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The Goals

• Approaching the ‘blackbox’ of narrative

– from a linguistic perspective

– but with a linguistic perspective particularly 
concerned with a transmedial/cross-modal 
account of meaning-making

• Finding a definition of narrative that is 
sustainable across semiotic modalities…
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Some issues

• Much of the linguistic input to narratology came in the 
1960s and the views of language and the language system 
available now have little resemblance to that.

Does this add anything?

• Particularly important for transmedial narration, because 
not much of that originating linguistic material carries 
across semiotic modalities!
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Method

• A rational reconstruction of narrative

– A rational reconstruction of language
as a dynamic social semiotic system

– A consideration of genres within that system

– Narrative as a genre

– A consideration of what happens in different modes

Creeping up on issues such as focalisation, 
narration, etc. from behind
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Requirements

• Need theories of language such that:

– language is treated essentially in context

– language is treated essentially as text-making

Hallidayan:
Socio-Semiotic 
Systemic-Functional Linguistics (SFL)
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Basic Divisions of Language within SFL

• linguistic stratification: strata

• diversification of meaning: metafunctions

DATA

Linguistic method
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Linguistic Strata

forms
(phonology/lexicogrammar/

graphology)

discourse

semantics

genre

ideology
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Types of Meaning

Textual 
Meaning

Experiential 
Meaning

Interpersonal 
Meaning

Ideational 
Meaning

...

sentence

ideational

interpersonal

textual

Metafunctions
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Karl Bühler (1934) 
Sprachtheorie The ‘Organon Model’

p28

Bühler (1918) 
“Dreifach ist die 
Leistung der
menschlichen
Sprache, Kundgabe, 
Auslösung und 
Darstellung”
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Types of Meaning

Textual 
Meaning

Experiential 
Meaning

Interpersonal 
Meaning

Ideational 
Meaning

...

sentence textual

Metafunctions
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At all seatsAt all seats you can listen to 
3 ICE Programmes (classical, 
pop, fairy tales) over the 
headphones.

Screens to watch the ICE Screens to watch the ICE 
video programmevideo programme you will find 
in the backrests of the seats 
in the first class coaches.
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Textual Variation

• Fred went to the sea because he wanted to swim

• Because he wanted to swim, Fred went to the 
sea.
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Types of Meaning

Textual 
Meaning

Experiential 
Meaning

Interpersonal 
Meaning

Ideational 
Meaning

...

sentence
interpersonal

Metafunctions
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Speaker 1 And then at that time did you give him the 
gun?

Speaker 2 It was probably about that time.
Speaker 1 Did you have at that time some talk about the 

incident?
Speaker 2 I did.
Speaker 1 And at that time, was the man R still in the 

back room?
Speaker 2 Yes, I think he was.
Speaker 1 Perhaps I should ask you as a matter of 

finality, were you in the lounge room when 
Mr. R was escorted through the house?

Speaker 2 No sir, I don't think so, no.
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Types of Meaning

Textual 
Meaning

Experiential 
Meaning

Interpersonal 
Meaning

Ideational 
Meaning

...

sentence

experiential

Metafunctions
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A clause analysis

The lion  chased the tourist lazily through the bush

process

participants circumstances
• how
• where
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Telecom employees

are likely to strike 

within a week

who?
what?

when?
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Telecom employees

are likely to strike 

within a week

who?
what?

when?
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Telecom employees

are likely to strike 

within a week

Participants Process

Circumstances
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Metafunctions

sentence

ideational

interpersonal

textual
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Consequences

• Any clause commits to a combination of 
semantic configurations drawn from these three 
meaning-making resources
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Consequences

• There is an activity of ‘chasing’

• There are two entities involved: one classified as 
‘lion’, the other as ‘tourist’

• There is a temporal relationship of precedence to 
some textual speaking time.

• Etc.
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Semantic Configurations

• This area of meaning has been mapped out in 
considerable detail
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Motivation for the map: 
grammatical reactances

Whorf... Halliday ...

• “We consider not only overt categories but covert ones. ... 
[Whorf] made the distinction between overt categories or 
phenotypes and covert categories or cryptotypes.”

Traditional grammar

• “In traditional grammar, only certain grammatical categories 
were taken into consideration; these categories were (i) 
overt and (ii) word-based.”

Halliday & Matthiessen (1999)
Construing experience through meaning
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‘Reactances’
Whorf... Halliday ...

[material] [mental]
unmarked present He’s playing He thinks so
directionality She built it She likes it / It

pleases her
phenomenality He ate it. He thinks he’ll

eat it
consciousness It struck the

shore
It finally struck
him that...

pro-verb What’d he do
with it?

no pro-verb
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Semantic Configurations

• This area of meaning has been mapped out in 
considerable detail

– One area:

• projection
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Types of activities
Projecting
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Indefinite Recursion

X says

that Y believes

that Z sees

that A hopes

that …
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Semantic Commitments

clause
semantic

configuration

self-enunciation

Contextual
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what’s 
going on

how is 
language 

being 
transmitted

what’s 
going on

what’s the 
relationship 
between the 

speakers
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Semantic Configurations

• This area of meaning has been mapped out in 
considerable detail
– Activities of particular classes, entities of particular 

classes, qualities, evaluations, etc.

– Temporal relations

– Functional ‘slots’ for speakers, hearers, etc.: deixis, 
personal pronouns, etc.

– Sayings, tellings, showing, believings
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Moving on to interpretation…

From semantics …

… to discourse
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Discourse Interpretation

van Leeuwen & Kress

development of modes

lexical

grammatical – semantic

discoursal
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Discourse Interpretation: across all genres

development of modes

lexical

grammatical
semantic

discoursal

use of modes
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Linguistic approaches to 
text/discourse meaning

• Nowadays there is a rich array of approaches to 
describing the meaning of texts quite precisely:
– Rhetorical Structure Theory

– Conjunctive Relations

– Generic Structure Potential

– Segmented Discourse Representation Theory
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Linguistic examples of discourse 
interpretation at work

1. Max stood up. John greeted him.
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Discourse interpretation at work

1. Max stood up. John greeted him.

2. Max fell. John pushed him.
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Mechanisms of the Analysis:
Defeasible Deduction Rules

• Defeasible Modus Ponens
– E.g., birds normally fly, Tweety is a bird; so Tweety flies

• The Penguin Principle
– E.g., Penguins are birds, birds normally fly, penguins normally 

don’t fly, Tweety is a penguin; so Tweety doesn’t fly.

• Nixon Diamond
– E.g., rejects:

• Quakers are pacifists, Republicans are not, Nixon is both a Quaker 
and republican

• Therefore Nixon is a pacifist and is not a pacifist
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Mechanisms of the Analysis:
Defeasible Deduction Rules

The Penguin Principle
– E.g., Penguins are birds, birds normally fly, penguins normally 

don’t fly, Tweety is a penguin; so Tweety doesn’t fly.

penguin

normally flybird

normally don’t fly

Tweety i.e., take the most specific case
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Mechanisms of the Analysis:
Defeasible Deduction Rules

Nixon Diamond
• Quakers are pacifists, Republicans are not, Nixon is both a Quaker 

and republican

• Therefore Nixon is a pacifist and is not a pacifist

RepublicanQuaker

normally pacifist

normally not pacifist

Nixon

normally X normally not X

no conclusion: all bets off
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Mechanisms of the Analysis: 
Discourse Relations

• Narration

– If we add b into a discourse interpretation then we 
might deduce that b adds to an unfolding storyline

– If Narration (a, b) then a happens before b

• Explanation 

– If we are adding b into a discourse interpretation and 
b causes a then we might deduce that b is an 
explanation of a
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Discourse interpretation at work

1. b follows a

1. Max stood up. John greeted him
a b

simple past                           simple past

discourse 
interpretation

2 possible rules: narration, explanation

1. assume narration
2. then b follows a
3. no further deduction necessary at this point
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Discourse interpretation at work

2. Max fell. John pushed him.
ba

simple past                           simple past

2 possible rules: narration, explanation

1. assume narration
2. then b follows a
3. but this is in conflict with world knowledge that 

pushing can cause falling, 
i.e., a follows b.

4. most specific wins
5. explanation also satisfiedb causes and explains a

(and comes before a)

discourse 
interpretation
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Discourse structure is functional

• What is the interpretation, as it happens, of 
a stream of discourse?

– expectation generating...

– convention...

– intended...

– method...
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Formal Discourse Semantics 
(Asher, Lascarides)

• Defeasible rules of interpretation can be applied:

– To uncover interpretations dynamically

– To explain how interpretation works so flexibly

– But also, to show how interpretation is 
sensibly constrained.

• Interesting treatment of logogenesis
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Basic Principle

• The discourse relation rules control when and 
how world knowledge is considered in the 
interpretation process

text

fit upcoming 
messages into the 
discourse with 
discourse relations

world knowledge

“dialogue between micro and macro”

objective linguistic 
facts
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Now…

• How much of this potential is available across 
semiotic modes?
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Moving across Semiotic Modes: 
a Starting Point

• “… a specific colour, as signifier, has, first of all, 
of itself, a potential for meaning as a signifier due 
to and in its materiality and interaction with the 
physiology of bodies. 

• Second, it also has meaning potential because of 
its cultural history.”

(Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001, p59)
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What is a semiotic mode?

“. . . the question of whether X is a mode or not is a 
question specific to a particular community. As 
laypersons we may regard visual image to be a 
mode, while a professional photographer will say 
that photography has rules and practices, 
elements and materiality quite different from that 
of painting and that the two are distinct modes.”

(Kress et al. 2000, p43)



Bremen Ontology and Interaction Research Group 50

Semiotic Modes: Material substrates

• A semiotic mode can come into being 
when there is some material substrate 
that is sufficiently ‘controllable’ as to 
admit of purposeful articulations
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Semiotic Code / Resources

axis

material
regularities
of
form

axis

• paradigmatic systems 
of choice

• syntagmatic 
organisation imposing 
structure
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Semiotic Modes: meanings

• Broad distinction between ‘sign’ and ‘symptom’

• Articulation of the material carries patterns that 
are

interpretable
in 

context

• Meaning-making

semiotic code

discourse
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Early 1980s
electric 
typewriter

Example from:
Sue Walker (2001) 
Typography and 
language in everyday 
life. Longman, p82
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Mid 1980s
desktop 
published

Example from:
Sue Walker (2001) 
Typography and 
language in everyday 
life. Longman, p82
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Late 1980s
desktop 
published

Example from:
Sue Walker (2001) 
Typography and 
language in everyday 
life. Longman, p82



Bremen Ontology and Interaction Research Group 56

Units and Meaning

• The basic parts of this document have not 
changed

• Various typographical extensions have come into 
play

• But what does it mean? And how do we know?

– sequence?

– collection?

– alternatives?

without context, 
we don’t know!
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Basic Phenomenon

Much of the meaning assigned to varied semiotic 
organisations are of this kind:

… situated discourse interpretation
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1972

1994
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Rules of filmic organisation

• looking up at a character indicates power

• looking down on a character indicates 
powerlessness

• fade-to-black punctuates scenes

• stick to the 180° rule to avoid confusion
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Looking up at a character indicates power

The Birds
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Looking down on a character indicates 
powerlessness

Wall Street
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Fade-to-black separates scenes

Three Colours: 
Blue
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Fade-to-black separates scenes

Three Colours: 
Blue
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Respect the 180° rule

Eyes Wide Shut
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Respect the 180° rule

Eyes Wide Shut
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What kind of structure is this?

• discoursal not syntactic

• defeasible / abductive (Pierce)

• relationships to linguistic discoursal
structures currently receiving detailed 
study
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Semiotic modes as achievements

van Leeuwen & Kress

development of modes

lexical

grammatical

discoursal
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Semiotic modes as achievements

development of modes

lexical

grammatical

discoursal

use of modes
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Successive syntagmatic development

difference

2 shots

3 shots
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Successive syntagmatic development

4 shots
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Successive syntagmatic development

4 shots
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R : relation?

R : relation?

R : relation?

a
b

a b

(i)

(ii)

(iii)

Successive syntagmatic development
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Filmic Paradigmatic Organisation
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Point-of-View: Projection
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'narrative instance' 
focalisation
possible worlds

linguistic text

'narrative instance' ?
focalisation ?
possible worlds ?

filmic text

A problematic approach
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'narrative instance' 
focalisation
possible worlds

linguistic text

verbal semiotic mode(s) filmic semiotic mode(s)

semiotic mode(s) 
exhibiting textuality

‘narrative instance’ ?
focalisation ?
possible worlds ?

filmic text

A better approach
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Conclusion

• Discourse Relations
– are linguistic facts, but are ontologically distinct in that 

they feed into abductive processes
– they apply across modalities

• Terms such as focalisation, etc. appear to refer to 
similar classes of entities

• We are actually only at the beginning of really being able to 
apply much of narrative concerns across modalities

• Need: significantly more empirical study
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