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UNDERSTANDING
MULTIMODAL
DISCOURSE
ANALYSIS IN THE

DIGITAL AGE

Communication in the
twenty-first century
has evolved far beyond
the written word. When
you open a webpage,
scroll through social
media, or even read an
entry on Wikipedia,
you are engaging with
a complex interplay of
text, images, layout,
color, and sometimes

sound or video.
Multimodal

discourse analysis is
the academic
framework that allows
researchers to
systematically study
these combined modes
of communication. It
asks a fundamental

question: how do
different semiotic
resources work

together to create
meaning? For anyone
curious about modern
communication—wheth
er you are a student, a
content creator, or a
digital

marketer—understandi
ng multimodal


https://remodelicious.com/

discourse analysis
offers a powerful lens
through which to see
how messages are
constructed and
interpreted today.
While a Multimodal
Discourse Analysis
Wikipedia entry
provides a foundational
overview of the field,
the richness of this
approach extends into
nearly every corner of
our daily digital
interactions, from the
layout of a news
website to the design
of an online
advertisement.

WHAT IS
MULTIMODAL
DISCOURSE
ANALYSIS? A
CLEAR DEFINITION

At its core, multimodal
discourse analysis
(often abbreviated as

communication that
involves more than one
mode. A mode can be
understood as a
semiotic resource—a
system of signs that

carries meaning.
Common modes
include written
language, spoken
language, static
images, moving
images (video),

gesture, gaze, posture,
music, sound effects,
color, typography, and
spatial layout.
Traditional discourse
analysis focused
almost exclusively on
language, treating text
as the primary vehicle
for meaning.
Multimodal discourse
analysis, by contrast,
argues that meaning is
distributed across all
these modes and that
no single mode is

, inherentl more
MDA) is a | y
, important than
methodological
, another. The key
approach for analyzing
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insight is that the
interaction between
modes creates
meaning that cannot
be derived from any
single mode alone.

For example, think
about a Wikipedia
infobox on an article
about a major city. The
infobox combines
written text (population
statistics, area),
numerical data, color-
coding, icons, and a
specific spatial layout.
A researcher using
multimodal discourse
analysis would not just
read the statistics;
they would analyze
how the wvisual
hierarchy (larger font
for the city name,
smaller fonts for
details), the use of
color to differentiate
categories, and the
spatial arrangement of
information all work
together to convey a
sense of authority,

completeness, and
factual organization.
This is precisely the
kind of nuanced
analysis that a
Multimodal
Discourse Analysis
Wikipedia article hints
at, but the practical
application goes much
deeper.

THE ORIGINS AND
DEVELOPMENT OF
MULTIMODAL
DISCOURSE
ANALYSIS

Foundatio
nal
Thinkers
and Key
Texts

The field
emerge

did not
from a



vacuum. It was heavily
influenced by the work
of Michael Halliday,
whose systemic
functional linguistics
provided a theoretical
foundation for
understanding
language as a social
semiotic system.
Halliday argued that
language is shaped by
its social
functions—that we
make linguistic choices
based on what we want
to achieve in a given
context. This idea was
then extended by
scholars who saw that
the same principle
applies to all modes of
communication.

Two of the most
influential figures in
the development of
multimodal discourse
analysis are Gunther
Kress and Theo van
Leeuwen. Their
landmark 1996 book,
"Reading Images: The

Grammar of Visual
Design," applied
Halliday’'s theories to
visual communication.
They proposed that
images, like language,
have a grammar—a set
of rules and
conventions that
structure how meaning
is made. They
introduced concepts
like information value
(the placement of
elements in a layout
gives them different
degrees of
importance), salience
(how elements attract
our attention through
size, color, or contrast),

and framing (how
elements are
connected or

disconnected through
lines or white space).
Their work opened the
door for analyzing not
just text and image
separately, but their
combined effect, which
is the heart of

4 Multimodal Discourse Analysis

2022-11-07

Wikipedia



Multimodal Discourse Analysis Wikipedia 5

multimodal analysis.

Other key contributors
include Carey Jewitt,
who focused on the
application of MDA in
educational settings,
and John Bateman,
who developed
sophisticated methods
for analyzing
multimodal documents
like film and graphic
novels. When you
search for a
Multimodal

Discourse Analysis
Wikipedia article, you
will likely encounter
references to these
foundational scholars,
but their work is just
the starting point for a
vibrant and expanding
field of inquiry.

Key
Concepts

in
Multimod
al
Discourse
Analysis

To use multimodal
discourse analysis
effectively, it is
essential to understand
its core vocabulary.
These concepts are the
building blocks of any
thorough analysis:

e Mode: A
semiotic
resource for
making meaning,
such as image,
writing, gesture,
or sound. Modes
are not fixed;
they evolve
culturally and
historically.



e Semiotic

Resource: The
actions,
materials, and
artifacts we use
for
communication,
including the
physical
resources of the
body (voice,
gesture) and
technological
resources
(cameras,
screens, paper).
Multimodality:
The use of
several semiotic
modes in the
design of a
semiotic product
or event. This is
the central object
of study in MDA.
Affordance: The
potentialities and
constraints of
different modes.
For example,
speech affords
intonation and

timing, while
writing affords
permanence and
precise layout.
Each mode has
different
strengths and
limitations for
making meaning.
Intersemiotic
Relationships:
How modes
interact with
each other. This
can include
complementarity
(modes reinforce
each other),
contradiction
(modes conflict,
creating irony or
tension), or
elaboration (one
mode expands
on the meaning
of another).
Design: The
process of
selecting and
arranging
semiotic
resources to
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achieve a
communicative
purpose. In the
digital age,
design is not just
an aesthetic
choice; itis a
fundamental act
of meaning-
making.

These concepts are not
just academic jargon.
They are practical tools
for analyzing any
communication. For
instance, consider a
Wikipedia article on
climate change. You
might see a line graph
showing rising global
temperatures, a
photograph of a
melting glacier, a table
of CO2 emissions by
country, and blocks of
explanatory text. A
multimodal discourse
analyst would examine
how the precision of
the line graph (an
affordance of the visual
mode) complements

the emotional impact
of the photograph,
while the text provides
the verbal framing that
connects them. The
Multimodal
Discourse Analysis
Wikipedia entry likely
summarizes these
concepts, but
understanding how
they apply to real-
world examples reveals
the true power of the
approach.

WIKIPEDIA AS A
MULTIMODAL
ARTIFACT

It might seem meta,
but Wikipedia itself is a
perfect case study for
multimodal discourse
analysis. Every
Wikipedia page is a
carefully designed
multimodal artifact
that combines several
semiotic resources to
achieve its primary
communicative goal:
conveying reliable,



neutral, and accessible
information. While text
is the dominant mode,
Wikipedia relies heavily
on other modes to
structure and enhance
understanding.

Layout
and
Informati
on Value

The layout of a
Wikipedia page follows
a relatively consistent
template. The title
appears at the top in a
large, bold font. Below
it sits the article
content, often
beginning with a lead
section that
summarizes the key
points. On the right
side of many articles,

panel that presents
essential data in a
compact, visually
organized format. To
the left of the content,
there is a table of
contents (TOC) that
allows wusers to
navigate the article
quickly. The footer
contains references,
external links, and
category tags. This
spatial arrangement is
not accidental. From
the perspective of
multimodal

discourse analysis,
the placement of the
infobox at the top-right
corner grants it high
information value. In
Western reading
cultures, the top-left
area is often
considered the "given"
(known or assumed
information), while the
top-right is the "new"
or key information. The

you will find an infobox, therefore,
infobox—a vertical Visually signals that
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this is the most
condensed, factual,
and authoritative

source of data on the
page. The Multimodal
Discourse Analysis
Wikipedia page itself
uses this exact layout,
demonstrating the
principles it describes.

Images,
Tables,
and
Diagrams

Wikipedia articles are
rich in visual content.
Images are used to
illustrate concepts,
provide examples, and
add visual interest.
Tables organize
numerical or
categorical data in a
way that text alone
cannot. Diagrams, such

as flowcharts, maps,
and timelines, show
relationships and
processes visually.
Each of these modes
has specific
affordances. A
photograph can convey
the texture of a
historical artifact or the
scale of a natural
landscape in a way
that a paragraph of
text cannot. A table
allows for rapid
comparison of multiple
data points. A diagram
can show a complex
causal chain with
clarity. In multimodal
discourse analysis,
these are not just
decorations; they are
integral to the
meaning-making
process. They work in
conjunction with the
text to build a
comprehensive
understanding of the
topic.



