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Xiaoting Li, Tsuyoshi Ono
Introduction: A multimodal approach 
to Chinese interaction
The past few years have seen a dramatic increase of interest in the study of mul-
timodality and Chinese interaction. This is partly due to the advancement of 
 technology that allows us to examine social interaction as temporally unfolding 
multimodal events. In addition, the increasing awareness of the multimodal nature 
of social interaction has prepared the theoretical ground for studying Chinese 
interaction from a multimodal perspective. However, in contrast to the heightened 
interest, empirical multimodal research on Chinese interaction is still scarce. This 
volume stems from the theme session “Language and the Body in Chinese Spoken 
Discourse” at the 12th International Cognitive Linguistics Conference and the Work-
shop “Multimodality and Chinese Interaction” in 2013. It brings together scholars 
working on the methodology of multimodal analysis and the utilization of multimo-
dal approach in studying Chinese interaction. Some papers in this volume draw on 
a conversation analytic approach to multimodal interaction, whereas others come 
from a cognitive linguistic perspective. But they all use data of unscripted Chinese 
conversational interaction and share the goal to explore the inherently multimodal 
property of Chinese interaction. In this introduction, we first offer an account of 
the multimodal approach this volume adopts and some issues related to multimo-
dality. Then we discuss some unique features of Chinese grammar that contribute 
to the multimodal study of social interaction from a cross-linguistic perspective. 
Finally, we provide a summary of the chapters in this volume. 

1 Multimodality
Multimodality refers to a collection of approaches that perceives and exami-
nes human communication as multimodal events involving multiple means of 
communication including (but not limited to) language, image, gesture, gaze, 
posture, objects in the environment etc. Multimodality does not prioritize any 
particular means of communication or modality such as language, but considers 
communication as a multimodal achievement. These approaches to multimoda-
lity are rather heterogeneous ranging from computer science and robotics to lin-
guistics, sociology, and communication studies. Papers in this volume are from 
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a linguistic approach (broadly construed) to multimodality. Within the field of 
linguistics, multimodality is approached from several research traditions such 
as social semiotics (Halliday 1978; Zlatev 2016) and systemic functional grammar 
(Halliday 1985), mediated discourse (Scollon 1998, 2001) and multimodal (inter)
actional studies (Norris 2004), gesture studies (Kendon 1980; Cienki and Müller 
2008; Müller and Cienki 2009; McNeill 2013) and semiotics (Fricke 2012, 2013), 
corpus linguistics (Cameron and Deignan 2003; Allwood 2008; Bateman 2008; 
Kipp et al. 2009), and interactional linguistics (Couper-Kuhlen and Selting 2001; 
Selting 2013) and conversation analysis (Mondada 2007). Li (this volume a) provi-
des a fuller account of these traditions and multimodal approaches. 

Although these approaches differ in their research subjects (written or 
spoken interaction) and views of how to analyze the multimodal resources, they 
share two interrelated theoretical assumptions. One assumption is multimodal 
resources work together in expressing meaning and accomplishing action, and 
language is only one of the multimodal resources. These resources may mutually 
elaborate each other (convergence) or play off one another (divergence) in inter-
action (Li 2014, this volume b). The other assumption is each multimodal resource 
or semiotic system has its own organization. For example, language structure is 
governed by syntactic rules (Chomsky 1957) and built on various structural units 
(Bloomfield 1933), whereas gesture is described based on its kinesic proper-
ties (McNeill 1992) and can be delimited into gesture phrases and gesture units 
(Kendon 2004; Schröder 2017). Unveiling the complex working together of these 
multimodal resources in meaning-making and action-formation in interaction is 
a central task for students of multimodality and interaction.

2 Chinese interaction
The study of multimodality in Chinese interaction contributes to our under-
standing of the multimodal nature of human interaction from a cross-linguistic 
perspective. That is, the Chinese language provides specific resources and sets 
unique constraints for the organization of interaction in Chinese.

Three typological features of the language are of particular relevance to 
the organization of Chinese interaction: topic-comment structure, prevalent 
phrasal structure, and lexical tone. Topic-comment structure is one of the 
most striking features of Mandarin Chinese sentence structure in contrast to 
English which is a subject-prominent language (Li and Thompson 1976, 1981). A 
topic is usually  followed by a pause and/or particles in natural speech (Li and 
 Thompson 1981:15). This structure is relevant to turn organization in Mandarin 
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 conversation. That is, participants orient to the complete topic-comment struc-
ture as relevant to possible turn completion, and refrain from taking the turn 
at the juncture between the topic and comment (Li 2014). Second, the common 
unit type for turn construction in Chinese is not necessarily clause, but rather 
phrasal structure (Tao 1996). It is argued that Mandarin syntax mainly exists at 
the phrase level (Zhu 1985; Lü 1979). A series of phrasal constructions or ellipti-
cal clauses that share a topic (commonly referred to as liushuiju ‘flowing water 
sentences’ [Lü 1979] in Chinese) are pervasive in Chinese spoken discourse 
(Tsao 1990; Wang and Li 2014). For example, in Excerpt 1 the phrasal const-
ructions and elliptical clauses in lines 4 to 7 have the same topic: those college 
applicants with four hundred marks (lines 1–3). 

(1) Tao (1996:82) (orthography slightly modified, line numbers added)
01 sì bǎi fēn yǐshàng de,
 four hundred mark above NOM
 ‘those with four hundred marks,’
02 jiùshì kǎoshēng ā,
 indeed examinee PRT
 ‘those college applicants,’
03 dádào sì bǎi fēn yǐshàng de.
 reach four hundred score above NOM
 ‘those who have achieved four hundred marks and above,’
04 bào zhíyè gāozhōng de,
 apply vocation high school NOM
 ‘those who have applied to a vocational school,
05 hái yǒu hǎo duō,
 still have very many
 ‘there are still a lot of them,’
06 jiù méi yǒu.
 still NEG have
 ‘(they) haven’t,’
07 gēnběn jiù tóudàng bù chūqù,
 basically somehow accept   NEG  out
 ‘(they) are basically accepted by nobody.’

How these phrases or “fragments” of sentences build speech is not governed by 
grammar, but pragmatic or discourse factors in Chinese (Qian 1997; Liao 1992). 
Thus, Chinese grammar is called “discourse grammar” which is not concer-
ned with sentence, but discourse structure (Qian 1997; Liao 1992; Chu 1999; 
Jiang  2005). Despite the differing opinions regarding the structural level that 
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Chinese grammar is mainly concerned with, it is generally acknowledged that 
the  position and temporal production of the “fragmented” speech units is fluid 
and flexible. One implication of the fluid production of syntactic structure is that 
prosody becomes particularly significant in indicating the possible completion 
of a unit and a turn. For example, in the midst of a flow of “fragmented” phrasal 
constructions, prosody at the end of each “fragmented” construction may help 
indicate if it may (or may not) be the possible completion of a speaker’s turn. The 
importance of prosody in demarcating the basic discourse unit in spoken Chinese 
has long been acknowledged (Chao 1968; Wang and Li 2014). The third typologi-
cal feature relevant to multimodal analysis of Chinese interaction is lexical tone. 
In tone languages such as Chinese, pitch movement or pitch contour is primarily 
used to distinguish lexical meanings rather than conveying pragmatic informa-
tion (Liao 1994). The unit-final pitch movement or pitch contour may be affec-
ted by lexical tones of the unit-final syllables, and thus may not be very much 
relevant to turn organization. The projection of possible turn completion may be 
accomplished through other prosodic/phonetic parameters such as pitch regis-
ter, pitch range, duration, pause etc. (Li 2014). 

From a cross-linguistic perspective, these distinctive features of Chinese 
grammar and prosody expand our understanding of the practices used in inter-
action that may not exist in interaction conducted in other languages. However, 
we are not unaware of the methodological and theoretical issues raised by 
a  cross-linguistic perspective in conversation analysis. Schegloff and Sacks 
(1974:234–235) refrains from linking findings about interaction to characteriza-
tions of data such as participant attributes and ethnicities, unless “warrant can 
be offered for the relevance of such characterizations of the data from the data 
themselves.” Sidnell (2010:10) also inquires “how can we, for instance, warrant 
a description of the data as ‘requests in Polish’, ‘French compliments’ or wha-
tever where, typically, the participants do not display any overt orientation to 
the relevance of the language being used or their ethnicity?” As is also pointed 
out by Sidnell (2010:10), one solution to this challenge is to establish the con-
nection between practices used in interaction to particular linguistic features 
of the language. In Mandarin Chinese (and other Chinese dialects), the topic-
comment structure, pervasive “fragmented” syntactic construction, and lexical 
tone provide specific resources and set unique constraints for the organization 
of turns and interaction. An examination of these resources and practices unique 
to Chinese interaction offers insights into the diversity of conduct used in the 
organization of human  interaction. We use “Chinese interaction” in the title of 
this volume, as the papers speak about the resources and practices distinctive to 
the language.
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Generally speaking, multimodal analysis of Chinese face-to-face interac-
tion is 1) to explore the interactional function of particular multimodal practices 
(such as a type of body movement, a lexico-syntactic construction, and a pros-
odic feature) in Chinese interaction, and 2) to examine how multimodal resour-
ces (such as lexico-syntax, prosody, the body, objects in the surround, sequential 
position) are deployed together to organize talk and accomplish social actions 
in Chinese interaction. Chapters 3–5 (H. Tao, Luke, and Endo) belong to the first 
type of research, and Chapters 6–10 (Li, Lim, Chui, L. Tao, and Tsai) represent the 
second one.

3 The chapters

The subsequent ten chapters are divided into three parts. Part One contains two 
articles providing overviews of the historical and theoretical backgrounds and a 
methodological framework in the study of Chinese multimodal interaction:
Sandra Thompson contributes a general overview article examining the intersec-
tion between functional linguistics and the study of grammar-in- interaction. She 
surveys key developments in the areas of conversation analysis and multimodality, 
and then provides comments on multimodality in the study of Chinese interaction. 
It highlights theoretical and historical contexts in which scholars recently started to 
focus on bodily-visual behavior in Chinese interaction.
Xiaoting Li’s article is divided into two main parts where she first reviews 
various approaches to multimodality in general and then lays out the specific 
steps to make multimodal analysis of Chinese interaction particularly focusing 
on transcription and analysis. These methodological foci are illustrated using 
actual Mandarin conversational segments.

Part Two contains three chapters, each focuses on particular linguistic and 
bodily-visual practices:
Hongyin Tao investigates the role of gesture in constructing list sequences in that 
a distinction between composite gestures (more or less fixed  gestures with distinct 
listing qualities) and reiterative gestures (a series of gestures of various types pro-
duced intermittently with different items of a list) is proposed. These gesture types 
are shown to correspond to two broader types of discourse functions: to enhance 
the rhetorical effect for persuasion, exemplification, and  clarification, and to do 
with discourse structuring, tracking, and interlocutor meta-interaction.
Tomoko Endo focuses on how gaze shift and the epistemic marker wo juede ‘I 
think/feel’ in the initial and final positions of a turn function to facilitate stance 
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expression and turn organization. She shows that, using these resources, speakers 
take two kinds of stance, one of (dis)affiliation and one of participation. In parti-
cular, speakers are found to look away from participants with conflicting opinions, 
and toward participants who they wish to select as the next speaker.

The previous articles all focus on Mandarin Chinese. K.K. Luke and Xiaoling 
He add another Chinese dialect to our discussion by focusing on two  gesture-types 
in Cantonese multi-party interaction. In particular, Luke and He show that the 
raised hand/finger and the arm-tap can be used by participants to make a bid for 
speakership, and to make one in such a way as to display their orientation to their 
own status as non-current speaker and non-selected next speaker.

Part Three contains five chapters each of which explores how multimodal resour-
ces are deployed to organize turns, sequences, repairs, and accomplish social 
actions in Chinese interaction:
Xiaoting Li’s article examines the multimodal construction of syntactically 
incomplete turns. Specifically, Li examines cases where a bodily-visual behavior 
such as iconic gesture and head shake completes a syntactically incomplete turn. 
She also discusses cases where bodily-visual behavior may not play any cons-
titutive role in the incomplete syntactic structure, but are deployed along with 
prosody and sequential position to indicate and anticipate possible completion 
of the syntactically incomplete turns.
Ni-Eng Lim highlights the multimodal mechanics of constructing further talk past a 
possibly complete turn. He finds that syntactically discontinuous constituents after 
possible completion are still marked as “continuing” by the combination of prosodic 
cues (i.e. rush-throughs, lack of pitch reset, and declining intonation contour). He 
also finds that where further talk is prompted by recipient’s lack of uptake or inter-
vening talk by others, thereby resulting in prosodic separation between the host-TCU 
and its turn-continuation, the addition is still syntactically continuous due to the use 
of grammatical structures available in the language (e.g., serial verb construction, 
topic-comment structure, verb-resultative complement, etc.). 
Kawai Chui examines two grounding sequence types where participants col-
laborate moment-by-moment to establish mutual understanding in progress. 
In sequences without gestural repetition, addressees typically manifest their 
understanding of the speaker’s utterance by offering positive responses expli-
citly while the latter largely express implicit acknowledgements. In sequences 
with gestural repetition, which provides evidence for the bilateral and inter-
active nature of speaking, addressees mimic the speaker’s previous gesture 
while expressing understanding mainly in an explicit way and often provide 
additional information, which is typically followed by the speaker’s explicit 
acknowledgement.
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Liang Tao examines same-turn self-repairs where speakers “stop an utterance 
in progress and then abort, recast or redo that utterance” (Fox et al. 2009: 60) 
by highlighting language specific tendencies in that a) repair initiation falls on 
single-syllable words, and dual-syllable ‘units’ which might not be a grammatical 
unit, b) on or after the last segment of the syllable (thus rarely on the onset con-
sonant), and c) a single syllable or a dual-syllable phonological unit is recycled to 
adjust to the tone sandhi rules. She also examines the connection between repair 
and bodily-visual practices such as head turns, gaze shift from the recipients, and 
hand gestures.
I-Ni Tsai focuses on tag questions formulated by the two most frequent question 
tags in spoken Mandarin: shi bu shi ‘COP not COP’ and dui bu dui ‘right not right’. 
Based on the study of turn design partly through the inspection of body move-
ment, body position, eye gaze, etc., Tsai finds that the tag questions are com-
monly deployed in multi-party conversations to embody speaker’s differential 
states of knowledge in relation to different co-participants, and to seek affiliation 
in a disaffiliating move.

4 Closing remarks
This volume contributes to the growing field of multimodality and embodied 
interaction by offering new insights into Chinese interaction from a multimodal 
perspective and proposing methodological framework for multimodal analysis of 
Chinese interaction. It presents the most recent findings on multimodal practices 
in aspects of Chinese interaction. 

The interdisciplinary nature of multimodal research determines the studies 
in this volume are necessarily interdisciplinary. The papers are from a range 
of disciplinary backgrounds including CA/ethnomethodology, interactional 
 linguistics/discourse-functional linguistics, cognitive linguistics, and psycho-
linguistics to name just three. Regardless of our disciplinary backgrounds, we 
have the common goal to explore the linguistic and embodied underpinnings of 
social action and interaction in Chinese. However, the field of multimodality in 
Chinese interaction is a new, less-studied territory. Few researchers have been 
trained from the outset to conduct microanalysis of linguistic structure, bodily 
movement, and action sequence in Chinese interaction. This volume is a small 
step towards an understanding of Chinese interaction that is closer to the reality 
of how people interact in their everyday life. We hope that this volume will sti-
mulate interchange between Chinese linguists and researchers on multimodal 
interaction, and that more researchers will participate in this rapidly-developing 
conversation on multimodality and Chinese interaction.
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Sandra A. Thompson
Multimodality and the study of Chinese  
talk-in-interaction

1 Introduction
Research in conversation analysis and interactional linguistics has long recog-
nized that language and bodily-visual behavior must be considered together in 
understanding how conversation is organized.

In this brief survey, I offer an overview of the intersection between functional 
linguistics and the study of interactional linguistics. I survey key developments 
in the areas of conversation analysis (CA) and multimodality, and then provide a 
few comments on multimodality in the study of Chinese interaction. 

2  Functional linguistics, conversation analysis, 
and grammar-in-interaction

‘Functionalism’ as a vibrant subfield of linguistics can be said to have arisen in the 
1970’s, partially as a reaction to the burgeoning interest at the time in  approaching 
grammar as a formal system. The primary assumption shared by functional linguists 
has consistently been that the forms and structures of language are adapted to, and 
shaped by, their communicative functions. Functionalists take the internal organiza-
tion of language to be a complex adaptive response to the ecological settings in which 
language is found, the interactional functions which it serves, and the full cognitive, 
social, and physiological properties of the human user. Functional linguistic research 
aims to clarify the relationship between linguistic form and function, and to deter-
mine the nature of the functions which appear to shape linguistic structure.1

At the same time, the field of conversation analysis (CA) was beginning to 
emerge with the work of Harvey Sacks (cf. Sacks 1974, 1995, Schegloff 1968) and 
his colleagues and students. Although Sacks originally had no special interest 
in language in his early explorations of social order (Heritage 1984), his growing 

1 For representative references, see Comrie (1978a, 1978b), Dixon (1977, 1979), Givón (1979), 
Greenberg (1978), Langacker & Munro (1975), Li (1976), Lord (1973), and Schachter (1976). 
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interest in the organization of everyday talk in his work with Emanuel Schegloff 
eventually drew him to the details of language. When Sacks, Schegloff &  Jefferson 
(1974) appeared, although the field of linguistics at that time was fairly tho-
roughly dominated by the generative paradigm with its emphasis on language as 
a ‘mental’ construct, this article came to have a substantial impact on linguistics.2

As early as the late 1970’s, some functional linguists were already beginning 
to realize the need to study linguistic function by examining language in everyday 
use, working with monologic narratives (e.g., Chafe 1980; Hopper 1979; Hopper & 
Thompson 1980), but also with dialogic conversation and other everyday interac-
tions (e.g., Duranti & Ochs 1979; Keenan & Schieffelin 1976). 

The 1980’s saw the beginning of a merger between these two research tradi-
tions, with ‘discourse-functional’ research being more influenced by research in 
CA, as linguists began to shift their attention away from strictly cognitive consi-
derations, realizing that language may be best understood as a resource for the 
accomplishment of actions in social interaction, and that by studying people 
actually talking, we gain a deeper appreciation of the role of grammar in carrying 
out social actions.3,4 Three major contributions to our understanding of grammar 
have arisen from this focus on grammar ‘at work’.

The first of these is the understanding that grammar cannot be a fixed pro-
perty of human brains, but must be seen as emergent, constantly undergoing 
revision as it is deployed and redesigned in everyday talk, where ‘emergent struc-
ture’ is understood as a set of recurrent patterns in a given language that emerge 
from humans pursuing their ordinary interactional business of communicating 
information, needs, identities, attitudes, and desires (Auer & Pfänder 2011; Bybee 
2010; Fauconnier and Turner 2008, Hopper 1987). 

A second contribution of examining grammar at work is the discovery that 
if linguistics is to account for language in everyday use, then its perspective on 
the nature of grammar must be both cognitively realistic as well as interactio-
nally sensible. In other words, as recurrent solutions to speakers’ social needs 
become habitual, these habitually used linguistic forms become  cognitively ent-

2 As a primary indication of its influence, it is the most widely cited article ever to have appeared 
in Language; as of October 2016, Google Scholar  counts 13,469 citations to this article. For a 
discussion of the influence of CA on linguistics, and of linguistics on CA, see Fox et al. (2013). 
3 See Langacker (1990) and Taylor (2002) for similar claims from a cognitve perspective.
4 For discussions of grammar and social action, see, e.g., Clark & Wilkes-Gibbs (1986), Couper-
Kuhlen (2014), Evans (2007), Ford (1993), Fox (2007), Goodwin & Goodwin (1987, 1992a), Hopper 
(2004), Kärkkäinen (2012), Fox & Thompson (2010), Laury, Ono & Suzuki (forthcoming), Curl 
(2006), Curl & Drew (2008), Thompson & Couper-Kuhlen (2005), Thompson (forthcoming), and 
Thompson et al. (2015).
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renched as the patterns we call the grammar of a language. We could say, then, 
that ‘grammar’ is what has been ritualized from social interactions, resulting in a 
very loosely organized set of richly and complexly categorized memories people 
have of how they and fellow speakers have resolved recurrent interactional prob-
lems (Bybee 2006, 2010; Tomasello 1998, 1999, 2002, 2003). 

A third contribution to our understanding of grammar at work is the disco-
very that grammar is tightly intertwined with the social activities that people 
are engaged in (Auer 1992, 1996; Clark 1996; Goodwin & Goodwin 1987, 1992a, 
1992b; Schegloff 1996). One way in which these activities implicate the nature 
of grammar is that certain kinds of activities give rise to certain recurrent kinds 
of grammar. For example, the activities motivating posing questions and giving 
answers have a number of grammatical consequences (Fox & Thompson 2010; 
Heritage & Roth 1995; Raymond 2003; Schegloff 1996; Weber 1993; Thompson, 
Fox & Couper-Kuhlen 2015). Thompson, Fox & Couper-Kuhlen (2015) show, for 
instance, that English speakers respond to question-word questions such as What 
did you have for lunch? with either a lexical/phrasal response (e.g., soup) or a 
clausal response (e.g., I had soup (for lunch), and that the choice seems to be 
determined by whether the responder takes the question, or responding to it, as 
problematic in some way. 

3  Multimodality and the study of language 
and the body

An emphasis on the significance of multiple modalities in joint meaning-
making can be traced to the groundbreaking and foundational work of Charles 
Goodwin, particularly Goodwin (1979, 1981). Among the first to analyze social 
interaction in terms of video data, Goodwin (1979) forged an entirely new area 
of research within the study of grammar in talk in interaction by showing how 
the construction of an ordinary ‘sentence’ depended on the gaze behavior of 
the speaker and his recipients. Goodwin (1981) further revealed the extent to 
which bodies are involved in the way humans use language to interact, and, 
strikingly, the way the very grammatical shape of their utterances can depend 
on the use of their bodies. Since that time, a research tradition focusing on the 
skilled use of multiple modalities by interactants has emerged within studies 
of language in interaction. For exemplary analyses, see Fox (2001), Goodwin 
(2000), Hayashi (2003), Mondada (2006, 2011), and Streeck (1993, 1994, 2009); 
for state-of-the-art treatises see Depperman (2013), Sidnell & Stivers (2005), and 
Streeck et al. (2011).
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4 Multimodality in Chinese 

4.1 Chinese discourse-functional linguistics 

Just as elsewhere in linguistics, in the late 1970’s and early 1980’s, the field of 
Chinese linguistics began to see a growing interest in functional approaches to 
linguistic structure. Cheng, Li & Tang (1979), Chu (1983), Huang (1982, 1983), Li & 
Thompson (1981), Lü (1979), Paris (1981), and Teng (1975) capture the essence of 
this development.

And as research on conversation began to flourish and attract scholarly 
attention in the late 70’s, so the study of Chinese grammar and interaction came 
into its own at about this time. Tsao (1979) is arguably the first major linguistic 
work based on Mandarin conversational data, followed by a rich range of studies 
on such topics as word order, the ba-construction, and final particles in every-
day conversation. Many important contributions have appeared since then (e.g., 
Tao & Thompson 1994; for a state-of-the-art discussion, see Biq, Tai &  Thompson 
(1996). More recent contributions include Biq (2001, 2004a, 2004b), Huang 
(1999), Luke & Zhang (2007), H. Tao (1999, 2001, 2003), L. Tao (2001, 2006), Wu 
(2002, 2004, 2005, 2006, 2011), Zhang (2012), and papers in Chinese Language 
and Discourse (see just below). An important stimulus to the growth of Chinese 
interactional lingustics was the founding by K.K. Luke, Hongyin Tao, and Li Wei, 
in 2010, of a new journal, Chinese Language and Discourse (https://benjamins.
com/#catalog/journals/cld/main). A number of significant contributions in both 
interactional linguistics and CA have appeared in the pages of this journal since 
its inception. Innovative and equally important is the appearance of Huang’s 
Chinese Grammar at Work (2013), a masterful discussion of a wide variety of fre-
quently found constructions in Mandarin conversation.

4.2 Chinese CA

Early work in CA arose out of the field of sociology; its earliest practitioners were 
American and British sociologists. Their ground-breaking work in founding and 
establishing an entirely new field of endeavor in the study of language notwith-
standing, it is also the case that these scholars were neither trained in linguis-
tics nor were they fluent in, or particularly interested in, languages other than 
English. In the 1980’s, however, scholars speaking languages other than English 
began to study CA and extend its findings to their own languages, and this is 
when CA scholarship on Chinese was initiated. 

https://benjamins.com/#catalog/journals/cld/main
https://benjamins.com/#catalog/journals/cld/main
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The beginning of Chinese CA can be traced directly, then, to the University 
of York, where K.K. Luke was studying; his 1990 book, Utterance particles in 
 Cantonese conversation, is not only the first major contribution to Chinese CA, 
but Luke courageously takes on the issue of final particles, notoriously one of 
the most difficult areas of study for any language. Importantly, he also makes 
explicit the crucial link between CA, that is, the study of the organization of inter-
action, and grammar, that is, the study of the organization of linguistic patterns: 
he argues that applying CA techniques to Cantonese final particles reveals both a) 
what kinds of interactional problems speakers use these particles to address, 
and b) how solutions to these problems have impinged upon the structure of the 
 Cantonese language. 

Since then, more speakers of Chinese languages have joined the community 
of scholars working on CA and working with Chinese conversation. Following 
Luke, notable examples include Zhang (1998), the first in-depth study of repair 
in Chinese, and Wu (2004), the first book-length treatise on the Mandarin final 
particles ou and a in conversation, with special consideration of prosody and 
stance. These scholars have typically had training in both linguistics and CA, and 
their research, in focusing on grammar as social action happening in real time, 
has contributed greatly to our appreciation of aspects of Chinese grammar that 
have resisted analysis with methods utilizing context-free constructed example 
sentences. At the same time, along with much current research on conversatio-
nal data in languages other than English (e.g., Cha’palaa, German, Finnish, Japa-
nese, Korean, Lao, Tzeltal, Yélî Dnye),5 this work on Chinese conversation has 
in turn helped to change the field of CA, bringing strong awareness of language 
diversity to the study of the organization of everyday interactions. 

4.3 Multimodality in the study of Chinese interactions

As was happening elsewhere in the field of CA, scholars working on Chinese 
conversation soon began analyzing the use of the body in everyday interactions. 
Arguably the first such works were Wu (1997) and H. Tao (1999); several articles 
on gesture followed soon thereafter, e.g., Chui (2003, 2005a, 2005b). Yang (2011) 
relates nonverbal bodily behavior with taking, yielding, and maintaining turns in 
everyday conversation. 

5 For influential examples of a comparative approach to CA, see Sidnell (2009) and Haakana, 
Laakso & Lindström (2009). 
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A major step forward in the study of bodily-visual behavior in Chinese interac-
tions was the appearance of Li (2011), which attracted ‘underground’ attention even 
before it appeared as a book (Li 2014). This was the first book-length study of mul-
timodality in Chinese conversation, and its findings on body movements and the 
construction of turns opened the way for the launching of a lively new research area 
among students and scholars of Chinese talk-in-interaction, with several conference 
panels, and now the appearance of the volume of papers you have before you.
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Researching multimodality in Chinese 
interaction: a methodological account

Verbal and nonverbal activity is a unified whole, and theory and methodology should be 
organized or created to treat it as such.
 (Pike, 1976:26)

1 Introduction
People utilize a variety of semiotic systems or modalities to produce talk and 
perform action in interaction. Sometimes, verbal and vocal behavior is the 
primary mode of communication such as in telephone conversation, while at 
other times bodily-visual conduct such as gesture, gaze, and posture may take 
on primacy; and perhaps even more often, verbal, vocal, and visual practi-
ces are orchestrated in nuanced ways to accomplish action in interaction. In 
order to gain a deeper understanding of how Chinese interaction is conduc-
ted and organized, a theoretically grounded methodological framework that 
deals with multimodal interaction is essential. Chinese linguistic research has 
advanced our knowledge of the organization, production, and comprehen-
sion of the language (though mostly in contrived settings) in numerous ways. 
But language is just one of the resources necessary for recognizing others’ 
communicative and informative intentions. When looking at real-life interac-
tion, it is apparent that we are still very much at the beginning of multimodal 
research on interaction.

This chapter is an attempt to propose a way to conduct multimodal ana-
lysis of Chinese interaction. Multimodal analysis is immensely multidiscipli-
nary. The methodological framework proposed here is rooted in the research 
tradition of microanalysis of social interaction represented by conversation 
analysis and interactional linguistics. Before explicating the methods in con-
ducting multimodal analysis of Chinese interaction in Section 3, I discuss 
the main approaches to multimodal analysis in linguistics and semiotics in 
Section 2.

Xiaoting Li, University of Alberta
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2 Multimodal approaches 
In this section, four main approaches to multimodality are briefly discussed. 
These approaches to multimodality are developed from different fields and dis-
ciplines, ranging from social semiotics, systemic functional linguistics, media-
ted discourse to conversation analysis. Due to the difference in their theoretical 
orientation, these approaches may have different analytical foci and methods in 
analyzing multimodal phenomena. 

2.1 Multimodal discourse analysis

The first approach to multimodality is multimodal discourse analysis developed 
from Halliday’s theories of social semiotics (Halliday 1978) and systemic func-
tional grammar (Halliday 1985) with an initial focus on the semiotic resources of 
texts and images (Kress and Van Leeuwen 1996; Forceville 1996; Forceville and 
Urios-Aparisi 2009). Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996) describes that meaning is 
realized not only through language, but visually through dynamic selection of 
texts, images, and other locally available semiotic resources in communicating 
ideology and discourse. One of the important contributions of the social semiotic 
approach to multimodality is its proposal of the concept “semiotic resources”. 
According to Van Leeuwen (2005: 285),

Semiotic resources are the actions, materials and artifacts we use for communicative pur-
poses, whether produced physicologically – for example, with our vocal apparatus, the 
muscles we use to make facial expressions and gestures – or technologically – for example, 
with pen and ink, or computer hardware and software – together with the ways in which 
these resources can be organized.

Although this approach acknowledges the diversity of semiotic resources inclu-
ding both the signs of visual representations (such as text, image, music, space, 
objects, and mathematical symbols) and embodied actions (such as gesture, 
gaze, and posture), majority of the research in this approach concentrates on the 
former, while embodied actions are the focus of microanalysis of social interaction 
(Li, 2016) and meaning construction (Kappelhoff and Müller 2011; Forceville 2011). 

Drawing on Halliday’s systemic functional linguistics (SFL), O’Halloran 
(2000, 2004a, 2004b) explore the metafunctional systems of semiotic resources 
and how semiotic choices integrate in multimodal discourse such as  mathematics 
texts and film (Müller and Cienki 2009; Forceville and Renckens 2013).  Semiotic 
resources are systems of meaning integrated in multimodal phenomena in spe-
cific situational and cultural context. The SFL-oriented multimodal  discourse 
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 analysis is closely related to the social semiotic theory in that it strives to develop 
a multimodal social semiotic theory in meaning-making in multimodal objects 
and events in a culture (Jewitt 2009:33). Thus, the social semiotic and SFL 
approaches to multimodality are subsumed under the approach of multimodal 
discourse analysis. 

2.2 Multimodal communication

The second approach to multimodality is multimodal communication which is 
also referred to as “multimodal interactional analysis” by Norris (2004). As this 
framework addresses communicative awareness and attention and centers on 
analyzing communicative mode, I will use the term “multimodal communication” 
to refer to this approach, and “multimodal interaction” to refer to the sequence-
oriented microanalysis of social interaction in Section 2.4.

Multimodal communication studies draw on theories of mediated discourse 
(nexus of practice), interactional sociolinguistics (the ethnographic study of lan-
guage use and identity construction), and social semiotic approach to multimo-
dality (its attention to other semiotic resources such as gesture, music, and color) 
(Norris 2004; Norris and Jones 2005). The first step towards “multimodal interac-
tional analysis” is communicative mode (Zima and Brône 2015). Norris (2004:12) 
adopts the social semiotic theory in viewing communicative modes as semiotic 
systems with rules and regularities (Kress and Van Leeuwen 2001) that have com-
municative function in interaction. The basic unit of analysis in this multimodal 
methodology is mediated action (Scollon 1998, 2001) which is further categorized 
into higher-level and lower-level actions. Through the analysis of medicated action, 
Norris (2004) explores how communicative modes are constitutive of action, iden-
tities, relations, as well as social interaction. By combining elements from multiple 
disciplines such as social semiotics, mediated discourse, and interactional socio-
linguistics, “multimodal interactional studies” provides a methodological perspec-
tive to the complexity of the semiotic systems involved in human interaction. 

2.3 Multimodal grammar

The third approach to multimodality is to incorporate gesture as a grammar 
system called multimodal grammar. It derives from the field of gesture studies. 
The importance of gesture in meaning-making has long been recognized and 
underlined by the pioneers in gesture studies (Kendon 1980, 1988; McNeill 
1985). Gesture and speech have been considered as “two sides of one process of 
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 utterance” (Kendon 1980, 2004). But the use of the term multimodality in the 
field of gesture studies and the proposal of a multimodal grammar is a relatively 
recent endeavor (Fricke 2012, 2013). 

A body of research in gesture studies has documented the structure of gesture 
based on four formal parameters of sign language: hand shape, orientation, move-
ment, and position (Stokoe 1960; Cienki 2013; Ladewig and Bressem 2013), and 
described different types of gestures such as palm up open hand gesture (Müller 
1998, 2004), recurrent gesture (Ladewig 2014), and away gesture (Bressem and 
Müller 2014). Through the systematic documentation of the gesture forms, their 
meaning, and their syntagmatic and paradigmatic structure from a form-based 
perspective (what is called “a grammar of gestures”, Müller, Bressem, and Ladewig 
2013; Zima 2017), gesture is argued to have “potential for language” (Müller 2009) 
and “emerging linguistic structures” (Müller, Bressem, and Ladewig 2013). That 
it is being used in conjunction with speech shows that spoken language is inhe-
rently multimodal, which points towards a multimodal grammar or multimodal 
construction grammar (Cienki 2017; Zima & Bergs 2017). Closely related to the 
linguistic documentation of gestures is the observation that gestures occupy 
syntactic positions and adopt syntactic functions such as NP, VP, adjectives and 
adverbs in a syntactic structure (Fricke 2012; Ladewig 2012). Such observations of 
the integration of gesture into syntactic structure of spoken language prepare the 
ground for the proposal of “multimodal grammar” (Fricke 2012; Müller, Bressem, 
and Ladewig 2013:709). Fricke (2012, 2013) argues that gesture goes through the 
same processes of typification and semantization as spoken language, as is evi-
denced by two typified forms of pointing gesture in German. Gestural structures 
also exhibit the same features of constituency and recursion as language. The 
same principles underlying gesture and language allow the integration of these 
two (among other sign systems) into a multimodal grammar. 

The approach of multimodal grammar broadens the scope of multimodality 
in linguistics from the study of gesture-speech relations or language-image rela-
tions to the theorizing of integrated grammar systems of language and “human 
faculty of language” (Fricke 2013:751).

2.4 Multimodal interaction 

The fourth approach to multimodality is multimodal interaction.1 It is also the 
approach adopted in this chapter. Thus, it will be discussed in more detail. 

1 Streeck, Goodwin, and LeBaron (2011) uses the term “embodied interaction in the  material world” 
to emphasize the importance of viewing human interaction as situated in and co- constructed by the 
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 Multimodal interaction is characterized by the rigorous microanalysis of the for-
mation of action sequences by taking into account a full array of verbal, vocal, and 
visual resources in human face-to-face interaction. In contrast to the multimodal 
discourse analysts’ interest in extending social semiotic analysis to text-image-
artefact combinations, research in multimodal interaction is concerned with 
naturally-occurring face-to-face interaction. In this approach, face-to-face inter-
action is “by definition, multimodal interaction in which participants encounter 
a steady stream of meaningful facial expressions, gestures, body postures, head 
movements, words, grammatical constructions, and prosodic contours” (Stivers 
and Sidnell 2005:1), and located in the material world (Streeck, Goodwin, and 
LeBaron 2011). 

To better understand multimodal interaction, reviewing its intellectual roots 
is useful. Multimodal interaction is formed through four streams of work: conver-
sation analysis, interactional linguistics, linguistic anthropology, and workplace 
studies. 

Conversation analysis (CA) was developed by American sociologists Harvey 
Sacks and Emanuel Schegloff in studying recordings of telephone calls for their 
broader inquiry of establishing an observational science of social action. CA 
aims to identify and explicate sequential structures and practices in the forma-
tion and organization of action and turn in human interaction. It achieves this 
aim through the microanalysis of the design and the sequential position of each 
turn and action in sequences of turns and actions in temporally unfolding inter-
action. The systematic attention to the minutiae of interaction distinguishes it 
from other multimodal approaches discussed in this section. CA contributes to 
the development of multimodal interaction by providing a reproducible method 
of analyzing actions (based on “position” and “composition”) applicable to all 
forms of face-to-face interaction. However, although some early CA work addres-
ses the visual aspects of social interaction (Sacks and Schegloff 2002[1975]), it 
tends to view bodily-visual conduct as subordinate to verbal conduct and insigni-
ficant to the structures and practices identified (Drew 2004:78). Adopting the CA 
method, research on multimodal interaction does not prioritize verbal conduct, 
but rather studies the ways in which multimodal practices such as talk, gaze, 
gesture, and posture are brought together to build coherent courses of actions in 
interaction (Stivers and Sidnell 2005). An increasing number of studies on multi-
modal interaction have shown that bodily-visual practices are not only relevant 
to the formation of action in situated interaction (Goodwin 2000a, 2000b, 2003; 

material surround. Since material objects and structures in the environments are also  modalities, 
we call this approach “multimodal interaction”, which includes both embodied actions involving 
voice, mouth, hands, face and body, and the material world. 
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Hayashi 2003, 2005), but also transformative to the (re-) conceptualization of the 
unit of interaction (Keevallik 2013), and collaborative turn construction and orga-
nization (Goodwin 1979; Iwasaki 2009, 2011; Mondada 2007; Li 2014). In particu-
lar, Charles Goodwin’s work connects the CA method to multimodal analysis of 
interaction, and illuminatingly demonstrates how action and interaction is cons-
tructed and (re-)configured through the mutual elaboration of talk, body, and the 
material surround (Goodwin 2000a, 2000b, 2003).

The point of departure for CA inquiry is action, rather than specific semiotic 
system or modality. Language as a semiotic system and its relevance to interac-
tion is the central inquiry of interactional linguistics. 

International linguistics is the second stream of work contributing to the 
formation of multimodal interaction. It is concerned with “how linguistic struc-
tures and patterns of use are shaped by, and themselves shape, interaction” 
 (Couper-Kuhlen and Selting 2001:1). It begins with the study of prosody in inter-
action (Couper-Kuhlen and Selting 1996) by explicating the relevance of diffe-
rent prosodic features such as pitch (Couper-Kuhlen 2001, 2004), rhythm (Auer 
 Couper-Kuhlen, and Müller 1999), and voice quality (Ogden 2001) to action 
 formation and turn/sequence organization in interaction. Another focus of inter-
actional linguistics is the role of lexico-syntactic structures in interaction (Ochs, 
Schegloff, and Thompson, 1996; Hakulinen and Selting 2005; Auer 2009; Couper-
Kuhlen and Thompson 2005). Recently, multimodality begins to gain currency 
in interactional linguistics with a growing interest in bodily-visual practices 
and their interplay with linguistic structures in interaction (Selting 2013; Ford, 
Thompson, and Drake 2012; Walker 2012). A striking methodological feature of 
CA and interactional linguistics is participants’ orientation. This methodology is 
implemented by demonstrating how a practice is deployed, and how it is treated 
by participants through their observable behavior displaying such an orientation 
(Walker 2004). This interactional perspective to prosodic (and linguistic) practi-
ces also applies to the analysis of other multimodal practices such as gesture, 
gaze, and posture. I will return to a fuller account of the concept of participants’ 
orientation and its application to analyzing Chinese interaction in Section 3.3. 

The third field of study that contributes to the formation of multimodal inter-
action is linguistic anthropology. Linguistic anthropology investigates the ways 
in which linguistic forms (e.g., prosody in Gumperz 1982) and embodied practi-
ces (Duranti 1992, 2016; M. H. Goodwin 2006) construct and organize culturally 
defined events and social life in and through interaction. In linguistic anthropo-
logy, taking into account of the human body and the built environment is crucial 
for the analysis of any situated and embodied interaction (Duranti 1997:322), and 
for understanding the meaning of composite utterances that are inherently com-
posed of complex semiotics (Enfield 2009). For example, language, gesture, gaze, 


