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Introduction 

 

Communication has changed significantly in contemporary society. The digital 

revolution, initiated in the late 1950s, has reached society at large through the 

popularization of Internet access and development of the Web 2.0 (Schoenherr, 

2004). This has enabled the emergence of internet services with user-generated 

content and thus the creation of a participatory culture, affecting the process of 

communication in terms of production, distribution, circulation and 

consumption of messages (Hall, 2006; Kress, 2010). The digital revolution has 

transformed the technical infrastructure, one of the aspects of the process of 

production, as pointed out by Stuart Hall (2006). On YouTube alone, 300 hours 

of videos are uploaded per minute, while Instagram has 95 million photos 

uploaded each day as of January 20192. Such volume becomes more relevant if 

one takes into consideration that YouTube has 1.5 billion users whereas 

Instagram has about 800 million monthly active users. Undoubtedly the 

processes of message distribution and circulation have been radically affected by 

digital communication.  

 

The multimodal artefacts that circulate in social media, whether videos or 

photos, contain messages that operate at the mimetic plane, that is, they refer to 

something that exists in reality. They are representations of the ‘real’, although 

they carry semiotic features of the thing represented. As such, whether messages 

are realized through language or any other semiotic system, they are a 

representation of this reality. They are subjected to frameworks of knowledge 

(Hall, 2006) that operate in the process of both encoding and decoding of 

messages. These platforms are primarily used to share personal information but, 

considering the large volume of users, they have become an important space for 

public discourse as well.  

 

 

Definitions 
                                                           
1
 The project was proposed by Francisco O. D. Veloso. 

2
 Source: Brandwatch. Information available at https://www.brandwatch.com/blog/amazing-social-

media-statistics-and-facts/. Data retrieved on 28 March 2019.  
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By public discourse is meant the discourse of institutions that circulates in 

the media as well as through their own communication channels. It is opposed to 

private discourses – following Aristotle’s exclusion of private communication 

from his study of rhetoric, defined as communication from one to many in the 

public arena. 

 

As such, institutional discourse requires a satellite approach, as it has been 

established that language can no longer be regarded as the main meaning-

making resource, or at least not the sole focus, when studying discourse. As 

Kress (2010, Kindle loc 687 of 6470) notes, “[l]anguage isn’t a big enough 

receptacle for all the semiotic stuff we felt sure we could pour into it”. Therefore 

a satellite approach considers the use of language but also other semiotic 

resources available in the process of semiosis of specific texts as realization of 

discourse. Professional communication, whether in the context of branding 

(Nervino, 2018) or political campaign discourse (Veloso, 2016). are excellent 

examples of multiple-meaning-making resources being put into play. In short, an 

understanding of contemporary public discourse requires a multimodal context-

based approach. And a context-based approach to the study of discourse clearly 

requires the investigation of authentic texts produced within specific historical 

contexts of production and consumption.   

 

In this sense, we opt for a social semiotic approach – one that allows the 

researcher to examine texts as “a structure of messages or message traces which 

has a socially ascribed unity” (Hodge and Kress, 1988, p. 6) –  as part of 

logonomic systems and different orders of discourse. Logonomic systems are 

essentially sets of messages that are produced within ideological complexes 

(Hodge and Kress, 1988, pp. 2-5), that is, within what Fairclough (2015) calls 

particular orders of discourse which are in turn related to institutional 

discourses. Public discourse must be seen as being enabled but at the same time 

constrained by the logonomic systems and orders of discourse in force, 

determining 1) ‘what’ messages are institutionally allowed – which is established 

in opposition to which are not;  2) ‘how’ a message is to be realized and framed, 

and 3) ‘who’ the participants involved can be. 

 

 

Research questions 

 

This project aims, therefore, to address issues of representation in public 

discourse in contemporary society, in order to identify: 

 

1. at the content plane: what are the issues and arguments brought into the 

process of persuasion? 

2. at the expression plane: what are the semiotic modes used to instantiate 

issues and arguments in the process of persuasion? 

 

These two broad questions offer the possibility of investigating specific 

communicative events and texts in a multimodal perspective, examining how 
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meaning is realized through different media and their available semiotic 

resources.  

 

The project aims to contribute to the study of multimodal discourse within but 

also beyond the already established areas of context-based discourse and corpus 

analysis within CeSLiC as an area of research. Consequently, it creates the 

possibility of developing this growing and vital area of knowledge in research, 

but is also open to applications, e.g. in teaching, within LILEC. This could take the 

form of introducing the topic in existing courses and supporting the 

development of new courses addressing more particularly the phenomena of 

multimodal communication in public discourse and in the media, professional 

communication, and e.g. the registers of marketing, business, healthcare, and so 

on.  

 

This project also aims to contribute to the development of methodological 

approaches to the study of multimodal texts. Data collection allows the 

organization of archives of texts and the organization of multimodal corpora and 

annotation schemes that will require the decomposability of semiotic modes 

(Bateman, 2011), that is, the identification of the units of analysis,  and will also 

support the content analysis of multimodal texts based on empirical data 

(Bateman et al., 2017; Veloso, 2014). 

 

 

References 

 
Bateman, John. A. (2011). The decomposability of semiotic modes. In Kay L. 

O'Halloran & Bradley A. Smith (Eds.), Multimodal Studies: Multiple Approaches and 

Domains. London: Routledge, pp. 17-38. 

 

Bateman, John, Wildfeuer, Janina, Hiippala, Tuomo. (2017). Multimodality - 

Foundations, research and analysis: A problem-oriented introduction. Berlin and 

Boston: De Gruyter Mouton. 

 

Fairclough, Norman. (2015). Language and power. New York: Routledge. 

 

Hall, Stuart. (2006). Encoding/decoding. In: Meenakshi Gigi Durham & Douglas 

Kellner (eds). Media and cultural studies: Keyworks. Malden, USA: Blackwell 

Publishing, pp. 163-173. 

 

Hodge, Robert, Kress, Gunther. (1988). Social semiotics. Cambridge, UK and 

Malden, USA: Polity Press.  

 

Kress, Gunther. (2010). Multimodality: A social semiotic approach to contemporary 

communication [Kindle iPad version]. London and New York: Routledge.  

 

Nervino, Esterina. (2018). Social Media is the New Black: A Social Semiotic Analysis 

of Luxury Branding Discourse. Unpublished PhD thesis. Department of English, The 

Hong Kong Polytechnic University. 

 



4 

 

Veloso, Francisco O. D. (2014). Pesquisa em multimodalidade: Por uma abordagem 

sociossemiótica. [Research in multimodality: For a social-semiotic approach] IN: 

Adair Vieira Gonçalves & Wagner Rodrigues Silva. Visibilizar a Linguística 

Aplicada: Abordagens teóricas e metodológicas. Campinas, SP: Pontes, pp. 155-180. 

 

Veloso, Francisco O. D. (2016). The electoral photograph reloaded: A social semiotic 

approach. Letras, Santa Maria, v. 26, n. 52, Jan./June 2016, pp.73-87.  

 

Schoenherr, Steven E. (5 May 2004). "The Digital Revolution". Archived from the 

original (http://history.sandiego.edu/gen/recording/digital.html) on 7 October 2008. 

 

 
 

 

 

 


