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The Relations between Charles
Goodwin’s Interactional
Linguistics and Semiotics:
Some Reflections on
Multimodality and on the
Diagram in Scientific Discourse

Maria Giulia Dondero, University of Liège, Belgium
ABSTRACT
This text addresses the connection between the work of Charles Goodwin in interactional

linguistics and contemporary semiotics, notably that of the structuralist Paris School,
known today as Greimasian and post-Greimasian semiotics. The latter constitutes scholar-

ship having further developed some great distinctions formulated by Ferdinand de Saus-

sure, such as the one between langue and parole, in the study of multimodality (relations
between natural and nonverbal languages). However, Goodwin’s texts consider not only

Saussure’s structuralist semiology but also another semiotics, that is, the American cogni-

tive Peircean tradition, specifically regarding the topic of diagrammatic reasoning in multi-
modal discourse. This article seeks to discuss these two semiotic approaches that I consider

as a semiotic foundation of Goodwin’swork, helping him to study the creativity at play inmul-

timodal languages and in scientific diagrammatic devices. I will first return to Goodwin’s
contributions in order to reformulate the question of the relations between verbal, visual,

and gestural languages in his notational system (transcription of exchanges). Second, I will

examine the case of the dynamics of inscriptions in science, raising the issue of the diagram.
Third, I will explore the points of encounter between Goodwin’s conception of the substrate

of interactions and Jacques Fontanille’s enunciative praxis, in order to consider the dynamic

relationship between sedimentation and transformation in social and scientific practices.
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y article aims to explore the relationship between Charles Goodwin’s

work on interactional linguistics and contemporary semiotics. First

of all, it should be made clear that by contemporary semiotics, I mean

theories and methods that are rarely approached together: contemporary Paris

School semiotics in the lineage of A. J. Greimas and the reflection on diagrams

inspired by C. S. Peirce’s philosophical semiotics. These two semiotic traditions,

the one being structuralist (and poststructuralist), and the other being cognitivist

and pragmatist, have always been in a competitive relationship and have rarely

been brought together for mutual comparison.1

Goodwin’s work draws on these two traditions of thought, questioning and

problematizing them. In respect to the first tradition, he borrows from the rela-

tionship between system (or langue in Saussurean terms) and process (or parole

in Saussurean terms), in order to study the relation between cultural norms (the

memory of past practices that he calls “substrate”) and local multimodal speech

acts. In a sense, reference to Ferdinand de Saussure is made to show that in every

singular speech act, a partial heritage of cultural norms rubs shoulderswith amea-

sure of local creativity.

It is important for semioticians to be apprised of the work of Goodwin, espe-

cially now, with the increasing interest in the semiotics of social practices,2 and

given that it is widely debated in Romance language semiotics and beyond. Con-

versely, it’s also crucial that linguistic anthropologists may consider a develop-

ment of semiotics that has the same concerns about creativity and the sedimen-

tation of practices in the dynamics of cultural memory.

In this article, I first focus on multimodality, that is, on the relations between

verbal, visual, and gestural signs, and I explore Goodwin’s notational system

from the point of view of its multimodal components. Second, I address the con-

cept of diagrammatic reasoning, elaborating on the example of the geologists’ in-

scriptions studied by Goodwin (2018). The form of the diagrammatic reasoning

examined here functions as an argumentation and as a discovery device. Third, I

consider the meeting points between Goodwin’s concept of the substrate and

Jacques Fontanille’s post-Greimasian enunciative praxis in order to examine

the dynamic relationship between sedimentation and novelty in the analysis of

258 • Signs and Society
1. However, some works are exceptions to this trend, particularly in Italian semiotics, which has often
been confronted with the coexistence of the two traditions. In this regard, some seminal works are Eco (1984)
on isotopy and the analysis/interpretation couple, Basso Fossali (2002) on aesthetic theories and the notion of
experience, and Paolucci (2010) on structure and the encyclopedia, as well as Basso Fossali and Dondero
(2011) on the semiotic theories of the referent in photography.

2. See Fontanille (2008), Fontanille and Couégnas (2018), and some critical comments on Fontanille
(2008) in Dondero (2017a).
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social practices from another perspective than that of the diagrammatic discov-

ery tool. The diagram, as we will see, is also concerned with the relation between

creativity and norms.3

Multimodality and the Diagram in Goodwin’s Work
and in Semiotic Approaches
Goodwin’s work is relevant for semioticians for at least two reasons: on the one

hand, his work is crucial for his conception of the heterogeneity of sign systems

(verbal, visual, gestural), which plays a central role in scientific discourse and

practices in hard sciences such as geology as well as in his ownwork as an analyst

of interactions. On the other hand, his work is semiotically crucial for the way he

approaches the relationship between the production of images and other visual

devices in scientific experimentation. In fact, Goodwin’s theory focuses on the

problematic relationship between reasoning, perception, and graphic inscrip-

tions in science, a relationship that, in Peircean theory, is covered by the notion

of diagram. I believe these two aspects of his work (multimodality and diagram-

matic reasoning) are capable of enlightening and renewing semiotic reflection—

and vice versa.

Before addressing the matter of the diagram as an abstract/concrete means

of reasoning, I will briefly look at the problem of multimodality, which in Good-

win’s work is foremost an issue of notation of different languages such as verbal,

visual, and gestural ones. This matter of the relation between heterogeneous

sign systems is also a crucial concern in contemporary French School semiotics in

the lineage of Greimas, whose perspective is very close to Goodwin’s viewpoint.

In the history of semiology, the attempts of neither Emile Benveniste nor of

Roland Barthes have been able to conceive of an articulation and organization

of visual, musical, and/or gestural signs that would be as complex as for verbal

language. Benveniste thus refuses to recognize other sign systems as having the

same status as natural language: these other sign systems would need the media-

tion of verbal discourse in order to stand in a semiological and meaningful rela-

tionship. According to him, systems that do not have units and rules to govern

their relations would be dependent on natural language for any description or for

any “interpretance.” As Benveniste stated in “Semiology of Language” (1981),

verbal language is the system for interpreting other signs—and society more

generally. For Benveniste, the handicap of nonverbal signs is indeed the lack of
3. In this sense, Goodwin puts forth, with his transcriptions of practices, diagrammatic notations that
shift the notion of diagram from mathematics to the social sciences. On this topic, see the papers published
in La Mantia and Dondero (2021) on diagrammatic gestures and Dondero (2023b).
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distinct constitutive units and rules that manage the linguistic system, such as the

rules of selectivity (on the paradigmatic axis) and recurrence (on the syntagmatic

axis). The problem, for theorists of the relations between the verbal and the visual

such as Benveniste, is the presumed liberty of nonverbal signs. Gestures, sounds,

and images would all lack a repertoire, a system of distinct signs, and syntactic

rules to govern their syntagmatic dimension—there would be no grammatical

rules that would guarantee the intelligibility of gestural or pictorial statements.

Nonverbal signs would be unable to ensure the predictability of their occurrences

or their transmissibility through a universally accepted system of notation. This

problem also concerns plastic arts: “Therefore, the meaning of art may never

be reduced to a convention accepted by two partners. New terms must always

be found, since they are unlimited in number and unpredictable in nature; thus

they must be redevised for each work and, in short, prove unsuitable as an insti-

tution. On the other hand, the meaning of language is meaning itself, establishing

the possibility of all exchange and of all communication, and thus of all culture”

(Benveniste 1981, 16).4 Greimas himself, in “Figurative Semiotics and the Semi-

otics of the Plastic Arts” (1989, 637), went a step further than Benveniste who

did not acknowledge the existence of a system of visual language: “Such a sys-

tem, which is said to exist but which is unknown to us, can have a chance of be-

ing grasped andmade explicit only through an examination of the semiotic pro-

cesses—that is, of the ‘visual texts’—by which it realizes itself. Knowledge of

particular planar objects can lead to knowledge of the system which underlies

them. This means that if the processes are grasped in their realized form, they pre-

suppose the system as a virtual one, and thus as one that can be represented only

through an ad hoc, constructed language.” It is clear that Greimas does not re-

nounce conceiving of a visual system, though he is aware that such a system is

not universal and that it does not depend on a “general” perception. If there is

indeed a system, this would be under the condition of it being reconstructed a

posteriori through the analysis of relations of kinship between the various images.

The challenge of contemporary semiotics, and in particular of visual semiotics,

which aims to go beyond the semiological conception of language, is to demon-

strate that the image possesses a level of articulation that does not depend onmin-

imal elements.5 Visual language is not a set of isolable parts, and every image is a

composition that emerges from the tension between the conflicting centrifugal
4. See in this respect Benveniste (1981), when he describes the difference between verbal signs and visual
signs, while denying a visual langue. On the nonconventionality of artistic texts and on the metalinguistic
level of these texts, see Lotman (1990).

5. Moreover, and conversely to what was asserted by Benveniste and Barthes, visual language can produce
metavisual utterances, that is to say, images that are able to reflect on themselves and that are able to
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and centripetal tendencies present in the markings—which the French mathe-

matician René Thom (1983) calls “forces”—and from the relations between local

and global divisions, between the contour and the “centers of attention,” the lat-

ter being the zones within the image where the markings are intensively concen-

trated or where a visual isotopy is broken.6

Goodwin’s work can contribute to this demonstration, based on his analyses of

linguistic practices observed in natural situations of interaction. These practices

function, for semiotics, as forms of experiments that provide a foundation for

our hypotheses on visual language. More fundamentally, Goodwin’s approach

makes it possible to raise anew the question of distinct units, which he reformulates

within the very framework of the notation of verbal language. In Goodwin’s ap-

proach, the discontinuity of the units that make up natural language (phonemes,

words) is transposed into a “continuous” fact by notation in order to account for

the continuum of oral exchange (through the notation of prosody, for example),

as can be seen in the transcription excerpt between Chuck and Chil, the latter be-

ing an aphasic speaker whose vocabulary is limited to a few words (fig. 1).

While many theorists have tried to reduce the language of images, which is

made up of forms and forces (Thom 1983; Deleuze 2003), to a system of distinc-

tive units, Goodwin does the opposite: he tries to account for the forms and

forces in verbal interactions without making their significance dependent on dis-

tinctive units—which verbal language possesses and which, according to Ben-

veniste, guarantee a verifiable semantic analysis.

If, generally speaking, any kind of notation tries tomake discontinuous and to

regulate what is continuous and apparently free of all rules—think of the nota-

tion of dance and of other more or less formalized gestures, such as musical con-

ducting—Goodwin, however, analyzes the modulation of the continuous dy-

namics in interaction. In a way, the notation of oral discourse approaches

verbal language as if it were of the same complexity as a musical performance

or a ballet. In fact, it is not only the meaning of words that guides Goodwin in

the succession of turns of speech in the transcription but the composite whole

that words form with gestures and their rhythms, the very rhythms that are ar-

ranged according to the practical relevance of the situation and not through a

priori codifications of verbal language and its system. Goodwin’s segmentation
6. On this subject, and on possible solutions, including micro-langues such as genres and statuses, see
Dondero (2020).

describe other discourses in total autonomy with respect to verbal language. On this topic, see Fontanille (1989)
and Marin (1993). Regarding this matter, several works have been undertaken in recent years on the issue of
enunciation in the image, on negation through the image, and on visual metalanguage. See Dondero (2013,
2020, 2023b) and Badir and Dondero (2016).
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of conversation and of collective practices follows a procedure that we have

called, in semiotics and in the case of the segmentation of visual language, “plas-

tic” as opposed to “figurative” (Greimas 1989). Figurative segmentation follows a

preordered and lexical meaning that can be read in isolated units, whereas plastic

segmentation is suprasegmental. Note that, traditionally, linguistics has opposed

the segmental level (that of the phonemes, the distinctive units of the spoken

chain) to the suprasegmental level, which designates components of prosody,

among other things (melodic pitch, volume, quality of the voice, length associ-

ated with the duration of the sounds, etc.). The segmentation chosen by Good-

win is therefore based on the rhythms of the perceptual flow of attention and

on visual saliencies, thereby respecting the continuum of visual (and gestural)
Figure 1. Excerpt from transcription (Goodwin 2013, 10)
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language and the fact that any opposition between signs is always tensive and

gradual, as stated by tensive semiotics (Zilberberg 2012).

Goodwin’s work is therefore important from a semiotic point of view, not

only because it approaches visual and gestural signs as independent of verbal lan-

guage while cooccurring with it but also because it questions any approach that

analyzes verbal language as a fixed system of units isolated from signs that ac-

company language use, showing the usefulness of analyzing themanner in which

continuous gesture modulates the significance of language use in a multimodal

practical framework. In a sense, we could dare say that the notational system in

Goodwin’s reflection works as a diagrammatic tool that overtakes the dis-

continuity of words spoken to reorganize a suprasegmental meaning based on

multimodality.

The Diagram in Goodwin’s Work
The diagram is, in my view, at the core of Goodwin’s thinking. In fact, he has

used this notion in its Peircean sense on multiple occasions. A diagram is a form

of schematization that Goodwin already described in the 1990s as follows: “In

order to generate a data set, collections of observations that can be compared

with each other, scientists use coding schemes to circumscribe and delineate

the world they examine.When disparate events are viewed through a single coding

scheme, equivalent observations become possible” (1994, 608; emphasis added).

The notion of diagram, referred to using other terms, was present in earlier arti-

cles on scientific practice, including “Professional Vision” (Goodwin 1994). But it

is in his recent work in particular that the power of the diagrammatic tool plays a

major role in understanding the process of scientific exploration (Goodwin 2018,

436). To give an initial definition, a diagram is, according to Goodwin, a graphical

representation of the forms emerging from the relation between heterogeneous

discourse practices.7 This representation ensures the possibility for a translation

between such discourse practices forming part of a new, experimental whole al-

lowing one to understand something beyond current stabilized knowledge.

This idea of heterogeneity as a basis of diagrammatic thinking is supported by

an eminent theorist of the diagram, philosopher Nelson Goodman, who states
7. My objective is not to flatten Goodwin’s conception of the diagram onto Peirce’s. The differences are
many: I will only mention the fact that Peirce is not a linguist and does not speak of a heterogeneity of dis-
cursive practices. He rather focuses on the heterogeneity of signs and their statuses within a diagram. Peirce
starts his reflection from the diagram in mathematics that is precisely built on a relation made of continuous
spatiality—for example, that of the piece of paper, where each space left blank means something, for example,
a certain distance—and the discontinuity of numbers. Like Goodwin, Peirce considers the importance of the
gesture of inscribing numbers and lines in a mathematical diagram and in this sense approaches this idea of
heterogeneity of signs to be translated into a single signifying unit.
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that the diagram results from abstraction and selection procedures in relation

to a complex perceptual field (see Goodman 1976). In this sense, the diagram

is a device that selects, from different experiences, common possibilities for

translating them within a whole.8 This conception of a homogeneous totality

achieved by a translation and transposition of heterogeneous experimental prac-

tices has been described by Peirce (PWP) as a manipulable experimental form of

relations,9 that is, as something having the property of being perceptually and in-

tellectually evident once a final stabilized and inscribed form has been achieved

at the term of the process of experimentation/manipulation.10

We can thus understand the notion of diagram as a device capable of trans-

lating heterogeneous sign systems, which allows us to conceive of commensura-

bility between different types of systematicity, such as those of verbal, gestural,

perceptive, and visual signs. The diagram is therefore a device that allows for

translations in order to identify commensurabilities that allow it to signify be-

yond the expressive capacities of verbal language. AsGoodwin (1994, 611)writes:

“A theory of discourse that ignored graphic representations would be missing

both a key element of the discourse that professionals engage in and a central

locus for the analysis of professional practice. Instead ofmirroring spoken language

these external representations complement it, using the distinctive characteristics

of thematerial world to organize phenomena in ways that spoken language can’t,

for example by collecting records of a range of disparate events onto a single visible

surface.”When Goodwin addresses the phenomenon of translation between mul-

tiple inscriptions, in the case, for example, of the activities of scientists, archae-

ologists, or geologists, he states that the search for commensurability aims at

the construction of a whole. This whole can be taken to be the result of a demon-

strative process that, by the mere fact of bringing together and translating hetero-

geneous signs through a single perspective (in a sense, an abstract form), produces

a surplus of knowledge—as also stated in the Kantian and Peircean traditions. In

his paper “Professional Vision,” Goodwin (1994, 620) makes a very structuralist

statement that could also be compatible with the Peircean theoretical tradition,

as far as the conception of diagram is concerned: “As talk and image mutually
8. On the relation between diagram and form, see Chauviré (2008), Dondero (2014), and Dondero and
Fontanille (2014). Please also see a proposition for comparing Peirce’s diagram with Goodman’s in Dondero (2023a).

9. In this sense, the concept of diagram formulated by Kantian schematism and by Peircean theory is
something that is at the same time abstract and perceptual, as well as being both general and particular. See
on this topic also Stjernfelt (2007).

10. On this process of stabilization effecting a transformation from indexical and iconic configurations
toward a symbolic form, see Bordron (2013) who theorizes a parallel between the Peircean process and the
Hjelmslevian process extending from purport to substance and form.
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enhance each other, a demonstration that is greater than the sum of its parts

emerges.”

This notion of diagram has been developed not only in Goodwin’s book pub-

lished in 2018 but also in an unpublished work by Smith, Mogk, and Goodwin

on the inscriptional practices of geologists during their fieldwork (Smith et al.

2015), where the term “diagram” appears to describe a process of scientific ex-

perimentation and not just a schematic visualization—as we’ll see in section 3.

In section 3, I will return to the relationship between diagram and discovery,

but for the time being, I would emphasize that in the next section, I consider

Goodwin’s conception of transcription—which concerns gestures, gazes, verbal

exchanges, and perceptive movements within a shared action—to already be an

example of somethingmore than a diagram, that is, of the diagrammatization of

experience. Through transcription, one seeks to represent heterogeneous syntaxes

and to constitute them into a whole in which the heterogeneities are still percep-

tible but that at the same time makes them comparable and translatable.

The Diagram in the Process of Scientific Investigation: The Case
of the “First Inscriptions” in Geology
The diagram is addressed twice throughout this article: once as a tool for under-

standing and transcribing that which is multimodal (as, for instance, in the case

of the notation of conversations) and once as a research instrument for further-

ing thought and enhancing thework conductedwithin various scientific fields. In

both cases, the diagram has to be intended as a tool leading to discovery within the

practices of scientific investigation and experimentation.

In this section, I will examine a video produced by Goodwin and two of his

collaborators, Michael Smith and David Mogk, as part of a presentation titled

“Creating the First Inscription,”which consists of a talk given at the “Writing Field-

work: A Symposiumon the Place of Writing in the Field Sciences” conference that

took place at PrincetonUniversity on April 24–24, 2015, in which a set of data col-

lected from the field by geologists is analyzed (Smith et al. 2015).11 The video of

the presentation thus shows not only the geologists’ practices of inscription by

means of drawing and annotation as they are recorded in the field but also the

annotation and visualization practices of Goodwin and his collaborators who

analyze and comment on the practices of the geologists.

In a first image extracted from this presentation (fig. 2), we find what we

have already described above regarding the notation of conversations, that is,
11. This video is unfortunately no longer available on YouTube, but it is analyzed in Smith et al. (2015).
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a graphical representation translating between multiple types of systematicity:

that of professional visual experience and that of tracing a drawing in a

notebook (on this geological experience, see also Smith [2018]). This figure

shows that what is diagrammatic is not the representation of what is seen

(“maps and drawings”) but rather the relationship between the scientist’s gaze

directed toward the rock and the tracing of the drawing. Through this exam-

ple, it is possible to formulate the difference between the diagram and dia-

grammatic thinking, the latter being inspired by the former during an ongoing

scientific activity or more generally during a cognitive act of experimentation

and discovery. The diagram can be drawn on a substrate as a realized figure, but its

destiny, contrary to the destiny of a fixed theoretical model, is to change through

further manipulations and experimentations.

Smith et al. (2015) specify in the figure that these are not representations that

belong to iconicity understood as a similarity between two entities but rather di-

agrams that are “visual propositions that can be tested and which guide subse-

quent action.” In this sense, Goodwin is in complete agreement with Peirce’s the-

ory where the diagram is an experimental instrument that must be tested and

retested before being stabilized into what Peirce calls a “symbol” (a stabilized
Figure 2. “The first inscription in the geological domain” (Smith et al. 2015)
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form). Peirce (PWP) states that diagramsmake it possible to see shapes emerging

from the experimental tests of various materials (or syntaxes). At the end of a se-

ries of manipulations and of mutual translation and transpositions, diagrammatic

functioning creates a whole, something evident as a form.

In the schema infigure 3, thewhole chain of diagrammatic reasoning is shown:

the scientist’s gaze toward a rock in an exchange with a colleague discussing the

hypotheses, the tracing of the drawing, and the drawing as a tool for future sta-

bilization/institutionalization of this partial knowledge to be tested again. This

figure makes visible the connection between several actions: the verbal exchange,

the orientation of the gaze toward the rock that the video records, and the draw-

ing being traced.

Let’s examine this process in more detail. The diagrammatic reasoning that

we see taking place in figure 3 will be consolidated through the discussion of these

proposals among the group of researchers. Once these negotiations have been

stabilized and accepted, and once these proposals have been transformed into

competences incorporated by the scholarly community, they will be delegated

to objects that will themselvesmaterialize the competences of the community from

which they come. In this regard, consider the Munsell color chart described by

Goodwin (2000), which incorporates within a single object the competences of
Figure 3. “Diagrammatic process in the geological domain” (Smith et al. 2015)
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the scholarly archaeological community. Tools such as the Munsell color chart

thus become “black boxes,” as Latour (2013) would call them, because they bring

together and stabilize or institutionalize the skills acquired by the actors, by stor-

ing them within an object. These skills can be put to the test during new inves-

tigations that will lead to the emergence of other forms of classification or cate-

gorization: the objects will then be actualized again to be transformed. We’ll

come back to this process in section 4, according to the perspective of cultural

dynamics expressed in French School semiotics.

Let’s return to the notion of diagram. We have defined diagrammatic reason-

ing as a process of translation between several representational systems: a diagram

allows us to see how observation, drawing, and scientific reasoning (through the

formulation and modulation of hypotheses) are mutually elaborated. The dia-

gram therefore does not function as a representation but rather as a device for

investigating and constructing relations between different experiences that need

to bemade commensurable.Moreover, Goodwin and his collaborators have shown

that the scholar understands what he or she draws by drawing it and that his or

her perception is enriched by the practice of inscription.12

It should also be emphasized that the diagram is the site of commensurabil-

ities that are still available for review and correction. Contrary to “images” in the

Peircean sense,13 the relations constructed by the diagrammatic device preserve

“gaps” (for example, in relation to what is perceived, the drawing selects the rele-

vant features to be retained).14 These gaps are amajor characteristic of the diagram

because they allow its transposition to different future experiments.15

In their commentary on figure 3, the three researchers involved state that their

aim is to explain the path from perceptual appearance to categorization in order to

produce a scientific description. In other words: “How is sensory experience in the

actual setting where the work of a community is accomplished transformed into

the abstract types that organize its discourse?” (Goodwin 2018, 16). Each scholar’s

sensorium must relate to knowledge that has already been stabilized and that is

solicited by the new challenge that will lead their sensorium and, potentially,
12. On the topic of reasoning and discovering through drawing, see the luminous book by French mathe-
matician and philosopher Gilles Chatelet (1993).

13. “Hypoicons may be roughly divided according to the mode of Firstness of which they partake. Those
which partake of simple qualities, or First Firstnesses, are images; those which represent the relations, mainly
dyadic, or so regarded, of the parts of one thing by analogous relations in their own parts, are diagrams; those
which represent the representative character of a representamen by representing a parallelism in something
else, are metaphors” (CP 2:276–77).

14. On these kinds of gaps that are due to the process of schematization of the experiment that is always
carried out by reducing nonessential or less relevant experiential characteristics, see Goodman (1968).

15. On the transposition of schematizations of experiments to other experiments, especially through the
lens of Goodman’s theorization of diagrammaticality, see Dondero and Fontanille (2014).
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their professional tools to be transformed. In a way, we could say that the tra-

jectory from the object sought through questioning to the scientific object as

an entity that has been acknowledged by the scientific community—at least

by part of it—is mediated by a diagrammatic stage. During this stage multiple

tests seek to negotiate and stabilize the representational and intellectual forms

of the scientific object. What characterizes this type of diagrammatic device is

therefore that it allows a form of visibility stemming from the reciprocal trans-

position of seeing, representing, and reasoning.

Semiotizing Cultural and Scientific Practices: Sedimentation
and Novelty
The diagrammatic stage allows the passage frommultiple experiments to the sta-

bilization of scientific knowledge, that is, the path from attempts and tests to the

recognition of something new that could afterward be integrated with the stabi-

lized norms of a discipline (or of a culture). In the French School of semiotics,

these stabilized norms are called “virtualized practices,” because they have inte-

grated and normalized something that has been a novelty in the past and that

is currently available for new usages. To understand this path from novelty to

virtualization (sedimentation) and from sedimentation to novelty, it is necessary

to introduce the notion of enunciation and, specifically, the concept of “enunci-

ative praxis,”which is useful for reformulating the problem of the transformation

of the linguistic system by the process, that is, of the transformation of langue (sta-

bilized knowledge) by parole (innovative performance) and vice versa. Langue

and parole, in fact, have not to be addressed solely in relation to verbal language

but, for at least forty years, have been addressed in accordance with the Greimasian

distinction between competence and performance, also in relation to experience

and, notably, to the accumulation of experiences in ordinary life and in the

sciences.

In contemporary semiotics, the notion of enunciation covers everything that

relates to the practice of discourse intended as an intersubjective action.16 The

theory of “enunciative praxis” has been developed at the end of the 1990s (Fontanille

2006). This theory is in my view in line with Goodwin’s concerns about the re-

lationship between a substrate of linguistic habits and the production of novelty.

In both Fontanille’s and Goodwin’s work, it is a matter of conceiving of a dynamic
16. This theory is also in line with the work of Bruno Latour (2013), according to which enunciation is
what structures the passages between one mode of existence and another. On the relationship between enun-
ciation and the theory of existence, see Maniglier (2017) and Dondero (2017b, 2018).
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between the sedimentation of existing structures of signification and the creativ-

ity inherent to any ongoing process.

But let’s take a step back. According to a very general definition, the theory of

enunciation allows us to conceive of a mediation between Saussurean langue, that

is, a system of virtualities, and parole, that is, the actualizations of langue in dis-

course—which are supposed to broaden the spectrum of the virtualities of lan-

guage. Since Benveniste, in fact, the theory of enunciation has greatly evolved

and has enabled to take into account the fact that langue is a system of historically

attested virtualities, built on the practices of the speakers, and not on pure gram-

matical virtualities. Goodwin’s substrate is a concept that is very close to Saussurean

langue: it is a stabilized pool of linguistic habits to be solicited during exchanges.

Goodwin (2018, 5) describes the substrate as a basis for building new skills and

knowledge as follows: “New structures for the accomplishment of consequential

action are progressively created by performing systematic transformative oper-

ations on what already exists.”17

The substrate is therefore identifiable as a reservoir of usages that have been

sedimented throughout history and that play a part in the structuring organiza-

tion of local action. This sedimentation also takes the form of various tools, such

as theMunsell color chart used in geology and archeology fields, studied byGood-

win in several articles (Goodwin 2000) and in his book (2018), and that function

as instruments—namely, objectsmaterializing the skills acquiredwithin scientific

disciplines and during the training of professional experts. This stabilization of

practices in the form of tools such as theMunsell color chart makes it possible to

plan future action and thus prepares the production of novelty within the process

of an action in progress. The production of novelty in an ongoing action is not only

of local value but has also a structuring character. In a certain way, not only is the

substrate the result of a stabilization and of a schematization of usages but any local

action is part of a more general schematizing operation and contributes to new

sedimentations of practices and even to the transformation of the substrate.

In semiotics, this relationship between novelty in an ongoing action and the

sedimentation of practices was formalized by Fontanille through the notion

of enunciative praxis. The relationship between what is possible, relevant, and

feasibly programmable and what is produced by the act of adjustment between

actors and objects during a specific interaction no longer relates solely to the

relationship between virtuality and realization, as in the first structuralist theory,
17. This issue of production, recognition, and maintenance has also been the focus of some linguistic an-
thropologists such as Agha (2003, 2005) regarding the evolution of a certain pronunciation of British English.
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but concerns multiple degrees of discursive presence. They can be thought of

in a complex manner in terms of various modes of existence18—as schematized

in figure 4.

In my opinion, this schematization of the movements inherent to the produc-

tion ofmeaning in discourse practices has themerit ofmaking visible the complex-

ity of our linguistic operations caught between creativity and sedimentation, be-

cause it multiplies the steps and the nuances in this process. The position of the

virtual, of Saussurean langue, is beyond the scope of the schema because it is ab-

stracted from the dynamics of enunciative praxis. The virtual comprises everything

that is a priori possible in a system, in contrast to the virtualized, which covers

every discourse that has been concretely produced and sedimented and that is

solicitable—every discourse that has undergone a process of virtualization. Ac-

tualization concerns the process, in linguistic production, of passing from the res-

ervoir to action (acquiring the competence), while realization is the action of put-

ting something into discourse (mise en discours). Finally, potentialization is the

reverse process that follows realization, that is, a process of putting significations

on standby so that they may subsequently be virtualized.

The enunciative praxis is not the sum of all discourses performed but the

locus of a discursive schematization that makes it possible to account for the

thickness of our linguistic performances, caught between projection (protention)

and backgrounds in memory (retention). This schema highlights the fact that

each discourse has a discursive depth, based on what Goodwin calls the substrate,

that is, a reservoir that is partly removed from the field of practice in course of

realization but that can be partly resolicited by a movement of appropriation

and actualization. This movement of actualization is to be understood as a se-

lection in relation to everything that has previously been virtualized and that is

available and reutilizable. The operation of selection implied by the movement of

actualization is made relevant by Goodwin (2013, 11), who states that “the current

substrate organizes coherence in gathering together in a limited, but uniquely

appropriate, collection of resources implicated in the organization of the specific

action now in progress.”

If we use the terms of the enunciative praxis scheme regarding figure 3, this

schema shows the way in which the competence of the experts (actualization)

is mutually and dynamically formed and transformed. The drawing (realization)

will be then transmitted to the professional community once it is completed

(potentialization). Virtualization will follow potentialization once the hypotheses
18. The modes of existence in Greimasian semiotics are not identifiable with the modes of existence as
per Latour, who draws instead on the work of Étienne Souriau (2009). For a comparison, see Colas-Blaise (2020).
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of the experts form stabilized knowledge through scholarly manuals and other

educational instruments.

Fontanille’s proposal enriches Saussure’s reflection on the binary relation-

ship between langue and parole and Goodwin’s relationship between substrate

and ongoing action, for it complexifies the relationships, including the temporal

one, between the underlying substrate and the novelty emerging in the action

through intermediate stages that mark the transition from the virtualized to the

realized: the stages of actualization and of potentialization.

In his last book,Goodwin (2018, 436), inmyview, takes a step further in describ-

ing the dynamics of exchange, and he clearly establishes the relation between these

dynamics and diagram theory: “I have been repeatedly struck by the way in which

the operations performed by subsequent speakers upon the patterned organization

of elements visible (or hearable) in earlier utterance seem to have some of the char-

acteristics of diagrammatic reasoning. Theway inwhich both new action and struc-

tured utterances are built through systematic transformation of the resources and

patterning visible in an earlier utterance seems to constitute what Peirce called

‘experiments upon [a] diagram.’” To explain this idea of patterned organization

present in speaking turns, he offers the illustration in figure 5 to the readers.

Conclusion
In this work, I highlighted the intersections between the theory and methodol-

ogy underlying Goodwin’s work and current research in semiotics. I aimed to

analyze Goodwin’s own instruments of analysis (his transcription of the prosodic

aspects of speech) and to study Goodwin’s materials, such as the “first transcrip-

tions” of geologists, through a semiotic approach. Specifically, the fields of ordi-

nary life conversations and of discussions among geologists have been analyzed
Figure 4. Schema of modes of existence in enunciative praxis (Fontanille 2006, 199)
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through a theory and methodology of multimodality and through the theory of

the diagram as a tool of knowledge increase, as per its theorization by semiotician

C. S. Peirce. Moreover, diagrams are used in Goodwin’s notation of interactions

and by the researchers (geologists during their fieldwork) who constitute the cor-

pus he studied.

This kind of diagrammatic process concerns the relationship between sedi-

mentation and the production of novelty, and it has made it possible to confront

a two-term system by Saussure (langue and parole) and the distinction between

substrate as sedimentation of practices and ongoing performance, with a four-term

system (actualization/realization/virtualization/potentialization) formulated in

Fontanille’s theory of “enunciative practices.” This enunciative dynamic thus en-

abled the description of the process extending from the sedimentation of skills in

the form of already existing tools to the transformation of the perceptive skills of

researchers through experiments we have called diagrammatic.
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