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Abstract 

While the concept of resemiosis is critical in multimodal analyses, in practice the focus often 
falls on understanding the individual semiotic resources in use and their interaction 
(intersemiosis). This paper uses the framework developed by Martin and White (2005) of 
affect (how do we feel about the images), judgement (how is this influenced by the social 
norms in use) and appreciation (how do we read the image) in order to structure an analysis 
of resemiosis. This forces attention to how judgemental this process is, what type of 
assumptions are made by the observer and how the observer’s interpretation may vary from 
that of the original creator. 

This paper studies a two frame cartoon and considers how we might evaluate this using the 
concepts of affect, judgement and appreciation. In this case, the reader of the cartoon is 
clearly meant to identify positively with the second interaction (both what is being said and 
how). However, it is worthwhile to note that in both frames, the street sweeper is presented 
completely passively – either as an object of pity or to be helped – lacking any agency in their 
own respect. 

By taking full account of the concepts of appreciation and judgement, this allows us to also 
consider if there are other interpretive frameworks. These may lead the observer to read the 
image in a manner very different to that intended by the original author. 
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1. Introduction 

Halliday’s development of the traditional models of semiotics placed stress on the importance 
of context to frame the implied meaning and in influencing how different readers might 
respond to the same text (Halliday, 1978). This process was captured under the label of 
resemiosis (Bezemer & Kress, 2008; Kress, 2010). Resemiosis addresses the reason why 
certain semiotic resources are used in particular contexts or for a given task (Iedema, 2003) 
but is primarily about the approach used to interpret text or other images. 

As Halliday’s original work was extended to place the emphasis on multimodality 
(O'Halloran, 2008; O'Halloran & Smith, 2011), it became essential to focus not just on the 
meaning of each semiotic mode and their wider environment but how they interacted (Lirola, 
2006). Sometimes different modes such as the use of gestures and speech or words and 
images can be complimentary (reinforcing each other) and in others they may contradict or be 
used to address a completely different meaning making focus. In practice, while resemiosis 
remains a part of multimodal research, the focus has shifted to the individual semiotic 
resources and their interaction (Jewitt, 2005; Martin & White, 2005). One reason for this may 
lie in the emphasis on detailed coding systems designed to explore the construction and 
interaction of the semiotic modes. From this perspective, how an external observer might 
interpret the overall multimodal presentation can be lost from the analysis due to the 
complexity of most notation systems used to capture individual modes and their immediate 
interaction. 

To address this gap, Martin and White (2005) suggest a focus on two aspects of interpreting 
multimodal images. First, is whether the constituent parts are complimentary or contradictory. 
In effect are they designed to reinforce (perhaps by moderating or enhancing their individual 
effects) each other or are they are either designed to cancel each other or focussing on very 
different issues?  

The second part of their analytic framework is to identify our feelings about the multimodal 
image (in their model this is called affect), how our feelings reflect the wider social rules 
(judgement) and what values are we applying to our evaluation (appreciation). In 
combination, this shifts the focus from the detail of how the semiotic modes are constructed 
to the interpreter and the interpretation process. It also allows consideration of when the 
current interpreter may react differently to the intentions of the original creator and whether 
other interpretative frameworks might apply but were minimised or excluded by the original 
creator. 

2. Literature Review 

Multimodal research has always acknowledged the importance of context in the process by 
which semiotic modes are interpreted (Kress, 2010; Leeuwen, 2006; Terry, 2007; van 
Leeuwen, 2006). However, in practice the focus has fallen on identifying the various modes 
and how they interact (O'Halloran, 2011a, 2011b). Thus coding structures are often 
developed to show how ideas are built up, how the different modes interact and the extent 
that the different modes support, modify or contradict each other (Jaipal, 2009). The 
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consequence is, to some extent, that the process of resemiosis is removed as a focus of 
analysis (Iedema, 2003; Jewitt, 2005; Martin & White, 2005). 

Thus the process of interpretation is often left as an implicit part of the detailed study of a set 
of multimodal images (Jewitt, 2008; Kress, 2010; Siegel, 2006). This tends to lead to a loss of 
focus both on the influences of the intended meaning making by the creator of the 
multimodal resource and the interpretative process of any observers. Iedema (2003) noted 
that when studying meaning making in a science classroom the information that a given 
session is from a secondary school level science class frames our expectations as to the type 
of resources expected and the interaction between teachers and pupils. However, it is still 
possible that different observers understand the expectations in different ways and this affects 
their view as to what should happen in the classroom. This also suggests that the focus of 
interpretation is at the composite (meta) level as much as on the actual semiotic elements 
(Martin & White, 2005). In effect, what we expect to see will strongly influence the 
interpretation of the actual semiotic elements. 

Martin and White (2005) develop this argument by shifting from a focus on the interaction of 
the semiotic modes to consideration of the wider interpretative framework. This suggests that 
the mode of discourse is important and that this captures both how (e.g. text and pictures or 
multimodal communication or gestures and speech) and where (a workplace, within a shared 
social setting or in an un-differentiated social setting). In effect, shifts in ‘where’ may well 
trigger very different approaches to evaluating the presented information. In addition the 
concept of tenor (Martin, 1992) captures the participants, their relative status and the role 
they are taking in the situation. Thus interpretation can shift according to context and, of 
importance, an observer may not frame this analysis in the same way as the original author 
intended. This reframing maybe more likely if the situation presented is unusual (to the 
observer) or unexpected. Thus, returning to the classroom example (Iedema, 2003), our 
expectations of how a teacher and pupils should interact may well be different to the rules 
being followed by the actual participants, and this reframing will influence how we interpret 
the multimodal resources presented. 

In Martin and White’s (2005) model, this process of appraisal interacts with the other 
concepts of multimodal analysis as: “as an interpersonal system at the level of discourse 
semantics. At this level, it co-articulates interpersonal meaning with two other systems – 
negotiation and involvement” (p. 33). This leads to an argument that the process of appraisal 
interacts with other semantic resources as (Martin and White, 2005, p. 35). 

In this model, attitude reflects our feelings about the situation we are appraising. In itself it 
can be further sub-divided into: Affect, judgement and appreciation. Affect reflects the 
emotional resources we have available to construct our emotional response. Judgement is 
how we use normative constructs in order to evaluate the presented information. In this 
context, our constructs are partly a product of our own background and expectations as to 
what is desirable or acceptable (Elster, 2007; Harris, 2013; Kenwood, 1999; Lock & Strong, 
2010). Finally, appreciation reflects the resources available to construct meaning. In Martin 
and White’s (2005) model attitude in effect “moves beyond emotion to deal more 
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comprehensively with feelings, including affect, judgement and appreciation” (p.40). 

Table 1. Interpersonal Semantics and Other Semantic Resources 

 

3. Research Design  

This model of attitude as a tool to understand the interpretative process can be applied to 
ensure that the focus on resemiosis is retained in multimodal analyses. In this research, the 
concepts were used as follows. 

3.1 Defining the Terms 

Affect. Is used to answer the questions: what are our feelings towards the presented image or 
situation? Are these feelings positive or negative? How far can we link this response to 
common social rules and expectations? Is the language and image sufficiently clear that our 
response can be unambiguous or is it not clear what was originally meant? 

Judgement. Reflects the social element in any evaluation and addresses the extent that our 
interpretation may reflect our own background and expectations. To assist this interpretation 
it is useful to consider if the image is something we would expect to see (veracity) and 
whether we believe it to be plausible (normality). Judgement also allows us to consider if the 
original author meant the image to be read in a particular way (and if so, how might our 
interpretation vary from that intended by the original creator)? 

Appreciation. As noted above this captures the process by which we construct any meaning. 
It can be subdivided into reaction (does it catch our attention), composition (how the image is 
composed and how any images and text/words interact) and value (do we see any merit in the 
image). Clearly this links closely to the issue of judgement as we evaluate the semiotic 
resources presented. 

These terms can be used to enable a structured analysis that focusses on the process of 
resemiosis rather than the more conventional emphasis on intersemiosis. 
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3.2 Focus 

To enable this two related cartoons were chosen. They are designed to show two similar 
interactions between a parent and child about the consequences of the child’s failure to work 
hard at school. As such the semiotic modes are words, and the facial and hand gestures of the 
participants. The key part to this analysis is to make the judgement process as explicit and 
clear as possible. 

Image 1 is: 

 

Figure 1. Interaction of Parent and Child (1) 

Image 2 is: 
 

 

Figure 2. Interaction of Parent and Child (2) 

In the first image, the mother is speaking at her child, the language is demeaning of the street 
sweeper, she is pointing as if to emphasise distance. In the second, the child and mother are 
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interacting, the language implies the child should study to help the street sweeper, she is 
indicating direction with her hand rather than pointing. 

Each of these images was analysed in terms of affect, judgement and appreciation. As is clear, 
such an interpretation is personal to the observer and the discussion starts with an 
acknowledgement of the assumptions that are made. 

4. Findings 

Before moving to a detailed discussion of the two images and their implications it is useful to 
acknowledge that some assumptions need to be made. Many observers may make the 
assumption that the adult and child are either mother-child, or, to use gender neutral language, 
parent-child. In reality there is no evidence to support this assumption about a relationship 
other than that between adult and child. It is feasible the two adults are teachers. However, it 
is clear that the images are designed to be read sequentially so the second image should be 
seen as a deliberate response to the first. Primarily this reading is derived from the way in 
which the woman on the right turns to face the other couple as they speak in turn. 

4.1 Affect 

As noted, affect is very much about personal judgements. This matters as which of the two 
statements we find the most appealing will in part be a product of our personal beliefs and in 
part a product of how the creator of the images attempted to portray the differences and 
whether or not they sought to make one more appealing than the other. 

One interpretation is that the second image is the more appealing and this is a deliberate 
construct by the original author. Reasons for this include the extent that the first adult is using 
demeaning language about the street sweeper (‘you will end up like him’), is pointing directly 
at the man and, from the facial expression of the child is speaking directly at him. The second 
speaker suggests the child studies ‘to make a better world for him’, the gesture towards the 
street sweeper is less directly pointing and more indicative of location, she is looking down 
more at the child. Perhaps the strongest clue of the original intent is that the first speaker is 
looking at the second with an expression of surprise. 

However, this interpretation is substantially influenced by the world view of the reader and 
by a lack of supplementary information. We have no idea what conversation preceded the 
image that might place the respective comments into context. Equally, some might find the 
first formulation more acceptable, seeing the sight of a man carrying out manual work as a 
reasonable consequence for a lack of application at school. 

It is worth noting that in different ways both images present the street sweeper as passive and 
either to be pitied or helped by more educated members of society and that a lack of 
education leads to undesirable manual labour. Given the presented image, it is reasonable to 
infer this is the intent of the original creator. However, a wider reading of the image could 
challenge even this assumption. In part we all benefit as a society from clean streets so it is a 
judgement to see the carrying out of such socially necessary work as in some-way demeaning. 
Secondly, the street sweeper has no voice or background. Perhaps he is a university professor 



International Journal of Linguistics 
ISSN 1948-5425 

2018, Vol. 10, No. 4 

www.macrothink.org/ijl 119 

who decides to work as a street cleaner for part of the week? This is unlikely, but indicates 
how important it is to consider the interaction of affect and resemiosis. 

4.2 Judgement 

The concept of judgement forces the observer to consider the practical issues of veracity and 
normality (is the presented image plausible) as well as to accept how our own expectations 
may frame our understanding.  

Since it is clearly an image drawn to make a particular point, it maybe that the full test of 
veracity is not appropriate. It is meant to emphasise an argument rather than render a typical 
real world situation. However, it is not unbelievable that an adult might use a passing 
situation as a tool to help their own child frame the world in a particular way. In that sense 
the images may lack veracity but that is not the same as saying they are implausible. 

From the discussion under the concept of affect, it is clear that the framing of the cartoons is 
meant to make the second interaction more likeable than the first. The facial and hand 
gestures in the second instance are more neutral whereas by speech and gesture the first 
speaker is being dismissive of the street sweeper and presenting him as a threat – if the child 
does not study. In the second the speech suggests that being able to help someone else is a 
reward that will follow from studying as hard as possible. 

The extent that this interpretation might be shared between observers is a product of social 
and political norms. However, as noted above, in both images the street sweeper is 
completely passive, presented as either a person to be pitied or helped accordingly. 

4.3 Appreciation 

This in turn shifts the focus to how we come to a judgement about the relative merits of the 
two interactions. One reading is we are led to favour the second speaker because: 

• Of the drawn interactions between adult and child. In the first the speaker is presented 
as talking at the child, in the second with the child; 

• The way the respective speakers point either directly at (speaker 1) or towards (speaker 
2) the street sweeper; 

• The important difference in language from ‘you will end up like him’ to ‘you will be 
able to make a better world for him’; 

• In the second image, the first speaker has turned (in surprise?) towards the second 
speaker indicating a reaction to the different formulation. 

This suggests the images pass the tests of reaction (it is sufficient to attract our attention and 
lead to some attempt at evaluation), composition (the flow between the two statements and 
the interaction between the characters). The extent that the image is perceived to be of value 
probably is more linked to the extent that the observer would agree with the presented 
message. In other words the extent that we see the second interaction as more desirable may 
have a strong correlation to the extent that we believe the images have any merit. 
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5. Conclusions 

Due to the complexity of multimodal analysis (even when it is simply studying the interaction 
of image and text) it is perhaps inevitable that the focus tends to fall on both describing the 
individual semiotic resources in use and their interaction (O'Halloran, 2011a, 2011b). In 
practice this leads to the outcome where resemiosis is acknowledged as a key element of 
Multimodal Analysis (O'Halloran, 2008) even if it is then not the focus of many studies. 
Martin and White (2005) proposed a structure to enable a formal analysis of the process of 
resemiosis and one that feasibly allows for comparisons between observers and requires 
careful articulation of the process of interpretation. 

The approach adopted has the strength of being grounded in various theories of perception 
and interpretation (Martin, 1992; Poyas & Eilam, 2011) and requiring the observer to 
articulate carefully just why they come to a judgement. In this respect, the method forces a 
degree of discipline and clarity on the observer when coming to a judgement. 

The example used in this paper is relatively simple for two reasons. First the original author 
developed it to make a particular point about the expectations that fall on those who are 
educated and relatively well off. Second the semiotic structure is text and cartoon drawn 
images. Having said that, the first statement above is in itself constructed, not least the 
original cartoonist is not writing this paper. So we have to acknowledge that the analysis 
presented is the viewer’s interpretation of the intentions of the original creator. 

The advantage of splitting the process of resemiosis across affect, judgement and 
appreciation is the extent they interact but each also forces attention to a different part of the 
process of evaluation and understanding. The process is openly based on the attitudes of the 
individual observer and there is no reason to believe a different observer would reach the 
same conclusions, or, if they did, they might show a different reasoning logic. While in this 
paper, the reasoning has been by the author, feasibly a comparative study could be 
constructed using the questions and prompts to test for differences between individuals and 
how far those differences might be related to their wider beliefs or to their interpretation of 
the particular images and texts presented. 
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