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1 Where meaning is the issue

Multimodality: simple, really

On my way to work the bus gets held up before a large intersection, even quite early
in the morning. Sitting on the top deck, my eye is drawn to a sign, high up on the wall
opposite; it shows how to get into the car park of a supermarket. It is not a cam-
plicated sign by any means, nothing unusual about it really. But I have puzzled about
it: how does it work? Abave all, how does it work here? It is about 150 metres before
this complicated intersection. Drivers have to keep their eye on the traffic; there’s
no time for leisurely perusal. Of course, my academic interest in the sign lies in its
joint use of image and writing. And so, one morning, when the bus is held up in just
the right spot, I take a photo on my mobile phone, as one does {(Figure 1.1}

If writing alone had been used, would this sign work? [ don't think it could: there
is too little time to take it in. A little later in the day, if shoppers tried to read the sign,
the intersection would clog up. With writing alone, the message would, quite simply,
be too complex. Using three modes in the one sign - writing and image and colour as
well — has real benefits. Each mode does a specific thing: image shows what takes too
long to read, and writing names what would be difficult to show. Colour is used to
highlight specific aspects of the overall message. Without that division of semiotic
labour, the sign, quite simply, would not work. Writing names and image shows, while
colour frames and highfights; each to maximum effect and benefit.

If writing by itself would not work, could the sign work with image alone? Well,
just possibly, maybe. Writing and image and colour lend themselves to doing different
kinds of semiotic work; each has its distinct potentials for meaning — and, in this case,
image may just have the edge over writing. And that, in a nutshell — and, in a way, as
simple as that — is the argument for taking ‘multimodality’ as the normal state of
human communication.

Except that, just across the road, on the other side, there is another supermarket.
It too has a sign, on its side, just as high up; it shows its customers how to get into
its car park. Figure 1.2 is a photo of this other sign. The sign is different: not different
in the modes used but in how the modes are used. Colour is different, lines are
differently drawn; the sign has a distinctly different aesthetic. Multimodality can tell
us what modes are used; it cannot tell us about this difference in style; it has no means
to tell us what that difference might mean. What is the difference in colour about or
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Figure 1.1 Morrisons supermarket

the difference in the drawing style? What identity is each of the two signs
What are the supermarkets ‘saying’ about themselves? What are they
customers about themselves? Are these differences accidental, arbitrary’
style of one sign serve equally well for the other supermarket?

To answer questions of that kind we need a theary that deais with mu
its appearances, in all social occasions and in all cultural sites. That the
Semfotics.

Of course, there are many theorles of what communication ought to be
might work. And then there Is power. So just because something might not
~writing by itself, in this case — it does not mean that it want be used, The
reasons, often more important than ‘will it work?’. There is tradition, f
Writing has traditionally been used to do certain communicational things -
and instructions being just two. Then there is officialdom. Bureaucracy a
as long as something has been announced in writing It has been commu
the rest will look after itself; or else it can be left to the law, where the
nobody could have read it in that time’ doesn’t count. Here (Figure 1.3) is
of that latter approach. It comes from one of the cities which played host
the European Soccer Championships of 2008, The sign announces tempor
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Where meaning is the issue

Figure 1.2 Waitrose supermarket

to parking regulations for the duration of the championships. A rough translation
might be:

Dear drivers!

During UEFA 2008 the official times for bus lanes will be changed as follows.
From 7 June to 29 June 2008, the normally applicable times for the bus lanes
in the Griessgasse, Rudolfskai, Imbergerstrasse, Giselakai and Schwarzstrasse will
be extended until 2 a.m. of the following day.

On days when games are being played, that is, 10.06, 14.06 and 18.06 2008, the
no-stopping rule in the bus lane in Griessgasse will come into force earlier, from
10 a.m.

The instructions are not unfriendly in tone; though they are complex, offictal and,
above all, impossible to read in the brief time before the lights ahead turn again. But
then, there are times — perhaps many times — when communication isn‘t really the
issue, and power is. That is a crucial point to bear in mind in thinking, theorizing and
writing about meaning, communication and social matters.
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Where meaning is the issue

Simple points often have profound consequences; and so it is here: consequences
for learning, for knowing and shaping information and knowledge, for attending to
and communicating about the world and our place in it. Developing ways of thinking
about this at once simple and complex phenomenon - that is, setting out a social-
semiotic theory of multimodality — is what this book is about.

From semiotic system to semiotic resource

If that is the issue, then one ought to ask *What has produced the explosive interest
in the issue of multimodality over the last decade or so?’ and, most obviously, *Why
now?’. Image has been a part of human cultures longer than script — though the
difference between the two is not at all clear-cut. Image has been the subject of much
interest, academic or otherwise, over millennia. Gesture is a presence in all cultures,
even if in quite different ways. As ‘sign language’ it has been elaborated and articu-
lated into a fully functioning representational resource. Whether as gesture or as
signing it has been much studied (British Deaf Association, 1992). Academic
disciplines have their interest in particular modes: Psychology in gesture; Art History
in image, as has Mathematics, if differently so; music is studied in conservatories
the world over. One difference is that whereas before these were the subject of interest
in distinct areas of academic work, now there is an attempt to bring all means
of making meaning together under one theoretical roof, as part of a single field in a
unified account, a unifying theory.

A further reason, quite simply and yet maost powerful of all, is this: the world of
communication has changed and is changing still; and the reasons for that tie in a vast
web of intertwined social, economic, cultural and technological changes.

Any attempt at a satisfactory answer to the questions ‘Why?’ and ‘Why now?’ has
to go in the direction of the factors, everywhere connected, which have been and still
are sweeping the world. One shorthand term which points to a collection of these is
‘globalization’ = which, for me, refers not only to financial globalization but to
caonditions which make it possible for characteristics of one place to be present
and active in another — whether economic or cultural or technological. The forces
of neoconservative ideology have sponsored and amplified these conditions, though
they have been only partially causal. The factors at issue — let us say, forms of
management, ar ideologies around schooling — always impact in one locality and there
they encounter locally present factars. There is a struggle of local forms and traditions
with the features from outside, in which hoth are transformed, transformed in ways
dependent on arrangements and dispaositions of power in a locality.

The effects of this vastly diverse and complex phenomenon have led in very many
places to the corrosion, fraying, dissolution, destruction and abandonment of older
social relations, forms, structures, ‘givens’, Globalization is not one ‘thing’; it is differ-
ently constituted in different places, as are its effects and impacts, interacting with
the vastly varied cultural, social, economic and political conditions of any ene specific
locality. Yet the deep effects are constant and recognizable everywhere. They have
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brought a mave from a refative stability of the social world over maybt
centuries (as in Western Europe) to an often radical instability over
decades or so. Stemming from that — and generated by it — are far-reac
in the domain of meaning: in representation and in ‘semiotic productior
nation and distribution of messages and meanings; in mediation and coi
All have changed profoundly.

The semiotic effects are recognizable in many domains and at various
level of media and the dissemination of messages — most markedly in t
the book and the page to the screen; at the fevel of semiotic productio
from the older technologies of print to digital, electronic means; a
sentation, in the shift from the dominance of the mode of writing to the m
as well as athers. The effects are felt everywhere, in theory no lese
practicalities of day-to-day living. Academic interest in the characteristi
communicational world, the world of the screen and of multimodali
relatively belated, stumbling after the horse which had left the stable sor
Belated or not, there is a need to catch up and get back in the saddle.

The effects of globalization are clear. From (relative) permanence
there has been a marked shift to provisionality and instability. Currentl
metaphors are always revealing in that respect. For instance, while T ar
bock, the metaphor of mability has great currency, as in *mobile tec
‘mobile learning’. Like others, I use such metaphars; they are attempts
capture something of the essence of the alterations, transformations, |
social arrangements and practices. Design, is a term [ have been using s
1990s; for me it indicates a shift away both from the earlier social and
of competence as from the somewhat later critique.

Design accords recognition to the work of individuals in their social liv
that into the theory. In my use of the term, design is about a theory of co
and meaning, based — at least potentiaily — on equitable participation i
of the social and semiotic world. Design, by contrast with campetence,
a move away from anchoring communication in convention as socia
Design focuses on an individual’s realization of their interest in their wor
away from critique has, for me, a different focus and maotivation: away ft
with the past actions of others and their effects. Competence leaves &
unchallenged. Critique is oriented backward and towards superior powe
with the present effects of the past actions of others. Design is prospec
forward. Design focuses on my interests now in relation to the likely f
of my actions. The understanding which inheres in competence was esse
out critique, just as the understanding developed through critique is es:
practices of design. Design draws on both these, carries their insights
deepens them, focused in a social-semiotic theory of muitimodality.

As another example, take the shift from the term grammar to the us:
semiotic resources. 1t indicates a shift from meanings traditionally
‘grammar’, as fixed and highly constrained reqularity. Occasionally |
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Where meaning is the issue

‘grammar’ to contest its meaning with my sense of ‘relative regularity of a semiotic
resource’. Throughout the book I attempt to draw attention to the implications and the
perspectives of the metaphors [ use — grammar, design, resource — reflecting on their
possible effects on what [ want to achieve. While it may seem pedantic to do so, I
spend time here and there drawing out such differences in perspectives and effects
in the use of metaphors.

We do not yet have a theory which allows us to understand and account for the
world of communication as it is now. Nor therefore do we have an adequate set of
categories to describe what we need to describe. In their absence we tend to use the
terms that we have inherited from the former era of relative stability, in particular
from theories and descriptions of language, where, over a long time, & complex set of
toals has been developed. But using toals that had served well to fix horse-drawn
carriages becomes a problem in mending contemporary cars, Many of the older terms
do point to aspects which we need to consider and shape for present purposes; at
the same time we cannot afford to be reluctant in introducing necessary new terms.
Many frequently used terms need careful re-examination; representation is one of
these. The point is: adequate theoretical tools are needed to deal both with the present
social, economic, political and cultural situation and the resultant conditians for
SBMmiosis.

To conclude the issue, here, of necessary theoretical resources, I will briefly return
to grammar. Here we have a term known to nearly everyone in Western societies even
though there is not much agreement as to what it might mean. There is a certain feel-
ing — held with different degrees of conviction in different domains — that grammar is
about rules, conventions, certainty: phenomena that are fixed, settled, When business
leaders, politicians, media pundits, bemoan that the young leave school and are
unemployable because they cannot ‘write a {(proper) sentence’, they look back some
thirty or forty years and seem to discern, through a sepia-tinged haze, that in their day
the teaching of grammar had produced just such ideal conditions. They note that the
young do not use the rules which they are certain that they had followed way back
then; and which they think they use still, in their present practice. Adherence to
linguistic convention is equated with adherence to social conventicn and consequently
with social ‘stability’. Alas, the present is deeply unstable; no amount of nostalgia
can change that. The need is for a labour force that can meet the semiotic demands
of conditions now. But in this, *‘grammar’ in its older sense of *a stable system of rules’
is an obstacle to necessary action.

Representational and communicational practices are constantly altered, modified,
as is all of culture, in line with and as an effect of social changes, That inevitably
makes the grammar of grammar books a record of the past social practices of partic-
ular groups, in speech as in writing: useful maybe then, but neither used nor useful
now, not even for those who wish it were otherwise. If 1 use the term ‘grammar’ it
leaves me with the need to contest its implied meanings of ‘fixed rules’, ‘stable
convention’, and so on, or to use a term which is free of such histories of meaning. At
the moment I generally choose the latter route, using the term ‘resource’, as in
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‘resources for representation’. Resources are constantly remade; never wilfu
arbitrarily, anarchically but precisely, in line with what I need, in response to sc
demand, some ‘prompt’ now — whether in conversation, in writing, in silent enga
ment with some framed aspect of the world, or in inner debate.

Semiotic resources are socially made and therefore carry the discernible regul,
ties of social occasions, events and hence a certain stahility; they are never fixed,
alone rigidly fixed. No degree of power can act against the socially transforma:
force of interaction. This is not the point {nor the purpose of this book) to talk ab
the benefits or disbenefits of stability, or the need for stable ‘rules’ in order to atter
— even if never to guarantee - relative security of communication.

Cultural difference and communication: the ‘reach’ of the theory
and the ‘reach’ of modes

Most readers will take it as given that a society, its cultures and the representat
of their meanings, form a tightly integrated whole, at a certain level of generality
least. If that is so, then differences between societies and cultures means differen
in representation and meaning. That is close to a commonplace. We know that |
guages differ and that those differences are entirely linked with differences of histo
and cultures. What is the case for *language’ is so for all representation — for mo
as for discourses as for genres — and in all communication: patently so with mu
with image, with clothing, food, and so on. Chinese apera is not the opera of Moz
or Puccini. For me, as someone from ‘the West’, it takes much focused semic
work to understand its meanings, its aesthetics; roughly the same amount of wc
1 imagine, that it takes for someone who has grown up with Chinese classical musi
make sense of *Western’ music.

The more proncunced the cultural differences, the greater are the differences in
resources of representation and in the practices of their use. This means that
theorizing and writing about communication, I can talk with some confidence ab
the few cultures that I know reasonably well. Where my knowledge becomes vague
more general, [ can only talk vaguely and generally. | have a degree of confidence,
‘inwardness’, with several anglophone cultures, and different degrees of ‘inwardmn
with some of the cultures of mainland Europe. I have a glancing acquaintance v
some cultures in Asia and Latin America, where | have been a casual visitor. I m
no strong claims about those cultures and none about those of Africa: it would
foolish for me to do so.

So what is the ‘reach’ — the applicability — of the theory I put forward here? F
general is it, how far and where and in what ways does or can it apply? [s it confi
to Western Europe alone? What claims to understanding or insight can 1 make
this theory outside ‘the West’, broadly? I have, in any case, a problem with the not
of ‘universals’ — such as ‘universals of language’, or ‘universals of communicatic
so 1 am not tempted much in that direction. The universe of cultures and of culty
difference on our small planet is too vast for such generalization.




Where meaning is the issue

There tend to be contradictory views on how to deal with this. As far as ‘language’
is cancerned, we know, on the one hand, that ‘languages differ’ in the way they name
the world — in ‘words’ as in syntactic and grammatical forms; we know that lexical
fields are close mappings of social practices. To give a banal example, English does
not have the word ‘Weltschmerz’ and German does not have the word *literacy’. Each
may struggle to find ways of bringing the other’s meanings into their culture; in the
case of these two examples, with little success so far. Culture is too complex to toler-
ate difficult transplants readily. On the other hand, we sort of assume that ‘language
equals language’: that is, if there is a novel in Russian it ought to be possible to
translate it into English. We expect significant overlap, even if not a one-to-one
correspondence. In many cases the incommensurability matters. Ina debate, Germans
can talk about ‘Wissen’ (*knowing that’) and ‘Koennen’ (*knowing how’): when the
discussion moves to translating ‘knowledge’ from English to German (or Swedish)
it is not straightforward to know which of these to chaose. Or, another example:
in English there are the two words ‘teaching’ and ‘learning’, verbs with an implied
directionality of authority, in which ‘teachers’ have ‘knowledge’ and ‘learners’ have
(or used to be assumed to have) the duty to acquire this knowledge. Vast theoretical
and practical edifices and industries can and have been erected on such distinc-
tions. Yet in many languages the same lexical root is used for this social domain:
in German (as in Swedish) for instance, ‘lehren’ and ‘lernen’ are morphological inflec-
tions — ‘alternations’ — of the one lexemic stem — ‘learn’ in English. That makes it
likely that German and Swedish societies might develop quite different theories around
‘Education’ to English society; and articulate them in their languages and their
institutions. In each case it is the ‘accident of lexis’ — not of course an accident but the
expression of a history of non-accidental social differences — which feads to such
ontological wild goose chases.

Two theoretical approaches have characterized this debate. One is focused on
culture; the other is focused on the human brain. Neam Chomsky’s universalism is the
best known recent exemplar of the latter, through his posited link between the organ-
ization of the brain (‘mind’ in his terminology) and that of language - his assumptions
about the ‘innateness’ of linguistic competence (Chomsky, 1965). This asserts that
the organization (the ‘nature’) of the human brain is shared by all humans; the ‘deep’
organization of fanguage derives from ‘deep’, ‘innate’ mental organization, so that
irrespective of superficial differences, at a basic level all human languages share
the same organization. From this, Chomsky derives a noble palitical project (to which
I subscribe), namely that this profound and essential equality of humans ought to
have its reflection in a politics of real equality. From this [ infer that the reach of
a Chomskian theory in respect to my issue here is general; it has applicability to all
humans; and the social and cultural really does not enter.

My view on that is that there are some highly general semiotic principles, which are
common to all human (as well as to most mammalian and some other animal)
communication. Consequently, these are present and evident in ali human societies and
their cultures. The most significant of these is that humans make signs in which form
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and meaning stand in a ‘motivated’ relation. These signs are made wi
different means, in very many different modes. They are the expression ¢
of soclally formed individuals who, with these signs, realize — give outwa:
to — their meanings, using culturally available semiotic resources, whii
shaped by the practices of members of social groups and their cultures.
shared innate linguistic competence I assume shared social, semiotic, com
principles and dispositions — which includes the linguistic as one ins
principles and dispositions are articulated in communities in the ceasel
of social (inter)action. Hence the principles and dispositions take partic
the result of the specific social concerns of a community.

Given this stance, I assume that ‘translations’ across modes within ;
both possible and hugely difficult; from image to speech — the ‘*evocation
a description - of a painting in a conversation about an exhibition; or fr
writing; or from oral poetry to poetry in written form. [ assume that
across cultures, whether in the same mode (from writing to writing — f
novel to that novel in English; from gesture to gesture — from the ‘Fren
shrug of indifference to an English version) or across different mot
possible, though always achieved with enormously difficult selection; at a
level of generality; and inevitably with significant changes in meaning.

Stated like this, it implies that in its most general features, in its outline
direction, the theory applies to all cultures. In the specificities of cultur
often vast differences in the articulation of these principles, which lead to
the transfer of the theory from culture to culture. Readers need to
assessment whether, where, in what ways or to what extent my commen
cbservations in some cultures and speculations based on these, are
‘translate’ from one to another of the cuitures with which they therr
‘inwardness’. This features as a toplc in both Chapters 5 and 6.

To give an example of principles shared by all cultures: [ have mentior
most important: (1) that signs are motivated conjunctions of form ai
that conjunction is based on (2) the interest of the sign-maker; using (:
available resources. These are principles of sign-making. There are then, a
level, resources for making signs. Here too there are commonalities ¢
kind. As one instance, for meaning-making to be possible, human cultures
provide means for framing aspects of the world to which an individual nee
to attend. A culture will therefore provide its distinct semiotic resources
(complexes of) signs: what sorts of things are framed, how they are fr
kinds of frames there are, and so on, and these witl vary from culture
Expressing this starkly: there is no meaning without framing.

These are instances of general principles; and of means and processes
making in any culture and in any mode. They provide a starting point in
of meaning in any one culture. I do not call these ‘universals’, though I r
as shared by ali human cultures, as well as by many other species. Tt
principles are based on experiences common to humans in social groL
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Where meaning is the issue

engagement with a world both vastly different at one level and yet presenting commaon
challenges. If we take this line of argument we can acknowledge commanalities at a
very general level and yet be able to focus on the specificities of cultural difference.
The theory can then provide a shared frame at its most general level and respond to
specific needs at the level of any one culture and its modes.

That represents one theoretical take on the issue of ‘reach’. There is then the social
and cultural aspect of that notion, namely that of the ‘reach’ of modes, Here the
question is: *“What areas are “covered” by a mode in a specific culture?’ or, differ-
ently, ‘Do all modes cover the same terrain?’. In a muitimodal approach It is modes
— rather than say, ‘languages’ — which are compared. Modes are the result of a social
and historical shaping of materials chosen by a society for representation: there is
no reason to assume that the mode of gesture In Culture 1 cavers the same ‘area’ or
the same concerns, or is used for the same purposes and meanings as the mode
of gesture in Culture 2 — quite apart from the (lexical and syntactic) differences
mentioned just above.

For instance, gesture may be used to deal with meanings around ‘attitude’ in two
cultures; yet what is ‘addressed’, made into an area of common Interest within the
area of ‘attitude’, may be quite different. The English ‘eyes raised heavenward’
means something different to the French shoulder shrug; though both carry meanings
of a personal stance to some event or utterance. English culture does not have
an equivalent to the French quick, Hmp-wristed shaking of the drooping hand - used
by women more than men — to convey ‘disapproving astonishment’. Quite to the
contrary, it is likely that aspects of the cultural domain covered by a mode in one
society Is not covered by that mode in another culture. An area such as ‘politeness’
may be dealt with extensively in speech in one culture and by proxemics, by gesture
or by facial expression in another. In other words, if all modes are called on to make
meaning, there is no reason to assume that the ‘modal division of labour’ will be the
same across societies. That is a radically different position to one which held when
the assumption was that ‘language’ did all significant cultural semiotic work.

These differences have been addressed in the study of intercultural communication.
Yet here too an approach focusing on modes might be highly useful. An area in which
this is a real issue is that of translation. Until recently that has focused on language
alone. In the subtitling of films for instance this becomes significant. But what about
a translation of a movement, an action, a gesture that is entirely understood in one
society and either entirely misunderstood or not understood in any way in another?
We simply can no longer assume that the reach of modes is the same across different
societies and their cultures. Modes occupy different ‘terrains’ from one society to
another, We have to begin fooking at the field of meaning as a whale and see how
meaning is handled modally across the range of modes in different societies.
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The politics of naming

Somewhat related to this is the difficulty of ‘naming’. It has two distinct,
unrelated, aspects: one is political, the other theoretical. The political aspec
to name the political/social/cultural world about which [ am writing. It is the
unremarkable, ordinary world, for me, As an insider, its characteristics are
for me to see; however much I attempt not to do 5o, [ use my ‘insiderness’ as
stick in judging other parts of the world around me. Should I use names suct
First World’, ‘the developed worid’, ‘the post-industrialized world’, ‘the
in talking about the world in which 1 have fived and worked; and about ‘the Ea
Third’ or *Fourth” world in talking about parts of the world unfamiliar to me, d
socially, economically, with profound differences in history and culture? Suc
tions are usefuliy discussed in the writings of Immanuel Wallerstein (2001)
from the difficulty of drawing meaningful boundaries for any of these cor
multiplying and overlapping terms, each brings with it specific meanings, moi
than not potentially harmful in their application, meanings which I would pre
to import into my text.

From a semiotic perspective, all cultures, all semiotic ‘worlds’, are rich, i
ently so. Each of these domains — the ‘First World’ say, or ‘Western Eurg
anglophone world — is highly diverse within itself, culturally and semiotically
parts of ‘the First World’ (whatever that might be} are deeply different
West’; and from each other. As one small semiotic example, some societies
First World’ make use of character-based scripts while others use alphabeti
This one difference alone brings deep differences of ontology, of cultura disp
of dispositions towards representation, to media systems; it has effects on knc
and identity.

Absolutely related too is the issue of ‘globalization’. I take it that this term
something real — for instance, the fact that in very many places around the
economic, political, social and cultural values and practices are subject to
which come from ‘outside’ the domain regarded as the immediately framed ‘foc
have telling effects within it, Within that frame these ‘external’ factors i
with the meanings, values and practices of the ‘local site’'— differently there
different places. Semiotically speakinag, this leads to constant change, transforr
‘blending’. Constant blending is by no means a new phenomencn, even thou
(now fading) fashionability of the term ‘hybridity’ had seemed to suggest oth
Blending Is as old as humankind itself, as archaeologists demonstrate even i
of the globe still remote now to the “first world’. Or as we can see everywhere
us, even now, at any time. On a recent train journey in Germany — from the nc
Rhinetand to Munich — three couples in their late forties or early fifties boarc
train in Frankfurt, about 9.30 in the morning. I had caught the train in Essen,
two hours to the north. Listening to the group’s German dialect, I could not tell
were from a Hessian dialect area, or from a Franconian or a Swabian one (n
dialect is middle Franconian). They were in high spirits, very friendly indeed - i
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Where meaning is the issue

me to join in a morning coffee-cum-picnic which they had unpacked and spread on
two of the tables, with garlands across the windows; and so 1 asked where they were
from. The answer was Germsheim: a town just north of Heidelberg, a region which
just about straddles all three dialect areas. Clearly, people in this area — as in very
many places (Rampton, 1995; Sebba, 1993) - are engaged in constantly assimilating,
transforming features of the dialects around them and integrating them into a
constantly changing yet constantly coherent resource.

What is new is the intensity of this phenomenon and the effect in its present
manifestation, its ‘pace’, aided by current means of transport of economic, social and
cultural commodities. Electronic forms of communication can now make aspects
of any specific ‘where’ into features encountered everywhere, with an unspoken and
urgent requirement for it to be made sense of ‘there’.

What is not new however, is the set of names, the lexicon, which we have to name
this differently paced social world. That is a problem, which makes the issue of theory
and of naming within theory urgent. There is a need for new names. Ferdinand de
Saussure suggested, at the very beginning of the twentieth century, that Linguistics —
in its theory and terminology - as the then most advanced study of any semiotic
system, might suffice to *furnish forth the wedding tables’ for the semiotic feasts to
come in the new century. This seemed a reasonable hope, given that that expectation
was expressed in the high era of abstraction in the Social Sciences: Linguistics and
Semiotics included. In certain areas of the study of language in particular, concepts
such as ‘language’, ‘langue’, ‘parole’, ‘stood in’ for the tendency towards achieving
a grasp of the particular via very high degrees of abstraction. By entire contrast, the
study of modes in multimodal social semiotics focuses on the material, the specific,
the making of signs now, in this environment for this occasion. In its focus on the
material it also focuses on the bodilyness of those who make and remake signs in
constant semiotic (inter)action. It represents a move away from high abstraction to
the specific, the material; from the mentalistic to the bodily.

For that, it is essential to develop apt labels for a theory of representation and
communication for the whole domain of multimodal meaning as well as for the level
of specific modes. The theory and the labels will need to attend to the materiality,
the specificity and the histories of (social) work of any one mode. The specific aspects
of mode will need to be assimilated to superordinate terms which capture what is
semiotically general to all modes in that society and to modes even across cultures;
even though what is general is always articulated distinctively in a specific mode.

1 devote a chapter to this issue of categories of the theory and of naming. Two terms
figure prominently in what I have written so far and do throughout the book: society
and culture. The distinction between them is not easy to make; there is not a clear line
to draw. Nor is there a generally accepted sense in which the two terms are used
(Williams, 1985); for many writers the two are near synonymous. The distinction
that I make has two features: society emphasizes human action in social groups (that
is, groups organized in a recognizable fashion around goals, purposes, organizations,
shared practices, values and meanings). Social groups and actions are always
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characterized by (differences in) power. Culture emphasizes the effects, the prot
of social actions and social work, whether physical and material or abstract anc
want of a better term, conceptual. Where the social is marked by power (differe
the cultural is marked by values, evaluation— itself the effect of social power. Cut
in my use, is the domain of socially made values; tools; meanings; knowle
resources of all kinds; society is the field of human (inter)action in groups, alv
of ‘work’; of practices; of the use and effects of power.

I use the term work, wishing to stress social orientation and aims. Work invol
worker, tools and that which is worked on, Work produces change, in the worke
the tools and in that which is worked on. Being social and purposive, change prod
and embodies meanings. In working, the worker has experienced and lea
something; the warker has changed. The tools have {been) changed by their use;
what has been worked on has changed. Each of these changes has produced mear
new meaning. The effect of these changes is to produce cultural resources. For
therefore, culture is the name for the resources which have been made, produ
remade, ‘transformed’, as the result of social work. Everything that s socially n
and remade becomes part of cultural resources, imbued with the meanings of
work of those who have made and remade the resources. Cultural resources, b
meaningful, are semiotic resources. It is ‘the social’ which generates ‘the cultural’
In that, ‘the semiotic’,

Constant engagement in (social) work as defined above, with socially made cult
semiotic resources and their constant remaking in daily actions, shapes my own ii
resources In line with the meaning-potentiais of these resources as encountered
remade, transformed by me. This describes the effects of communication ant
learning: attention to an aspect of the social world; engagement with it in tr
formative action; which constantly remakes my inner resources; and in that, char
my potential for future action in and on the world. Differently seen, It describes
construction of knowledge for myself - always in social environments; with cultur
available resources imbued with the meanings of those whao have shaped and reshs
them in their social environments; responding to the needs of their times. Int
of these processes — a differently focused perspective on very ruch the same
nomenon — I am constantly remaking myself and refashioning myseif in term:
my subjectivity (seen fram a social and political perspective} and fashioning
constantly refashioning my identity — the process viewed from the perspective
my biography (Endress et al., 2005); a biography which shares much and yet is ne
identical with the biography of any other member of my or any other social group

Throughaut the book, two other terms turn up frequently: ‘sign’ and ‘conce
While the book does not deal with ‘concept’, the term names much the same territ
as does ‘sign’ — which, together with mode, is at the centre of attention, The term ¢
beiongs to Semiotics — the conjunction, invisible and indivisible, of form and mean
~ while concept belongs to Psychology, and, deriving from there, to Pedagogy, wh
it names something called ‘knowledge’ in an entity called *mind’.
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Where meaning is the issue

A satellite view of language

Stepping outside the long tradition of seeing ‘language’ as a full means of making
meaning, seeing it instead as one means among others, one can gain a ‘satellite view’
of language (Kress et al., 1996). That metaphor recalls *our’ first views of the Earth
through photographs from a satellite — that is, from outside the Earth, beyond its
atmosphere. That view gave ‘us’ on Earth a startlingly different perspective; for
instance showing with frightening clarity the boundedness, the limits of our planet:
this is what we have, there is no more. From that time on, for many of us, it became
troubling to pour o!d oil down the kitchen sink, because we could see, actually, that
it wasn’t simply going to disappear, that it would emerge somewhere else on this
bounded Earth, with unknowahble consequences. The satellite view showed us what
we had known and had been able to ignore, in a way: that our planet, our Earth, was
one small part of a much bigger whole.

A multimodal social-semiotic theory has a somewhat similar effect. It shows the
boundedness of language — which we knew without knowing it — as indeed we had
known about the destiny of the oil poured down the sink. ‘Language’ isn't a big enough
receptacle for all the semiotic stuff we felt sure we could pour into it. But when I
watch football or snooker, tennis or golf, I can see that the conceptual world of the
football, snooker or tennis player as of the golfer is a field where semiotic work is
most decidedly not done via speech — let alone writing — the occasional shouted ‘here’,
‘o’ or ‘Tessa’ on an English football pitch notwithstanding. With snooker, the
incredible precision of planning of geometrical strategies for specific shots and for the
pianned shape of the arrangement of the balls four moves ahead, is a domain outside
(I am tempted to say ‘beyond’) ‘language’. That is before we get to the practices of
mathematicians (to which snooker or football players of course belong). The reach
of speech or writing simply does not extend there. The semiotic/conceptual work done
in these fields, as in countless other human social tasks, pleasures and professions,
relies on modes remote from speech and writing. There are domains beyond the reach
of language, where it is insufficient, where semiotic-conceptual work has to be and is
done by means of other modes.

In this as in other ways, a social-semiotic approach te multimedal work makes a
difference. The task is to establish, with as much precision as we might, what these
differences are, in specific cases and circumstances. What new kinds of questions
emerge and are made possible; how do persistent, older questions get recast, in ways
possibly that lead to more plausible answers; and who might benefit in what ways from
the different answers. In my area of work, the insights and benefits will accrue in all
the areas of (theories of) learning, meaning, evaluation, assessment, subjectivity and
identity.

In this it is irnportant to be aware of the twin focus of the social-semiotic theory and
of muitimodality. The issue of ‘access’, for instance, can benefit from the insight that
humans may have different orientations to modes and ensembles of modes — maybe
with specific preferences for the temporal or the spatial, for image or speech, for the
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gestural or the domain of bodily movement as in dance, and so on. This could bring
enormous benefits. The theory of social semiotics opens the route to a clearer view of
evaluation/assessment in different modes. This is explored in some detail in Chapters
4, 5 and 10. Multimodality and social semiotics together may bring real benefits in
understanding apt forms of communication through better understandings of design:
whether in the private or in the public domain - in pleasure and entertainment as
much as in work.

To give a very simple example: in a science classroom the issue of plant cells has
been discussed. The teacher might ask: ‘0K, who can tell me something about a plant
cell?’ or she might say: 'O, who can draw a plant cell with its nucleus?’. The response
to the first request might be: *Miss, the cell has a nucleus.’ The response to the second
has to be a drawing - very likely of a circle with the nucleus placed - as a dot or
smaller circle — somewhere in the larger circle.

Figure 1.4 Cell with nucieus

In drawing, the student would have to make several decisions which she or he does
not have to make in their spoken response. How big is the nucleus? Is it more like a
dot or more like a small circle? And, most important of all, where does it have to be
placed? At times I try this as a small exercise; some members of the audience are led
by the seemingly implicit notion of ‘centrality’ in the word ‘nucleus’; consequently
they place the dot or small circle in the centre; others place it somewhere else. In
either case, a decision has to be made about that issue: it is not avoidable, Image
representation demands what I shall call (borrowing from Jon Ogborn) an ‘episte-
molagical commitment’: the nucleus is like this and it is placed there. Any student
iooking at the drawing made by the teacher is entitled to think that that is where the
nucleus beiongs. That ‘commitment’ cannot be avoided; in an image, the dot or the
small circle representing the nucleus has to be placed somewhere. In the spoken
or written response, no commitment about placement (or size or shape) has to be
made. However, ‘epistemological commitment’ as such cannot be avoided; though in
this case the commitment is of a different kind: about entities as names and their
relation. A separation of ‘cell’ and ‘nucleus’ is made in the spoken or written version
and a relation of possession - *having’ - is established. Now the ‘cell’ *has’ something,
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Where meaning is the issue

a ‘nucleus’. In speech or in writing this e;;istem:logical commitment is unavoidable;
i i h commitment was asked, made or necessary.

; $La:v :: %:: :::mple. There are endless others. Theoretical_ly, hl?W c!o we now neeﬁ
to think about or define ‘text’? How do we now think abo-ut‘ :-n?agmatmn, ‘whgn muc
of our thinking has been shaped and dominated by the possibilities offereq in Imguua:tm
modes? What of creativity? And do we now have better rneans for paying attention
to ‘inner’ representation and the ‘inner’ trade between different forms of represgn?—
tation, that is, to the entirely usual and hugely neglected process of synaesthetma.
(Kress, 1997a). Is it not in that *space’ and those processes that much of what we

regard as ‘creativity’ takes place?
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3 Communication: shaping the
domain of meaning

Communication as semiotic work: a sketch of a theory

Communication is semiotic work, Work changes things: the tools, t
which is worked on. Semiotic work is no exception: it is work in
social; changes produced by social-semiotic work are meaningful. {
communication, whatever its form.

Assume that we take the situation in Colour plate 1 as a norma
mumication. Colour plate 1 shows an operating theatre; an opere
stage. A ‘scrub nurse’ is in the foreground. Behind her, to the
surgeon’; opposite him is a ‘trainee-surgeon’ — a qualified medic
to become a surgeon. Behind them, separated by a screen, is th
back on the right stands an Operating Theatre Technician. Repr
distinct professions are present; each with specific traditions ai
of talking and doing things. Their tasks are closely interrelated a
occasion is first and foremost a clinical situation; an instance of (
professional practice: a patient is here to be made better. It i
situation, an environment of (teaching and) learning: a {rainee
become a fully trained surgeon.

Communication is multimodal: by speech at times, as spoken cc
tion or request; by gaze; by actions — passing an instrument,
instrument; by touch. At all times communication is a response to
might produce a spoken comment; that leads to an action; looki
both surgeons produces a guiding touch by one of the other’s har
hand is met by an instrument being passed. Communication h
a participant’s attention has focused on some aspect of the commi
has taken that to be a message and has framed aspects of that m
for her or himself. That prompt has been interpreted, becoming
and it in turn leading, potentially, to further communicational as
sequence of attention — framing — interpretation is ceaseless;
participants here, at all times, though differently in each case.

The larger social event here can be framed in at least two way
and from a pedagogic perspective. 1f we frame the event pedac
teaching and learning, the senior surgeon and the trainee move ir
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Communication: shaping the domain of meaning

then are: *How does teaching happen?’ or, with a slight shift in point of view, though
within the same frame: *How does learning take place?’. From the learner’s perspec-
tive, any event may at any one moment need to be attended to: the senior surgeon
might give a spoken instruction; the scrub nurse might make a slight movement — or
an explicit gesture — which he ought to attend to; the anaesthetist might glance at
him to draw his attention to something. At any one time, any aspect of the complex
dynamic communicational ensemble might be significant for the learner/trainee, so
that he has to be constantly and entirely attentive to potentialty significant cues as
potential prompts. It is his interest as trainee surgeon that turns any one of these - or
none — into a prompt for him. It is his decision. Once turned into a prompt, his interest
frames the prompt in a specific way and he selects features from that now specifically
framed complex message as the basis for his response. Yet at the same time the
trainee surgeon is there also as an assistant surgeon and needs to be at least equally
attentive to prompts of a clinical rather than a pedagogical kind. Frequently the ‘same’
actions are different signs in the other frame. This kind of muitiple framing and
multiple attention is likely to be the norm rather than the exception in most instances
of communication.

What applies to this one participant in this situation applies to the other participants;
differently, depending on their position, role, perspective in the complex ensemble —
and depending on their own assessment of their position. Crucially, communication
in the operating theatre is multimodal: a gaze, a touch, a spoken comment, a gesture,
a change in position, all might act as a prompt.

The conception of communication shown in Colour plate 1 is a very different one.
For one thing, here mode is not an issue. It may be that fanguage as speech is assumed
to be the mode of communication; or, more likely, the focus is on a message as
‘content’ quite abstractly and generally, rather than on the material and semiotic form
of the message.

In the Saussurean schema, two interlocutors are linked in a dyadic structure. One
initiates a message; the diagram and the theory both suggest that it originates from
within one interlocutor’s *head’; there it is shaped into speech, seemingly; it is uttered;

‘~~“m>\\ﬁh
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Figure 3.1 Saussure’s diagram of communication
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the other participant receives this (spoken) message; and in that int
it becomes the basis of a response.

Versions of this model had been active in twentieth-centur:
communication; they still haunt conceptions of communication — ey
negation of many adaptations and alterations of that model. Howe
conception of communication in the latter part of the century was ba
— Message —» Receiver schema of Shannon and Weaver (1948),
from electrical engineering. Here the origin and active cause of co
with the sender, who ‘encodes’ a message in a code shared by sender
along a channel, to be ‘decoded’ by the receiver. This version receiv:
critique in Roland Barthes’ (1968) articie *The death of the author’,
the dominant role of the reader in communication.

In the model of communication sketched here, three concerns .
is social interaction and interchange around meaning, oriented to
making and remaking meaning through the making of signs - simpl
representation. Sign-makers and their agency as social actors are
and with them the social environments in which they make signs. Tt
is with resources for making meaning - on modes and their affordanc
with conditions and means for disseminating meaning — the media a
A theory of communication needs to deal with the semiotic work d
all three and with the meanings which result. Questions of the kin
kind of semiotic work for whom?’ are entailed by this model.

In communication, members of a community participate in t
remaking and the transformation of their social environment fro
of meaning. In that process ‘the social’ — as entities and forms,
practices — is constantly articulated in (material) semiotic form
calibrated, re-registered with semiotic/cultural resources. The pt
minute) ‘recalibration’ ensures that gaps between social structures
the one hand and semiotic accounts of them an the other do not o
too far; and that the semiotic resources remain capable of re
phenomena. This ceaseless recalibration produces a sense of stat
of noticeable gaps gives a sense to members of the community that
have always been.

At the same time, social interaction via semiotic means prc
‘documentations’, ‘records’, more than ‘ratifications’, so to speak, ¢
produces new meanings. Even the most ordinary social encountel
predictable; it is always new in some way, however slight, so th
dations’ produced in any encounter are always new in some way. 1
possibilities and potentials which differ, even if slightly, from wh
before the encounter, As a consequence, the semiotic work of int
sacially productive, projecting and proposing possibilities of so
forms, entities and processes which reorient, refocus, and ‘go beyt
and transforming what there was before the interaction.
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Communication: shaping the domain of meaning

Communication can only be understood if we see it as an always complex interaction
embedded in contradictory, contested, fragmentary social environments: whether
between groups or between individuals, coming together from social ‘locations’ which
are always distinct in some respects. In the interaction, the social divergences/
differences between those who interact provide the generative dynamic of com-
munication. In the process, differences are reshaped/transformed in temporary social
and semiotic accommodations. These in turn are the semiotically and socially
productive force of communication: they project what is socially problematic into a
public ‘space’ and produce temporary recordings of the social and the semiotic state
of affairs; in transforming it, they shape it differently.

In other words, the huriy-burly of social life is the generative force which constantly
{re-)shapes a society’s semiotic resources and in doing so documents and ratifies new
socia! givens. Communication and the resources made in that process, have the
characteristics that they have because both bear the imprint of their social environ-
ments. The central point for the theory is: the social is the motor for communicational/
serniotic change; for the constant remaking of cultural/semiotic resources; and for the
production of the new.

To insist that ‘the social has priority’ is to say, above all, that the forms, the
processes and the contents of communication are social in origin, they are socially
shaped; that communication is embedded in social environments, arrangements
and practices; that communication is itself a form of social action, of social work; and
that communication is always a response by one participant to a prompt by other
participants in social events. Some element of ‘the social’ prompts me into shaping a
sign{-complex} as a message — which is my response to a prior prompt. Individuals act
in communication, prompted by and in a social environment, with social-cultural
resources.

Participants are embedded in networks of social relations with others who make
meanings by making signs. Signs and sign-complexes — messages — have ‘shape’,
structure and content, representing the interest of the sign-makers. Some of the signs/
messages are taken up by participants in an interaction as prompts. As [ have
suggested, the two central assumptions are that communication is the response to a
prompt; and that communication happens only when there is ‘interpretation’ (see Kress
and van Leeuwen, 2001). Communication depends on the transformative/interpretative
engagement by a participant in an interaction with a message made by another — in
ways guided by their interest. Interpretation is the defining criterion of communication:
anly if there has been interpretation, has there been communication,

One consequence for this theory of communication and its practice is that even
though an utterance has been produced as a message with the intention to be a prompt,
it becomes a prompt only when it is taken as such by another participant. A message,
intended as a prompt, engages the attention of a participant in the interaction.
Attention derives in the first instance from the participant’s interest — where interest
names the momentary ‘focusing’ of a social history, a sense of who I am in this
social situation now, as well as a clear sense of the social environment in which the
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prompt occurred. *Refusal to engage’ — a denial of communication —is a socia
negation both of a social relation and of communication. it too is communic

Interpretation is central in communication and so, therefore, is the interp
interpretation is a response to a prior prompt. The characteristics, the ‘shap
prompt, constitute the ‘ground’ on which the interpretation happens. An inter
is therefore always a mix of features of the ‘ground’, as the prompt fr
the interpreter, with the resources brought by the interpreter. An interpre
the result of a series of transfarmations in which aspects of the prompt an
of the resources brought by the interpreter are shaped, jointly, into a new
entity.

The theory needs to be able to serve as the basis for description and ar
all instances of communication. In suggesting that the environment of the ¢
theatre could be seen as ‘normal’, | am aware that reading the pages of a
engaging with a website are different kinds of activities, in some sense. How
theory should, nevertheless, be able to deal with all instances of communica

It might be useful to say — simplifying massively - that theories of comm
have veered, broadly, between dyadic, interactive models, such as Saussure
more sociologically or more psychologically oriented; and dyadic, unidi
madels such as the model of Shannon and Weaver (1948). Both imply so
tions: unidirectional models tend be more authoritatively oriented and in
madels less so. The power relations implicitly coded in ‘authoritative modei
the ‘receiver’ to recover — to decode — the meaning encoded by the autt
sender; the interactive models leave the possibility of a *negotiation’ of mear
open.

Both the models mentioned earlier were conceived of as monomodal — on
ing on the mode of speech, the other on a mode(/code) based on the
affordances of electricity, modulated into ‘code’ by relevant technologies. Ot
be better to say that the issue of mode did not arise: it wasn‘t ‘present’.
remained so right into the present. As mentioned, both models have been c
in different ways — for instance by the (journalistically based) model of
gratification’ (Blumler and Katz, 1974; Palmgreen et al., 1985; Dervin et ;
in which users and their needs are in focus; and fundamentally by the explic
otic theory of Roland Barthes in his ‘The death of the author’. From that pe
my sketch here is an attempt to give a social-semiotic articulation to ths
offered by Barthes in 1968.

To restate: in the sketch put forward here, three assumptions are func
communication happens as a response to a prompt; communication has happt
there has been an interpretation; communication is always mulftimodal,
interpretation is central, so therefore is the interpreter; without interpretatit
no communication; yet it is the characteristics, the shape, of the prom
constitute the ground on which the interpretation happens.

Seen like that, communication is a process with two stages. Stage one is ¢
by the interest of the initial maker of the sign-complex, the rhetor, with
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intent of disseminating the sign-complex as a message and for the message to be taken
as a prompt. In stage two, the interest and attention of an interpreter is in focus: it
leads to selection of what is criterial for the interpreter in the initial message and to
the framing of the selected aspects of the initial message as a prompt; which is, sub-
sequently, interpreted. The meaning made in that interpretation can become the basis
of a new sign-complex in the making of a new message. From the perspective of the
initial maker there is a sequence of (a prior prompt and its interpretation —} new sign-
complex (based on the maker’s interest and a sense of the audience’s characteristics)
— a message intended as prompt — the interlocutor’s attention to and engagement
with the message — and (possible) response. From the interpreter’s perspective, it is
a sequence of message — ‘recipient’s’ interest — attention — engagement — selection
— framing — transformation — new (inner”) sign. The ‘inner sign’ may form the basis
of a new sign-complex. Both stages are instances of semiotic work; both result in the
making of new signs.

This does not make the semiotic work of the rhetor and the audience’s/interpreter’s
subsequent engagement equal. They are not the same kind of work, with the same
status and characteristics; nor with the same resuits. After all, ‘setting out the ground’
is very different in all kinds of ways to ‘making selections’ from that ground and
interpreting aspects of it. The rhetor and the interpreter both perform semiotic work;
but it is different work with different effects, ‘Setting out the ground’, whether in
content, in mode, in structures, in genres, is different to making sefections, framing,
transforming/transducting and shaping these into an inner sign-complex.

‘Reading’ and the reader’s design of meaning

This model of communication rebalances power and attention, with equal emphasis
on the interpreter of a message-prompt and the initial maker of the message, the
rhetor. That is the case in all forms of communication, whether in the operating
theatre; in the ‘reading’ of a quite traditional text; in the engagement with a website;
in visiting an exhibition; or in other environments. To show this, I will discuss two
further examples: one, Colour plate 2, is a website — the homepage of Children’s BBC;
the other, Figures 3.2a and 3.2b, comes from a ‘visitor study’ in a museum (Selander,
2008; Insulander, 2008; Diamontopoulou and Kress, forthcoming).

Reading is communication. In many approaches — especially in pedagogic environ-
ments — ‘reading’ has been thought of quite analogously to the Saussurean model,
Figure 3.1, and maybe even more so to the S —» M — R schema. ‘0lder’ pages of
writing embodied notions of authority and authorship quite compatible with those
models: the author assembled and organized knowledge on behalf of readers and
displayed that as a {weli-ordered) text on pages of print. Readers engaged with that
text-as-knowledge in the order set out by the author: an order of lines; of words on
lines; of arrangements of words as syntactic elements; of genres; of texts-as-genres;
of pages; of chapters. That had been the embodiment of a unidirectional, hierarchical,
dyadic relationship in which power rested with the author.
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Contemporary pages, whether of information books such as those proc
for instance, by Dorling & Kindersley or of websites such as the Children’s
homepage, Colour plate 2, are designed on the basis of a quite different social re
of author, reader and meaning-making. Above ali, the text/page is shaped gene:
with the assumption that engagement takes place on terms of the (child) re
interest: an assumption based on a very different social relation to that «
‘traditional’ text and its genres.

Unlike the traditional page, designed with a given arder/arrangement for the re
engagement, this site— a *homepage’, which has ‘visitars’ rather than readers — is
an ordering by the readers’ interests through their (ordering-as-)design. The re
interests determine how they engage with this page. In doing so they design not so
a coherence for this site/page’ as an ordering which represents their interes
sequence in which the elements are ‘read’ and ordered by them accords to choices
reflect their interests, In effect, the readers’ interests, reflected in the manner o
engagement, provides for them the design for this page: readers redesign the
(see Kress, 2003). This notion of *reading’ accords with the theory of communi
outlined: material is presented; and readers/viewers shape their ordering o
material. Formerly, an author, as the initial maker of the text/ message, had pr«
that ordering; now that is work shaped by the reader’s interest.

Clearly, this (home)page is designed. In its design it embodies and assum
necessity of the reader’s semiotic work. To an older reader the page may well g
impression of incoherence; for its intended reader it provides what this reader ex
to do (at least some of} their own semiotic wark of design. With this site the qu
of modes is unavoidable. At a first lock it is not at all evident that writing and le:
conveyed content do provide the main path of engagement for the reader/visit
whether image does; or colour; nor whether placement of the main semiotic ele
- for instance, in terms of a left-right and top~bottom order of the traditiona
determines an order of engagement/reading for the reader/visitor. In the page
is encountered on the internet, the cartoon characters along the band at the top
page mave. Movement as mode provides a further point of choice; again ther
be generational factors at work in shaping preferences for engagement. It i
important to observe that a formerly profound divide between the ‘programme |
and the programme itself has become blurred. Whereas differences of gem
usually been done within one mode, by a specific selection and ordering of se
entities — syntactic, lexical and textual - here the generic differentiation is di
means of modes: the mode of moving image makes the programme listing itse
performance. In some ways this is akin to a crossing of the boundaries of :
semiotic *domains’: ‘work’ versus ‘pleasure’, for instance. But the generic diff
marked modally is mare profound.

In considering the homepage, the question of ‘reading’ and generation becc
central one. If it is the case that members of a ‘younger’ generation (quite Jik
now to be separated by two generations from generations more ‘traditic
oriented) read according to a design of the reader’s interest — even though
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‘ground’ of someone else’s message - it is highly unlikely that they will not carry this
habitus into their engagement with any semiotic domain or entity in their world. These
divergent practices and expectations about reading by readers of ane generation
{teachers) — and another (students) is, I assume, one of the major problems about
‘reading’ in schools. it might be objected that reading for pleasure is one thing and
that reading/engagement which takes place in institutional sites — of work, of
profession, of school — is another. For ane thing, the issue of power is overtly and
insistently present in institutional sites. Some readers will respond in alignment with
power and others not; with generation playing a major role. Once developed, a habitus
of reading is likely to be applied in all instances of communication, though the
contingent factors of particular environments and the specific characteristics of
readers will, as always, play their role.

My last example here — Figures 3.2a and 3.2b — comes from a research-project on
visitor studies in museums (funded by the Swedish National Science Foundation). It
was conducted in Stockholm and in London (at the Museum of National Antiquities
in Stockholm; and at the Museum of London, in London). In Stockholm the object of
the research was an exhibition on Swedish prehistory; in London two exhibitions were
included = *Londaon before London® and *Roman London’. The research project aimed
to give insight into how visitors make meanings for themselves of these exhibitions;
and, to a lesser extent, what sense they did make. Unlike schools, museums tend not
to exercise power over their visitors in theit engagement with an exhibition; even
though they might wish to be able to so. That makes conditions of learning different
in important ways.

In both Stockholm and London, visitors were invited fo participate as ‘couples’: as
grandparent and grandchild; as friends; as married couples; and so on. Those who
accepted the invitation were given a camera to take photos of objects or displays which
took their interest. They were videoed as they made their way through the exhibition.
At the conclusion of their visit they were asked to ‘draw a map’ representing their
sense of the exhibition; they were also interviewed briefly. Each of these four ‘takes’
was seen as a means of obtaining material that could serve as data to gain insight into
forms of engagement and serve as evidence of ‘learning’. Two maps, from the London
data, each drawn by a member of each pair, Figure 3.2a and Figure 3.2b, are shown
below.

An exhibition is designed; its designer(s) have specific aims: to show objects,
images, reconstructions; to tell stories of the prehistory of a nation, and, in that, to
achieve social, cultural and maybe political purposes. While these aims tend not to be
overtly stated, in interviews with curators or the curatorial teams it was clear
that these exhibitions were the result of much discussion, framed by policies of the
museum.,

Communicationally and semiotically speaking, an exhibition is a complex sign,
designed to function as a message. It is meant as a prompt for the visitors’ engage-
ment. Pedagogically speaking, an exhibition presents a curriculum for the visitor/
learner. In that context, the maps shown here are indications of the visitor’s interest
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which shaped their attention; which in turn framed particular a
{design-)message. Semiotically and communicationally speakii
response to this prompt. Pedagogically speaking, the maps are si
The *‘maps’ are of interest from any perspective. They do not,
full account either of what the exhibition offers, nor of all of tt
either of the map-makers — one an 18-year-old woman, one an
their visit. The photographs they took offered other material
tracking video and the final interviews. Nevertheless the maps
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: Figure 3.2a
- Map of a museum
<t exhibition *Londan
' before London’:
‘the prehistoric
camp’

e

: Figure 3.2b
Map of a museum
exhibition *London
before London’:
‘Heathrow’

:d particular aspects of the overall
jionally speaking, the maps are a
he maps are signs of learning.

. They do not, of course, provide a
nor of all of the meaning made by
oman, one an 11-year-old boy — in
ther material for data, as did the
|less the maps provide ane lens on
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their engagement and transformation/transduction of aspects of the exhibition in each
case. They show a clear difference in interest; a consequent difference in attention and
framing: and distinctly different interpretations of the same large overall message. The
one exhibition was turned into distinctly different prompts by the interests of each of
the two map-makers.

Most immediately they show a starkly different sense of what a ‘map’ is, what it
might mean, what it does or can be, based on different resources brought; in this case
conceptions of what might count as a map, and of what is to be mapped. In neither
case is the notion of the map a conventional spatial ane; the exhibition had been
arranged as a large ‘room’ with relatively indistinct sections. Some questions posed,
by these map-makers, seemingly were: ‘What was the central topic to engage my
attention?’, *What objects did I find most interesting?’. The maps are a record of
features of the exhibition, not of the layout of the exhibition; a record of the objects
and tableaux that seemed most salient and interesting. In the case of Figure 3.2b,
the notion of map is ‘conceptual’/affective: one question posed, seemingly, was: *
What, for me, was (the most) significant object/entity of this exhibition, along with
some others and how shall 1 arrange them spatially to give a sense of their relative
significance?’. For the first map-maker, that which incited her attention was
portrayed along with some of the entities which prompted that; for the second map-
maker, the map was set out as a visual display, a spatially ordered arrangement, in
which the most significant object has the most salient position.

From the same display/message the two visitors had each fashioned thefr own
prompt, design and a distinct interpretation. A number of questions jostle for attention
here. *Whose interest has been dominant: the curator’s or the visitor’s?’, ‘Has the
curator succeeded more in one case and less so in the other?’, *What interest and what
resources of the visitors are evident in these maps?’, *Has one of the two visitor
couples failed in their ‘reading’/engagement, or have both?’. These are questions
crucial and urgent for a curator; they provide one motivation for engaging in ‘visitor
studies’. ‘Failure’ or ‘success’ are probably not concepts the curator uses in relation
to the visitors; though ‘effective communication’ might be. They are central and
general questions within this theory of communication, irrespective of the site:
whether in a museum; a school; a site for public information; a site of professional
practice such as surgery; or in an ordinary conversation.

What conclusions can be drawn from these examples for this theory of communi-
cation? Taking the two maps as an instance, one response would be to say that
responses — meanings made from the exhibition — are unpredictable, ‘individualistic’,
‘subjective’, anarchic even. Or we might say that the most significant criterion is the
visitor’s interest. Both are unsatisfactory accounts: the first amounts to an admission
that there is no theory that can account for differences in engagement and reading.
The second ignores the role of the maker of the initial sign-complex/message in
shaping the message/prompt. That, after all, has ‘set the ground’ from which the
seemingly ‘anarchic’ or ‘subjective’ responses are produced, a fact which is demon-
strable: both maps make reference to elements of the exhibition, such as the model
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airplane at a neolithic camp. While the response to this complex mes
may not be predictable, it is not anarchic. If we stay with the persp
interpreter/recipient, there seems to be a sequence where the recipient’s

interest shapes

attention, which produces

engagement leading to

sefection of elements from the message, leading to a
framing of these elements, which leads to their
transformation and transduction, which produces a
new (‘inner’) sign.

The interpreter’s interest produces attention; attention shapes the
engagement; this leads to sefections being made; the selections are fra
the subsequent transformation and transductions of the elements in the
that, the (‘inwardly made’) sign is produced. The sequence reshapes (as
initial message, the ‘ground’, into a prompt. Interest is the motive force;
for attention to the ‘ground’ constituied by the exhibition, for engagem
‘ground’; it shapes selection, transformation and transduction; and inte
evident in the new sign, the map. The maps are subjective in the sense o
on the maker’s interest; yet in exhibiting the principles of the makers’
clear relation to the ground/prompt, the maps are principled. They are r

This theory diminishes neither the significance of the semiotic work
of the initial message, the rhetor, nor that of the interpreter: the work ¢
fashions the *ground’ on which interpretation takes place is one essenti
the two-part structure of the process of communication. For the analyst.
everyday communication, some aspects of the design of the initial mes:
understood in order to engage in and make sense of the subsequent sem
interpretation. The semiotic work of transformation and transduction wt
interpretation is the site of the production of ‘the new’. It is work wi
semiotic entities which are always new, innovative, creative; not because
of the participants in the interaction but because of the very characteri
these interactions, in which one conception of the world — the ‘ground’ e
interest of one participant — is met by the different interest of the interlc
working out of that difference, with power and affect playing their part,
new conception is arrived at. Earlier, I called that ‘an accommadatia
both its provisionatity and its emergence out of different interests, powe

Practically, the curator has to ask what consequences follow from th
of communication for her or him or for the museum in strategies of desi
specific questions: *What path had the curator constructed for the visitor:
how was that path followed or not followed?’. The curator might »
understand the principles underlying the differences in the path taken:
as in interpretation. The concept of interest provides the overarching
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happened, one of the map-makers was an 18-year-old student from Germany on a self-
organized ‘study-trip’; her interest is expressed in the detail of attention to the objects
in her map; the other map-maker was an 11-year-old bay, a highly reluctant visitor,
But in different ways — each time precisely and specifically — that is the case with each
one of the maps.

Provisionality in communication: rhetoric and design, newly
configured

An exhibition, like any semiotic entity — a website, the operating theatre, a book, a
child’s drawing - is the result of design. Design is shaped by the prior analysis provided
by the rhetor through questions such as: ‘What is the environment of communication?”,
‘What relations of power are at issue?’, *Who are the participants in communica-
tion?’, ‘What are their criterial characteristics?’, ‘What is the phenomenon to be
communicated?’, ‘What resources are available to make the message?’. All raise the
issue of choice: choices reflecting interest — as policies of the museum as an institution,
for instance — and of the mediation of institutional policy through the interests of
the curators; as well as choices assumed — by the designers/curators — to reflect the
interests of the audience. Rhetoric — as the politics of communication — encompasses
all aspects from the initial conception of the exhibition in the environment of the
museurn’s policies, to the overall design/shaping’ of the exhibition: in the salience
given to particular themes and areas; to the selection of objects; to the modes chosen
for representing specific contents; in layout; in lighting.

In all these, the rhetor and designer factor in — in different ways, with different
conceptions of purpose, power and affect — the likely responses of an imagined
audience. ‘Are three-dimensional objects more salient, more “attractive”, more
noticeable than written captions or than longer written accounts/explanations?’, *Are
painted scenes more engaging than three dimensional tableaux?’, *‘What effect does
lighting have in creating mood and affect?’, ‘is the distance at which visitors are able
to engage with objects — for instance, whether they are permitted to touch an object,
whether they are separated by a glass panel or a rail — a significant matter?’. The
question of affect has to be addressed in all aspects of the exhibition: affect modulates
the engagement of visitors.

in the map of Figure 3.2a, the two-dimensional diorama is represented in the mode
of (two-dimensional) image; though elements are drawn in to the ‘map’ from other
parts of the exhibition, The change, among other things, is from the genre of diorama
to that of *map’. The big skulf at the top left of the map is located at the very beginning
of the exhibition. Selection by the map-maker has changed a large room with many
objects into an image where few objects are drawn into an entirely new coherent
display. The maps, in other words, are representations shaped by principles of selec-
tion; by transformation — changes in ordering and configurations of elements within
one mode; and by transduction — the change from meaning expressed in one mode to
meaning expressed in another mode.
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Curators might see themselves first and foremaost as comrr
response to these maps might be shaped by a wish for better, n
munication. Just like the operating theatre, the museum is more
a site which is doubly framed, as a site of education and as a s
Governments see museums as environments for social education. |
a site of entertainment or of learning — curators are bound
characteristics of their audience which have an effect on both.

In the present unstable social and communicational environn
rhetoric best serves as a basis for establishing the characteristit
as interaction. From a rheterical perspective, each occasion of
has to be treated — potentially at least — as unknown. Each time
the conditions of communication: ‘What are my purposes?’,
communicate?’, *What are the characteristics of my audience?’
resources to do this, given the characteristics of my audience?
power obtain between myself and my audience?’, *What resource
are available?’, *How are these resources best arranged to rep
communicated?’ and the larger framing question: *Am [ attem
entertain, or both?’. These are essential questions for the rhetor,
at all times. In the past, convention had provided ‘routines’ whicl
now they are starkly present and need to be addressed, newly ear

Rhetoric needs now to be seen in the two-phase structure of con
which it cannot deal with contemporary social givens. Commu
reciprocal work. The sign-complex which is sketched by the rhe
preceding analysis is elaborated in detail by the designer and is
form by a producer. The sign-complex is presented to the audi
message. Ideally, members of the audience shape the message a
transforms that prompt into the new inner sign in the light of inte
{and wider social, cultural, aesthetic and ethical} resources w
an interaction. The rhetor has achieved nothing if members of
attend to and engage with and interpret the message meant as
Communication rests on both phases; the initial work of the rhetc
engagement and interpretative work of the audience, seen as in
part of the process engagement is to use a relatively ‘neutral’
a state which assumes neither ‘understanding’ nor ‘acceptance
intended by the rhetor. It does assume the attention to the rhet
attention and engagement lead to sefection and the reframing of w
as a prompt, there has been interpretation and communication.

The role of rhetor is complemented by the role of the interprete
both the rhetor and by the interpreter. One sign-complex pro
message. The other sign-complex is the result of attention, engage
that message, framing these according to the interpreter’s interes
transduction and transformation reshaped as a new, inwardly f
That suggests two possibilities of naming: to use the label rhetor



unicators and their
ore ‘effective’ com-
and more becoming
te of entertainment.
n both framings - as
to be interested in

ent, the category of
s of communication
communication now
, the rhetor assesses
What do 1 wish to
‘What are the best
. *“What relations of
i for communication
-esent what is to be
ating to educate, to
in any environment,
obviated questions;
h time,
munication, without
lication is joint and
or on the basis of a
then given material
nce as a (complex)
a prompt and each
‘est and the semiotic
1ich each brings to
-he audience do not
a prompt for them.
- and the subsequent
erpreters. To call a
aming; it describes
of the message as
w's message. When
at has been selected

+, Signs are made by
ides the ground, as
nent, selection, from
as a prompt; and in
:used sign-complex,
far the role of sign-

Communication: shaping the domain of meaning

maker, whether of the initial maker of the sign-message or the interpreter of the
prompt. Or we might use the label rhetor for the maker of the message that initiates
a sequence and becomes the ground for the interpretation; and use the label interpreter
for the sign-maker who interprets the prompt. That brings a distinction between
‘setting the ground’ and ‘shaping and interpreting the prompt’, both seen as the
mabking of signs. I adopt that naming — rhetor and interpreter — to mark the distinction
between setting the ground and interpreting the prompt. Each of the two has a distinct
social function and effect. How each of them is carried out is a separate matter.
It moves away, decisively, from a conception of successful communication measured
in terms of the ‘closeness’ of the interpreter’s sign to the sign of the rhetor.

The social is present twice in this framework: through the interest of the rhetor,
who acts with a strong sense of the social characteristics of the audience and their
relation to the rhetor; and through the social location and interests of interpreters.
From the distinct vantage points of their social histories and present social positions,
both bring their sense of the demands of the immediate social environment, of
representational and communicational requirements of the phenomenon - the event
or ohject — to be communicated and interpreted. Each brings their cultural/semiotic
resources and values,

This conception of communication gives appropriate recognition to the semiotic
work of curator and visitor; to teacher and student; to writer and reader; to the person
who uploads a video to a social site and to those who respond to that video. [t provides
a shared frame of rhetorical and communicational work, modified according to the
specificities of the social environment and of the technologies in use.

In conditions of political and social stability there is little need to give much or any
attention to rhetoric; it drops out of theoretical and practical view. It is replaced by
‘rules’, ‘conventions’, *how things are done and how things have always been done’, in
theory and in practice alike. Socially and communicationally, things run smoothly,
in well-defined grooves; little reflection or effort is needed for what appear as
unremarkable instances of interaction. Rhetorical consideratiens do still organize all
of communication, all semiotic interaction, at all times, even in times of stability and
the dominance of convention. The smooth grooves of convention obscure, obviate or
lessen rhetorical effort: the semiotic work of rhetoric becomes invisible. As an issue it
fades from view.

If we regard rhetoric as the politics of communication and regard politics as the
attempt to shape and regulate social relations by means of power, it becomes clear
why that should be so. In periods of stability the relations of power are known,
predictable, naturalized — and so the frames of communication are stable, predictable,
unchallenged. Usually there is little contestation of power in a social domain; the
resources of representation and communication are aligned in relatively stable and
predictable arrangements to ensure that this is so. Sacial relations appear, semioti-
cally, in clear generic forms; these regulate and realize forms of interaction. Authority
relations are clear; the ‘appropriate’ modes of representation as much as the
‘appropriate’ means of dissemination in each circumstance — the media — are well
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understood and not contested. There are canonical forms for i
for dealing with ‘*knowledge’ — discourses; for representing the
world — modes; for distributing texts-as-messages — media: book
television. Unknown and unpredictable instances of social i
The new is neither sought nor particularly valued. This is & my
conditions of stability. It is, however, an effective myth.

In conditions of political and social instability, things are any
or known; the grooves of convention have been worn away or e
any case new so that there are no grooves. Relations of power are
maybe: they are contingent and unpredictable, subject to const
chailenge. Things are provisional, For every occasion of comm
action, social relations need to be newly assessed; the resources o
to be freshiy considered in their utility for this instance.

An apt metaphor might be that of a ‘road’ across a sand
wandering, diverging tracks, each forcing the anxious questio
track?’, ‘Shall we take this one or that?’, *What evidence do we
Each occasion of communication requires close assessment of th
of communication: *What are the rhetor’s purposes in this spe
ment?’, *What are the criterial characteristics of the audience?
power ohtain between rhetor and audience?’, ‘What is to be con
representational resources are available?’, *What is their usefuli
what I need to represent?’, *What is their usefulness for fashionin
to produce for this audience?’.

Environments of communication: a historical view

Communication, being social and semiatic, has a sacial and se
assume that semiotic changes ‘track’ social changes, we can .
relations of social arrangements and practices and semiotic arrz
We can do that in relation to any one semiotic feature or bu
ask about the relation between semiotic forms and the social ¢
mirrored in the forms and their uses. The changing uses and fi
modes should be revealing of social changes,

In the domain of education, looking at ‘teaching materials’ -
recently, looking at screen-based materials — over the last sixty ¢
easy to see deep changes in social/pedagogic practice and in s
maore so than, at least superficially, in content. Over the last thr
been a distinct move away — differently in different school subje:
nance of writing as the main or at times sole carrier of mean
reliance on image, This is evident in the changing functions of '
terms of quantity.

Quantifying the occurrence of modes is not straightforward;
attempt to count images Iin textbooks. Perhaps the outcome i
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research project (‘Gains and Losses: Changes in Representation, Knowledge and
Pedagogy in Learning Resources’ {2007-2009)) describing semiotic changes in
textbooks in English, Mathematics and Science over a period of about seventy years
from the mid-1930s to 2005, the number of images in textbooks for English had
increased from virtually no images at all in the1930s (average: 0.03 images per
page) to two in every four pages in the 1980s (0.54 images per page), to three in every
four pages in the very early 2000s (0.74 images per page). Compared to subjects like
Science and Mathematics, the number for English is low, though for a subject
astensibly founded on and *about’ language, the change is surprising. It does represent
by far the biggest increase proportionately among the three subjects: between 1930
and 2005, the average number of images in Science went up from 0.64 to 3.37 per
page, and in Mathematics from 2.95 to 8.71 per page.

The shift in the relation of writing and image is equally marked and perhaps
more significant in terms of the uses of mades for distinct and differing functions.
This had happened independently of the digital technologies, which were barely
emergent in the late 1970s, while the change began, noticeably, in the 1970s and
carried on strongly into the 1980s: a clear indication that social forces were at work
rather than that the effects were mainly produced by the digital technologies. The
changes in representational practices happened within the traditional medium of the
book, with its affordances and its forms of production, then still fully in the dominant
position that it had traditionally held for the preceding three or so centuries, in the
West.

Images are {as yet, relatively) difficult to describe and analyze since, unlike writing,
they are rarely composed of clearly discrete constituent entities, as words are. Existing
theories do not readily show how to describe or analyse visually represented entities.
In a textbook it may not be clear at all whether a visual representation counts as one
semiotic entity or as twe. In Figure 3.4, for instance, are we dealing with one semiotic
entity called ‘the body and its digestive system’ or with a series of entities: lungs,
oesophagus, small intestine, etc.?

Nevertheless, there is a strong difference between the form of image of the 1935
book and that of 2002. There is an equally clear difference in the relation of written
elements and image elements in the {wo cases. In 1935 the image was schematic and
abstracted in relation to one conception of curricular need; the detail of the 1935
image has the function of providing an illustration/location for the curricular entities
mentioned in the written part of the overall text. ‘Curricular need’ is the case also
for the look of the image in the book of 2002, though now the ‘curricular need’ has
changed. In 1935, writing was the dominant mode, carrying all the information
thought to be essential or central to the curriculum; image had the function of
‘llustrating’. In 2002, writing is one of two modes with seeming equal semiotic status:
image no longer has the function of ‘illustrating’. Image shows those curricular
materials which are best — most aptly — represented in image. Writing deals with
digestion as well, though not the physiclogy of digestion as before, but the bio-
chemistry of digestion.
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Multimodality
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Figure 3.4 2002 Science: digestion

Refashioning social and semiotic domains: rhetoric
and design

Representation and communication are distinct social practices. Representation
focuses on my interest in my engagement with the world and on my wish to give
material realization to my meanings about that world. Communication focuses on my
wish or need to make that representation available to others, in my interaction with
them. The dual frame of rhetoric and design permits both: rhetoric as the politics
of communication and design as the translation of rhetorical intent into semiotic
implementation. Rhetoric is oriented to the social and political dimensions of
communication; design is oriented to the semiotic.

The rhetor has a political purpose: to bring about an alignment between her or his
message, with its ideological position and the position of the audience with their
ideological position. The designer has a semiotic purpose: to shape the message, using
the available representational resources, for the best possible alignment between
the purposes of the rhetor and the semiotic resources of the audience: mediating the
features of what is to be communicated with the resources and characteristics of
the audience.

Rhetor and designer share similar interests, while their tasks differ. The rhetor
assesses the social environment for communication as a whole. She or he needs to
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