more abstract metaphorical structures of ac-
tion patterns, the analysis of multimodal cohesion provides a method of
co-patterning actions, characters, objects and settings on the textual level of
a multimodal artefact, i.e. by looking at the concrete material units that are
combined. With this, Tseng’s work is one of the strongest applications of the
discourse system of IDENTIFICATION to multimodality and has been further
developed and adjusted for empirical analysis.

The identification of characters and settings also plays an important role in
formally oriented approaches to the construction of discourse representations,
mostly based on DRT (Kamp & Reyle 1993, see above), for example. While
my own work includes the construction of so-called logical forms of discourse,
i.e. discourse segments that list represented participants/characters, objects,
specific settings as well as technical features in order to explain the process of
inferring the semantic content (see Wildfeuer 2014 for film; Wildfeuer 2019
for comics), the work by Dorit Abusch (2012) similarly provides a (DRT)
formalism for indexing (or co-referencing) identities and settings in pictures
and comic panels. Likewise, Emar Maier (2019) is developing an extension
of discourse semantics approaches that were originally designed for verbal
discourse analysis to the analysis of pictorial meaning. Similar attempts can be
found in Abusch & Rooth (2017), Maier & Bimpikou (2019) and Fernando
(2020). All these works aim at the formal representation of specific aspects
of multimodal meaning, mostly focusing on characters or specific technical
features of a medium (such as a speech bubble in comics, for example). So
far, most of them have been used in qualitative analyses and more empirical
work has yet to come.
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Further discourse systems that have been extensively discussed and ap-
plied to multimodal artefacts are the systems of IDEATION, CONJUNCTION,
and APPRATSAL. In contrast to Tseng’s comprehensive framework of cohesion/
IDENTIFICATION for the analysis of several narrative artefacts, works dealing
with these other systems often focus on more individual aspects of these
regions and analyze either individual aspects (such as, for example, taxono-
mies on the level of ideation) or a combination of several of these regions.
Often, these approaches do not first and foremost aim at providing a basis
for empirical analysis.

CoNJUNCTION is perhaps the discourse system that has experienced most
attention and development for multimodal artefacts. Early work has already
started in the 1990s with Theo van Leeuwen’s analysis of conjunction in
film (Van Leeuwen 1991) and has until now resulted in many fundamental
accounts of discourse relations holding between all sorts of semiotic modes
(e.g., among many others, Martinec & Salway 2005; Liu & O’Halloran
2009; O’Halloran et al. 2016). The main aim of all these accounts is to make
explicit the inferences between units in a multimodal text or performance by
identifying relationships holding between these units.

3.2.2 Discourse Relations, Discourse Coberence and Discourse Structure

Multimodal meaning-making can be analyzed in terms of discourse relations and
discourse coberence. Multimodal meaning-making can therefore always also be analyzed
in terms of discourse structures.

Functional accounts to discourse relations mostly operate under the system
of conjunction and provide extensive classification systems for these relations.
Interestingly, they often do not describe the unfolding discourse structure
of the overall artefact that is generally resulting from these relations, even
though, as Bateman (2020: 42) outlines, “each of the regions addressed [in
the discourse semantics as developed by Martin (1992), ]J.W.] provides a
different perspective on ‘discourse structure’. In formal accounts, in contrast,
this discourse structure and the resulting overarching coherence is more in the
foreground of description and often also the starting point of discussion and
analysis, being the basis for any kind of abductive discourse interpretation.
In order to make this abductive interpretation more explicit and to
demonstrate the necessary steps of inferring relationships between entities,
we have pushed the formal reconstruction of multimodal discourse structures
in our own works with a particular focus on the dynamic unfolding of these
structures and the challenges they bring with them during the interpretation
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(see Wildfeuer 2014; Bateman & Wildfeuer 2014). These works follow the
basic notion of coherence in formal discourse semantics, formulated as the
principle of Maximize Discourse Coherence (MDC): “The logical form for a
discourse [the structure, ].W.] is always a logical form that’s maximal in the
partial order of the possible interpretations (Asher & Lascarides 2003: 21).

An overview of the broad context of multimodal coherence research result-
ing from the different perspectives mentioned is given in Bateman (2014) in
which the author adds to the modeling of multimodal relations on the basis
of discourse semantics also directions such as grammar, rhetorics, as well in-
teraction and action theories. He summarizes: “In general, relationships can
only be found by an active act of interpretation on the part of the reader/
viewer (who may even turn out to be wrong). This is a very general property
of the discourse stratum of abstraction” (Bateman 2014: 170).

While putting the focus back on discourse semantics, Bateman then also
explains:

“Rather more detailed descriptions will need to be pursued of the
fine-grained internal structure, layout and modal contributions of
multimodal artefacts. This is necessary in order to support empirical
research and practical application.” (Bateman 2014: 171)

Since the time of Bateman’s publication, some progress has been made in
analyzing the structure of multimodal artefacts (see, e.g., Thomas 2014;
Hiippala 2015). As Hiippala (2015: 6) outlines: “Describing the structure of
a multimodal artefact therefore makes a valuable theoretical contribution by
mapping the ground between the concepts of mode and genre.” The analysis of
discourse coherence and discourse structure thus situates itself at the threshold
of the textual and the discourse level of interpretation.

While coherence itself has often been seen more as a text-external quality
and definitely not as an objective property of the produced text (see, e.g., Givén
1993), it is nevertheless the meaning-making units that drive the construction
of coherence and the unfolding discourse structures. The starting point of any
coherence relation to be inferred by the recipient is thus still in the text and
not fully based on context-related details. The logical processes originate in the
text and can be seen as being textual; the textual logic of inferring coherence
and structure therefore deals with the description and analysis of the semiotic
units at play and their particular interaction. The example analysis in the
following section will demonstrate these textual processes in further detail.
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4  Bringing It All Together: Discourse Semantics at Work

CHOKING

CALL 911 IF PERSON CHNT SPEAK OR BREATHE.

If person is standing:
HAIE *'l:- PLACE THUME=SHDE AL SHARPLY UPUARD AND
DO, ST ABOWE THE BELLY INAD
BUTTON AND BELQ THE RIBCAS

ARE YOU
CHOKING?

[ PSS INTO ABDOMEN WITH Culck
VPWARD THRUST S

Ti hgrﬁafmr-

WHIN THE
Bl '|"Il21|“l-l2" PLACE Tin O THETR SIBE AnD

WEPE OUT HOUTH. CONTINGE S ML ICH WNTIL TODD IS Er(mg'ﬁ
. P A

DESAODGHD OR d:l FRIVIS Pﬁm
HEALTH...

Figure 3: Choking Poster by Lara Antal
(Source: https:/llara-antal.com/Infographics)
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As Bateman (2016: 44) puts it in a nutshell, discourse semantics “allows
semiotic configurations to generalize across different contexts by providing
guidance schemes for contextual interpretations”. These guiding schemes
can be manifested in the multimodal text by looking at the logical processes
of meaning-construction on the basis of abductive inferences. I will now
demonstrate this manifestation in terms of the textual logic with an example
analysis of the multimodal artefact that is reproduced in Figure 3.

This artefact represents a highly complex multimodal document that
combines typical patterns from both information posters as well as comic
pages. On the one hand, this artefact uses a graphic novel or comic style with
a typical 3x3 grid structure, captions, and speech bubbles that together form
avery typical comic page. On the other hand, the document follows the style
of multimodal instructions that are usually designed in the form of posters
and that “include pictures and text and instruct users to perform procedural
tasks” (van der Sluis et al. 2017), in this case the so-called Heimlich maneuver
to save someone from choking.

This specific page, or ‘instruction comic’, was designed by Lara Antal in
order to replace the official “Choking First Aid poster” provided by New York
city’s health department’, following an initiative by several artists in the mid
2010s. Since it shows interesting features of different media, it represents an
interesting hybrid form that combines formal and functional patterns from
several other narrative and instructional genres.

Applying a discourse semantics approach to this multimodal artefact, both
characters, the setting, and typical features in terms of the discourse represen-
tations available for this page as well as the unfolding discourse structure in
terms of relations holding between the representations can be analyzed. This
will make visible how patterns of the textual logic in this artefact guide the
recipients’ interpretation in understanding this page.

4.1  Discourse Representations and Identification in the Instruction Comic

One way to describe discourse representations of the various units and seg-
ments of this page is to apply the formal approach of the so-called logical of
multimodal discourse interpretation, which I have been developing in several
accounts for the analysis of artefacts such as films, comics, or video games

(Wildfeuer 2014; Wildfeuer 2019; Wildfeuer & Stamenkovi¢ forthcoming).

5 'The official poster can be found here: https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/business/food-op-
erators/required-signs. page
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Using the formal notation style provided in this framework, the analysis
produces so-called logical forms of the discourse for which a specific example
is given in Figure 4.

CHOKING?

ey, =ask

CHARACTERS AND OBJECTS:

[v] represented participant: man (a)
[v] represented participant: woman (b)
[v] object: glass (c)

SETTING:

[v] bar (d)

TECHNICAL FEATURES:

[t] speech bubble: “Are you choking?” (e)
[t] caption: “ASK.” (f)
EVENTUALITY:

ab,e, f p ask (er,)

Figure 4: Logical form of the first panel in Lara Antal’s choking

poster/instruction comic

The logical form on the right in Figure 4 shows an abstract formulation of what
is happening in the panel shown on the left. The first line gives the inferred
‘verbalization’ for the content identified in the panel: ask. This is a semantic
description that represents a hypothesis about the recipients’ inference process
in making sense of the pictorial and verbal resources. The description is based
on the list of elements identified in the second part of the box, listing characters
and objects, the setting, and specific technical features. This shows exactly
which material units in the text are identified and directly attributes specific
functions to the semiotic elements involved in the meaning-making process.
The final line of the semantic representation in the box makes explicit which
of the referents and features listed in the upper part of the box are sources of
evidence for the interpretation of the eventuality. The logical operator given
in the last line indicates that this inference is a defeasible consequence rela-
tion drawn on the basis of the recipients’ world knowledge (see for further
details Wildfeuer 2019: 224-226). The final line therefore makes visible how
recipients normally — that is, on the basis of abductive reasoning — interprets
the combination of resources: as the event of asking “Are you choking?”.

It would now be possible to construct such discourse representations,
i.e. logical forms, for each panel of the page and to outline which particular
semiotic elements in these panels guide the recipients in their interpretation.
For this, it would for example be important to list the arrows that are used
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in some of the subsequent panels in order to show the procedural actions of
processing the Heimlich maneuver.

By constructing these discourse representations, it is also possible to identify
the cohesive chains that are established for the most dominant elements of this
page: for the two characters, but also for the setting and the invisible object
in the character’s throat that becomes visible later on. By following Tseng’s
framework for comics (Tseng et al. 2019), it then becomes visible that the
identity of the victim is already introduced verbally as “person” in the caption
text on top of the page. The same identity is presumed/tracked pictorially in
the first panel, and the cohesive chain for this character starts to build across
these two elements and these two distinct semiotic modes, the written language
and the image. The identity can further be tracked throughout the page by
the visual re-appearances in all other panels which creates further cross-modal
references, sometimes also only to parts of the identity’s body, as well as by
verbal references as “victim”. Similar cohesive chains can also be constructed
for the second identity that is represented only pictorially as well as for the
setting that is shown in the first and last panel.

Both the construction of discourse representations as well as the use of the
discourse system of identification as part of the meaning-making processes
for this poster give particular details of the textual manifestations of these
constructions. They thus show the textual logic at work by identifying the
material units that guide the recipients to the identification of characters as well
as the reconstruction of the basic narrative and instructional events/actions.

Processes of discourse semantics beyond the textual level mainly operate
with regard to the context and genre of this artefact. The identification of
speech bubbles and captions and the interpretation of their specific functions in
the meaning-making process is for example based on the recipients’ knowledge
of the typical design and formal features of comics pages, while the function
of the page as an instruction for the particular first-aid task will perhaps only
be realized and interpreted in the respective environment in which the page
will most likely be perceived, namely in a bar or restaurant in New York.

By looking at these textual details with a discourse semantics perspective,
it is then also an interesting question for multimodality research to find out
more about the specific functions of these speech bubbles and captions. From
a corpus analysis of the layout of several of these posters (see Wildfeuer et al.
forthcoming), it became clear that the specific task of asking the victim whether
he or she is choking is almost always given in a rather extraposed caption in
one of the first panels of the page. This is also the case for the specific task of
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calling 911, which is here given in the title-like caption on top of the page.
A more systematic corpus analysis with a particular view of the functions of
these design features could then perhaps identify these features as particular
semiotic modes of this specific genre of instructions comics according to their
own discourse semantics.

For this, it is also necessary to think about further interpretative mecha-
nisms that guide the recipients to a particular understanding and interpreta-
tion. One of these mechanisms is the analysis of discourse relations holding
between these features and other features of the page. It could for example
be hypothesized that these captions that instruct the reader to ask the victim
are always embedded into a larger structure via an Elaboration relation that
gives further details of the processes shown in the images and additionally

verbalized by a speech bubble.

4.2  Coherence and Discourse Structure of the Instruction Comic

This embedding of the caption can best be analyzed with regard to the discourse
relations holding between the various discourse segments/representations
analyzed in the first step in section 4.1 and by describing the unfolding dis-
course structure of the page. Without going into further details of the set of
discourse relations that we provide for comics and graphic novels (see Bateman
& Wildfeuer 2014), Figure 5 presents the overall structure of the page and
shows that the two-part structure of the instruction itself is in fact embedded
in a narrative structure that frames the whole comic. The first and the last
panel show a narrative setting in a bar in which the two characters obviously
have a drink together and continue to do so after the life-saving procedure.
The instruction itself is unfolding within two substructures to this nar-
rative structure that develop in parallel, according to the two conditions
introduced on the page by two further extraposed captions: “If the person is
standing” and “If the person has collapsed”. This complex structure has to be
recognized by the recipients by inferring a Contrast relation between the two
conditions, thus by identifying that these panels do not follow each other in
a temporal sequence. The typical table grid structure is indeed not giving any
further indications for this besides the two captions; instead, the contrast has
to be analyzed between the semantic content of the verbal captions and the
semantic content of the respective panels. The two structures then resolve in
a panel that is accompanied by the extraposed caption “Thereafter” and then
followed again by a further panel that is depicted on another layer. The use
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of this layering effect is indeed a typical feature of recent comics pages (see
Bateman et al. 2019) and thus also a specific discourse knowledge that comes
into play in the interpretation process.

A similar analysis in terms of discourse relations holding between the
discourse segments and with regard to dependencies in the overall structure
would be possible with an application of other structural accounts such as, for
example, Rhetorical Structure Theory (Mann & Thompson 1987, Taboada
& Mann 2006) or by analyzing several layers of the GeM model (Bateman
2008; Hiippala 2015).

Similar to the first step of the analysis as shown in section 4.1, the exam-
ination of the discourse relations and with this the unfolding discourse struc-
ture of the page, which at the same time shows its coherence, has identified
textual details and logical processes that are necessary for the understanding
and interpretation of the page. Mechanisms of discourse semantics that are
situated on the broader level of the discourse context and in combination
with specific knowledge sources have also been identified. This provides the
basis for further empirical analyses of all examples in the corpus of instruc-
tion comics. It will then be interesting to find out whether all pages use such
a complex discourse structure in which the instruction is embedded in a
narrative or whether other structures come to the fore. Further details to be
addressed could be the arrangement and design of the two conditions for this
specific instruction or the relation between the content of the instruction and
additional information as provided in title captions or other parts of the page.
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LAY VICTIN ON aacx. DGR
ASTRIDE PERSONS HIFS,

narrative structure
instructional structure

5

THEM ON THEIR SIDE AND
HEIMLICH UNTIL FOOD IS

Figure 5: Discourse structure of the choking poster/instruction
comic by Lara Antal

5 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have shown how the methodological concepts of discourse
semantics and textual logic can be triangulated effectively in order to analyze
meaning-making processes in multimodal artefacts. By focusing on the in-
ference processes of the recipients and describing the textual logic that guides
these inference processes, I have tried to demonstrate the interwovenness of
the two concepts with their own individual specificities and their suitability
for several levels of multimodal analysis. I have also addressed critical questions
raised with regard to the concept of discourse semantics in multimodality
research and I have shown that a better understanding of the notions of ‘text’
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and ‘discourse’” help manifesting this concept as an essential methodological
framework for the analysis of multimodal media.

On the basis of the short qualitative analysis and the adaptability of the
frameworks used for this analysis, it will now be possible to pursue larger
empirical analysis with corpora of diverse multimodal artefacts. While the
corpus of instruction comics only includes around 40 examples, the broad
applicability of the discourse semantics framework will allow the analysis of
discourse representations and discourse structures of various static as well
as dynamic artefacts. This will allow not only a precise description of the
materiality at play in these artefacts, but also a comprehensive analysis of
the semiotic modes built from this material and each including a specific
discourse semantics.
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