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System, Affordances and Choice in Constructing

Multimodal Discourse
Zhang Delu & Hu Ruiyun

Abstract: This article argues for a renewed focus on the study of the semiotic systems and their affordances in
multimodal discourse construction and analysis. Although many scholars in multimodal discourse analysis prefer the

term “resource” to “system” , the present authors still hold that the term “system”

is more appropriate in terms of
further research on semiotic systems, and the choice of signs and their affordances from the system. It first studies
semiotic systems and their affordances in terms of their types and affordances. Then how they are motivated by the
context, i.e., the context of culture and that of situation. Thirdly, the synergy between the affordances of modes in
constructing the multimodal discourse. Fourthly, the choice of terms or features from the related semiotic systems.
And finally, a case study is presented to illustrate the new framework. It is found that there is a wide range of
semiotic systems that can be employed for the construction of the multimodal discourse, and they are not always
rule-governed or stable, and that the affordances of the terms and systems chosen for the construction of the
multimodal discourse may be stable, or altered, or metaphorical as a result of the constraining and regulating effect
of the context of culture and context of situation. The process of choice from the semiotic systems can be described
as motivated by the context, including his communicative purpose and interest, the designer chooses the semantic
configuration from the overall semantic system of the culture ( including register and genre) for constructing the
multimodal text, then he makes choices from different semiotic systems in terms of the characteristics of their
affordances with extension or constraint, and finally the affordances chosen with their extension and constraint are
integrated for the construction of the multimodal discourse.

Key words: system, resource, semiotic systems, affordances, multimodal discourse



