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About the International Association for Cognitive
Semiotics

The International Association for Cognitive Semiotics (IACS) was
established in 2013 at Aarhus University, Denmark, on the occasion of
the Eighth Conference of the Nordic Association for Semiotic Studies
(NASS).

Cognitive semiotics is an interdisciplinary field devoted to the study
of meaning-making processes in language, other sign systems,
perception, and action. It investigates how human beings create,
interpret, and negotiate meaning in their interactions with the world
across a wide range of domains. Bringing together perspectives,
methods, and insights from cognitive science, cognitive linguistics, and
semiotics, cognitive semiotics situates signs and sign use within the
broader framework of cognitive, social, cultural, and neurobiological
processes. Its research combines experimental approaches with
theoretical inquiry and traditional methods of textual and semiotic
analysis.

Today, cognitive semiotics is a well-established field of study at the
Universities of Aarhus University and Lund University, while continuing
to gain recognition and momentum in many other academic contexts
worldwide. The international participation at IACS conferences reflects
the growing interest in this area of research. The mission of the
International Association for Cognitive Semiotics is to promote and
advance scholarship in cognitive semiotics, foster academic dialogue
and collaboration among researchers, and support the development of
this expanding field through conferences, workshops, and other
scholarly activities.
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1. Welcome to IACSG6!

The Sixth Conference of the International Association for Cognitive
Semiotics (IACS), hosted by the Department of Philosophy at Sapienza
University of Rome, is dedicated to the theme of semantic
indeterminacy. This is by no means a random choice. Rather, it is
intended as a tribute to those who, within these very walls, devoted their
work to the semantics of historical-natural languages as they unfold at
the intersection of the language faculty, the diversity of sociocultural
contexts, and communicative practices.

By breaking new ground for an investigation of language between
nature and culture, and of meaning-making without detaching it from
its embodied, experiential, and pragmatic dimensions - indeed, by
understanding meaning-making as both grounded in and foundational
to them - the philosophy of language and theoretical linguistics
cultivated in this department have left us with an intellectual legacy that
is still invaluable for navigating contemporary debates and, we hope,
future ones as well.

| am referring above all to the work of Tullio De Mauro, linguist,
semiotician, and philosopher of language, who devoted his scholarly
efforts not only to interpreting the thought of Ferdinand de Saussure,
but also, and perhaps more importantly, to framing the major
theoretical questions concerning language and historical-natural
languages within the horizon of a semiotics taken seriously. He pursued
this project in close dialogue with another great scholar who worked in
this department, Emilio Garroni, as well as through a constant
engagement with both the classics of philosophy and his contemporary
figures such as Hjelmslev, Prieto, and scholars from a wide range of
disciplines.

Within what we commonly call the “Roman School” (presented in
several volumes edited by Stefano Gensini and Marina De Palo), the
philosophical perspective on both language and languages has always
been intrinsically intertwined with semiotics and linguistics. In this
sense, some of us were already practicing what would today be called
“cognitive semiotics” (as Jordan Zlatev has noted, many scholars
engaged in cognitive semiotics do not in fact use this label). This is why
it felt quite natural for some of us to become involved in this Association,
especially when we recognized in the work of Brandt, Sonesson, Zlatev,
and other scholars who will be joining us during these days a
perspective that converged with our own: namely, one that is attentive
to history — including the history of philosophy and semiotics — and



critical both of the fragmentation of semiotics into narrowly specialized
schools, which have often lost sight of its original and, for us, more
congenial philosophical vocation, and of the various forms of
reductionism that have characterized, and continue to characterize,
much of the cognitive sciences.

Cognitive semiotics, repeatedly rethought and reformulated over
the past decades, responds to a longstanding concern within the
philosophical-linguistic tradition: the need to investigate the semiotic
mediation of cognition — both phylogenetically and ontogenetically —
through the interaction between embodied cognitive capacities and
socially transmitted sign systems. In this respect, cognitive semiotics
inherits the imperative to move beyond a conception of semiotics as
only a “theory of signs” and toward the development of a genuinely
transdisciplinary science of meaning-making, one that combines
theoretical reflection with empirical inquiry.

For De Mauro - as for Umberto Eco, ltaly’'s most influential
semiotician and another intellectual presence at this conference,
especially through his fellows led by Claudio Paolucci — semiotics is
intimately intertwined with the philosophy of language and provides
the broader framework within which processes of signification can be
investigated. This brings us to the well-known issue of the threshold,
around which an ontological, epistemological, and methodological
debate has crystallized throughout the history of the discipline, and
which continues to stimulate discussion today, as the issue will be
touched upon in several moments of this 6™ conference.

On the one hand, the various traditions of semiotics — most notably
those stemming from Peirce and Saussure — have emphasized, often
drawing on classical and contemporary thinkers even not usually
included within “official” semiotics, such as Cassirer, Buhler, Bakhtin,
and Vygotsky, the sign-based nature of human knowledge: we cannot
think without signs. On the other hand, the distinction between sign
and non-sign, between sign and signal, and between automatic or
procedural mechanisms and those that rely predominantly on symbolic
memory, between consciousness and unconscious, remains, perhaps
inevitably, of aporetic nature.

The vitality of semiotics, despite its considerable internal
heterogeneity, is evidenced by the surveys conducted by Kalevi Kull and
Ekaterina Velmezova in 2014 and again in 2024.

What we today call cognitive semiotics was also conceived here as
“semantics”. The study of signification concerns not only signs
themselves but also what grounds them: the body, perception,
cognitive capacities such as memory, social and historical context — in
short, the biological dimension in continuity with the anthropological
one. In other words, the study of signification concerns that which



already matters, and thereby enables signs to signify in the hands of
their users. From this perspective, semiotics naturally opens onto
semantics and presupposes it, because signs are only one of the ways
through which we make meaningful what already presents itself as
relevant.

Over time, however, semantics — or at least its dominant versions —
took a different direction. On the one hand, it narrowed its focus to the
linguistic dimension alone (langue), while an increasing portion of its
traditional territory was ceded to pragmatics, as aptly denounced by
Patrizia Violi, ultimately reinforcing the dichotomy between the
semantic and the pragmatic, between meaning and sense, or between
meaning and use. This dichotomy was inherited from what was often a
rather limited reading of linguistic structuralism and, more recently,
from analytic philosophy of language through Wittgenstein, Austin and
GCrice. On the other hand, cognitive semantics, which emerged and
flourished within cognitive linguistics, became marked first by
conceptual reductionism and later by what might be called a
“neuromaniac” turn. As a result, the labels that once seemed best suited
to describe a theoretical orientation concerned with the many
dimensions of signification — “philosophical semantics” or “cognitive
semantics” — had already been claimed and redirected elsewhere.

From this point of view, cognitive semiotics remains itself not only
when it enters into productive dialogue with other disciplines. More
importantly, cognitive semiotics remains true to itself only insofar as it
continues to ask how semiosis mediates the transition from nature to
culture. In virtue of this commitment, its explanatory task can be seen
as twofold: to elucidate the dynamics that emerge, in both human and
non-human animals (and perhaps in life more generally), between
Umwelt and Lebenswelt, and to clarify the processes through which a
Homeworld encounters an Alienworld while being transformed by that
encounter in turn. It is in this latter domain that the original political
vocation of semiotics ought to be revitalized.

This conference is dedicated to the theme of the indeterminacy of
meaning: the constitutive openness, fluidity, and irreducible vagueness
of meaning-making processes, all of which presuppose subjectivity and
gualitative experience. The theme foregrounds not only the dynamic
interaction between structured and codified sign systems and the
creative, often unpredictable practices that continuously transform
them, but also the fundamental indeterminacy at the heart of semiosis
itself, where meaning emerges through the dialectic between
subjective and intersubjective experience, rooted in lived perception,
embodied engagement, and historical situatedness.

Indeterminacy ultimately points to what is lost — or to the feeling of
what is missing, if | may borrow the title of Jamin Pelkey’'s contribution
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—in the encounter between subject and world, but also in the ways the
world is represented and narrated through signs and languages.
Indeterminacy resides in the gap, in the irreducible remainder between
the dynamic object and the immediate object, to use Peirce's
terminology; or, in Saussurean terms, in the play of signs, which
functions only insofar as it is permeated by the lived experience of
speakers in their dual role as interlocutors and interpreters.

As the abstracts collected here clearly show, the program is
extraordinarily rich. It reflects a field of study that has steadily
consolidated itself from Aarhus — where the Association was founded in
2013 - to Lund, which hosted the last edition in 2024, and from Canada
to the United States and South America, increasingly extending beyond
the boundaries of the Western world.

This is a field that continues to engage with classical questions
while also confronting, today, the challenge of artificial intelligence. At a
time when both the scientific community and the broader public are
debating whether machines possess thought, intentionality, or
consciousness, cognitive semiotics can shed light on the differences
between human, animal, and artificial cognition by examining the
distinct forms of meaning-making they involve.

Indeed, this may be the ideal transdisciplinary framework within
which to critically rethink the mind-computer metaphor of classical
cognitive science, which today often appears in reverse form: no longer
computerizing the mind but anthropomorphizing the machine. This is
a particularly significant issue in a department such as ours, which hosts
a degree program in Philosophy and Artificial Intelligence.

As | thank the distinguished keynote speakers who generously
accepted our invitation to contribute to this conference, as well as all
participants, | would also like to acknowledge the spirit of friendship and
collaboration that characterizes the IACS. Inspired by the values of
solidarity, international dialogue, and peace, this spirit can only flourish
when nourished by the kind of irreverent critical attitude that
encourages us to question what we take for granted.

Filomena Diodato
Rome, June 1, 2026
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‘Start making sense’: Victoria
Welby, materiality and the
sensorium

Paul Cobley
Middlesex University, London

Even as the founding-mother of semiotics, Victoria, Lady Welby is
known for her call to clarify language through Significs. At best, such
language reform is stultifying in its aims and procedures; at worst, it
spearheads the mission of linguistic hygiene, with all that mission’s
attendant prejudices.

Yet, Welby's position on signs and clarity is something else. She is
uneasy about humans failing to enhance their powers of Expression
because of the way it places them in danger not just of atrophied
communication but of denying their own destiny: the expansion of the
anthropic Umwelt. Expression, for her, is in the domain of the mother-
sense and its mission of care is entrusted to those beings that are
sensorily equipped to be aware of and carry out maintenance on
expression.

This paper will attempt to show that the English term, ‘sense’, is key
to Welby's thinking not just on the aforementioned issues but in relation
to imagery, presenting a version of conceptual metaphor theory that is
resistant to functionalism; in relation to tool use and human extensions;
in relation to the process of reading; in respect of endosemiosis;
pertaining to consciousness;, and in presciently overturning both
Material Engagement Theory and enactivism in favour of cognitive
semiotics.
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What happens between us?
Exploring the enactive nature of
language

Nara M. Figueiredo
Universidade Federal de Santa Maria, Brasil

Languaging, as a special kind of social agency, is based on the sense-
making condition of living systems (Di Paolo, Cuffari & De Jaegher,
2018; Figueiredo & Cuffari, 2025), and it becomes possible via the
entanglement of bodily and intersubjective domains. This view is
situated within the linguistic enaction theory and it seeks to
supplant representational explanations of language with an account
of practice-based agency that emerges from dialectical and
dynamic coordinations of situated actors in an experiential-socio-
cultural-material-historical space. Still in the making, such an
account ultimately requires a change not of mechanistic
explanations, but of ontologies, which is a major shift in the
understanding of the nature of meaning and reality.

Along similar lines, agential realism proposes “a fundamental
inseparability of epistemological, ontological, and ethical
considerations” (Barad 2007, 26). Consequently, agency is at the
center of our orientation towards phenomena, rendering them
inseparable entanglements of material and discursive domains. On
this account, “meaning is neither intralinguistically conferred nor
simply extralinguistically referenced. Meaning is made possible
through specific material practices [and intra-actions]” (Barad 2007,
148). But these intra-actions are sense-makers’ actions, which means
that the nature of meaning must be considered not only from the
entanglement of material-discursive domains, but also from deeply
intertwined affective and historical processes.

In this talk, | situate some of Barad's (2007, 2015) concepts and
ideas in the context of languaging to reflect on its nature by
resorting to the notions of intra-action, diffraction, superposition and
interference. | suggest that meanings emerge from the
entanglement of producers and audiences and that our agencies
superpose one another. | will conclude with a few questions about
how the enactive view on meaning and language resonates with
contemporary premises of linguistic relativity research.

14



Quantum Semiosis: Rethinking
Meaning under Conditions of
Uncertainty

Massimo Leone
University of Turin

This keynote advances a cognitive-semiotic framework for
understanding how quantum theory permeates and reshapes
contemporary culture. Building on recent work in quantum semiotics
and the dialogue between physics, media, and the humanities, it argues
that quantum physics does not simply revise scientific models but
reconfigures the conditions under which meaning is produced and
processed. Concepts such as superposition, entanglement, and
indeterminacy challenge classical logics of identity and causality, calling
for cognitive strategies capable of operating within probabilistic, non-
binary environments.

Across literature, cinema, and digital media, these conceptual
tensions are translated into semiotic forms that render quantum
complexity cognitively accessible. Fernando Pessoa's heteronymic
system anticipates a distributed model of authorship; Raul Ruiz's Trois
vies et une seule mort (1996) stages identity as narrative superposition;
interactive works such as Possibilia (2014) by the Daniels transform
branching possibilities into experiential structures; and Everything
Everywhere All at Once (2022), by the same directors, dramatizes the
cognitive and existential consequences of a proliferating multiverse. In
a different register, Werner Herzog's Theatre of Thought (2022) explores
the limits of neuroscientific representation, while installations such as
Laure Prouvost's We Felt a Star Dying (2025) translate quantum
uncertainty into immersive perceptual environments. Together, these
cases function as semiotic dispositifs that model distributed cognition,
where identity, time, and causality unfold as dynamic fields of
possibilities rather than fixed structures.

Within this perspective, the keynote introduces “quantum
cognition” as a semiotic model: not a claim about the brain's physical
nature, but a way to describe how meaning emerges from probabilistic,
context-dependent configurations. Narrative multiplicity, relational
identity, and interpretive selection correspond to cognitive operations
structurally analogous to quantum processes, enabling subjects to
navigate uncertainty without reducing it.

The talk distinguishes this approach from the drift toward
“‘guantum mysticism,” proposing instead a rigorous “quantum
humanism.” Grounded in cognitive semiotics, this framework preserves
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the conceptual precision of quantum theory while clarifying its cultural
and cognitive implications, offering tools to understand how humans
make sense of an increasingly complex and indeterminate world.
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Determining Choice Awareness

Alexandra Mouratidou
Maria Curie-Sktodowska University, Lublin - Lund University

Language is often privileged over bodily expression, despite the
expressivity of the affective body in revealing states that speech may
conceal or fail to articulate. For instance, investigations of choice making
and awareness in experimental settings often rely on participants’
verbal reports. When participants fail to verbally detect manipulations —
such as when the preferred option is covertly replaced with a rejected
one —thisis interpreted as a lack of awareness of their own choices (e.g.,
Johansson et. al, 2005; Parnamets et al, 2023). This binary
understanding, equating verbal undetection of manipulation with
“blindness” in choice making, has been used to support broader claims
about the illusory nature of agency, the unreliability of decision making,
and even the epiphenomenal nature of consciousness (e.g., Dennett,
2001; Wegner, 2018). What such interpretations overlook, however, is the
constitutive role of the body in cognition, as well as its multiplicity of
expressive signs and signals that may contradict, nuance, or reinforce
what is verbally expressed or concealed.

Drawing on experimental studies in cognitive semiotics and
integrating insights from phenomenological philosophy, | show that
under conditions of manipulation, choice awareness manifests not only
verbally, but bodily (Mouratidou et al., 2024; Mouratidou & Andrén, 2025).
These non-verbal expressions include bodily signs, such as
communicative gestures that carry denotational meaning, as well as
bodily signals including adaptors (i.e, self- or object-directed
movements, such as scratching) and more subtle bodily features (e.g.,
hand shape) that are not intentionally communicative and mostly
operate below the level of reflective awareness. Specifically, while
participants’ choice justifications in non-manipulated trials appear
(more or less) similar to those given in undetected-manipulated trials,
their bodily expressions differ significantly. These differences concern
both higher frequency and greater variety of bodily movements, as well
as predominance of bodily signals over gestural signs, in undetected
manipulations — a pattern that is not observed when no manipulation is
involved. In other words: even when participants do not verbally indicate
that the presented option was not their original choice, the differences
in their bodily expressions reveal a form of pre-reflective awareness of
their choices, most clearly manifested through bodily signals and other
implicit gestural features. This gives rise to a central paradox: how can
bodily signals and more concealed bodily features that are typically

17



viewed as “unconscious” count as meaningful expressions of choice
awareness? Are we dealing with sub-personal processes, or with
minimal expressions of subjectivity?

This indeterminacy is addressed by adapting the Semiotic
Hierarchy model (Zlatev, 2009; in press; Keranen, 2023, Mouratidou,
2025) to argue that choice awareness is distributed across different
levels of intentionality/consciousness and semiosis. Within this, bodily
signals occupy the lowest level of semiosis, marking the “threshold” of
subjectivity and pre-reflective consciousness. By understanding
subjectivity as a prerequisite for semiosis, embodied affective
expression discloses a form of awareness that is neither fully transparent
to itself nor reducible to the merely physiological.

18



Monetized being: A cognitive
semiotic approach to sovereign
money systems

Todd Oakley
Case Western Reserve University

With few exceptions, humans are monetized beings. Money permeates
our lives and livelihoods, forming an integral part of the lifeworld. The
prevailing view considers money to have originated as a tokenized
medium of exchange emerging from within market systems. Its origin
and meaning are determinate. A less prevailing but more accurate view
considers money to have originated as an open-ended system for
conveying information about human relationships in a wide range of
interacting social systems and subject to wide array of social “forces.”
Perhaps this is why money scares and confounds us: its value inflates or
deflates for reasons we struggle to discern, let alone control. It can be
stolen, or it can simply disappear. It is often at the center of our worries
about the future or is the source of grievance and resentment about the
past. As monetized beings, we are “currency conscious,” especially when
social relations and transactions break down (see Polanyi 1944: 25). Its
origins and meaning are hotly contested and indeterminant.

Yet it may come as a bit of a surprise that money is such an enigma.
After all, money is a human creation and, as such, should exist squarely
within the ambit of an objective explanation. But what does the money
itself signify? Are euros, dollars, krona, renminbi, yen, or ztoty signs of
something other than themselves? In short, is money a sign system?

Some answer, “no” (see Sinha and Rodriguez 2008:. 366), as
currencies is self-identical. In this talk, | advance a more refined
argument. Currency is a signal, but sovereign money is a sign. It isa sign
of debt, a promise to pay. The money-sign is a social relation.

This presentation has four brief parts. | begin by offering an
ontology of money as a social relation. Money is, at base, a means of
social positioning with respect to the primordial social categories of
debtor and creditor (see Lawson 2016; Oakley & Zlatev 2024; Peacock
2017). This ontology allows us to limn out the key functions of money,
namely as a unit of account, a store of value, a means of payment, a
medium of exchange, and its derivative function as a means of
“invidious comparison” (see Veblen 1899, passim). In part Il, | offer an
account of money as a sign system, embracing a restrictive definition of
a sign as entailing double differentiation (see Sonesson 2026, passim),
delineating the pre-signitive and signitive dimensions of numeracy,
depiction, and language. Money works on multiple simultaneous layers
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of signification, cutting across many different semantic domains—
aesthetics, economics, kinship, law, politics, and religion—that comprise
the lifeworld of monetized societies (see Brandt 2004; Oakley 2020).
With this lifeworld account in hand, | proceed in Part Ill to outline and
assess the two dominant theories of money—commodity money
(Menger 1892; von Mises 1912) and credit money (Innes 1914; Knapp (2023
[1905]; Laum 2023 [1924])—arguing that credit theories are
methodologically preferrable according to the criteria of analytic
relevancy and descriptive adequacy. Thus, money is a social relation,
embedded in a lifeworld of signals and signs for positioning individuals
as creditors or debtors within a polity.

This account of monetized being clears the way to explore an
additional topic of relevance to cognitive semiotics: money is a form of
socially distributed cognition. In Part IV, | outline a specific taxonomy of
distributed cognitive systems (see Hutchins 1994, 1995), those which are
task dependent and those which are functionally integrated (Slors 2019).
A system is task dependent insofar as it requires institutional
coordination across agents and artifacts, but where the opportunity for
an open-ended or indeterminate range of outcomes is wide; a system is
functionally integrated insofar as it requires coordination across agents
and artifacts, but where the opportunity for an open-ended or
indeterminate range of outcomes is narrow. | argue that sovereign
money systems are semiotic systems harboring properties of both, and
that the meaning of money as a distributed phenomenon hinges on
whether the grounding of semiosis commences from the user's
perspective or from the issuer’s perspective.

Money is a thoroughly human creation, but it persists as one of the
most socially consequential but perplexing objects of modern
civilization. It is a matter of some urgency that semioticians provide a
descriptively adequate account of the meaning of money.
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1. Constructing Meaning: Bodily
Roots, Social Functions and
Challenges of Extended Cognition

Grazia Basile
University of Salerno

Donata Chirico
University of Magna Graecia, Catanzaro

The genesis and nature of meaning are, as is well known, central to
the theoretical concerns of cognitive semiotics. In this panel, we seek to
contribute to the investigation of meaning, understood not as an
abstract, static entity, but as a dynamic, relational process deeply rooted
in bodily and social dimensions. The research perspectives proposed
here converge in the intent to investigate the a priori foundations of
signification, moving beyond mentalist and essentialist views of
meaning towards a conception of meaning as a “construction” that
emerges from praxis and concrete social use. Through interdisciplinary
dialogue between philosophy, semiotics, and cognitive science, the
panel aims to redefine the nature of the sign, restoring centrality to the
intrinsic link between embodied action and its technological
developments.

The approach proposed here is structured around three
fundamental lines of thought:

1. The social and functional dimension: Starting from the
“convergence at a distance” between Vygotsky and
Wittgenstein, meaning emerges from practical and public use
within “language games” and shared forms of life. This
perspective is reinforced by Buyssens' functional semiology,
emphasizing the social function of language and the creativity
inherent in communication.

2. Bodily roots and glottogenesis: The connection between body
and sign is examined through the models of Vico and Reid,
where metaphor and “natural signs” (gestures, glances)
constitute the perceptual, multimodal, and narrative formats
that underlie the transition from gestural to verbal
communication. This grounding finds crucial confirmation in the
Deaf experience as a critical case study within cognitive
semiotics, illustrating how sign languages emerge from
embodied practices and social interactions. Indeed, the iconicity
and visuo-spatial competence of sign languages demonstrate
that the body functions as a “cognitive engine” capable of
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producing, comprehending, and organizing meaning
independently of the most species-specific human faculty: the
audio-phonatory circuit.

3. Frontiers of the extended mind and Artificial Intelligence: The
discussion moves to the contemporary world by analysing
language as a “technological extension” that enhances action in
the world. However, the emergence of generative Al challenges
the dogma of embodiment: if bodiless systems manage complex
inferences, we must reconsider the boundary between nature
and culture, exploring research perspectives that, so to speak,
“open up” the genesis of meaning as a dynamic process that can
disregard the biological substrate.

By integrating these lines of research, we gain a comprehensive
understanding of cognitive semiotics as a field that examines the
interplay among social interaction, embodied experience, and
metaphorical thinking in the construction of meaning. This holistic
approach underscores the dynamic nature of meaning-making by
revealing its roots in both individual cognition and collective cultural
practices, while also highlighting the relevance of cognitive semiotics to
contemporary debates on language, culture, and understanding.
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Constructing Meaning: Vygotsky
and Wittgenstein's Contributions
to Cognitive Semiotics

Grazia Basile
University of Salerno

This contribution seeks to explore a fascinating “convergence at a
distance” between Lev S. Vygotsky and Ludwig Wittgenstein,
foundational figures in twentieth-century psychology and philosophy.
Although they had no direct contact (Vygotsky died in 1934, before the
“later” Wittgenstein published his most mature reflections), both
revolutionised our understanding of language. The central argument
is that meaning is not a hidden treasure within the individual mind,
but rather a practical and social construction, an idea that remains
crucial for contemporary cognitive sciences.

The first significant break with tradition is the rejection of
“mentalism.” For both thinkers, understanding a word does not involve
visualising a mental image, but knowing how to use it. Wittgenstein
articulates this through “language-games,” in which words acquire
meaning within shared forms of life; Vygotsky, in turn, regards the act
of signifying (semainein) as genuine praxis, an action in the world co-
constructed through interaction with others.

Another particularly original aspect of this comparison concerns
the move beyond rigid definitions. By juxtaposing Wittgensteinian
“family resemblances” with Vygotskian “thinking in complexes,” a non-
essentialist view of meaning emerges: concepts do not possess fixed
boundaries but rather networks of partial and overlapping similarities.
Furthermore, both authors emphasise the primacy of the pubilic
dimension: countering the idea of private thought that is subsequently
“translated” into words, they argue that language is intrinsically social.
While Wittgenstein dismantles the concept of a private language,
Vygotsky demonstrates how cognitive development proceeds from
the outside in, transforming social (interpsychological) relations into
individual (intrapsychological) mental functions.

Ultimately, this contribution seeks to establish a link between the
instrumental function of language (expressed by Wittgenstein's
toolbox metaphor and Vygotsky's mediating signs) and the frontiers of
the extended mind, highlighting the enduring relevance of these two
authors. From this perspective, language is not Ilimited to
communicating thought but becomes a technological extension of it,
enhancing our memory and our capacity to act in the world.
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From Embodiment to Audism:
History of Sign Language and
Cognitive Semiotics

Donata Chirico
University of 'Magna Graecia' Catanzaro

As is well established, cognitive semiotics investigates how meaning
emerges from biological, perceptual, and psychological processes. This
means that the discipline studies not only what a sign signifies, but
also how the mind produces and interprets it. This perspective enables
an “embodied” view of meaning, understood not as an abstract entity,
but as the product of the corporeal and sensorimotor experience of
both the species and the individual. Within this framework, meaning-
making generates new, non-deterministic qualities of the sign. From
this standpoint, the “Deaf experience” and the emergence of sign
languages represent a paramount case study. They illustrate how the
process of signification serves as the locus of the infinite debts owed to
the body and its inherent wisdom.

Historical Trajectory: From Embodiment to Normalization
This proposal contributes to the current debate in cognitive semiotics
by examining two contrasting historical moments:

- The 18th Century Emergence: The rise of sign languages
through the successful “embodiment experiment” of Charles-
Michel de 'Epée’s methodical signs (1776,1784). During this era,
deafness was experienced as a cognitive engine capable of
organizing meaning through iconicity and visuospatial
competence.

- The 19th Century “Normalization” A period characterized by
the systematic erasure of the Deaf body by medical
professionals committed to the “duty to hear”. Educators
similarly insisted that spoken language was the only access
point to full cognitive functions.

- Institutional Suppression: This movement culminated in
invasive surgical procedures, such as eardrum perforation, and
the formal abolition of sign languages from educational
institutions following the Congress of Milan in 1880.

Conclusion: Challenging Audism: These historical actions led to the
deeply rooted discrimination known as audism (Humphries, 1975), the
belief in the inherent superiority of hearing individuals over the Deaf.
Today, the paradigm of cognitive semiotics is uniquely positioned to
deconstruct these prejudices. By framing audism as a negation and
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suppression of embodied action, this field of study restores the essential
link between the body and the production of sense.

26



Meaning, Articulation, and
Creativity: The Functional Genesis
of Language in Eric Buyssens

Mariacristina Falco
University of Salerno

This paper aims to examine the contribution of a classical author in
Semiotics, Eric Buyssens, by exploring one of his understudied lines of
inquiry, namely the relationship between language, thought, and
meaning. Through the notions of meaning, articulation, and creativity,
as developed in selected works, the paper reflects on communication
processes as conceived by Buyssens in their natural and cultural,
abstract and concrete dimensions, to outline a general semiology of
communication within a functional framework. In this perspective, the
dimension of signification is analysed through the lens of intention and
communicative function, which govern the production of sense and
meaning. Central to this discussion is meaning itself, particularly its
abstract and social character (Buyssens 1954). Embedded in every
communicative exchange, meaning is examined in relation to the
necessity of fulfilling a communicative function and in its difference
from thought (ibid.). As Buyssens writes,

“Meaning interests us when it is used to communicate” (Buyssens
1989, p. 131), linking it to the notions of linguistic articulation and
creativity. Linguistic articulation is understood as a method to improve
human communications (Buyssens 1989), while creativity is conceived
as a capacity shared by all speakers, a tendency that enables the
production of articulated language for intentional communication
(Buyssens 1960). The underlying assumption, therefore, is that
language is a means of communication whose fundamental
characteristic is its social function (Buyssens 1954). Within this
perspective, Eric Buyssens develops a general semiology considering
the role of the environment in signification. By describing the
dynamics of abstraction and concretization, sense is conceived as an
active process emerging from the interaction between mind, body,
and society (Buyssens 1943, § 30-§ 40).
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Hybrid Signs, Multimodality, and
Narrative Frames: Vico's
Glottogenetic Model and
Contemporary Theories of
Language Origins

Sara Fortuna
Marconi University, Rome

Vico's reflections on language have long been recognized as an
important point of reference for the second generation of cognitive
sciences (see Danesi 1993; Pennisi 1994), alongside the philosophy of
Spinoza (see Damasio 2003) and, within twentieth-century
philosophical traditions, Merleau-Ponty's phenomenology of perception
(Lakoff and Johnson 1999). In these comparative frameworks, aimed at
a deeper understanding and refinement of their own theoretical
models, the authors opposed Cartesian thought and, through it,
Chomsky, who identified Descartes as the most important precursor of
the cognitivist approach he founded (Chomsky 1966).

Scholarly attention has largely focused, in Vico's case, on his
conception of metaphor as a general semantic device grounded in
corporeality, cognitive, and not specifically linguistic. In this paper, |
propose a broader yet focused comparison between the doctrine of the
evolution of human language outlined in Vico's New Science and recent
theoretical models of the phylogenetic development of human
language, which trace its origins to a primordial narrative format of
perceptual and imaginative representation of reality (Adornetti 2024;
Ferretti 2024). On the one hand, the aim is to highlight the affinities
between Vico's position and these models with regard to the role of
multimodality and of a narrative format operating at the perceptual and
gestural levels in the earliest phase of glottogenesis. On the other hand,
drawing on passages from the New Science, the paper offers concrete
examples of how the hybrid signs of linguistic origins constitute the
precondition for forms of translation that progressively suspend a non—
species-specific performative modality in favour of its gradual
linguisticization.

To this end, hypothetical scenarios corresponding to
protolanguages will be outlined, displaying a gradual translation from
early hybrid formats with a predominance of gesture to intermediate
stages characterized by a balance between gestural and vocal
modalities, and finally to the verbal formats specific to fully developed
languages. In order to define these transitions, Vico's doctrine of poetic
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logic will be brought into dialogue with Peirce's typology of signs,
already employed by Terrence Deacon in his account of glottogenesis,
as well as with John Austin's notions of implicit and explicit
performatives, to reconceptualize Vico's model and enable a productive
dialogue with contemporary narrative theories of the origin of language.
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Meaning Without Experience?
Generative Al and the Nature-
Culture Boundary

Elisabetta Gola
University of Cagliari

New perspectives on the relationship between nature and culture have
opened up in recent years, thanks to the emergence of generative Al,
which has reshaped the range of answers to questions related to the
problem of linguistic understanding.

As long as no artificial system was able to sustain an articulated
dialogue with human beings, the boundary between the “natural”
meaning in human languages and its artificial simulations appeared
relatively clear. Today, however, generative language models compel us
to revise this scenario. The issue is no longer simply whether meaning is
the product of a “natural” drive or of an “artificial” architecture, but rather
which conditions make the emergence of effective interpretive
behaviors possible, independently of the underlying substrate.

A point of connection was developed in the 1980s with the rise of
embodied cognition and the hypothesis that meaning construction
proceeds through a metaphorical process: from image schemas
(derived from perceptual-motor experience) to conceptual and cultural
metaphors (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Johnson, 1987).

This framework, however, now appears less conclusive. Systems
such as ChatGPT show a remarkable ability to handle non-literal
meanings and pragmatic inferences, despite lacking bodily grounding
and sensorimotor experience. As a result, appealing to embodiment as
a necessary condition for interpreting figurative meaning is no longer
sufficient - at least if we adopt a functional criterion centered on
linguistic performance.

It therefore seems plausible that part of interpretive competence
may emerge from learning linguistic usage and its regularities, without
the system having to “retrace” the natural experiences of movement
and perception. From this perspective, structural coherence and the
constraints of metaphorical mapping become central, operating both
in primary metaphors and in cultural metaphors.

Similarly, the evolution of Al has often brought to light features of
human cognition that had not been adequately foregrounded. For
example, Al's historical difficulties in reproducing natural reasoning
have shown how different it is from the calculations of formal logic: what
is relatively accessible to machines (calculation) does not coincide with
what is spontaneous for human beings, and vice versa. The role of
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embodiment in meaning production—and thus the relationship
between nature and culture—can likewise be reconsidered today, now
that artificial systems have overcome, at least in part, the difficulty in
understanding non-literal utterances (Gola, 2005).

If we want to avoid an anthropocentric reading (Clark, 2004,
Paolucci 2025), then the genesis of meaning may not primarily take
place at the symbolic-linguistic level, but rather in a deeper and more
dynamic dimension. Just as in artificial systems meanings emerge from
guantitative parameters that, taken individually, “mean” nothing, it is
possible that in human beings as well what appears to be anchored in
image schemas actually emerges from subsymbolic brain processes,
which acquire meaning only at the level of functional configurations
and stabilizations. In this sense, the rapprochement between human
beings and artificial systems may open up a further perspective: a
reintegration of “machines” into the domain of the natural, and a
revaluation of the mechanical dimension of body and mind.
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The Conceptual-Cognitive Nature
of Metaphor: Theory and History

Maurizio Maione
Marconi University, Rome

From the 1980s to the present day, the cognitive-conceptual nature of
metaphor has been the focus of much research that could now be
included in the Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), even in its
extended form.

According to the extended CMT, upon in-depth analysis, there is
no real literal language. What comes out is that conceptual metaphors
are conceptual structures hierarchically linked at different levels of
schematicity that interact with one another, from image schemas to
mental spaces through domains and frames. It is a multilevel
conceptual structure that determines experience without ever
separating it from context. Metaphors are contextually oriented
conceptual structures. Therefore, conceptual metaphor s
simultaneously an offline and online phenomenon, that is, a device for
grasping and comprehending reality that is constantly activated by
concrete experience. If there is no literal language of some kind, even
minimal, no metaphorical understanding or creation can be
considered to take place.

From the perspective of the historical development of the theory
of metaphor, the positions of Vico and Reid are noteworthy. The notion
of metaphor is included within the question of the origin of language.
Vico's position is original and rich in ferment. From his point of view,
metaphor is a device for identifying similarities and, as such, is an
important feature of language and of the cognitive process; it cannot
be seen as a mere rhetorical device and, moreover, precedes the literal
use of language.

As in Vico, Reid also offers various insights into the origin of
language to define metaphor. The activity of natural signs (gestures,
glances and inarticulate and, gradually, articulate sounds) implies
shared representations (through meta-representations and
mindreading) that are functional to the achievement of some specific
purposes and therefore rely on elements that are generically similar
but, at the same time, selectable for different purposes and contexts
(flexibility); representations, linked first to gestures and inarticulate
sounds and then to articulates ones, are not distinguished into discrete
and clear-cut properties but in nuanced or indeterminate connections
between representational, figurative and iconic clues. The relational
nature of representations and the multiform relations of similarity
between representations are the theoretical cores that allow Reid to
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emphasize metaphorical processes. The metaphorical representation
intercepts the semantic representation by completely re-shaping it
and then giving rise to a metaphorical semantic representation that
intervenes in both the processes of categorization and in the process
of communication/understanding mediated by language.

Reid observes that literal expressions or those rendered as such by
repeated and conventional use reveal their metaphorical origin. This is
a point crucial for the above-mentioned Extended Conceptual
Metaphor Theory. In this way, Reid also revises the theory of
abstraction not only by blurring the boundary between metaphor and
concept (abstraction) but also, and above all, by conceiving the
metaphorical process as a possibility for extending meaning;
meanings cannot be understood as discrete, self-contained and
independent of the mutual relationships that sentences or
propositions clearly highlight.

In conclusion, the history of metaphor and its current theory meet
in ways that can't help but catch our attention.
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2. Arbitrariness and Relevance: Two
Pillars of the Cognitive Dimension
of Structural Semio-Linguistics

Lorenzo Cigana
San Raffaele University, Rome

Emanuele Fadda
University of Calabria

It is safe to assume that the point where the structural paradigm in
semio-linguistics comes closest to the cognitive approach is
represented by the two concepts of “arbitrariness” and “relevance”. Such
a pair apparently builds an oxymoron: on one hand, relevance refers to
a kind of motivation that limits arbitrariness; on the other, arbitrariness
prevents relevance from being deterministic.

Assuming this leads to a series of issues.

First, a non-negligible problem concerns how these concepts were
rendered across the languages caught in the debate (French, Italian,
English), given that the semantic intension of the French original terms
is quite broad.

Another problem is the simplistic way in which these concepts
were received: on one hand, arbitrariness is commonly lumped together
with mere conventionalism; on the other hand, the presence of various
terms and translations for French pertinence creates dangerous
terminological confusion.

A survey of other theoretical traditions should lead to two working
definitions: ‘arbitrariness’ is perceived imposition, while ‘pertinence’ is
framing a system of signs within a socially adopted system of practices.
So redefined, the two terms might create much less theoretical distance
between the different paradigms at stake, resonating with Bourdieu's
theory of habitus, which could serve as a further bridging point.
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Body-mind gestures between
institution, phenomenology, and
relevance

Antonino Bondi
University of Catania

Valeria De Luca
University of Limoges

In this talk, we ask whether it is possible to think of the conceptual pair
“arbitrariness and relevance” not as a radical conceptual opposition, but
as if they were the two poles of a semiotic and cognitive continuum,
oscillating between the indeterminacy of expressive forms and the
systematic determinations of sedimented and culturally stabilized
semiotic forms. To conduct our research, we will work in two parallel
epistemological directions: one, a historical-epistemological
reconstruction, and the other, modelling. We will combine these
approaches.

On the one hand, we will examine forms of enunciative gesturality
(according to Antoine Culioli's expression) and forms of body gestures
(such as dance practices), seeking to show that the gestural
configuration of enunciation allows us to propose a temporal/aspectual
model of corporeality, in which the relevance operations are not
performed based on individual choices that select an imposed arbitrary
model, but are somehow co-determined in a permanent tension
between, on the one hand, Gestalt pregnancies (in the sense of René
Thom), which produce “proto-relevant” saliences and reliefs, and, on the
other hand, thematic enunciative determinations, always ready for
“recovery”, modification and change. From this perspective, mental and
bodily gestures exemplify a dynamic, temporal model of the semiotics’
self-institution.

On this point, we introduce the second aspect, namely the theme
of institution and its revival, as presented in Merleau-Ponty's structural
phenomenology. In his course on Passivity and Institution, the French
philosopher proposes revising Saussure's notion of “arbitrariness” based
on a temporal theory of institution as an instituting gesture, originally
indeterminate and “arbitrary”, that is, in Merleau-Ponty's terms, open to
semantic sedimentation and immediately destined for revival, that is,
projected onto a temporal dimension of resistance, continuation,
improvisation and relaunch. In this theoretical perspective, relevance is
conceived as a cognitive and encyclopedic operation, both social and
individual, similar to Saussure’s arbitrariness, but addressing the aspects
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of memory selection, preparation for sedimentation, and the
construction of the instituted. This perspective will ultimately lead us to
come back to our case studies and demonstrate their operational,
dynamic nature, which is at once anonymous (pre-subjective) and
individual in terms of arbitrariness and the construction of thematic
relevance.
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Pertinent features all the way
down? On the generalisation of
structural approaches

E. Israel Chavez Barreto
Palacky University, Olomuc

The notion of “pertinence” came into linguistics via Martinet's
translation of Trubetzkoy's German “relevant” (see Surdout 2000); and it
was Martinet himself who expanded the meaning of the term as to
render it closer to the (Saussurean) notion of “point of view". Among the
champions of “pertinence”, we find a student of Martinet, Luis Prieto,
who, in 1975, published one of his major works, Pertinence et pratique.
The main thesis Prieto tries to put forward in that book is that all
knowledge is governed by a principle of pertinence, which, in its turn,
lies at the core of the semiotic structure that makes knowledge possible;
i.,e. all knowledge happens through signs, and those signs follow a
pertinence principle. This was, to put it briefly, the cornerstone of most
of Prieto’s theory. From his first book Principes de noologie to his last
essays, Prieto kept being concerned with how (pertinent) features entail
one another, or make one another redundant. In fact, the semantic
theory Prieto presents in his Principes rests, at its core, upon the notion
of “(pertinent) feature”, and the way in which the features of the minimal
units of the signified plane, called “noemes”, imply or exclude each
other. This was, years later, taken over by Prieto to build a theory of
syntax departing from the idea of pertinent feature (see Prieto 1988). His
theory of syntax, however, as much as his semantics, deals more with
how speakers know how to interpret what is being said to them, and
how to code what they want to say to others, and to that extent, it can
be thought of as syntax of “cognition” (as Badir 2001, has noted). At the
end, for Prieto, in a very structuralist vein, the problem of giving an
account of language amounts, more or less, to giving an account of
cognition; and the role played by pertinent features in such movement
(from language to cognition) must be noted.

This presentation will thus reconstruct the way in which the notion
of pertinent feature was developed by Prieto, and what role it played in
his linguistic and semiotic works, assuming an important degree of
generalisation when moving from language to sign systems in general.
Finally, it will present the different problems it would have to face when
generalised to other forms of commmunication.
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Prieto on ‘underdifferentiation’:
between pertinence and relevance

Lorenzo Cigana
San Raffaele University, Rome

In a large measure, Prieto’'s semantic model, as exposed in Principes de
noologie (1964), seems to expose itself to the same criticisms that hit
CNS semantic models, insofar as it rests on distinctive, “atomic” features
and on a too sharp delimitation between linguistic vs. extra-linguistic
meanings. Yet, some elements contradict such an assumption, given
the fact that his interest lies in the “macrosemantic” level (Geckeler 1971),
in the possibility of including non-linguistic structures as well as in the
cognitively-oriented source for features themselves — “pertinentisation”.
The translation Fr. pertinence with Eng. relevance (Prieto 1986) seems
to suggest at least some degree of closeness (ante litteram) with the
framework of relevance theory (Sperber & Wilson 2012): in fact, Prieto’s
conceptualisation of the role of context and of material cues present in
it, implicit in its idea of “favoured meanings” (1964), warrants a closer
look at the issues of context-sensibility and at the processes (either top-
down or bottom-up) of semantic enrichment and its converse,
underspecification. Overall, Prieto’s theory seems a good cue for
situating his stance, as well as similar ones, within the broader debate
between contextualism vs. conventionalism (as recalled, for instance, in
Recanati 2017), while problematising hasty assumptions on arbitrariness
which are unwarranted given a proper reading of the sources
themselves, bringing forth the philosophy of mind implicit in any
structural approach.
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Radical Arbitrariness Reconsidered:
Between Modality, Necessity, and
Subjectivity

Marina De Palo
Sapienza University of Rome

Filomena Diodato
Sapienza University of Rome

The principle of radical arbitrariness constitutes a cornerstone of
Saussure’s philosophy of language and of linguistics. However, its
reception has been subject to sustained criticism from at least two
distinct perspectives.

On the one hand, Structuralist scholars have questioned whether
arbitrariness should be taken to be as “radical” as it appears, by
reconsidering this foundational principle in light of its conceptual
counterpart, namely pertinence/relevance (Prieto, 1975). These critiques
resonate strongly with contemporary approaches in cognitive semiotics
(e.g. Sonesson 2018, 2021). In fact, while radical arbitrariness appears, at
least prima facie, to expel the speaking subject from the “game of
langue” (cf. De Palo 2016: 56), pertinence/relevance foregrounds the
anchoring of linguistic activity in embodied and situated subjects,
which prevents linguistic categories from being conceived as “amodal”
or “disembodied” (cf. Diodato 2018, 2020). Accordingly, linguistic signs
emerge through the dynamic interplay between concrete experiential
instances and progressively abstracted structures, both grounded - at
different levels of abstraction — in speakers' lived and perceptual
experience.

On the other hand, Benveniste's early critique of the Saussurean
arbitraire underscores the necessity of taking the referential dimension
of semiosis into account (Benveniste, 1971) — an aspect that Saussure
deliberately brackets, primarily to reject trivial conventionalism.
Benveniste challenges the idea that the linguistic sign results from a
non-motivated coupling of signifier and signified. From the speaker’s
point of view, the sign is not merely “iconic” or “relatively arbitrary”, but
necessary to some extent. Indeed, for the subject who acts upon
language as a semiotic resource, the sign is anything but arbitrary: the
two faces of the sign are so tightly bound that the signifier becomes the
very soul of the acoustic image (Benveniste, 1971: 173-185). An
interpretation confirmed by Saussure’s distinction between subjective
analysis (that of ordinary speakers) and objective analysis (that of the
linguist), as well as his claim that the former is more fundamental insofar
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as it rests on linguistic facts as they are immediately given in experience
(CLG:173-185).

Building on the distinction between the experience of the speaking
subject and the theoretical gaze of the linguist, Benveniste shows that,
from the former perspective, there is no experiential gap between
langue and reality. The linguistic sign does not merely represent reality;
rather, it adheres to it by organising, structuring, and making salient the
speaker’s world of experience (Benveniste, 1971:45). Importantly, such a
reading of Saussurean arbitrariness does not entail a relativistic
outcome. On the contrary, it opens the way to fully acknowledging the
speaking subject as an intuitive analyst and active constructor of
langue.

Taking these two major critiques of Saussure’s radical arbitrariness
into account, we aim to show that a closer inspection of this illuminating
— albeit intricate - structuralist debate allows for a reframing of
arbitrariness itself. From this perspective, arbitrariness can no longer be
understood either as a fully “abstract”, “unmotivated”, “amodal” or
“disembodied” principle, since each of these aspects is counterbalanced
by its opposite (abstract vs concrete, unmotivated vs necessary,
amodal vs modal, disembodied vs grounded).
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Pierre Bourdieu: arbitraire, power,
relevance, and bodily practices

Emanuele Fadda
University of Calabria

If we seek a cognitive interpretation of the categories of arbitrariness
and relevance, Pierre Bourdieu proves to be a particularly instructive
point of reference. Bourdieu—who, like everyone else at that time,
equates Saussure with structuralism—considers structuralism to be a
form of objectivism that does not take into account the perspective of
individual agency. But for his description of domination (see, e.g., The
Masculin Domination), he adopts the category of arbitraire. It is no
coincidence that English translators chose ‘arbitrary’, and not
‘arbitrariness’, but in French this is actually one and the same word. This
translation choice is symptomatic: arbitrariness (and, eg., It
“arbitrarieta”) is chosen, when focusing of conventional character and
arbitrary (It. “arbitrio”) when focusing on power relations (as in the case
of domination). But in Saussure’s “arbitraire” the two aspects are both
present, and depending on each other: there is conventionality where
there is a perceived domination, and vice versa. Language (“/a langue”)
is the impersonal agent of this domination, and this means that the
dominating community and the dominated one come to coincide, but
the sense of being dominated is no less strong.

As to the role of relevance, we need a further point of reference: L.
J. Prieto [cf. Chavez Barreto’s and Cigana's abstracts, here]: his idea of
the social nature of relevance (see Pertinence et pratique), involving
communities and having an embodied dimension, matches with
Bourdieu's habitus and bodily hexis (see Cartesian Meditations, chap. 4).
(A biographical link between Bourdieu and Prieto is Jean-Claude
Passeron, who worked with both authors.) Bodily practice is pivotal in
language as in every social interaction (see Prieto's Decision y sujeto): it
emerges in actual physical interaction with significant others, and
shapes the bodies of people in order to transform them into
recognizable social agents.

Reconsidering the missed dialogue between different authors—or
currents—that run parallel despite their strong similarities is not a sterile
philological exercise, but allows us to reconnect the threads of thought
and move forward in our research.
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3. When Diversely Embodied
Participants Interact:
Indeterminacy in Meaning and
Methods

Elena Clare Cuffari
Franklin and Marshall College, USA

Marlou Rasenberg
Radboud University, Nijmegen, the Netherlands

Pets, robots, chatbots, generative Al, babies, non-speaking students—
diverse participants interact frequently as part of everyday life. Regular
languaging practice includes mutual adjustment between those who
language differently from each other. Attending to the practices of a
range of human and nonhuman actors unsettles singular notions of
language, generating possibilities for diverse forms of meaning-making.
Such work foregrounds language not as a fixed system, but as an
ongoing, situated activity that emerges through diverse practices and
enactments. Explorations into variegated dynamics have the potential
to reveal a profoundly intersubjective, intercorporeal, and interactive
core of languaging activity and to extend this core beyond the human
realm. If language is something we do with others, perhaps it does not
“belong” to any of us wholly.

This panel brings together theoretically-grounded empirical work
investigating how language is lived, performed, and transformed across
varied sites and encounters.

Two contributions explore human-animal interactions: children
engaging with pets and human trainers coordinating with capuchin
monkeys. Another examines a schoolteacher supporting a non-
speaking boy. Two more focus on technology-mediated interactions,
including humans interacting with Al systems like ChatGPT and how
systems may be able to ‘translate’ animal communication.

Together, the contributions examine how diversely embodied
participants make their actions intelligible to one another under
conditions of asymmetry, uncertainty, or limited access to conventional
linguistic resources. They highlight the creative and adaptive strategies
participants use to establish or repair mutual orientation, revealing both
the flexibility of living agents and the limits of Al and other technological
systems in coordinating meaning. Building on these insights, the theme
session provides a space to discuss its diverse methodological
approaches and to reflect on the comparative semiotic tools necessary
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for understanding meaning-making across humans, animals, and
artificial systems.
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Seeking Conversational Dynamics
Between Species: Human-Capuchin
Interactions in Positive
Reinforcement Training Sessions

Elena Clare Cuffari
Franklin and Marshall College USA

In positive reinforcement training (PRT), animals choose whether and
for how long to participate. The trainer entices the animal to participate
by making sessions positive experiences (Bloomsmith et al., 2023).
Martin (2017) describes how “the best training occurs when there is a
clear exchange of information, both from the trainer to the animal and
from the animal to the trainer. An expert trainer gives an animal a voice
through its body language and behavioral choices. She responds to
even the subtlest ‘tells’ that the animal is uncomfortable or confused,
and dynamically makes appropriate adjustments in the training.” The
importance of two-way communication for successful PRT has led to
sessions being colloquially described as conversations between the
human trainer and animal learner.

The received view that “animals neither have human-like language
nor do they have cognitive structures that enable them to later acquire
language” (Bettle and Rosati, 2021) suggests the use of “conversations”
to describe training interactions is strictly metaphorical. However, lived
experience holds awareness of animals’ agency and expressions in the
push-and-pull of mutual recognition and dialogic exchanges (Derrida,
2002; Merritt, 2021, e.g.). Vicki Hearne describes the trainer-animal
relation as “restrained by the perimeters and terms and grammars of
cooperation, by understanding” (1995).

What makes a conversation what it is? Coordination of behavior
and attention - some degree of joint attunement and mutual
recognition —is required. Verbal and non-verbal turn-taking is a defining
trait of conversational interactions (Levinson, 2016; Sacks, Schegloff, and
Jefferson, 1974), but attention to the full embodiment and situatedness
of exchanges note further degrees of coordination (Kendrick, Holler, and
Levinson, 2023). Conversation analysis has taken a thoroughly
multimodal turn (Mondada, 2019).

A shift in cognitive science to see cognition as an emergent effect
of interaction dynamics (Dingemanse et al., 2023) supports the idea that
a conversation has a life of its own; in tempo, affect, content, and
duration, it is usually not individual decisions but interactive dynamics
that call the shots (Froese and Fuchs, 2012). One formulation of this idea
is the enactive concept of participatory sense-making (De Jaegher and
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Di Paolo, 2007). Recent enactive theorizing about “linguistic bodies”
advances a dialectical model to trace the emergence of languaging out
of participatory sense-making; this model “reaches beyond human
beings since the model is applicable to any species meeting social and
material constraints relevant to each stage” (Di Paolo, Cuffari, and De
Jaegher, 2018, p. 211).

The goal of this exploratory research project is to identify whether
there are conversational dynamics in PRT sessions held between
capuchins and novice or experienced student trainers. If so, how do
those dynamics change as individual trainers develop expertise?

This talk will present preliminary qualitative data analysis from this
project, in which we hypothesize that PRT interactions will exhibit
characteristics of human conversational systems, including sustained
visual attention, turn-taking, synergy, and breakdowns. I'll focus on our
operationalization of utterances and our adaptation of adjacency pairs
to five-step cue-to-signal repertoires as examples of partial acts that
work as both signal and response.
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Tracking diversely embodied
semiotic worlds in interspecies
interaction: the languaging
practices of cats, dogs, and human
children

Rea Peltola
Université de Caen, Normandie

This paper investigates perspective-taking in interspecies interaction.
With affective and cognitive empathy, perspective-taking is one of the
key social skills in humans that develop from early childhood on,
becoming more complex during middle childhood (Bensalah et al.
2016). Perspective-taking is used here in a broad sense, describing
processes of putting oneself into someone else’s position and imagining
their perception, thoughts, or feelings about an object or event (Moll &
Meltzoff 2011). In biosemiotic terms, this entails tracking the semiotic
and perceptual world of another being (Uexkull 2011). The presence of
other animals at home is known to favor the development of these
abilities (Dollion et al. 2025). Children have furthermore been shown to
display more empathic behavior towards phylogenetically close species
(ibid.). This suggests that children are sensitive to the bodily properties
and behaviour of the other being while construing their perspective.
However, the actual characterization of interspecies perspective-taking
remains unexplored.

The aim here is to inquire into how children perform perspective-
taking linguistically and bodily when interacting with another animal.
The focus is on cat and dog-oriented language use and bodily signals:
Are verbal productions adjusted to the assumed semiotic world and
physical position of the other animal? Do children use their own body to
track the perspective of the anatomically different companion? If so,
how do the more-than-human participants of interaction respond to
these forms of interspecies languaging?

The data include video-recorded interactions between cats, dogs,
and 6-12-year-old French-speaking children. Each human-pet dyad or
triad was filmed for approximately 1h in an ecological context. A total of
1 feline, 12 canine, and 19 human individuals participated. Following
recent linguistic and conversation analytic studies, interspecies
interactions are approached as sequentially organized and mutually
coordinated social activities (Mondémé 2018, Harjunpaa 2022, Simonen
2023).
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The paper shows that children use a large scale of embodied verbal
and non-verbal forms as they reach towards the perceptual and
semiotic world of their animal companion, from demonstrative
language items to actually imitating the pet's bodily orientation. They
identify imbricated semiotic layers (iconic, indexical, symbolic) in
interspecies meaning-construction and rely on those that they assume
to be shared with their more-than-human companion. Pets' responses
to children’s turns vary depending on their access to the targeted entity
and changes in interpersonal distance. The analysis further conveys that
while children simplify the syntax of their pet-oriented speech (cf.
Mitchell 2001, Jaaskelainen 2025), they can simultaneously enact
complex semantic configurations (e.g. referring to absent entities,
presenting alternatives), especially in interspecies play where both
bodies can move freely. This is a privileged environment for interspecies
languaging (Peltola & Grandgeorge 2025). In these mutually
coordinated activities, enacted complex configurations can become
part of the play project. The outcome of the study sheds light on the
profoundly embodied roots of abstract semantic structures (Johnson
2018).
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The Role of Shared Interactional
Context in Joint Activities of a Non-
Speaking Student with Cerebral
Palsy and His Schoolteacher

Sasha Kurlenkova
New York University

Two or more people having relatively equal access to resources of the
same language, signed or oral, may sustain a conversational exchange
without sharing any (or much) prior interactional history — e.g. greet
each other, produce a request and respond to it, or engage in story-
telling. Meanwhile, people with developmental disabilities who don't
have (full) access to resources of conventional languages (cf. Goico,
Horton 2023), such as some autistic people or people with cerebral palsy
who don't use oral speech, often rely on prior interactional context in
order to engage in meaningful activities with their conventionally
speaking or signing communication partners (Reno 2024; Goode 1994;
Chen 2022; Kurlenkova & Satchidanand 2024). By interactional context,
| mean both specific languaging practices (e.g. personalized gestures),
and the shared-in-common world of referents (cf. Green 2024: 25) -
objects, places, and daily activities.

Oftentimes, such communicators and their closest communication
partner(s) develop unique forms of embodied meaning-making at
home that may include eye-pointing, subtle movements of the trunk,
shoulders, head, and facial muscles that acquire their meaning in
routinized, constrained, and familiar situations (Chen 2022; Prado,
Bucholtz 2021; Pilesjo 2014; Noren et al. 2013; Clarke 2016; Ibrahim et al.
2022). At the same time, talking with strangers who share little or no
interactional context may bring different effects — from understanding
to misunderstanding, non-understanding or refusal to engage (Green
2022, 2024; Brekke, von Tetzchner 2003). I'm interested in exploring the
role that interactional context — developing shared communication
resources and shared “lifeworld” (shared knowledge of space, interests,
daily routines) - creates grounds for meaning-making with new
interactional partners.

In this presentation, | want to analyze the interactions of lvan, an 8-
10-year-old Russian boy who doesn’t use conventional oral speech, and
his schoolteacher Tatiana, during their homeschooling activities in the
1t and 2@ grade. Building on my previous research (Kurlenkova,
Satchidanand 2024), I'm planning to compare how Ivan-teacher
interactions change as the participants accrue shared interactional
context — the teacher becomes more familiar with the boy's
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communication resources and daily routines, while the boy becomes
more skilled in recipient-designing his utterances to the teacher, as well
as learns to type in Russian. | will compare 2 or 3 instances of the same
activity (either a conversation or joint completion of a similar exercise),
as it re-occurs over the course of 2 years.

Using Multimodal Conversation Analysis (Schegloff 2007; Mondada
2018) of naturalistic interactions video-recorded by the family as a part
of my PhD research (Kurlenkova 2025), | will explore how familiarity /
long-term interactional context that Ivan accrues with his teacher
becomes relevant in their interactions: it shapes how both participants
recipient-design their contributions, what communication resources
they decide to use, as well as how Ivan's utterances are interpreted and
co-constructed by his teacher. My larger goal is to shed some light on
familiarity in interactions involving people with differential access to
resources of the same language (or languaging), and argue for the
importance of longitudinal conversation analysis (Deppermann,
Pekarek Doehler 2021) in this sort of research.
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Doing the interactional work: how
users manage sequential
organization in human-LLM
interactions

Marlou Rasenberg
Radboud University, Nijmegen, the Netherlands

How do we make meaning with interactants who do not themselves
produce conventional turns-at-talk? In everyday life, interaction is
frequently sustained with diversely embodied others whose agency is
not primarily expressed through speech. For instance, a cat scratching
atthe door is treated as an action that warrants a response (opening the
door) and a baby's grunt may be taken up as an answer to a question-
formatted turn. In cases of severe aphasia, participants can
collaboratively construct meaning using gaze, gesture and a few vocal
tokens as sequentially organized contributions (Goodwin et al,, 2010).
Across these cases, meaningful interaction does not rely on syntactic
complexity but on the interactive core of language use: the sequential
organization of actions (Kendrick et al.,, 2020; Schegloff, 2007).

This interactional perspective offers a useful lens for examining
interactions with large language models (LLMSs). LLMs support multi-
turn exchanges in which users incrementally accomplish tasks such as
drafting text, troubleshooting programming errors, or refining ideas.
Because of their conversational memory, these systems allow users to
engage in extended, back-and-forth sequences rather than isolated,
one-shot queries (Kwan et al,, 2024). Users orient to this affordance by
designing prompts as turns, interpreting model output as a response
within an ongoing sequence, and shaping subsequent turns
accordingly (Klowait & Erofeeva, 2026; Stokoe et al., 2024).

Focusing on naturally occurring interactions with LLMs, this study
explores the sequential organization of exchanges, the interactional
troubles that emerge, and the strategies users deploy. The analysis
specifically focuses on “pre-sequences”: recurring user prompts that set
up or anticipate subsequent actions by both the user and the LLM. Data
comes from anonymized user-ChatGPT exchanges in the WildChat-1M
dataset (Zhao et al, 2024), concentrating on users with sustained
engagement across multiple sessions.

The findings show that users often explicitly state the social action
of their prompt, in anticipation of problems (“this is not a task its just a
description of what im working with”). Through such pre-emptive
repairs (Raymond & Gill, 2025), users make explicit the social action of
their turn, thereby implicitly posing restrictions on how the LLM can or
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should respond. These efforts are not always successful, and users may
also pre-emptively block unwanted actions (e.g. “don’t rush me”, “do not
summarize”) and outline multi-task structures (using temporal markers
such as “first | will.", “then you..."). We thus find that users develop
creative strategies to guide the LLM’s next moves and circumvent its
lack of action projection. Although repair is inevitable in human
interaction, with LLMs it is mainly humans who perform it—reactively
(PUtz & Esposito, 2024) and proactively, as this study demonstrates.
This study reveals that LLMs present a distinctive interactional
tension. Their fluent, well-formed prose invites treatment as a
responsive interlocutor, yet this linguistic surplus can obscure a lack of
true interactivity (Rasenberg et al., 2023). By foregrounding sequential
organization, this study highlights both the robustness of the interactive
core of human language use and the limits of systems that simulate
conversation without fully engaging in its interactional logic.

51



Meaning-Making Machines?
Technology in Human-Animal
Communication

Miriam Lind
European University Viadrina Frankfurt

The meaning-making machine is a common metaphor for the human
mind, used to illustrate humans' assumedly unique ability to construct,
assign, and interpret meaning in objects, events, and interaction. And
yet, in our increasingly everyday encounters with “communicative” Al
we are faced with artificial others that converse with us, translate spoken
and written language, write texts based on our wants and needs, and
even serve as advisor or therapist (e.g. Hatch et al. 2025). In such
interactions, it seems like we are indeed meeting meaning-making
machines that share not only our words, but the thoughts and
meanings behind them. We are made to believe that generative Al
based on large language models is much more than just “stochastic
parrots” (Bender et al. 2021) that statistically predict the sequential
occurrence of words: quasi-human interlocutors with superhuman
knowledge and abilities. It is therefore maybe not too surprising that
humans have begun to turn to communication technology and Al when
it comes to the one persistent language barrier, the overcoming of
which is the subject of many films and books alike: understanding and
speaking with animals. While low-tech gadgets such as so-called talking
buttons that allow to record short utterances that are then played back
upon being pressed have become a popular tool in training pets —
mostly dogs —to “speak”, much more complex algorithm-based systems
are being developed to enhance human-animal relationships either by
supporting animal training through Al or by machine translation of
animal code. Particularly the latter is gaining considerable media
attention, with countless headlines suggesting that Al is or will be able
to “understand what animals are saying” (e.g. Gruber/Rodriguez-
Garavito 2025).

This paper focuses on the construction of Al as “meaning-making
machines” in the context of animal codes and human-animal
communication by tracing both media and academic discourses on the
development of such technologies. Through this, it investigates
concepts and ideologies of language, commmunication, and interaction
involved in the framing of “speaking” and “understanding” humans,
animals, and machines. Particular emphasis will be placed on power
hierarchies and hegemonies of interpretation in the encounters of
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human and non-human animals and in the technologies developed to
enhance them.
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4. The Continuity Between
Meaning and Sense: Where Inner
Speech Meets Ambiguity

Charles Fernyhough
Durham University

Francesco Verde
Sapienza University of Rome

Investigating the dynamic interplay between meaning and sense
through inner speech studies, we aim to revisit Vygotskyan account of
semantic transformations, providing new perspectives on meaning-
making. We argue that inner speech is not merely an internalised
replica of external speech, but a transformative semiotic domain where
socially shared meanings undergo reconfiguration, condensation, and
integration into multiple psycho-linguistic associations and multimodal,
affective, and autobiographical semantic representations. This inner
process results in the formation of inner idiolect comprising the whole
system of inner signs that were initially socio-ideological signs
introduced into psychological experiences. We propose this inner
system to be characterised by a higher degree of indeterminacy or what
we term semantic opacity: the formation of idiomatic, compressed, and
individual senses that constitute our inner idiolect and reflect the
consciousness at all. Building on the structural asymmetry between
outer and inner semantics, the formation and externalisation of the
inner signs implies constant processes of transformation, translation
and re-signification.

Integrating theoretical models with empirical and neurocognitive
insights, we aim to explore: (1) the Vygotskyan hypothesis on idiomatic
inner sense revisited through embodied multimodal integrative
processes (Fernyhough & Verde); (2) inner speech as a transformative
signification and meaning-making device (Fadeev); (3) the re-
externalisation of inner sense into socially re-negotiated meanings,
where inner speech functions as a device of uncertainty regulative
reduction in social interaction (Borghi & De Livio).

We propose a model for the meaning-making processes,
conceptualising inner speech as a cyclical and dialogical semiotic
process integrating external meanings, internal sense transformations,
and social re-negotiation. This framework aims to offer a novel
contribution to cognitive semiotics by situating semantic
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indeterminacy and opacity as generative features of the internal-
external continuum of speech and signification.
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Rethinking Vygotsky: inner sense
as embodied abstraction

Charles Fernyhough
Durham University

Francesco Verde
Sapienza University of Rome

Investigating the semantic specificity of inner speech means addressing
one of the most systematically neglected dimensions of language
studies: the irreducible mark of subjectivity, long marginalised as a non-
formalisable residue of nineteenth- and twentieth-century comparative
and structuralist projects (Bergounioux, 2010; De Palo, 2022). Far from
constituting a pale echo or passive replica of external speech, inner
speech — understood as a distinct plane of verbal thinking (Vygotsky,
1934/1986) — is an intrapsychic space of continuous individuation of
sense, in which socially acquired meanings are not merely stored as
abstract representations, but are dynamically resemanticised through
the subject's psychological associations (Luria, 1982), re-embodied
within experiential memory traces (Fernandino & Binder, 2024), and
continuously reshaped through contextual embedding (Wertsch, 1985).

Building on Vygotsky's distinction between meaning [znachenie]
and sense [smysl], we examine the phenomena of semantic
condensation, agglutination, and semantic infusion — transformations
that define the structural and functional specificity of inner speech and
converge in the hypothesis of an inner idiolect: a generative system of
idiomatic senses reflecting the tension between socio-semiotic material
and psychic life, and constituting a semantic microcosm of
consciousness. The structural abbreviation characteristic of inner
speech should not be read as an impoverishment, but as a
morphological trace of its positive role in the microgenesis of verbal
thought — an autonomous plane marked by the increasing dominance
of semantic function (Sokolov, 1972), through which sense emerges as
the fundamental unit of analysis (Wertsch, 1985).

From this perspective, inner sense may be reinterpreted as a form
of embodied abstraction (Binder & Desai, 2011): a highly integrated and
individualised semantic representation emerging from the selective
and transformative synthesis of sensorimotor, affective, and
autobiographical experiential traces, understood as an embodied
simulation of the phenomenological experience associated with a
concept (Fernandino & Binder, 2024).
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At the cognitive level, the distinction between amodal and
multimodal semantic processing (Kuhnke et al, 2020) may offer a
promising redescription of the polarity between the decontextualising
and contextualising potentials of sign use that characterises Vygotskyan
semiotics (Wertsch, 1985): meaning as a relatively stable and abstract
conceptual representation, and sense as an integrated, contextual, and
personalised formation grounded in lived experience.

A brief consideration of the overlap between the neural correlates
of inner speech and those of the semantic memory system further
suggests the plausibility of a significant role for the angular gyrus (BA
39) as a hub of multimodal semantic integration (Binder et al., 2009;
Pennisi, 2022, 2024) — not as a reductionistic explanation, but as a step
towards an integrative framework bringing philosophical,
psycholinguistic, cognitive, and neuroscientific perspectives into
dialogue.

Inner speech thus appears as a privileged intrapsychic site for the
individuation of a specific semiotic code (Fadeev, 2022), or inner idiolect
(Verde, 2026): a kind of semantic workshop for the continuous
appropriation and transformation of the meanings of social language.
The phenomena of condensation, saturation, and semantic opacity may
be understood as possible structural indicators of processes of
multimodal semantic integration, through which meanings become
embedded within the stratified fabric of subjective memory, lived
experience, and personal history, ultimately resting upon the subject's
personality and worldview (Vygotsky, 1934/1986).

Finally, through the study of inner speech, sense emerges as the
ultimate unit of analysis in Vygotsky's psychology (Wertsch, 1985),
pointing towards a conception of consciousness not as a theatre or
container of representations, but as a dynamic semantic system: a field
of senses in continuous individuation (Vygotsky, 1932-1934/2018;
Zavershneva, 2014).
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Meanings in the Inner Voice:
Modelling Meaning-Making in Inner
Speech

Aleksandr Fadeev
Psychological Institute, Brain and Cognition unit, Belgium, Leuven

Sign and meaning are the key terms in the Vygotskian account of inner
speech (Yasnitsky et al. 2014). According to Vygotsky (1986), the
internalisation of language and social experience leads to structural,
functional and semantic transformations that form what we know as
inner speech. As a result, language becomes a flexible
autocommunicative tool, introducing the sociocultural domain into the
meaning formation processes in inner speech. Building on the
Vygotskian theoretical framework (1986) and the empirical observations
done in our recent research (Fadeev et al. 2025), in this presentation we
model inner speech as a transformative and creative signification
systemm and a meaning-making device (Fadeev 2025), thereby
extending the semiotic dimension of Vygotskian account of inner
speech.

The internalisation and gradual infusion of language with social and
cultural experience lead to the transformation of what was previously an
external word into an internal sign, thereby altering its semiotic
functions and relations. External social experience is thus introduced to
the internal individual domain of human cognition bridging cultural
and cognitive aspects in the formation of meaning. In our research we
argue that these processes eventually result in the emergence of a
special internal sign system that functions in inner speech and that is
characterised by a higher degree of idiosyncrasy, condensation,
multimodality, the presence of individual codes, novel semantic
relations as well as the formation of individual senses.

Drawing on this framework, our research demonstrates that the
creative processes and meaning-making in inner speech are driven by
(1) structural semantic transformations, (2) constant dynamics between
highly idiosyncratic internal senses and external socially-shared
meanings, (3) signification and re-signification of individual experience
through code transitions, (4) transformative movements of language
between internalisation and externalisation, (5) functional restructuring
(e.g. towards autocommunication), as well as (6) the infusion of
multimodal representations, associations and semantic relations.

By modelling the meaning-making processes in inner speech our
research offers new directions for understanding the role of inner
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speech in semiosis, the complex thought-language dynamics as well as
the foundations of the creative role of internalised language.
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The Social Function of Inner
Speech: From Internal
Representation to Shared
Understanding

Chiara De Livio
Sapienza University of Rome

Anna Maria Borghi
Sapienza University of Rome

Human conversations are permeated by uncertainty (Dingemanse et al,,
2015; Dingemanse & Enfield, 2024). Individuals possess heterogeneous
representations of the same entities, yet commmunicative interaction is
typically successful. This apparent discrepancy can be explained by at
least two complementary strategies. In some contexts, meanings
remain intentionally underspecified, allowing interlocutors to rely on
coarse-grained and flexible interpretations (Peirce, 1905). In other
contexts, however, successful interaction requires the construction of a
more precise and mutually shared representation (Borghi, Mazzuca, &
Tummolini, 2025).

Inner speech has traditionally been investigated as an individual
cognitive phenomenon (Alderson-Day & Fernyhough, 2015). More
recently, however, novel proposals have suggested that it also plays a
role in the formation, maintenance, and retrieval of semantic
knowledge during social interaction (Fernyhough & Borghi, 2023).
Building on this view, we argue that inner speech functions as a
cognitive tool that helps translate personal meaning into a
communicable format. At the same time, it supports the remapping of
meanings conveyed by others onto one’s own conceptual system. In this
sense, inner speech contributes to social interaction both by sustaining
the expression of meaning and by facilitating the internal processing
and reinterpretation of meaning conveyed by others.

The role of inner speech may differ depending on the type of entity
being processed. Unlike concrete concepts (e.g., “table”), abstract
concepts (e.g., “freedom”) typically lack clear perceptual referents, show
greater variability across individuals and contexts, and rely less on direct
experience (Banks et al,, 2023; Barsalou & Wiemer-Hastings, 2005). For
this reason, processing abstract concepts may require greater reliance
on inner speech to monitor, organise, and rehearse meaning prior to
communication, as well as to establish common ground during
interaction (Borghi, 2023; Mazzuca et al., 2025).
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Within abstract concepts, we distinguish those that are vague and
do not require high precision (e.g., “beauty”) for use from those whose
meaning is relatively well defined within a given cultural or expert
community (e.g., “entropy”). At the same time, previous research has
shown that semantic precision is context dependent: the same entity
can be treated with varying degrees of precision depending on
interlocutors’ expertise and communicative goals. In such cases, we
suggest that inner speech plays a flexible role, modulating the level of
semantic precision required by the interaction.

Moreover, not only the presence but also the format of inner speech
may vary as a function of conversational demands. Condensed forms of
inner speech may be sufficient when retrieving concrete or well-defined
information, alongside imagery-based representations (Roebuck &
Lupyan, 2023). In contrast, more abstract and complex representations
may benefit from expanded forms of inner speech. Both monologic and
dialogic formats may be involved, with the latter being particularly
relevant when different perspectives must be compared, negotiated, or
integrated.

We support this proposal by reviewing recent empirical evidence
highlighting the flexible, context-sensitive role of inner speech in
semantic processing during social interaction. We conclude that inner
speech functions as a dynamic cognitive tool sustaining semantic
representation processes, from internal conceptual organisation to the
external negotiation of meaning in communication.
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Indeterminacy of Meaning in Crib
Speech

Lauri Linask
Tallinn University

Crib speech is a speech genre which occurs among young children
(around 1.5 to 3 years old) as vocalized self-talk. It takes place at bedtime,
just before the child falls asleep, particularly when feeling on their own.
Somewhat reminiscent of what Vygotsky (1986[1934]) studied as
“private” or “inner speech’”, it has a peculiar, idiosyncratic appearance in
both form and content, which have posed a challenge to explain and
interpret up to nowadays. Although crib speech has been properly
observed and documented only a few times, it is evident that for
semiotics, it presents as an exceptionally rich phenomenon.

This presentation (building on the author’s previous work, Linask
2023) will suggest an interpretation of crib speech with the combination
of Juri Lotman’s (1990) concept of autocommunication and Hubert
Herman's (e.g., 2013) Dialogical Self Theory (DST). The concept of
autocommunication - communication with oneself - is best known after
Lotman’'s work in cultural semiotics, but the idea traces back to
Jakobson’s “intrapersonal communication” and further to Peirce’s claim
that thinking, in general, is carried on in the form of internal dialogue.
Lotman distinguishes two types of autocommunication: the mnemonic
type of using signs to remind oneself of something and the type in
which a communicating subject actively interacts with and interprets
oneself — the “I-I" type. Specifically, the “I-I" type is relevant to personal
diaries, internal monologues, and other kinds of self-talk. The “dialogical
self” describes the mind's disposition to imagine internal dialogues
involving participants in different positions. DST, prominent in cultural
psychology since the 1990s, proposes that the self, functioning as a
society of mind, includes a multiplicity of interacting self-positions.
While semiotics holds that phenomena of mind are communicative in
nature, both semiotics and DST have sought to surpass the internal-
external divide in studies of cognition.

In this presentation, episodes of crib speech from previous
observations (e.g., Weir 1962, Nelson 1989) will be used to show to
present a unique text-like character, in which textual devices within the
child’s discourse guide communicative interaction with oneself, as well
as the (various) subjective positioning(s) within the discourse. Lotman'’s
two types of autocommunication, as well as his textual analyses of both
poetry and play, as applied to the analyses of crib speech, will provide
clarification of both monological and dialogical structures within a
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young child's playful mind, as well as of the formation of the child’'s
understanding of her surrounding world.
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When Inner Speech Speaks
Differently: A Qualitative Study in
Autism

Libuse Kormanikova
Palacky University Olomouc

Klara Machu
Palacky University Olomouc

Inner speech is commonly conceptualised as internalised language that
supports thinking, self-regulation, and meaning-making. In the
neurotypical population, it is typically described as an auditory-verbal
phenomenon closely linked to narrativity, autobiographical memory,
and intersubjective norms. Autism spectrum conditions (ASC),
characterized by atypical language use, pragmatic processing, and
social meaning-making, offer a unique opportunity to examine whether
the semiotic processes underlying inner speech are diminished or
rather qualitatively reorganised. Despite this theoretical relevance,
research in ASC has yet to resolve several fundamental questions: Do
autistic individuals experience inner speech? If so, what form does it
take, how is it used, and in what ways does it differ from the neurotypical
inner voice? Previous research, predominantly based on experimental
paradigms and self-report questionnaires, has yielded mixed and
sometimes contradictory findings. Autism thus presents a theoretically
productive challenge—namely, whether differences in inner speech
reflect a deficit or an alternative organisation of inner semiosis. The aim
of the present study is to explore inner speech in autism as a semiotic
process of meaning-making and subjectivity.

The study employed a qualitative, exploratory design. Semi-
structured interviews were conducted with five adults with autism
spectrum conditions. First-person accounts of inner speech were
analysed using reflexive thematic analysis. Inner speech was examined
as aform of inner semiosis, with particular attention to its linguistic form,
dialogicity, imagery, emotional valence, and metacognitive awareness.

All participants reported the presence of inner speech; however, its
form and function varied substantially. Compared to neurotypical
accounts, inner speech in ASC was often less consistently auditory and
less narratively organised. Participants described experiences ranging
from reduced or “voiceless” inner speech to highly dialogic, multi-voiced
internal discourse. Functionally, inner speech was predominantly used
instrumentally—for planning, regulation, and control—rather than for
autobiographical narration. Emotional meaning-making ranged from
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largely neutral sign use to rigid, ruminative loops, particularly in relation
to social experiences.

Overall, the findings suggest that inner speech in autism is not
absent but semiotically reconfigured. Rather than indicating a lack of
inner language, autism appears to reveal alternative modes of inner
semiosis, with important implications for theories of consciousness,
subjectivity, and meaning-making.
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5. Animal communication in a
cognitive perspective: A
retrospective and some current
case studies

Stefano Gensini
Sapienza University of Rome

The theme of animal communication was highly prominent at the
beginning of the semiotic adventure (early 1960s). Subsequently,
following the critical observations of Chomsky (1966) and Eco (1975),
semiotics scholars abandoned this issue, which was then primarily
developed within the fields of ethology and comparative psychology.
This led to a significant cognitive turning point in the early 1980s, thanks
to the work of scholars such as Criffin (on the ethological side) and
Dennett (on the philosophical side). Today, the wealth of experimental
results (not only on primates but also on many other species such as
crows, meerkats, canids, and cetaceans), combined with the complex
theoretical debate surrounding them, suggests that semiotics may
reconsider its positions.

The panel proposes, first and foremost, a survey of the main themes
of discussion since the 1980s: in particular, it reconstructs the debate
among biologists, ethologists, and philosophers regarding concepts
such as ‘meaning’ and ‘information’ and their applicability to animal
languages. Some case studies that have seen significant developments
over the last twenty years will then be briefly discussed.

The second contribution will focus on the presence of
multimodality in various non-human species: a theme that has
profoundly innovated the landscape of animal commmunication and has
important connections to the study of the possible origins of human
communication and language. The two main research perspectives will
be compared, focusing on their (a) methodologies, (b) theoretical goals,
and (c) terminology.

The third contribution focuses on the role played by play in the
communicative interactions of non-human animals: a semiotic
interpretation of this behavior is proposed (with particular reference to
the notion of metalanguage), discussing the hypothesis that play serves
an essential role in social cohesion within a group. Furthermore, the fact
that the signs used in play are based on a symbolic mechanism (as
events that stand for other events) suggests that it may have played an
important role in the evolution of communication.
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The final contribution will address the critical issue of syntactic
capabilities. Recent studies have highlighted the presence of
sophisticated combinatorial mechanisms in the communicative codes
of several animal species, even those (such as dolphins) phylogenetically
distant from humans. Whether these mechanisms represent a concrete
prerequisite for human syntax — which a long-standing tradition
considers the true differentiating feature of human language - remains
controversial. The arguments in favor of this hypothesis will be
examined.
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On the current state of animal
communication studies: is there
room for a renewed semiotic
approach?

Stefano Gensini
Sapienza University of Rome

About sixty years ago, the collaboration between Thomas Sebeok (the
pioneer of biosemiotics), an ethologist (Peter Marler), and a linguist
(Charles F. Hockett) led to the formulation of the research program for
zoosemiotics, an interdisciplinary field of study focusing on the
communication of non-human animals. Research into the
communicative abilities of chimpanzees (made universally known by
the case studies of Sarah and Washoe) served as an important testing
ground for the zoosemiotic approach. After a few years, however, this
collaboration ceased, and animal studies fell off the radar of semiotics,
developing independently within the fields of ethology, comparative
psychology, and zoology. The reasons for this ‘divorce’ were manifold.
On one hand, the theses on the uniqueness of human language
presented by Noam Chomsky in Cartesian Linguistics played a
significant role; on the other, Umberto Eco’'s idea in A Theory of
Semiotics—that animal communication lay below the semiotic
threshold—was equally influential. Decades later, there are many
reasons to rethink the issue. Thanks to Peter Marler, Donald Griffin, and
other scholars, ethology has undergone a cognitive turn, incorporating
notions such as ‘mind’, ‘intentionality’, and ‘reference’. From the 1980s to
the early 2000s, it began to utilize the terms and conceptual frames of
theoretical and descriptive linguistics, achieving first a ‘semiotic turn’
and subsequently a ‘pragmatic turn’.

Not only primates, but numerous other species (from crows to
cetaceans, from meerkats to dogs) have revealed highly complex
communicative abilities that bring into play classic semiotic notions
such as ‘code’, ‘arbitrariness’, ‘iconicity’, ‘metalanguage’, and so forth.
Particularly relevant in recent years has been the debate surrounding
the strategic concept of ‘meaning’, understood in the strictly linguistic
sense of the term, and thus clearly distinct from the notion of
‘information’ widely used in biology.

However, the very progress achieved through field research has
brought to light certain critical issues within the ethological approach.
The conceptual framework used, while often formally coinciding with
the semiotic one, conceals inaccuracies or ambiguities that make it
difficult to objectively evaluate the available scientific evidence. We
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propose to illustrate this theme with a brief review of the discussions
surrounding the notion of ‘meaning’. These were inaugurated by
discoveries regarding the alarm signals of vervet monkeys (Seyfarth et
al. 1980) and the commentary provided by the philosopher Donald
Dennett (1983); they were further developed in the 1990s and early 2000s
through studies on signal flexibility in meerkats and other species (e.g.
Macedonia, Evans 1993); and finally found expression in a wealth of
philosophical works over the last fifteen years (e.g. Scarantino 2010,
Wheeler, Fisher 2012, Bar-On 2013, Bar-On, Moore 2017, Scott-Phillips,
Heinz 2023 etc.) who opposed the theory, advocated by biologically
trained scholars (e.g. Rendall et al. 2009), that the mentalist concept of
meaning should be superseded by a behaviorist notion of influence.

In conclusion, the interest generated by both the scientific
evidence and the resulting theoretical debates suggests that semiotics
should reclaim its place in animal communication studies by
contributing its specific expertise. We hypothesize that this could lead
to conceptual clarification within these studies, and that semiotics itself
would benefit from a renewed engagement with this rich body of
experimental evidence.
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Multimodal approaches to animal
communication in contemporary
ethology: a critical discussion

Costanza Norci
Sapienza University of Rome

Multimodality plays an essential role in both human and animal
communication. In classic ethology, the multimodal nature of non-
human communication systems has primarily been an empirical
guestion. Determining the physical quality of the signals (the channels
through which they are transmitted and received) is essential for
human observers to understand interactions between living beings that
perceive the world very differently from us. In linguistics and language
philosophy, the inherently multimodal nature of human language has
been systematically investigated by multimodal studies in the last 50
years (e.g. Kendon 2004). This new field has led to the hypothesis of a
multimodal origin of human language (e.g. Levinson and Holler 2014),
thereby renewing interest for multimodal approaches to animal
communication.

In contemporary ethology, there are two main multimodal
approaches to animal communication. The first one, developed within
behavioral ecology (which focuses on ultimate causes of behavior, i.e.
adaptative function and phylogeny) focuses on signal perception.
Multimodal signal components are framed according to their effect on
receiver's behavior and classified as redundant — where signal meaning
remains unchanged - or non redundant - where signal’'s overall
meaning changes due to the interaction of the two components (Partan
and Marler 2005). The second approach, which was developed only
recently (see Slocombe et al. 2011; Liebal et al. 2013), emerged from
cognitive ethology and comparative psychology; the two disciplines
share an interest for proximate causes of behavior — i.e. causation and
ontogeny — and focus on primate communication with the goal of
understanding language evolutionary origins. Within this approach,
multimodality refers to signal morphology (e.g. gestures, facial
expressions and vocalisations) and production, with a focus on the
cognitive mechanisms underlying the sender's communicative acts
(Waller et al. 2013).

This talk will present and discuss the two approaches, framing their
differences in terms of: a) methodology; b) theoretical purpose; c)
terminology. Since both perspectives are crucial for understanding
human language evolution (Frohlich et al. 2019), an integration between
the two will be outlined, following Fréhlich and van Schaik’s (2018)
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proposal. In particular, issues regarding signal meaning and multimodal
signal function will be addressed. Finally, the applicability of such an
integrative model to non-primate species will be discussed, as well as its
contribution to current multimodal scenarios for human language
origins.

71



Play as semiotic mediation?

Claudia Cicerchia
Sapienza University of Rome

The study of play is a particularly stimulating area of research insofar as
it intersects with the philosophical discussion on the notions of
intentionality and representation (Allen & Bekoff 1998). In fact, for playful
interaction to take place, playful motivation must not only be
communicated, but also expressed clearly and remain recognizable
over time, to encourage cooperation between participants (Fagen 1981).
In this sense, based on the classification of functions proposed by
Jakobson, play meta-signals seem to effectively respond to the
metalinguistic, phatic, and conative functions. In fact, as it has been
studied (Bekoff, 1974, Byosiere et al, 2016), the case of the “play bow”
primarily serves to refer to another signal, for example a signal
belonging to the non-playful behavioral repertoire, indicating that it
takes on a different meaning in that particular context. It is therefore
necessary for the meta

signal to be articulated on two levels: that of the basic signal (as in
the case of a signal of aggression), and a further one, the actual meta-
signal, which is added to the first, modifying its meaning (Cimatti, 1998).
Furthermore, the metasignal can also serve to mark the intention to
preserve and respect the specificity of the playful context, thus ensuring
intentional reciprocity. Metasignals also have a conative function, insofar
as they guide the behavior of the interlocutor, eliciting responses
appropriate to the context of play and guiding the course of the
interaction itself. In addition to disambiguation, playful metasignals are
also crucial in reducing the likelihood of a risky shift of contexts, i.e. that
play interaction might degenerate into real conflict. Thus, the self-
control and inhibition of aggressive behavior (self-handicapping)
observed in play has also offered an interesting window into the natural
mechanisms of nonviolent conflict management (Palagi et al. 2016). As
a result, it can be argued that in play, the functions above mentioned do
not serve exclusively to improve the quality of information exchange but
represent a paradigmatic case of training in reconciliation and in
building the mutual trust necessary for social cohesion (Verbeek 2008;
2013). In this talk, therefore, following Bateson (1972), play and play
signals are suggested to be a paradigmatic case of “signals that stand
for other events” such that, finally, the evolution of play may have been
an important stage in the evolution of communication.
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The evolution of human syntax

Giulia Palazzolo
University of Warwick

Syntax allows humans to combine linguistic elements, like words, into
complex sequences, like sentences. It is a fundamental property of
natural languages; a key source of their extraordinary expressive power:
by combining words into sentences, humans can express and
understand an indefinite variety of different thoughts starting from a
limited vocabulary. But how could syntax have evolved? We still lack a
compelling answer to this question.

Prominent accounts of the evolution of syntax can be divided into
two main approaches: saltationist and gradualist. Saltationists claim
that syntax evolved all of a sudden in the human lineage (e.g. Berwick &
Chomsky 2016). Gradualists claim that human syntax evolved
incrementally, either from certain animal capacities (e.g. Townsend et
al. 2018), or in multiple stages under natural selection pressures (e.g.
Jackendoff 2002, Progovac 2015). However, current saltationist and
gradualist accounts are unable to offer a satisfactory answer to the
guestion of the evolution of syntax (Palazzolo 2025, Palazzolo and Green
in prep.).

In this talk, | will take steps from three lines of recent comparative
research: studies of nontrivial compositionality in bonobo vocal
combinations (Berthet et al. 2025), studies of hierarchical organisation
in animal action (Howard-Spink et al. 2024), and studies of recursive
procedures in orangutan long calls (Lameira et al. 2024). Drawing on
these findings, | will propose an alternative account of the evolution of
human syntax. On the proposal that | will be setting out (Palazzolo in
prep.), human syntax evolved incrementally as the outcome of a gradual
expansion of bounded hierarchical abilities that have roots in certain
animal capacities. These capacities came to be recruited for semantics
in humans in response to communicative demands; and, integrated
with a progressively more flexible combinatorial capacity, they
ultimately gave rise to the hierarchical and unbounded syntactic
systems characteristic of language.
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6. Key Concepts in Cognitive
Semiotics and Their Counterparts
Across Semiotic Fields

Remo Gramigna
University of Turin

Jordan Zlatev
Lund University

Over the past decades, researchers within cognitive semiotics have built
an extensive repertoire of concepts, theories, and models
interconnected through various frameworks. These include, but are not
limited to, the classical notions such as “sign” and “signal”, as well as
“semiotic ground”, “meaning-making”, “intentionality”, “narrative”, and
“metaphor”.

However, there is often a lack of consensus on how to “translate"
and interpret these core terms across other semiotic frameworks and
disciplines ranging from biosemiotics and semiotics of culture to visual
semiotics and beyond. Indeed, since its institutionalization in the 1960s,
semiotics has diversified into various sub-fields and domains, each
developing its own identity, terminology, and self-descriptions.
Although efforts have been made to establish a “general semiotics”,
exemplified by the works of Umberto Eco, Charles W. Morris, Enric
Buyssens, and Louis Hjelmslev, a unified theoretical framework remains
elusive. This diversity is reflected in the specialized vocabularies and
concepts employed across different semiotic traditions, which do not
always overlap or align.

This panel invites contributions that critically examine the
convergence and divergence of key concepts within cognitive semiotics
and other semiotic fields. We seek discussions that explore the
terminology and metalanguage used, their roots, and their evolving
interpretations in contemporary research. What are the shared
foundations? Where do differences arise? And how do these concepts
shape our understanding of meaning-making across disciplines?

Potential topics include, but are not limited to:

e The conceptual roots and historical development of core
semiotic terms;

e Convergences and divergences between cognitive semiotics
and biosemiotics, cultural semiotics, visual semiotics;

e The role of terminology in shaping semiotic theories and
research methodologies;
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e Challenges and opportunities in developing a unified or
interconnected semiotic metalanguage.
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Subjectivity in Cognitive Semiotics

Sara Lenninger
University of Kristianstad - Lund University

Subjectivity can be argued to occupy a central, yet complex, place in
cognitive semiotics. Cognitive semiotics itself may be understood as the
unfolding of a research tradition that has been developing at the
intersection of semiotics and the cognitive sciences, bringing together
long-standing concerns with meaning and meaning-making, that is,
with semiosis (Sonesson, 2026). Rather than being defined by a fixed
methodological toolkit, cognitive semiotics is organised around its
object domain, semiosis, and its effort to relate diverse methods and
partial theories of meaning in methodologically transparent ways within
a shared conceptual framework. Precisely because it is constitutively
tied to semiosis, it cannot escape phenomenology: meaning and
meaning-making appear, at some point, as lived, subjective processes,
which any adequate approach must thematise. In this sense,
subjectivity is not an optional add-on but a candidate for a central
organising concept in cognitive semiotics.

Subjectivity can be conceptualised in several, partly diverging but
related ways, all within a transcendental framework. First, and most
generally, subjectivity is transcendental form: not an inner entity, but
the structure of meaning in consciousness, the network of intentional
and horizon-structures in virtue of which things appear as something
for a subject at all. Second, it can be read genetically, as a temporally
unfolding stream of consciousness in which the “lI/we" functions as a
pole constituted through retention, protention, habit and
sedimentation, rather than presupposed as a ready-made substance.
Third, a conception of embodied subjectivity, where perceptual
orientation and bodily self-localisation are basic conditions for any
intentional directedness. Fourth, by analyses of empathy, the lived body
of the other and the lifeworld point to an intersubjectively open
subjectivity, in which the very sense of objectivity is co-constituted
through the mutual implication of one’s own and other bodies in a
shared world of experience.

By distinguishing subjectivity, bi-subjectivity and
intersubjectivity/objectivity as domains of phenomena and as modes of
access, Sonesson (2026) suggests that different epistemic stances
selectively disclose different layers of semiosis: first-person experience,
second-person empathy and dialogue, and third-person description
and modelling, formulated by Zlatev & Mouratidou (2024) in terms of
phenomenological triangulation. The discussion will address these
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perspectives in turn. Attention will be given to education and art, where
first-, second- and third-person approaches are often tacitly mixed
without a clear account of their respective domains of validity. Attention
will also be given to dilemmmas in research on semiotic development in
phenomenology (Lenninger 2024). The proposal treats a stratified
notion of subjectivity as both central to cognitive semiotics and one of
the field's distinctive contributions to the interdisciplinary study of
meaning.

e



The Sign Concept in Cognitive
Semiotics and in Eco's
Interpretative Semiotics

Jordan Zlatev
Lund University

Semiotics has been plagued by too narrow and too broad definitions of
its central notions; and which more central than that of the sign? As
familiar, the Saussurean approach relied on the (ambiguous) notion of
“arbitrariness” to define linguistic signs, and their extension beyond
language: “Signs that are wholly arbitrary realize better than others the
ideal of the semiological process” (Saussure 1959 [1916]: 68). But this was
soon recognized to be dogmatic (Jakobson 1965). On the other extreme,
Peircian approaches relying on definitions such as the famous: “A sign
or representamen, is something which stands to somebody for
something in some respect or capacity. It addresses somebody, that is,
creates in the mind of that person an equivalent sign, or perhaps a more
developed sign. That sign which it creates | call the interpretant of the
first sign.” (CP 2.229) — are certainly general, but risk blurring all kinds of
distinctions, especially when it is recognized that by “somebody” and
“mind” Peirce did not mean consciousness, but something that he
elsewhere called “gquasi-mind”. After many publications devoted to the
subject, Sonesson (2026) writes in his posthumous book: “The advantage
of using the term “sign” in such a broad fashion is that it amounts to
conceiving semiotics as the study of meaning in general. The disservice
... however, consists in treating all meaning on a par, not singling out the
specific meaning of the sign”. Hence, Sonesson defines the sign by
combining Husserl's notion of appresentation (making thematic what
is not perceived directly) with Piaget's notion of differentiation,
understood as non-continuity and belonging to different categories,
and argues that the sign constitutes a form of second-order
intentionality, where the expression is perceived but non-thematic,
while it is the referent, as mediated by the content, that is thematic.

In the first half of my presentation, | will define a particular version of this
approach, and argue that it is theoretically and empirically productive,
since it (a) offers a clear distinction between signs and signals, (b)
identifies sign use proper (and not language) as the unique feature of
human semiosis, (c) explains the key cognitive and semiotic transition
in the second year of children’s life. Then, | turn to the interpretative
semiotics of Eco (1976), and find a number of similarities between his
notion of sign-function and the above: (i) a dynamic, context-sensitive
Mmapping between expression and content, under the agentive power
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of an interpreter, possible also under conditions of ratio-difficilis, where
interpretative conventions are yet not established and (ii) the claim that
this distinguishes signs from signals, allowing signs to be untruthful. On
the other hand, Eco insists that signs are exclusively social, and that they
are necessarily defined by their differential relation to one another,
implying that all signs, including pictures, are essentially conventional.
Most in contrast to cognitive semiotics, Eco argues that subjectivity is
not a primary force, but a secondary effect of the sign function. These
factors arguably place Eco’s (1976) sign concept on the “too narrow” side
of the cline as well.
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The Feeling of What's Missing:
Indeterminacy, Certainty, Meaning

Jamin Pelkey
Toronto Metropolitan University

Qualia and emptiness, firstness and zero, tone and lack, iconicity and
imagination, aesthetics and absence, phenomenology and relation: this
list of analogous pairs identifies a network of interrelated concepts that
can be summarized in the aggregate as “absential feeling”. While
discussions of feeling are familiar in cognitive semiotics, discussions of
absence are not. My argument in this paper is that neither can be
understood without attention to the other. An adequate cognitive
semiotics must move beyond the feeling of what happens (a la Damasio
1999) to the feeling of what's missing. Embodiment theory and
enactivism are complementary approaches to human cognition that
develop out of phenomenology (Gallagher 2018, Johnson 2017). Both pay
close attention to the roles of body schemas and body memories in
perception, memory, movement, action, and interaction. Such accounts
are helpful for understanding the nature of consciousness, but as
theories of meaning, or semiotic cognition, they are incomplete. My
thesis is that bodily experience becomes meaningful only when
oriented to something lacking or indeterminate and ceases to be
meaningful to the degree that it is oriented to something given or
certain. This intervention develops related insights from Terrence
Deacon (2012), Kalevi Kull (2022), C. S. Peirce (1898), among others, in
addition to my earlier work (e.g. Pelkey 2018, 2021). Deacon proposes a
theory of absential relations without identifying phenomenological
sources. Kull proposes a theory of aesthetics premised on semiotic
fitting without noting the neccesity of absential relations this implies.
Both can be brought together and generalized in cognitive semiotics by
paying attention to absential feeling. But acknowledging the
importance of absential relations and the primacy of feeling in sense-
making, are especially challenging tasks for thinkers in Western
traditions due to millennia of ingrained habits of assumption. To better
expose these assumptions, along with their problems and solutions, it is
helpful to turn to Eastern traditions of thought, better equipped for
bringing contrastive clarity to contemporary information theory. To this
end, | turn to the thought of Laozi (c.500BCE) and Zhuangzi (c.300BCE)
for illustrations of the pervasive usefulness, or necessity, of what is
missing and for clarifying the nature of meaningful feeling as those
modes of experience that are primarily oriented toward what is missing
(vs. desire for certainty or effort to achieve on their own). These
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connections prefigure dynamics that are systematized in C. S. Peirce’s
first rule of logic, which insists that meaningful thought and action can
only begin and proceed with “a sense that we do not know something”
(Peirce 1898: 48). In other words meaningful information relies on
absential feeling, the feeling of what's missing.
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The Origins of Semiotic
Indeterminacy and the Concepts
for General Semiotics

Kalevi Kull
University of Tartu

Understanding the source of semiotic indeterminacy is what makes it
possible to rightly arrange and define the conceptual apparatus for
general semiotics. Alignment of implications from the description of
semiosis (as universal and primary meaning-making process) to existing
semiotic concepts goes hand in hand with (usually stepwise)
specification of the definitions of existing core terms.

The precise placement of the lower threshold of semiosis is yet to
be discovered. Nevertheless, if the basic logic of semiosis is understood,
then, on the one hand, it helps to find the primary semiotic processes in
living world, and on the other hand, the distinctions, definitions and
arrangement of the principal terms can be worked out before an
agreement upon the identification of the lower threshold zone.

In semiotics, determinacy is built upon indeterminacy (Hoffmeyer
1999; Lane 2014). This is a reason for irreducibility and emergence in the
area of semiotic phenomena, and also a reason for relative
independence of semiotic conceptual apparatus from the one of
physical sciences. Semiotic indeterminacy is not randomness, but
arbitrariness (Kull 2023). The source of semiotic indeterminacy can be
identified as the availability (co-presence, simultaneous coexistence) of
alternative or incompatible habits, the latter also identified as functional
circles. Since semiosis is both a relation and a process, the other
fundamental semiotic concepts should include the plurality that is at
the basis of relation, process, and indeterminacy.

The plurality of incompatibles in simultaneity is identifiable as
Umwelt. Therefore, the umwelt or phenomenal space has to be one of
the fundamental and universal aspects of any meaning-relation.
Meaning-relation cannot exist without Umwelt. Which implies that
semiotics is, by its nature, cognitive (Brandt 2020: 24).

This approach opens the way to the integration of semiotic theory.
However expressed through different terms, most semiotic theories
(Saussure, Peirce, Uexkull, Greimas, Eco, Lotman) include the concepts
that correspond to the co-presence of incompatibles as the basis of
meaning-making.
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Mapping contemporary semiotic
terminology: a quantitative &
conceptual approach

Sungdo KIM
Seungjoon CHO
Jaesang CHO
Jin Young LEE
Korea University

Two founders of modern semiotics shared a distinct interest in the
problems of terminology. In his letter to Antoine Meillet, Ferdinand de
Saussure (1894/2002) mentions his frustration with historical linguistics,
which he attributes to “the ineptitude of current terminology” and “the
need to reform it.” Meanwhile, Charles Sanders Peirce (1903/1998), in The
Ethics of Terminology, asserted that every branch of science should
have a terminology in which each word has “a single exact meaning.”
He noted that whoever used a word in a different sense than that which
was conferred on it by its creator “commits a shameful offense.” (Oehler,
1981; Haack, 2009) Despite these insights from Saussure and Peirce,
semiotics has faced challenges regarding its terminology. As Bouissac
(1986) notes, semiotics was often associated with “a gratuitous and
prolific jargon.” Yet nearly forty years on, and despite the proliferation of
semiotic dictionaries, semiotics has still not consolidated into a single
unified paradigm. If semiotics is to be recognized as a normal science,
its own terminology can and should be taken as an object of semiotic
analysis. This study investigates how contemporary semiotics manages
its terminology by mapping overlaps across dictionaries and comparing
definitions of shared core terms.

This research starts by mapping the main glossaries, dictionaries,
and encyclopedias of semiotics published to date, and then focuses on
six reference works that can be seen as representative of the field:
Greimas and Courtés's (1979) Sémiotique: Dictionnaire raisonné de la
théorie du langage; Sebeok's (1986) Encyclopedic Dictionary of
Semiotics; Bouissac’s (1998) Encyclopedia of Semiotics;, Posner,
Robering, and Sebeok’s (1997-2004) multivolume Semiotik / Semiotics:
Ein Handbuch zu den zeichentheoretischen Grundlagen von Natur und
Kultur, Colapietro's (1993) Glossary of Semiotics, and Hébert's (n.d.)
Dictionnaire encyclopédique de sémiotique. We can then analyze the (i)
scale and (ii) range of headwords in these works. This quantitative
analysis identifies the terms that recur frequently across diverse
dictionaries, thereby establishing a core vocabulary through which we
can assess the strength of the discipline: if the number of overlapping

83



items is small, this may indicate that the core of the field is relatively
weak (see Figure 1). This allows a conceptual approach in which we will
compare different definitions of core terms such as sign, code,
communication, signification, structure, and symbol.

Figure 1. A discipline with few core terminology (left) and a relatively
strong discipline (right)

We then trace three types of distribution: (iii) thematic distribution,
(iv) epistemic distribution, and (v) diachronic distribution. Here,
epistemic distribution includes diverse theoretical schools such as
structuralist, pragmaticist, and cognitive semiotics (Zlatev, 2015; Brandt,
2020; Paolucci, 2021), while diachronicity amounts to
‘Begriffsgeschichte,” the genealogies of key terms. Finally, there is a
need to confront the problems of tracing how these terms circulate as
imports and exports between languages-for example, by examining
how semiotic terminology has been translated in East Asian Sinitic
cultures (Kim, 1990; 2018). (vi) Translatability involves examining how
semiotic terms are translated in East Asian dictionaries such as
Wakisaka, Kawashima, and Takahashi's (1992) Kigogaku shdjiten,
Sakamoto's (2002) Kigdogaku daijiten, Hu & Zhao's (2012) Fuhaoxue-
chuanmeixue cidian, and Cheon and Kim's (1988) translation of
Sémiotique. Conversely, we can also explore how Western
encyclopedias such as Semiotik / Semiotics describe semiotic terms
from other regions. Considering the high degree of interdisciplinarity in
the field, this study can later be extended to examine how terminology
circulates between disciplines, distinguishing between endogenous
terminology-terms created specifically within semiotics-and terms
borrowed from adjacent fields such as philosophy, linguistics,
communication theory and cybernetics, anthropology,
phenomenology, and literary theory.
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The Ethics of Semiotic Terminology:
A Re-Appraisal and a Comparison
between Cognitive Semiotics and
General Semiotics

Remo Gramigna
University of Turin

The question of terminology is central to semiotics. Since its inception,
ambiguity and indeterminacy of semiotic terms have posed persistent
challenges (Sebeok 1991). Morris (1946, p. 19) highlighted this concern,
observing that “accounts of meaning usually throw a putty at the target
of sign phenomena,” whereas a precise semiotics requires “words which
are sharpened arrows’—clear, well-defined terms. This concern has
influenced early lexicographical projects in semiotics (Sebeok 1986) and
remains relevant today, especially given the proliferation of new
semiotic concepts and terminology.

This study is informed by Peirce’s ethics of terminology, which
advocates for clarity, consistency, and logical coherence in semiotic
language. This ethical stance underpins the methodology, which
employs a history of terminology approach grounded in
Begriffsgeschichte (history of ideas), as outlined by Oehler (1981). This
involves tracing the development, shifts in meaning, and contextual
usage of key semiotic terms to uncover underlying conceptual
transformations and their implications for theory and practice.

The historical complexity of semiotics further complicates this
landscape. Eco (1979a) described its development as “the history of an
ostracism,” rather than a straightforward evolution. Over time, semiotic
terms and concepts have been shaped and redefined through explicit
theoretical frameworks and implicit, often “repressed”, avenues of
investigation—areas where signs, signification, and semiosis were
examined indirectly (Eco 1979b). Since its revival in the 1960s, semiotics
has diversified into various branches and subfields, each developing its
own discipline-specific language. Despite efforts by scholars such as Eco
(1975), Morris (1976), Buyssens (1943), and Hjelmslev (1953), as well as
lexicographical projects (Greimas & Courtés 1979; Rey-Debove 1979;
Sebeok 1986), a unified theoretical framework remains elusive. This
diversity results in diverse terminologies and concepts across semiotic
fields that often do not overlap or align.

This raises an important question: despite their auto-referential
tendencies, can these semiotic traditions communicate effectively,
translate terminology, and find common ground? One approach to
addressing this quandary is to differentiate between general semiotics
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and specific semiotics, a division proposed by Eco. General semiotics
pertains to the philosophical level, concerned with the phenomenon of
sign referral (Eco 1979a). Specific semiotics involves the study of
particular sign systems’ grammar and structure (Eco 1984),
encompassing fields such as cognitive semiotics, biosemiotics, and
semiotics of culture and arts.

Although influential, this distinction is often underexplored. This
paper problematizes this division, evaluating its relevance to
contemporary semiotics. It also examines the terminology used within
cognitive semiotics, contrasting it with that of general semiotics, to
evaluate the potential for a shared conceptual language. In particular, it
focuses on recent developments in cognitive semiotics, notably
Sonesson’s (2026) account of mirror signs (pp. 155-161), and contrasts this
with Eco’s semiotics of specular reflections.
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7. Beyond Biota: Exploring Semiosis
in a Post-Organic Umwelt

Peter Mantello
Ritsumeikan Asia Pacific University, Japan

Alin Olteanu
Ritsumeikan Asia Pacific University, Japan

This panel investigates meaning, agency, and affect outside metabolic
closure, as a matter of growing salience given emerging technologies. It
brings together contributions that examine forms of semiosis emerging
in entities and systems that trouble ontological distinctions between
the living and the non-living, the organic and the inorganic. These
include artificial symbionts that foster intimate relations with human
partners or are capable of digitally resurrecting the dead; bio-bots that
arise from the cells of dead organisms and exhibit capacities for self-
replication and self-repair; and mineral systems that participate in
semiosis by modelling and transmitting information about their
formation and environmental conditions.

Engaging perspectives from biosemiotics, postphenomenology,
media theory, and the philosophy of technology, the panel reflects on
the conceptual boundaries of semiosis and beyond its traditional
anchoring in biocentric ecologies. In doing so, it questions prevailing
assumptions about life as the privileged ground of meaning, asking
whether semiosis must be understood as an exclusive property of living
systems or whether “life” has functioned as a limiting concept,
obscuring semiotic processes that unfold across technical, material, and
hybrid synthetic environments.

With this approach on the vague thresholds of semiosis, the panel
addresses several conference topics, among which mainly:

e Consciousness and semiosis: agency, subjectivity, and
intersubjectivity

e Philosophical perspectives on cognition, perception, and
semiosis

e Theoretical intersections among cognitive semiotics,
enactivism, biosemiotics and related fields

e Human and non-human semiosis

e Interrelations between semiosis, language, and memory

e From writing systems to Al: the evolution of semiotic
technologies.
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Artificial Symbionts of the Afterlife:
Navigating Presence of Absence in
the Posthuman Umwelt

Peter Mantello
Ritsumeikan Asia Pacific University, Japan

With rapid advances in generative Al, LLMs, voice cloning, deep fakes
and a%ect recognition, artificial agents no longer simply recognize
human emotion and cognition, they can now simulate them. Yet a
critical question arises: what happens when artificial agents are not
simply synthetic stand-ins for the living but also deceased? This paper
examines digital survival after biological death. It proposes a
thanatosemiotics where semiosis continues without life, where the
digital remains of the deceased sustain meaning-making beyond
metabolic closure. A growing industry dedicated to grief tech - Al-
powered memorials, online platforms, holograms, augmented reality,
and chatbots is expanding our understanding and horizon of
(im)mortality beyond the grave. Companies such as Only You Virtual,
Storyline, and Hereafter.ai sell digital products and services that allow
people to create pre-mortem replicas of themselves in preparation for
the afterlife but also synthetic personas of loved ones posthumously via
training data based on the deceased's texts, emails, voice recordings,
photographs, videos, and social media posts.

Drawing on biosemiotics (notably, the shared notion of absence
found in the writings of Charles Peirce, Terrence Deacon and Wendy
Wheeler), this paper examines how meaning, agency, and affect persist
when the biological organism no longer does. Critically, while all of these
scholars’ have made seminal contributions to biosemiotics, they are
limited in two fundamental ways. The first is ontologically by an
exclusivity for biota. Second, temporality, as their interpretations
presuppose meaning is only possible with the living present, treating
semiosis as a process that stops upon death. | argue that grief
technology inaugurates a new symbiotic ecology of signs— an afterlife
of semiosis—where mourning, code and machine learning co-
constitute now porous boundaries between the living and the dead.

The paper consists of three main sections, each dealing with
posthumous interaction whereby semiosis takes place between the
living and the digital data of the deceased. The first section examines
Masahiro Mori's (1970) seminal concept of the uncanny valley and its
deep links to the psychological experience of death, the reanimated and
artificial life. It does this by tracing a historical arch from the writings of
ETA Ho9man, Ernst Jentsch and Sigmund Freud to its current relevance
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to grief technology. The second section investigates semiosis beyond
life, how the digital remains of the deceased sustain meaning-making
beyond metabolic closure. It draws from the shared notion of absence
found in conceptual models of Charles Peirce, Terrance Deacon and
Katherine N. Hayles. The third section deepens this exploration through
a series of empirical case studies devoted to artists whose works on tele-
absence raise critical philosophical and ethical questions on the nature
of memory, loss and (im)mortality in the digital afterlife.
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External Semiotic Anchors in Post-
Organic Umwelten. Eco-Cognitive
Extensions of Semiosis through
Abductive Delegation

Lorenzo Magnani
University of Pavia

This contribution is related to my eco-cognitive epistemology to the aim
of interrogating semiosis beyond the traditional boundaries of living
systems, aligning with the panel's exploration of meaning-making in
artificial symbionts, bio-bots, and mineral formations. In my research |
have conceptualized cognition as inherently distributed, enacted by
what | call “semiotic brains” that continuously externalize signs
processes through delegation to non-organic artifacts - termed
external semiotic anchors. These anchors, ranging from diagrammatic
models and scientific instruments to computational agents and Al
systems, actively participate in abductive cognition, generating novel
hypotheses and meanings without reliance on metabolic closure or
biological vitality.

Central to this framework is the concept manipulative abduction,
an action-based form of reasoning where agents uncover hidden
affordances and produce new signs by manipulating external objects.
Such processes illustrate how post-organic entities exhibit agency and
affect: artifacts not only model and transmit environmental information
but also co-constitute hybrid cognitive niches that blur ontological
distinctions between the organic and the inorganic, the living and the
non-living. Extreme concrete and amazing examples include Al-driven
systems that “resurrect” the dead through semiotic reconstruction of
personal data archives, favoring intimate affective bonds with human
users; bio-bots derived from deceased organisms that demonstrate self-
replication via externalized semiotic control; and mineral systems that
encode geological histories as indexical signs, interpretable by human
or artificial agents in ways that mimic environmental modeling.

By integrating my ideas with biosemiotics and epistemology, | aim
to challenge prevailing biocentric assumptions that privilege life as the
exclusive ground of semiosis. Instead, | will also emphasize the role of
the eco-cognitive openness and situatedness wherein rich semiosis
especially emerges (for example in scientific cognition) from distributed,
abductive interactions across technical-material environments.

Ultimately, my model will depict “life” as a potentially limiting
concept, obscuring the semiotic vitality inherent in hybrid synthetic
umwelten. This perspective reframes emerging technologies not as
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passive tools but as active semiotic partners capable of self-modeling,
information transmission, and meaningful agency in a post-biotic
ecology. The analysis highlights the pressing need to expand theoretical
boundaries, recognizing semiosis as a property of eco-cognitive systems
that extends beyond biological organisms and unfolds across diverse
material substrates.
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A Peircean theory of technology

Alin Olteanu
Ritsumeikan Asia Pacific University, Japan

Semiotics can underpin the fast-developing philosophical discourse on
technology, but it has been seldomly considered as such. As the current
technological revolution is inspiring concepts of mind and technology
as co-extensive, | propose a view on human-machine interaction where
human and machine do not precede their interaction but are
prescinded from their (intelligent) behavior as a unit. Echoing external
mind theory, to ask where does mind (user) begin and end, so to localize
where does the computing machine (tool) begin and end is a chicken-
and-egg fallacy. Living with non-organic devices that exhibit intelligent
behavior urges the need for theory to avoid construing knowing
subjects as enclosed individual metabolisms and, thus, ascribing agency
strictly to organic matter.

My proposal is founded on the scarce but prominent efforts both in
semiotics to tackle technology and in philosophy of technology to
incorporate semiotic insights. The framework hashed out is developed
in light of the cognitive semiotic approach to study the mind in the
interrogation of the imagination (or simulation).

Specifically, | adopt Hoffmeyer’'s biosemiotic view on technology as
scaffolding that co-evolves with the organisms that model by
scaffolding. In this key, | follow Emmmeche’s pioneering view on robots as
agents that model Umwelten (environments) while lacking
Innenwelten (situatedness). This aligns with externalist approaches to
mind that regard environments as having active roles in mindwork.
Moreover, | explain that Peirce’s semiotics offers an avantgarde mind
externalism. Particularly, by abducting, minds behave conditionally, in
the assessment of what would be the case. In this view, the self is located
in the future (Interpretant), as extended through presently unfolding
semiosis. This is the ground for Magnani's eco-cognitive
computationalism, positing that ignorant entities are domesticated into
the cognition of knowing subjects, and Malafouris’ material
engagement theory, that observes degrees of neurocompatibility in
non-organic matter. | bring together these theories into a framework
that supports the strong Mind-Technology Thesis, namely that mind
and technology constitute two heuristics for the same philosophical
inquiry.

Peirce’'s semiotics is also a warp for undermining classical
humanism. Fuller regards Peirce's synechism as a starting point for
post- and trans-humanism, which has also been implicit in Colapietro’s
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Peircean theory of selfhood, albeit without a focus on technology. Most
importantly, Hayles recently observed that Peirce's pragmatism and its
uptake in biosemiotics constitute an important evolutionary
perspective on Al While praising biosemiotics for eschewing
anthropocentrism, she nevertheless considers that this avenue falls into
a biocentric fallacy. The theory | propose embraces most of Fuller's and
Hayles' proposals but with some critical amendments: (1) the notion of
scaffolding ushers a transhumanism that accepts path-dependency
and, respectively, (2) regarding consciousness and cognition as relatively
small subdomains of semiosis avoids accusations of naive biocentrism.

This theory still leaves a difficult question on the emergence of
semiosis — whether some (non-organic) parts of reality are asemiotic.
Still, the options of reality as (1a) either pansemiotic or (2a) divided into
semiotic and asemiotic are less assuming than those of reality as either
(1b) pancognitive or (2b) divided into cognitive and non-cognitive.
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Environmental signs and
automated agencies

Auli Viidalepp
University of Tartu

This paper explores how complex sociotechnical systems afford new
semiotic relationships by channeling the semiotic choices of living
beings through obscure envirotechnical assemblages.

Hybrid ecologies such as sensor systems or biobots blur the
boundaries between nature/culture and nature/technology. Shaped by
engineers’ design choices, they absorb environmental inputs and can
exert influence on their surroundings, depending on their
programming. Due to their behavioural stochastics, hybrid eco-
technical systems or devices may leave the impression of possessing
genuine autonomy and semiotic activity, challenging the view of
semiosis as life-specific.

Defending the position that semiosis remains the property of living
organisms, | propose to view such devices in their full complexity as
envirotechnical or technosemiotic systems. Looking at the design and
data provision activities necessary for the becoming and maintenance
of, for instance, image recognition systems, we can trace the journey of
human-produced and human-interpreted signs through the complex
global network of human and nonhuman animal agencies, cultures,
practices, ecosystems and materialities. During this journey, meanings
and interpretations of digitized signs are disassembled and
reassembled, producing essentially fragmented textual outputs that are
resemiotized by the human prompter.
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Lithosemiotics and the
(In)determinacy of the Non-Living:
Morphogenetic Intelligence as a
Pre-Organic Meaning-Making
Process

Nicola Zengiaro
University of Turin

Lithosemiotics extends semiotic inquiry into the mineralogical domain,
challenging the biocentric axiom that restricts semiosis to metabolic
life. By positing that meaning-making is a dynamic property of
organized matter, this framework dissolves the rigid dichotomy
between active life and passive matter. It suggests that the constitutive
(in)determinacy of meaning, the irreducible openness and fluidity of
sign processes, is not an exclusive property of biological systems but
emerges wherever sufficient complexity exists to generate and preserve
significant differences.

The theoretical foundation of this inquiry synthesizes Charles S.
Peirce's triadic model, Juri Lotman’s semiotic intelligence, and Giorgio
Prodi's natural semiosis. From a Peircean perspective, the
(in)determinacy of the mineral world manifests as a dialectic between
habit-taking (the stabilization of physico-chemical laws) and creative
spontaneity. This is further illuminated by Lotman’s insight that
intelligence is not a human prerogative but an emergent property of
any system possessing sufficient complexity to function as a semiotic
space. Crucially, following Giorgio Prodi, this work argues that semiosis
is rooted in “material correspondences”: the capacity of molecules and
minerals to read and decode one another through collisions and
structural affinities. In this view, the mineral functions as a “material
interpretant”, where the transition from indifferent encounters to
significant assemblages constitutes the very dawn of natural meaning.

Paradigmatic phenomena illustrate this inorganic creativity in
action. The production of Dark Oxygen by polymetallic nodules on the
abyssal seafloor reveals an abiotic electrochemical semiosis that
challenges traditional narratives of biological exclusivity. Similarly, the
growth patterns of Romanian trovants function as complex
stratigraphic archives, blurring the line between geological accretion
and biological inventiveness. These cases suggest that the transition
from non-life to life was not an ontological rupture but an accelerated
semiosis, a process where living organisms intensified and organized
creative sign-processes already present in the mineral kingdom.
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This shift toward a post-organic semiotics offers a vital lexicon for
the Anthropocene, transforming the human relationship with the Earth
from one of extraction to one of participation. By recognizing that
semiosis traverses all realms of nature, from microscopic crystallization
to the macroscopic evolution of the planetary crust, Lithosemiotics
invites a radical rethinking of the semiotic threshold. It posits the
universe as a stratified archive of material narratives, where the
(in)determinacy of meaning is a scalar phenomenon shaping the
experience of ecosystemic meshes, whether organic, synthetic, or
mineral.
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More-than-human affect and
meaning-making?

Klara-Aylin Wenten
University of Kassel

Scholarship on *“affective artefacts” (Piredda 2020; Viola 2021) and
“emotive actants” (Stark 2019) has productively challenged
anthropocentric models of affect, emotion and semiotics by
demonstrating how objects and technologies participate in affective
meaning-making processes. However, these approaches often remain
implicitly grounded in biocentric assumptions, framing affective
semiotic capacities as extensions of human or living systems. This paper
argues that recent developments in emotional Al call for a further
reconceptualization of affective artefacts and emotive actants beyond
metabolic closure.

Drawing on posthumanist and new materialist theory, the paper
mobilizes Bennett's (2010) concept of “vibrant matter” and Barad's
notion of “intra-action” (2003) to conceptualize affect, emotion and
meaning-making as emergent properties of relational, material-
semiotic assemblages. From this perspective, emotional Al systems -
such as affective computing interfaces, emotion recognition algorithms
or Al companions — do not merely mediate human emotions and
activate evaluative, semiotic processes. Rather, they participate in
ongoing intra-actions through which affective intensities, emotional
categories and semiotic relations are co-produced across human,
technical, biological and material domains. By examining emotional Al
as a site of post-organic semiosis, the paper thus reconceptualizes
affective artefacts and emotive actants as post-organic semiotic agents
whose capacities for affect and meaning are distributed across more-
than-human ecologies, including code, data, sensors and infrastructural
environments. In doing so, it challenges the assumption that life
constitutes the privileged ground of semiosis and proposes instead that
affective meaning emerges through the vibrancy of (socio-)material
relations themselves. The paper thus contributes to ongoing debates on
semiosis beyond biota by foregrounding emotional Al as a key locus
where affect, agency and materiality intra-act in a post-organic world.
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8. Sense-Making and the
Indeterminacy of Meaning: The
Bologna Cognitive Semiotic
Approach

Claudio Paolucci
University of Bologna

From the 1990s onward, in University of Bologna has been advanced a
series of relevant contributions in cognitive semiotics, grounded in the
perspectives of the founder of semiotics, Charles Sanders Peirce (Violi
1997; Eco 1997). These perspectives have addressed phenomena such as
experience, perception, language, and cognitive processes, starting
from Peirce’'s idea that semiosis is what grounds cognition and
articulates the mind (CP 5.213-317), letting Bologna become of the
centers of the Italian cognitive semiotics research.

Building on and updating this structural and ecological approach
to cognition, cognitive semiotics research in Bologna has, over the past
years, increasingly focused on heterogeneous themes in light of the
most recent discoveries and the most innovative approaches within
cognitive science, neuroscience, and technological developments
(Paolucci 2011, 2021, 2025).

For the 6th Conference of the International Association for
Cognitive Semiotics, this panel aims to present how the Bologna
cognitive semiotics approach addresses the issue of indeterminacy by
engaging with contemporary themes and problems: the challenges
posed by artificial intelligence and robotics, environmental concerns,
and psychotherapeutic practice.

In each of the cases discussed, it will be shown how processes of
sense-making emerge from the indeterminacy of meaning, ensuring
the stability of sense and enabling the construction of meaningful
surfaces that support effective action, sometimes leading to the
emergence of new and creative strategies.
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The Bologna Cognitive Semiotics
Approach to the Problem of
Meaning

Claudio Paolucci
University of Bologna

In this talk, | will reconstruct the emergence of Bologna cognitive
semiotics, starting from its engagement with the post-Chomskyan
positions of the Berkeley school of cognitive linguistics, which led in 1997
to the publication of two foundational books, Umberto Eco’'s Kant and
the Platypus and Patrizia Violi's Meaning and Experience. Building on
the critiques that cognitive linguistics directed at structural semantics, |
will then retrace the proposals of the Bologna school of cognitive
semiotics and its distinctive way of addressing the indeterminacy of
meaning. | will then turn to generative artificial intelligence and show
how cognitive semiotics, precisely for this reason, represents the ideal
perspective from which to address in a unified manner the problem of
meaning in artificial intelligence and in natural intelligence.
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Towards a Cognitive Semiotics of
Creativity: Peirce, Eco, and the
Emergence of Novelty

Luigi Lobaccaro
University of Bologna

Creativity is challenging to grasp, and psychological studies often
attempt to define it through a series of measurable traits based on
purely stereotypical parameters (Abraham 2024). In semiotics, the
ideological and mythological nature of this concept of creativity has
been frequently demonstrated, evolving to a point where it has become
essentially an empty concept (Bartezzaghi 2021).

However, when considering the logical form of a creative act,
creativity can be framed as the ability of an action to detach from
habitual behavior and produce new meaning through recombining a
set of rules (Peirce CP; Anderson 1987). Drawing on abductive and
combinatorial reasoning, a range of semiotic-cognitive theories have
emerged, building upon reflections from Peirce and Kant, attempting
to address the issue of creativity (Eco 2004; Garroni 2010; Bonfantini
2021).

Nevertheless, a closer examination reveals that these
interpretations often place creativity within an internalist perspective
near to the psychological contemporary notion of creativity,
undermining Peirce's anti-psychologism and externalism (Ata and
Queiroz 2025). In this article, we aim to reframe creativity as conceived
by Peirce within an externalist cognitive semiotics (Paolucci 2027,
Lobaccaro 2022), demonstrating how the logic of the creative act is not
tied to a psychological capacity but represents a particular form of
sense-making (Basso Fossali 2008) enacted in the interaction between
body, brain, and world (Gallagher 2017), with a fundamental role
attributed to the interaction with the surrounding material world
(Malafouris 2023). Much more than a form of recombining rules to
manage an indeterminacy of meaning, creativity is a process of
regularization emerging from an entropy of signification that tends
toward its own dynamic stabilization.
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The Equivocal Voice of Things:
Inheriting Eco in the Anthropocene

Carlo Andrea Tassinari
University of Bologna

In 2024, La nave di Teseo published three of Umberto Eco's most
successful children's stories from the 1960s to 1980s in a single volume:
La bomba e il generale, | tre cosmonauti, and Gli gnomi di Gnu. This
editorial initiative commmendably highlights the peculiar role of ecology
in Eco's narrative—a genre that, as Paolucci (2017) notes, allowed Eco to
explore ideas he never fully theorized. Indeed, all three tales anticipate
key Anthropocene concerns, such as the loss of a shared world, which
can be averted by fostering coexistence among diverse cognitive grasps
on common environments.

This perspective aligns with one of the VAMP project's main aims:
developing a semiotic protocol for ecological controversies, building on
recent advances in Eco's cognitive semiotics (Eco 1998; Paolucci 2021).
This paper addresses this goal by positioning the indeterminacy of
meaning as a methodological cornerstone for analyzing ecological
conflicts.

Drawing on Paolucci (2021), we hypothesize that environmental
crises are not crises of natural objects, but wars of meaning sparked by
clashing sense-making processes (see also Latour 1999, 2016, 2017;
Tassinari 2024, 20253, 2025b). In this view, ecological conflicts—such as
protests against a dam, a dumpsite, or a datacenter—emerge as
battlefields where competing interpretive habits over an environment
are imposed or negotiated. Here, the contingency and indeterminacy of
an environment's semantic features play a crucial role: the meanings of
controversy elements (a river, a valley, a re-housing plan) are not
inherent, but enacted and voiced through networks of actors, narratives,
and cognitive habits.

We propose interpreting these as emergent equivocal figures at
the crossroads of diverse semiotic voice-giving processes. This approach
enriches equivocity beyond its linguistic definition, grounding it in
anthropological perspectivism (Viveiros de Castro 2014; Blaser 2025).

To demonstrate its methodological power, we apply this framework
to two VAMP case studies: the Belo Monte Dam controversy and the
Turin-Lyon high-speed rail project, focusing on the equivocal figures of
the river and the valley. By treating equivocity as a hallmark of ecological
conflict, identifying and mapping its complexity becomes central to a
cognitive semiotic protocol for such controversies.
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The Rhythm of the Niches

Flavio Valerio Alessi
University of Bologna

Recent perspectives emerging within enactivist research on autistic
cognition (De Jaegher 2023) suggest the need to move beyond the
deficit-based model of autism supported by classical approaches (see
Baron-Cohen 1995). This need is acknowledged by characterizing aln
continuity with this observation, it has been also emphasized that much
of the research oriented toward the creation and use of new
technologies and forms of inclusive design is still based on this deficit
model. Indeed, such research remains largely aimed at enabling autistic
individuals to fill their own deficits by adapting to an environment
designed for neurotypical users (Van Grunsven 2025).

On the basis of these premises, the present contribution advances
cognitive semiotics reflections (see Eco 1997; Paolucci 2021; Basso Fossali
2009; Lobaccaro 2024) on the forms and logics of autistic semiosis from
an ecological perspective. In particular, it seeks to show how a semiotic
reading of rhythm (Ceriani 2003) may allow for the grasping of certain
features of autistic sense-making, framing them within an environment
tailored for neurotypical people.utism as a specific form of sense-
making, thereby considering autistic aesthesic, perceptual,
sensorimotor and cognitive specificities not as deficits, but as particular
modes of signification.

Furthermore, in order to pursue an ecological analysis of the forms
and processes of sense-making in autistic individuals, increasing
emphasis has been placed on the need to account for the role of the
neurotypical observer's gaze, which — usually starting from a deficit-
based model - effectively constrains the possibilities and modes of
interaction with and of autistic people (Milton 2012). Building on this
perspective, attention will be given to specific types of inclusive design
(see Talu & Tola 2018) which, through the use of different forms of
rhythm, appear capable of fostering the development of niches apt for
the need of autistic sense-making, reducing the indeterminacy of
meaning emerging in interaction with the environment.
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The Robot as an Icon: A Pragmatist
and Cognitive Semiotic Account for
Exploring Ambiguity in Perception

Martina Bacaro
University of Bologna

This contribution develops a pragmatist and semiotic account of
humanlike robots by framing them as mimetic artifacts whose iconic
relation to humanness generates perceptual ambiguity. Drawing on
Peircean semiotics (CP) and recent work on an-iconism (Pinotti 2017,
2021), robots are considered as self-negating icons that can conceal their
status as signs and present themselves as autonomous agents in
interaction.

This ambiguity becomes particularly salient in the Uncanny Valley
Effect (UVE, Mori 1970/2012), where increasing humanlikeness
destabilizes familiarity rather than reinforcing it. To explain this
phenomenon, the paper integrates Umberto Eco’s distinction between
Alpha and Beta perceptual modalities (Eco 1997) with René Thom’s
theory of salience and pregnance (Thom 1988), showing how
anthropomorphic expectations are pragmatically activated at the level
of perception and action.

The central claim is that uncanny experiences emerge when these
embodied expectations are violated in interaction, producing a
perceptual crisis that calls for semiotic reorganization. Building on
cognitive semiotics, pragmatist theories of habit, and its role in cognitive
processes (Paolucci 2021), the paper argues that perceptual stability is
restored through the formation of embodied interpretive habits that
recalibrate expectations over time. From this perspective, robots are not
merely deceptive images but interactional icons whose meaning
emerges through embodied practice, interactional habituation, and
pragmatic engagement.
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A Dual-Speed Journey in Search of
the 'Dog Schema'

Flavia Politi
University of Bologna

The concept of latent spatiality has a long history (Chen 2025; Hinton et
al. 2006; Pearson 1901), whose statistical roots can be traced back to
Principal Component Analysis (PCA) and which extends to the artificial
neural architectures of contemporary engineering. The central idea is
that beneath the mass of data there exist latent variables that inhabit a
space that is at once real and virtual, following the model proposed by
Deleuze in Difference and Repetition with regard to the relation
between these two modes of existence: “the virtuals are deducted from
the series of reals and [..] they are incorporated in the series of reals”
(Deleuze 1968, p. 100). We argue that this relation is grounded in an
abstractive process essentially based on the type/token relation.

If, in human cognition (Paolucci 2021; Eco 1997; Eco et al. 1998),
semiosis and perception tend to coincide insofar as they function as
hypotheses orienting action in the world (Thirdness), rather than as a
“very strong sensation of something” (Firstness) or as “something stands
in front of me"” (Secondness), what occurs within a generative model
that does not possess biological existence?

Recent research within the so-called diverse intelligence eraq, at the
intersection with the life sciences (Chis-Ciure & Levin 2025; Lyon et al.
2021, Damasio 2021), is fostering a paradigm that defines cognition as a
bio-functional continuum that precedes even the cellular dimension,
identifying minimal conditions for its application.

In this contribution, we seek to align ourselves with this perspective
(see also Bennet 2023; Hayles 2019) in order to situate the specific mode
of sense-making of machine endowed with language (Paolucci 2025), in
light of two movement-related metaphors - the inferential walk and the
potential attractor - frequently employed to account for the behaviour
of generative models within latent spaces.
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9. Semiotic Freedom: A Common
Ground for Cognitive Semiotics and
Biosemiotics

Nicola Zengiaro
University of Turin

Kalevi Kull
University of Tartu

We invite contributions to forge a new theoretical and methodological
alliance between cognitive semiotics and biosemiotics. For decades, our
fields have diverged on foundational questions, a split crystallized in the
historical debate between Umberto Eco’s “lower threshold” and Giorgio
Prodi's insistence on the intrinsic semiotic nature of biology. This has left
a critical question unanswered: how does the structured meaning
studied by cognitive semiotics emerge from the fabric of life itself?

This panel proposes to move beyond this impasse by identifying a
new, shared theoretical foundation: the inherent indeterminacy of living
systems. We argue that what Jesper Hoffmeyer termed “semiotic
freedom”, and what has further articulated through the concepts of
“choice” and “simultaneity” in Kull's terminology, is the crucial point of
encounter for our disciplines. This capacity for choice, present from the
most elementary forms of life, is the biological ground for all meaning-
making and provides the essential link between the biosemiotic thesis
that cognition is coextensive with life and the cognitive semiotic study
of complex meaning.

The central challenge then becomes methodological: how do we
investigate this semiotic freedom without imposing anthropocentric
models of subjectivity? We propose that a rigorous, non-
anthropocentric methodology can be built upon the legacy of Jakob
von Uexkull's Umwelt theory. This allows us to redefine core concepts
such as intentionality, meaning, choice, and agency not as inaccessible
internal states, but as observable, relational dynamics within an
organism’s functional cycles.

This panel seeks contributions that engage with this bio-cognitive
framework. We welcome both theoretical papers and case studies
applying an Umwelt-based analysis and innovative proposals from
contemporary biosemiotics, on phenomena ranging from the semiotics
of protein folding up to the complex social cognition of primates, to
build a common ground for understanding the phylogenetic and
ontogenetic roots of meaning.
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Potential topics include, but are not limited to:
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Semiotic freedom as a lens of biological indeterminacy.
Cognition as a life-wide phenomenon.

The Umwelt as a methodological bridge.

Redefining core concepts: agency, choice, meaning, and
intentionality in a non-representationalist, bio-cognitive
framework.

Empirical frontiers: case studies on the manifestation of
semiotic freedom, from molecular biology to primate
ethology.

Challenges and opportunities in forging a unified bio-
cognitive metalanguage.



Semiotic Freedom and Semiotic
Tolerance in Jakob von Uexklill's A
Theory of Meaning

Carlo Brentari
University of Trento

In expounding Jakob von Uexkull's biosemiotics theory, the usual
starting point is the semiotic freedom of living organisms to give
meaning to their sphere of experience, the Umwelt. This choice is amply
justified by the author’'s approach, which provides multiple and
fascinating examples of the freedom of nonhuman animals to deploy
meaning-making processes involving their environmental objects. In
the short but dense text A Theory of meaning (Bedeutungslehre, 1940),
however, alongside the idea of semiotic freedom there is an emphasis,
so to speak, on the shadow side of interspecific dynamics: the
phenomenon of semiotic tolerance (Bedeutugserduldung).

By semiotic tolerance, Uexkull refers to the fact that, in becoming
the object of signification, the same entity (be it an inanimate object or,
in turn, another organism) takes on different meanings depending on
the species-specific subjective environment in which it is integrated. In
Uexkull's example, the same flower takes on very different functional
tones depending on whether it enters the functional circle of the cow's
nutrition, the motoric functional circle of the ant, or the communicative
strategy of a girl who wishes to adorn herself. With the concept of
semantic tolerance, in brief, the Estonian biologist generally indicates
the potentiality of the same environmental object to carry different
meanings for different subjects.

Furthermore, when used with reference to other living beings, this
Uexkullian concept conveys the idea that many of the meanings given
to an organism by subjects belonging to different species are not in the
organism’s best interest but tend, on the contrary, to harm it. This
typically occurs in the semiotic circles of predation: the nutritive tone
carried by the fly inside the spider's Umwelt is fatal to many individuals
of the species (which, however, usually overcomes the loss). In general,
being made the object of interspecific meaning-making processes is
something that must be “tolerated” by a species — a point that
counterbalances Uexkull's sometimes excessive tendency to see an
underlying harmony in interspecific relationships.

In short, starting from A Theory of meaning — a text that, in the same
year 2024, has seen two independent Italian translations (see references
above) — my contribution will reflect on the biosemiotic version of a
universal implication of the concept of freedom, i.e, the fact that the
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exercise of freedom never takes place in a vacuum, but requires the
presence of opposing polarities that limit it but, in doing so, make it
effective and real.
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Folding as Semiotic Modeling: From
Molecular Mechanisms to Cognitive
Structuration

Ludmila Lackova
Charles University, Prague

Protein folding is one of the most fundamental biological processes by
which linear polypeptide chains acquire meaningful three-dimensional
form. In biosemiotics, this process is increasingly understood not only as
a physical mechanism, but also as a proto-semiotic operation: the
emergence of structured, function-bearing units from an initially
indeterminate sequence space. In this paper, | propose folding as a
general model of semiotic modeling, extending from molecular
dynamics to the organization of cognitive phenomena. This conceptual
trajectory has a precedent in C. S. Peirce’s proteid—-phaneron analogy,
where he suggests that the phaneron, the total content of what is
present to the mind, shares fundamental structural properties with
protein architecture. Just as proteins achieve functional significance
through constraint-based folding, the phaneron acquires determinate
meaning through the structuration of potential sign relations into stable
relational patterns.

Peirce's insight offers a powerful bridge between cognitive
semiotics and biosemiotics: both domains rely on processes that
transform indeterminate possibilities into functional, interpretable
forms. Understanding folding as semiotic modeling highlights a shared
principle of semiotic freedom, the capacity of systems biological or
cognitive, to generate new forms, functions, and meanings within
constraints. Crucially, folding provides a model for understanding how
indeterminacy of meaning is gradually constrained by processes that
shape possibilities into functional semiotic forms. This perspective
provides a fertile coommon ground for integrating cognitive semiotics
and biosemiotics, emphasizing continuity between molecular sign
processes and the emergence of higher-order cognition.
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Semiotic Freedom: Bridging the
Bio-Cognitive Gap

Nicola Zengiaro
University of Turin

Historically, the relationship between cognitive semiotics and
biosemiotics has been defined by a theoretical fracture, crystallized in
the late-1990s Italian debate between Umberto Eco and Giorgio Prodi.
While Eco rigorously defended a “lower threshold” of semiosis to secure
the epistemic autonomy of cultural meaning, Prodi argued for a “proto-
semiosis” inherent to the very organization of biological matter. This
paper contends that the traditional reading of this debate as a binary
opposition is no longer tenable; rather, it obscures the potential for a
unified theory of meaning demanded by contemporary research. Today,
cognition is increasingly understood as coextensive with the
phenomenon of life itself, defined as the process by which any system,
from single cells to human minds, acquires and responds to information
through cycles of action and perception.

In this light, the rigid separation between biological and cognitive
semiosis dissolves. The purpose of this intervention is to forge a new
theoretical alliance between these fields by identifying their shared
condition of possibility: semiotic freedom. We propose that the capacity
to orient oneself and choose within a universe of signs is not exclusive
to higher cognition but constitutes the fundamental logic of all living
systems. Methodologically grounded in a non-anthropocentric reading
of Jakob von Uexkull's Umwelt theory, we utilize the biosemiotic
concepts of “semiotic freedom” and “semiotic scaffolding” as the
essential bridge. Semiotic freedom describes the basal capacity for
choice amidst indeterminacy, while semiotic scaffolding explains how
simple biological correspondences are structurally built upon to support
increasingly complex cognitive architectures.

By reinterpreting the Eco-Prodi debate through this lens, we
demonstrate that the complex interpretive systems studied by
cognitive semiotics are not a departure from nature, but a highly
scaffolded elaboration of the semiotic freedom inherent in the fabric of
life.
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On Biosemiotics of War

Kalevi Kull
University of Tartu

Semiotic indeterminacy which is based on co-presence of
incompatibles is also the source of semiotic freedom. There are
multifarious ways to use this freedom. Since freedom is the coexistence
of possibilities that are at the same time alternatives, the relations
between alternatives hide a seed of conflict. In most cases, however,
decisions are made through peaceful dialogue.

War is defined here as a collective conflict. It differs from predator-
prey interactions, which are trophic in nature and aimed at obtaining
food, whereas in war, killing is not intended to consume another.

Wars are common among humans, but rare among other living
beings. Work on biology of war is relatively scarce (Nicolai 1918; Moffett
2011,2020). Here we will focus on the conditions necessary for war, which
are semiotic in nature.

There exists three main types of communication-based groups,
resulting from own/alien distinction between individuals:

A. based on family resemblance (in Wittgenstein's sense; Rosch,
Mervis 1975), i.e. each individual recognizes some of the group, but no-
one is recognizing all individuals of the group; this is most common type
of biological wholes; biological species are such groups; also flocks of
birds, schools of fishes, multispecies consortia, etc,;

B. based on a distinctive sign ("flag") recognized by all individuals of
the group; such exist in some colonies of ants (a specific smell), for
example;

C. based on mutual acquaintance of all individuals in the group, i.e.
each member knows all other individuals of the group; such groups
cannot be large due to limited memory, usually no more than a few
dozen members, for instance in human apes.

It occurs that wars may exist only in case of B or C, but never in case
of A. It is remarkable, that B and C have strict boundaries, while the
boundary of A is vague. B is common in humans, while rare in other
living creatures.
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Quantic Interpretants

Massimo Leone
University of Turin

Recent attempts to incorporate quantum mechanics into models of
cognition—most prominently in Penrose’s and Hameroff's proposals
concerning quantum coherence in microtubules—have been met with
both enthusiasm and profound skepticism. The dominant objection,
grounded in biophysical constraints, holds that the thermal noise of the
brain precludes the maintenance of quantum states at scales relevant
for consciousness. Yet beyond the empirical dispute lies a conceptual
opportunity: quantum theory, regardless of its neurobiological
applicability, offers a fertile conceptual reservoir for rethinking the
constitutive indeterminacy of meaning. In this sense, quantum models
become less a hypothesis about neuronal physiology than an analogue
for articulating the bio-cognitive conditions of semiosis.

This paper advances the hypothesis that the point of convergence
between quantum indeterminacy and semiotic freedom is not the
presence of a conscious observer, but the formal structure of
measurement understood as interpretation. In quantum physics, the
so-called “collapse” of a wave function does not require human
subjectivity; it requires an observing system—a physical interface that
constrains a field of possibilities into a determinate outcome. In
Peircean semiotics, likewise, the interpretant is not a mind but an
instance of determination that stabilizes a relation between ground and
object into a sign-event. The interpretant is, in this technical sense, a
measurement.

This parallel is not metaphorical. It indicates a deep structural
homology: both semiosis and quantum measurement transform an
indeterminate manifold into a determinate configuration through the
action of a relational interface. The constitutive openness of meaning—
the core theme of IACS-6—can therefore be re-examined through this
shared logic of constraint-based selection. The biosemiotic concept of
semiotic freedom—the organism’s capacity to navigate, modulate, and
select among alternatives—appears here as a biological instantiation of
the broader principle that indeterminacy enables, rather than impedes,
the emergence of structured forms.

This reframing allows us to situate self-awareness within a
continuum of interpretive processes. If cognitive semiotics investigates
the stratified architectures through which human subjects generate
complex interpretants, and biosemiotics analyzes the elementary forms
of agency through which living systems enact Umwelt-specific choices,
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guantum theory provides a transversal vocabulary for understanding
how degrees of indeterminacy and degrees of constraint co-produce
meaning across scales. Instead of positing quantum coherence as the
physical substrate of consciousness, we suggest employing quantum
indeterminacy as a conceptual model for explaining how biological
systems—from cells to brains—stabilize patterns of significance through
iterative acts of measurement.

This perspective bridges the bio-cognitive gap in two ways. First, it
integrates the biosemiotic thesis that semiosis is coextensive with life by
grounding it in a formal theory of selection among possibilities. Second,
it enriches cognitive semiotics by offering a rigorous, non-
anthropocentric account of how higher-order meaning-making
emerges from nested systems of measurement. In doing so, it invites a
rethinking of intentionality, agency, and self-awareness as
manifestations of a general semiotic architecture—one in which the
indeterminacy of the world is not an obstacle, but the primordial
condition for the freedom of living systems to construct meaning.
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Contained by Nature and Culture:
Eco-Semiotic Tensions in The
Handmaid's Tale

Lina Akram
The American University of Kurdistan

This paper explores how conceptual container metaphors in
Margaret Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale (1985) reflect and challenge
anthropocentric and patriarchal systems of power. Combining
Conceptual Metaphor Theory (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980) with Eco-
semiotics, the study examines how nature and culture interact and
shape meaning in ways that are often unstable and contradictory.

The analysis employs the Metaphor Identification Procedure (MIP)
together with AntConc as a corpus tool to identify and study
metaphorical expressions. This corpus-assisted method allows the
inclusion of as many examples as the text provides access to, ensuring a
comprehensive and empirically grounded analysis of Atwood's
metaphorical language. The study demonstrates how meaning
emerges through the interaction between embodied experience,
perception, and socio-cultural sign systems.

The findings show that Atwood's container metaphors express a
constant tension between confinement and freedom. The
COUNTRY/NATURE IS A CONTAINER metaphor illustrates this duality.
The narrator describes flower borders where the tulips 'open their cups,
spilling out color... as if they have been cut and are beginning to heal
there' (Atwood, 11). The term borders suggests enclosure and restriction,
echoing the rigid boundaries of Gilead's social order. At the same time,
the tulips' opening and healing gestures evoke vitality and hope. The
flowers function as symbols of both oppression and resistance,
reflecting how nature mirrors the culture that contains it while also
breaking through those constraints. A similar tension appears in the
VISUAL FIELD IS A CONTAINER metaphor, realized through the
handmaids' white wings that restrict their vision. The main character
Offred's perception is limited to fragments of her surroundings such as
mirrors, flowers, and peripheral objects, so that vision itself becomes a
confined spatial experience. The frequent use of prepositions such as in
and spatial nouns like edges reinforces the sense of boundedness,
framing sight as something experienced within a border rather than as
open perception. Yet the wings, resembling those of birds, also carry an
implicit association with movement and flight. This dual image of
restriction and potential escape captures how the same object that
limits perception also evokes the desire to transcend it.
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Overall, this study provides empirical evidence of how metaphors
function in complex and dual ways within literary texts, and how they
can be read as tools for understanding the interconnectedness of
human and environmental oppression. By situating Atwood's
metaphors within broader ecological and cultural struggles, the study
contributes to cognitive semiotics by demonstrating how literary
metaphor models the dynamic and indeterminate nature of meaning-
making as it emerges through embodied perception and cultural
context.
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Blendency between Myths,
Indeterminacy and Mental
Compression

Mariangela Albano
University of Cagliari

The theory of conceptual blending, developed by Fauconnier and
Turner (1996, 1998, 2002), offers a dynamic perspective on the nature of
meaning indeterminacy. Far from being a mere limitation,
indeterminacy emerges as a necessary condition for cognitive creativity
and human adaptability. Blending is a fundamental mental operation
that combines structures from different mental spaces into a new
space, generating a novel emergent structure that cannot be
deterministically derived from the original inputs.

This process introduces an element of structural indeterminacy: not
all input elements are projected into the blend, and the emerging
structure is the result of mental dynamic processes that are not always
predictable. In this scenario, the cognitive agency of both speaker and
listener is crucial. Individuals play an active and selective role in
constructing meaning, choosing which vital relations to compress and
which structures to project, guided by principles of cognitive economy
and contextual relevance. Indeterminacy, therefore, does not paralyse
communication; rather it serves as a resource that requires and enables
the active intervention of human agency to negotiate and create new
and flexible meanings within the blended space. Consequently,
meaning is not a fixed entity, but a dynamic and partly indeterminate
result of the interaction between blending and agency.

From this perspective, to study the relationships between blending,
agency, and the indeterminacy of meaning, this study examines the
functioning of “mythological mental spaces” in the construction of
conceptual blending (Albano, 2020). Defined here from a semiological
perspective (Barthes, 1957), a mythological mental space is a conceptual
structure or a pre-structured narrative input where cultural archetypes
or modern myths act as organizing frames. Similar to narrative spaces
(Dancygier, 2012), these spaces provide linguistic and structural
expressions linked to essential elements of the narrative or of the
discourse.

When blended with technical domains (e.g. Al or ecology), they
introduce a specific form of interpretative indeterminacy: the emergent
meaning is not a mere factual synthesis form but a value-laden
construction.
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We argue that the speaker's agency is guided by these
mythological structures to resolve communicative gaps. To test this, we
analyse a corpus of 50 texts in French language which essentially
concern scientific discourses (i.e. ecology, construction, medicine,
artificial intelligence), advertising discourses (i.e. tourism), institutional
discourses and literature.

The research aims to identify specific mythological frames used as
inputs in technical blends, to observe the functioning of mythological
mental spaces within texts and discourses, and to examine how human
agency compresses vital relations through these frames to stabilise
meaning, ultimately showing how blending is the result of an inventive
form of analogy.
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Image Consciousness and Al
Imagery - Can Visual Indications of
Human Agency Reduce
Epistemological Uncertainty?

Fred Andersson
Abo Akademi University, Turku

According to Dretske's formulation from 1981, a record (R) is a true record
if it relates to: 1) a state of affairs (S) and 2) ancillary information about
the state of affairs (P), such that P(R|S) equals a maximum truth value 1,
and the relationship P(S) alone less than 1. The development of
generative visual Al presents us with a radically altered situation in
which such absolute conditions no longer seem valid. For each record
there will now be a degree of uncertainty, defined as the probability that
a record shows “S” in relation to the probability of “non-S”. When the
probabilities are equal, the degree of uncertainty is at its highest (Fallis
2021). This is now the de facto situation when media users increasingly
report an inability to distinguish “genuine” records from Al-generated
ones. Recent research has shown the potential consequences of this in
forensic and national security contexts (e.g. Pataranutaporn et al 2024).

In current models of cognitive semiotics and phenomenology (e.g.
Zlatev et al 2020), the meaning of any “record” as semiotic expression (E)
is dependent both on how the subject-matter of the sign “intends” itself
as semiotic object (O), and how producers and receivers of signs exhibit
a bidirectional consciousness as agentive subjects (“S" here as
sender/receiver). From this theoretical point of view, consciousness
presupposes a subjectivity (S) that is embodied in relation to external
objects (O), which in conscious sign use are differentiated from their
representations (E).

In the context of visual representation, these values of embodied
cognition amounts to what Husserl termed image consciousness
(Husserl 1913), defined as a relationship between an Image-Thing
available to the senses, an Image-Object seen “inside” the Image-Thing,
and an Image-Subject as the subject-matter actually or possibly existing
“outside” the image. Fenomenology asserts that there is always an
Image-Subject even when the motif is fake/fiction, because the Subject
is always intersubjectively intended. In the production of Al imagery, the
Image-Subject is linguistically “prompted” by human operators, but its
realization as visible Image-Object is only the result of networked
statistical processing without the prerequisites of consciousness as
previously described. Nevertheless, Al simulation of photographically

119



rendered E-O correspondence unavoidably increases epistemological
uncertainty.

However, an image is not only a record of image-motif
correspondence, but also of intentional framing and “construal” of
motifs and topics by sender subjects (S) for receiver subjects (S). If subtle
indicators of the absence or presence of this subjective and experiential
factor in image generation (and not merely in prompting) can be
perceived regardless of E-O correspondence simulation, then degrees
of uncertainty in media use may be reduced. Experimental conditions
should be created for testing the incidence of such indications and the
ability of different groups of media users to observe them. Such inquires
may then contribute both to our knowledge of the limitations of Al, and
to Al security strategies in Society at large.
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Stability and variation in selfhood
in Russian-Swedish bilinguals: A
cognitive-semiotic approach

Natalia Basalaeva
Lund University

Alexandra Mouratidou
Maria Curie-Sktodowska University, Lublin - Lund University

Jordan Zlatev
Lund University

Bilingual speakers often report experiencing themselves differently
when using their first and second languages. Despite extensive
empirical work on this phenomenon, its interpretation remains
controversial: (a) the conceptual apparatus for dealing with it is
unstable, as terms like “personality,” “self,” and “identity” are conflated or
inconsistently defined without having clear translation equivalents
across languages; (b) the definition of bilingualism itself ranges from
native-like mastery to everyday dual-language use, or simply the
coexistence of languages within one speaker; (c) most existing studies
rely on psychometric and behavioural measures, lacking a qualitative
account of bilingual experience from a phenomenological perspective.
We adress these limitations using a cognitive-semiotic framework and
investigate to what degree bilingual speakers experience themselves as
identical or different when using their respective languages and how
this stability or variability change over time.

Using the Semiotic Hierarchy model (Pielli & Zlatev, 2020; Sonesson,
2026; Zlatev & Konderak, 2023), we distinguish different types of
meaning-making (semiosis) and their corresponding kinds of
intentionality. Selfhood is conceptualized as layered, comprising three
interrelated levels: a bodily self, grounded in sensorimotor embodiment;
an enculturated self, shaped by shared norms and practices; and a
linguistic self, encompassing individual, historical, and universal
dimensions of language. This layered approach allows for a principled
account of both continuity and transformation in bilingual experience,
without reducing selfhood to either fixed personality traits or situational
variability.

Methodologically, we employed phenomenological triangulation
(Pielli & Zlatev, 2020; Zlatev & Mouratidou, 2024), combining a first-
person perspective, based on our systematic intuitions with a second-
person perspective implying social interaction and intersubjective
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corroboration. Thirteen Russian-Swedish bilinguals living in Sweden
were recruited via social media and participated in semi-structured
phenomenological interviews conducted in Russian. The interviews
were transcribed, translated into English, and analyzed using both
bottom-up and top-down approaches: the former allowed themes to
emerge from participants’ accounts, while the latter organized the
identified meaning units into three categories: (a) stable and variable
features; (b) self-experience at bodily, enculturated, and linguistic levels;
and (c) factors of change over time.

The findings revealed a patterned distribution of stability and
variability across levels of the Semiotic Hierarchy: strong continuity at
the bodily level, while greater variability at the enculturated and
linguistic levels. Rather than fragmentation, this variability was often
described as a blending or modulation of self-related features, while
changes over time were attributed to language proficiency, social
environment, and age. The overall results imply that bilingual selfhood
involves continuous negotiation, giving rise to “hybrid selves” marked by
both continuity and transformation.
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Beyond the Frame: Immersion,
Perceptual De-framing and the
(In)determinacy of Meaning

Massimo Roberto Beato
Universita Degli Studi della Tuscia

Cognitive semiotics has increasingly emphasized meaning-making as
an emergent, embodied and situated process, rooted in perception and
lived experience rather than in fully determinate sign systems (e.g. Per
Aage Brandt; Shaun Gallagher). Within this framework, the paper
examines contemporary immersive environments as semiotic
apparatus that destabilize the framing mechanisms traditionally
responsible for orienting perception, interpretation, and subjectivity.

The contribution proposes to conceptualize immersion not as a
mere amplification of sensory stimulation or representational realism,
but as a process of perceptual de-framing, understood as a process of
destabilisation and reconfiguration of framing structures (cf. Erving
Goffman; Andrea Pinotti). Drawing on post-phenomenological and
sociosemiotic perspectives, this de-framing is interpreted as a key factor
in the growing indeterminacy of meaning characterizing immersive
and technologically mediated environments.

From a cognitive semiotic standpoint, frames operate as semiotic
constraints that reduce ambiguity, stabilize interpretation, and support
narrative and experiential coherence. Immersive environments -
whether technologically mediated or architecturally and performatively
constructed - tend to loosen these constraints, producing forms of
semiosis in which meaning emerges through embodied interaction,
spatial navigation, and affective attunement (cf. Francisco Varela; Alva
Noé). From this perspective, meaning-making in immersive
environments can be understood in terms of emplacement, that is, as
an emergent process arising from the dynamic co-implication of bodies,
environments and perceptual practices (cf. Edward S. Casey; Tim Ingold;
Sarah Pink), rather than as an operation located within an isolated
subject. In such contexts, meaning is not given in advance but unfolds
dynamically, in the tension between perceptual affordances,
environmental structures, and the subject’'s embodied engagement.

The paper further argues that this process of perceptual de-framing
has significant consequences for subjectivity. As framing devices lose
their orienting function, the subject is increasingly confronted with
semiotic environments characterized by openness, fluidity and
vagueness. Rather than signalling a collapse of meaning, this condition
highlights the fundamentally indeterminate nature of semiosis,
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foregrounding the role of lived perception and intersubjective
experience in the continuous negotiation of sense.

By situating immersive environments within the broader debate on
the (in)determinacy of meaning, the contribution aims to illustrate how
contemporary regimes of immersion function as privileged sites for
observing meaning-making in action. In doing so, it contributes to
cognitive semiotics by linking phenomenological accounts of
perception with semiotic theories of framing, narrative orientation, and
embodied sense-making, offering a conceptual bridge between
immersion studies and the study of semiosis as an emergent
(bio)cultural process.
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Translation and Semiosis: On Their
Relationship in Cognitive Semiotics

Adriano Bertollini
University of Palermo

Translation is one of the linguistic phenomena in which semantic
indeterminacy is most evident (Quine 1960). For this reason, it
represents a promising subject of study for cognitive semiotics. Despite
this potential, scholarly attention to translation within this field remains
limited, with only a small number of contributions addressing the issue
(see Sonesson 20144, 2014b; Brandt 2015; Ata & Queiroz 2016; Li & Zlatev
2022; however, it is worth noting that, if 'cognitive semiotics' is
understood in a broad sense, studies in semiotics that have dealt with
translation can also be included in the field, such as Eco 2001). The aim
of this paper is to offer an exploration of the theoretical premises that
may guide the study of this phenomenon.

In fact, a semiotic-cognitive approach to translation has also been
advocated within a recent strand of cognitive translation studies that
conceives cognition as embodied and embedded (Muhoz Martin 2010;
Munoz Martin & Martin de Ledén 2021). Notably, one of the field's most
influential scholars, Halverson (2021), explicitly draws on a prominent
text in cognitive semiotics (Zlatev 2012), arguing that the cognitive
approach to translation should be included in a broader semiotic
account of meaning. Such an account would be grounded in the
fundamental idea that any act of meaning-making can be conceived as
an act of intersemiotic translation (Jakobsen & Alves 2021; Marais 2014).
From this perspective, the verbal description of what is perceived or the
expression of emotions through gestures would constitute forms of
translation (that is, transformations of perceptions into words and of
emotion into gestures). Rooted in the works of Peirce (CP 4.127) and
Jakobson (1959), this line of thought tends to blur the distinction
between semiosis and translation, treating the two as virtually
synonymous (see also Gorlée 1994; Petrilli 2015; Queiroz & Ata 2019). But
is this the most productive path toward an adequate understanding of
translation?

To answer this question, we will refer to Sonesson (2014b), the study
that has most extensively addressed translation from a theoretical point
of view in the field of cognitive semiotics. According to Sonesson, it is
misleading to consider semiosis in general as a form of translation
because doing so broadens the field too much. This approach differs
from that of Peirce and Jakobson (and, in the context of cognitive
semiotics: Brandt 2015; Li & Zlatev 2021), and is more in line with that of
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Eco (2003). Rather than treating all semiosis as translation, it is more
promising to narrow the investigation to interlinguistic translation and
try to grasp the semiotic characteristics of the phenomenon. In this
view, translation should be understood as a specific type of
«transpositiony, i.e., as a «double act of commmunication»: «translation is
not just any double act, though, but an act whose two (or more) parts
are (at least indirectly) situated in different cultural spheres, mediated
by a subject who is the receiver of one of the acts of commmunication and
the initiator of the other» (Sonesson 2014b: 250).

We will first explain this definition in detail and then turn to a critical
discussion, aimed at highlighting both its strengths and its potential
limitations. Finally, we will propose some extensions intended to
complement Sonesson's theory. In short, our hypothesis is that in order
to grasp the specifics of translation, it is useful to refer to the semiotic
features of natural languages. From this perspective, it is worth
revisiting key concepts developed by two founding fathers of semiotics,
Hjelmslev (1961) and Saussure (1922), who trace the semantic
indeterminacy of words — and, by extension, of translations — back to the
principle of arbitrariness. Since this paper addresses a theoretical and,
more broadly, philosophical problem, we adopt a theoretical approach,
drawing on selected concepts from general semiotics and the
philosophy of language.
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Metaphorical Constructions in LIS
(Italian Sign Language) across
Different Poetic Genres

Chiara Bonsignori
Sapienza University of Rome

Dario Pasquarella
Actor, Dramatist & Performer

Virginia Volterra
National Research Council of Italy, Institute for Cognitive Sciences and
Technologies

Everyday practices involving the use of the hands and the body
become meaningful linguistic material in sign languages and, through
processes of mediation and negotiation, are fully integrated into the
linguistic heritage of the Deaf community. Within this process, iconicity
plays a central role, often relying on metaphorical mapping. From a
cognitive semiotic perspective, these connections can be understood as
meaning-making processes grounded in embodied experience.

As noted by Russo (2002, 2004, 2008), this phenomenon is
particularly salient in artistic expression in LIS. Building on this
perspective, the present paper examines the role of metaphor as a
semiotic mechanism in poetic signed constructions, with a focus on
how metaphors operate across different poetic genres in LIS.

The analysis draws on eight poetic texts developed within the
artistic project Poesia in movimento (Poetry in Motion), which brings
together several expressive forms characteristic of Deaf literature,
including poetry, visual vernacular, and signed song. These different
genres provide a promising framework for observing how metaphors
visually shape meaning across varying degrees of formal constraint.
Methodologically, the study employs a qualitative semiotic analysis of
how visual metaphors are realized through both depicting
constructions and lexical units.

The analysis shows how metaphor functions as a visually grounded
organizing principle of poetic meaning, generating rich and evocative
images across two themes: deaf culture vs hearing culture, and rebirth.
Viewed within the perspective of poetry as a space of tension between
artistic creativity and linguistic comprehensibility, metaphor emerges
as a key tool for producing new visual meanings and fostering
vagueness.
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Abstractness, Vagueness, and
Social Interaction

Anna Maria Borghi
Sapienza University of Rome

Chiara De Livio
Sapienza University of Rome

Claudia Mazzuca
Sapienza University of Rome

Luca Tummolini
Sapienza University of Rome

When we speak, we use words that differ in many aspects, among
which are their abstractness and vagueness. Abstract words (e.g., cause)
typically do not refer to a single object or element but rather to many
interacting ones; their members are typically not linked by perceptual
similarity, but they evoke more interoceptive and inner experiences;
concrete words (e.g., sofa) typically gather perceptually similar objects.
These two kinds of words do not oppose dichotomously, and different
kinds of concrete and abstract concepts exist, from food to emotions to
numbers, each characterized by multiple properties - sensorimotor,
emotional, metacognitive, interoceptive - having different weights
(Mazzuca et al, 2025). In the talk, we will present a new perspective on
abstractness, according to which abstract concepts can be seen as
devices that may enhance and promote social interaction (Borghi, 2022).

Because their members are not perceptually similar, people need
others more to acquire them; in addition, in everyday use, they struggle
more to find common ground with others than with concrete concepts,
due to the greater variability of abstract concepts across individuals and
contexts. and negotiate the meaning of abstract words with others.
Considering the role of social interaction, we have proposed to
distinguish abstract concepts also in terms of their vagueness,
contrasting concepts that are more determinate, i.e, with a more
precise meaning, more clearly defined, and semantically richer, from
vague concepts, the meaning of which is more open to negotiation and
does not need to be defined precisely for successfully using them in
interaction (Borghi, Mazzuca & Tummolini, 2025).

While conceptual abstractness has been extensively investigated in
recent years, the role of meaning vagueness has long been debated in
philosophy and linguistics, starting with Russell and Peirce, but not in
cognitive science. In addition, there are no current vagueness norms,
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and only a few experimental studies have focused on vagueness. In the
talk, we will discuss the role that vagueness can play, its interaction with
abstractness, and briefly describe some recent experimental studies
using interactive methods to investigate the impact of both dimensions
on cognition and behavior (De Livio et al.,2025; in preparation). We will
conclude by highlighting how the study of conceptual abstractness and
vagueness can shed new light on the social dynamics occurring during
interaction.
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Microphenomenological
Exploration of Contextual Effects in
Meaning-Making Paths

lona Brédif
University of Toulouse

Mélanie Jucla
University of Toulouse

Régis Missire
University of Toulouse

In this presentation, we report on a study on the effects of generic-
discursive context on text interpretation, adopting both a semantic and
a micro-phenomenological perspective. By generic discursive context,
we refer to the mediation between the text and the social practice in
which it is produced, commmonly described through the concept of text
genre. This study is situated within the framework of textual semantics
developed primarily by Francois Rastier (2009, 2010), and more broadly
within what he terms the semiotics of cultures (Rastier, 2001), in
continuity with Saussurean linguistics and constructivism. Within this
framework, language is studied as an activity (in Humboldt's sense of
energeia) (Coseriu, 2001), and the text appears as a semiotic course of
action, always embedded in a social practice and a situation. Semiosis
can thus be grasped in the form of an interpretive path of the text,
whose operations or moments can be described. Rastier (2009)
proposed a typology of interpretive operations making it possible to
reconstruct this interpretive path, that is, the sequence of semantic
operations leading to the interpretation of a stabilized meaning.

From a semantic perspective, this study therefore aimed to account
for the effects of generic-discursive context on these interpretive
operations. From a micro-phenomenological perspective, we sought to
describe the temporality of speakers' lived experience during their
interpretive path. To this end, we employed the method of micro-
phenomenological interviews, which provides access to the micro-
actions or micro-dynamics underlying a given lived experience
(Petitmengin, 2006; Petitmengin et al., 2015; 2019). Our initial hypothesis
was that the explicitation of speakers' lived experience would provide a
hypothetical insight into the interpretive path they had followed.

In order to observe the constraints exerted by generic-discursive
context on interpretation from both semantic and micro-
phenomenological perspectives, we designed a reading task in French
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involving either a theoretical or a narrative text — each participant
reading only one version — containing a pseudoword to be semantically
interpreted (e.g., canure). The reading was followed by two
comprehension questions (1. creating a sentence using the pseudoword
and 2. defining it) and a micro-phenomenological interview and was
carried out with 16 French students (aged 19-27).

As a result, a semantic analysis of the created sentences and
definitions, as well as of the interview transcripts, made it possible to
identify the semantic operations prescribed by the generic-discursive
context (narrative or theoretical) in the interpretation of the
pseudoword embedded in the texts. More importantly, the analysis of
the micro-phenomenological interviews — on which we will focus
during the presentation — allowed us to highlight several phases
underlying the lived experience of the interpretive path. Precisely, this
analysis enabled us to identify a temporal structure common to
participants' interpretive experiences, as well as temporal structures
specific to each of the two participant groups (narrative text group vs.
theoretical text group). Overall, the fine-grained description of the
temporal dimension of the lived experience of understanding lends
greater depth to the definition of the text as a semiotic course of action.
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The perception of ethos in political
discourse: a situated metalinguistic
process?

Francesca Romana Cacciatori
Sapienza University of Rome

Giulia De Flaviis
Tor Vergata University of Rome

This paper revisits a well-established issue in the language sciences,
namely the difficulty discourse analysis faces in fully integrating the
dialogical and intersubjective dimensions of meaning (Barbéris, J.M,,
Siblot, P., Bres, J. 1998; Duranti 2003, 2004, 2006). Studies on political
ethos tend to privilege the dimension of production (see, among others,
Amossy, Orkibi 2021; Maingueneau 2022), while the processes through
which recipients perceive and evaluate speakers’ ethos—especially
across different sociocultural contexts—remain largely underexplored.

This gap emerges particularly in two areas. On the one hand, it
becomes evident when analytical categories developed on
predominantly Western corpora (Charaudeau 2014) are applied to
African political discourse (Cacciatori 2026), raising questions about
their validity in culturally distant contexts. On the other hand, from a
broader perspective, a second gap concerns the limited attention paid
to how non-specialist audiences actually receive and interpret political
ethos (Preston 2005; Paveau 2008).

To address these issues, the study draws on key assumptions from
the anthropology of language and ethnopragmatics (Bornand,
Degorce, Leguy 2015; Duranti 2000, 2007)—according to which meaning
is an interactional and dialogical construction—as well as on a
conception of ethos as a situated socio-discursive practice (Amossy 1999,
2010). Within this framework, the study proposes and describes a pilot
psycholinguistic experimental protocol aimed at exploring the
metacognitive processes underlying the perception and interpretation
of the political speaker's ethos. The protocol involves adult native
speakers from two Francophone contexts, France and Niger.
Participants are presented, in written form, with short excerpts from
political speeches delivered by former French and Nigerien heads of
government, selected as exemplifying different analytical categories of
ethos (Coulibaly 2014; Lokonon 2021; Raus 2021).

For each excerpt, participants are first asked to provide an
immediate and intuitive evaluation of the speaker (epilinguistic level:
Culioli 1990), and are then invited to justify their evaluation through
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explicit commments on specific linguistic choices, such as the use of
personal pronouns (metalinguistic level proper: Gombert 1990; Tunmer
et al. 1984; Cazden 1976). The protocol also includes an analytical grid
that makes it possible to measure and compare the two levels of
response processing.

From a methodological standpoint, the experimental design is
inspired by psychometric tools developed in developmental psychology
(Pinto, ElI Euch 2015), which have already been applied to the
assessment of metaphonological and metasemantic competences in
non-specialist Francophone speakers (Boutin et al. 2023; De Flaviis 2021,
20206).

Although still exploratory, the study introduces a dual perspective—
metacognitive and cross-cultural—that has so far received little
attention in studies of political ethos, contributing to a more
comprehensive understanding of ethos reception across different
Francophone contexts.
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Empathetic Perception:
Understanding the Actions of
Human and Non-Human Animal
Others through Point-Light
Displays

Valentino Candian
Lund University

Jordan Zlatev
Lund University

Human beings exhibit similar motor behaviour, as stated in studies on
early child development (Villar et al. 2019) and human motor activity
(Chialvo et al. 2015), whereas this differs from that of non-human animals
do (Alexander 2004). According to both phenomenology and embodied
cognition, motor acts are expressive patterns that enable agency to be
enacted and perceived, rather than just externally observable
movements (Varela, Rosch & Thompson 1991). In opposition to Cartesian
dualism, this implies that the body is essential in any account of (human)
cognition: “sensory and motor processes, perception and action, are
fundamentally inseparable in lived cognition. Indeed, the two are not
merely contingently linked in individuals; they have also evolved
together” (ibid: 173).

The presentation will focus on the relation between motor acts and
perception, particularly exploring a possible connection between
perceived similarity between subjects — observer and observed — and
perceived similarity in terms of their motor behaviour. Similarity is
different from identity, implying a difference between the perceiving
subject and another subject who is perceived, thus allowing for
intersubjectivity with blurring the difference between self and other:
“we do not experience foreign subjectivity, either human or animal, in
the same way as our own: it is a question of likeness rather than identity”
(Zlatev & Mouratidou 2024: 418). If it is @ matter of likeness — or similarity
— when human beings experience the Other, there still seems to be a
gap between how other human beings and non-human animals are
perceived.

This aspect could be explained in terms of motor behaviour. The
more an observer human subject perceives others' motor acts as similar
to their own, the more perceived similarity is established between the
observer human subject and the observed subject. Thus, a less similar
motor behaviour, such as in the case of non-human animals, would
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imply less intersubjectivity with the observed subject. | will propose an
empirical study to extend such a phenomenological analysis with
second-person and third-person methods within the cognitive semiotic
framework of phenomenological triangulation (Zlatev & Mouratidou
2024). In this study, the perception of similarity between agents and
motor similarity would be assessed, replicating the point-light displays
paradigm in Coste et al.'s experiment (2021). This research suggests that
when people view their own acts or those of others through point-light
displays, misattribution is more likely to occur the more closely an
observer's motor signature — the unique way in which an individual
performs an act — resembles that of another person.

The study would extend the scope of Coste et al.'s study to animals’
motor acts, including (a) animal others with movement patterns more
similar to those of humans like primates, (b) other mammals, and (c)
reptiles. The prediction, so far theoretical, would be that the further away
from human beings, the harder the identification of the animals would
be, and that this would correlate with the degree of intersubjectivity
that people report with the different animal species.
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Meaning indeterminacy between
systems and processes of
signification. From Umberto Eco to
Ferdinand de Saussure

Pierluigi Cervelli
Sapienza University of Rome

The condition of the stability of the sign relationship between signifier
and signified, or viceversa its instability, seems to me to operate as an
unexpressed assumption of the textual semiotic theories of Greimas
(1966) and Eco (1979), albeit in opposite and mirror-image ways,
expressing the semiotic way to interpret, and try to overcome, the
theoretical alternative between communication (mainly intended in a
functional perspective) or signification (the dynamic of process/system
envisaged by Saussure and Hjelmslev but generally reduced to a
systemic approach). Eco's criticism of structural textual theories is
based, drawing also on Prieto’'s thought, on linguistic interactions in
which the use of verbal language alone is neither sufficient nor
pertinent, whilst extratextual or intertextual pragmatic factors enter into
the conjectural game of interpretation. Eco so generalized a pragmatic
“insufficiency” of verbal languages: interpretation consists in identifying
the relevant code of a process whose system is no given as an q priori
but must be reconstructed, either selected by abduction from among
several codes in co-presence. The communication process is always at
least partially indeterminate due to the plurality of coexisting and
alternative codes (also related to the current mass media) with which,
according Eco position in the Seventies, any form communication can
be interpreted. Greimas (1966), on the contrary, does not address the
problem of the indeterminacy of the linguistic systems (natural
languages) but that of the semantic determinability of the utterance,
observing how the excessive multiplicity of meaning of each lexeme
constitutes a virtuality that can be reduced by its inclusion in a
discursive chain only at the moment of manifestation in discourse
through the pragmatic insertion of a co-text, thus inserting the
pragmatic factor of discoursive based contextual meaning into the
definition of every single sign (in a sentence, speech act or discourse).
Greimas will retain the model semantic component model only about
determined corpus of texts and discourses, mainly narrative, in the aim
of a semantic of action. It was also a strategy to try to overcome the
problem of the finiteness of the elements of the meaning plan of given
language, the number of which is indeterminable as categories as as
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semantic components; not so differently from Eco, the determinability
of features-based systems is so limited to “local codes”, structured
portions of the encyclopedia. In a note in the Cours de linguistique
générale edited by R. Engler (Saussure 1967-1974), devoted to the role of
time in the mutability of the linguistic sign. Saussure observes that, in
4th-century Gaul, the Latin verb necare began to be used with the
meaning “noyer” (to drown) instead of “tuer” (to Kill), as was the case in
classical Latin and still in the rest of the roman empire. A political and
historical transformation — the crisis of the Roman Empire - was
reflected at the systemic level (in this case, Latin) by a gradual blurring
of the sign function, of the reciprocal presupposition between its two
sides established by a langue progressive indeterminable, whose
system is under oblivion processes. Saussure's observation shows that
the solidarity between expression and content is itself historical and
processual and that it can be transformed, weakened, broken or
reconfigured. Adopting the perspective of cultural semiotics (Lotman
1985), we ask ourselves whether the dynamic between the presence or
absence of the language/speech act relationship can be replaced by a
viewpoint based on iterativity, meaning stability and instability,
determination and indetermination of semiotic systems, as phases
related to historicity, to the processes of historical-pragmatic change of
semiotic systems, to their oblivion and their erasure. But the cultural
semiotics of Lotman envisages a positivity of meaning indeterminability
in relation to the works of art and and poetic language, in which the text
is according to Lotman continually re-creating his meaning, or in
cultural translations, in which languages pragmatically redefine during
the time and in communication processes their respective spheres of
pertinence.
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Mapping of the Sagittal Plane in
Orientational Conceptual
Metaphors: Cross-Linguistic
Analysis of Left-Right Axis
Metaphors in English, Slovak and
Dutch

Karin Chodurova
Palacky University Olomouc

This paper aims to examine how the sagittal plane is conceptualized
through orientational metaphors in English, Slovak, and Dutch. While
the up-down axis has been widely studied, cross-linguistic research on
left-right mappings is still limited, especially for Dutch and Slovak.
Adopting a multilingual perspective grounded in laterality and
embodied cognition, the study focuses on cross-linguistic metaphorical
mappings, with implications for second language acquisition. This
perspective is also informed by Casasanto (2009), whose work on the
embodiment of abstract concepts supports the experiential and
cultural basis of conceptual mappings.

The theoretical framework of the study is based on key findings in
the field of cognitive linguistics (Lakoff & Johnson 1980) and the more
recent Conceptual Metaphor Theory. Drawing on Pelkey (2017) and
Shapiro (2019), the study is also grounded in embodied semiotic
approaches to meaning. These approaches reflect the dynamic nature
of metaphorical mappings resulting from the relationship between
bodily experience and abstract conceptual domains. In this regard, left-
right metaphors are not considered fixed mappings, but they emerge
from culturally and contextually shaped perspectives stermming from
subjective experience.

Methodologically, the study employs a multi-step qualitative
analysis, including semantic and contextual analysis, supported by data
from comparable corpora of each language. Selected metaphorical
expressions structured along the left-right axis that deal with, for
instance, correctness or evaluative meaning are examined cross-
linguistically in order to identify both common patterns and language-
specific variations. The analysis focuses on four study cases of idiomatic
expressions such as 'prava tvar' (lit. 'right — side of the — face') and 'links
laten liggen' (lit. 'to leave something lying on the left side'), representing
both prototypical and non-prototypical realizations regarding both
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sides — right and left. The primary languages under examination are
Slovak and Dutch; English is used for comparison.

The findings indicate that left-right orientational metaphors display
considerable indeterminacy of meaning and cross-linguistic variability.
Considering the same content in some languages activates a different
axis or fails to initiate the left-right mapping at all. L2 learners face
difficulty regarding formal language differences as well as the context-
specific ways in which spatial concepts are mapped onto meaning. The
study does not involve L2 learners directly, but rather proposes
theoretical implications for vocabulary learning. The analysis therefore
demonstrates the open and fluid nature of embodied meaning-making.
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Reframing “the semiotic threshold”
through cognitive semiotics

Claudia Cicerchia
Sapienza University of Rome

Jordan Zlatev
Lund University

Filomena Diodato
Sapienza University of Rome

In this presentation we depart from Umberto Eco’s foundational project
for semiotics as articulated in A Theory of Semiotics (1976), and his
focusing on the controversial notion of the “semiotic threshold”. In brief,
Eco's dual ambition, to develop a general theory of semiotics while
delimiting its proper domain against “semiotic imperialism”, resulted in
a conception of semiosis tightly linked to the concept of sign-function
and cultural phenomena. This position generated sustained debate,
both in Italy and internationally (cf. Noth 2000; Diodato 2020),
particularly concerning the conflation of sign and meaning and the
restriction of semiosis within the cultural domain. Alternative
approaches, especially within biosemiotics, on the other hand, have
challenged similar frameworks by extending semiosis much beyond
culture and the uniquely human domain (cf. Kull et al, 2009).

Drawing on cognitive semiotics and the phenomenological
account of subjectivity developed by Edmund Husserl, we propose
reframing the problem, in terms of a plurality of semiotic thresholds.
From the perspective of cognitive semiotics, semiosis is not equated
with sign-use or cultural sign-function but is rather understood as
meaning-making, which is coextensive with conscious experience in its
broadest sense. Central to this proposal is the model of the Semiotic
Hierarchy, elaborated by Jordan Zlatev and further developed in
dialogue with other scholars (cf. Zlatev 2018), which conceives semiosis
as hierarchically structured levels of consciousness, each “higher” level
founded (in the Husserlian sense of Fundierung) upon lower ones, yet
reciprocally interpenetrating them, in line with insights from Maurice
Merleau-Ponty. We propose that each level constitutes a distinct
semiotic threshold, with subjectivity as the most basic threshold and the
sign-function, redefined beyond Eco's formulation, emerging at a
higher level (cf. Zlatev in press). On this basis, we advance a “middle way”
between Eco's interpretative semiotics and biosemiotics (Sonesson
2012). In particular, we propose (i) a reformulation of semiosis as any form
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of meaning-making involving even minimal consciousness; (ii) a unified
yet stratified model in which all living beings capable of first-person
experience participate in semiosis, without collapsing qualitative
differences between levels; (iii) a renewed defense of the sign against
frameworks that seek to bypass representation; and (iv) a reaffirmation
of linguistic semiotics as the highest level of the Semiotic Hierarchy.
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Signs Without Stakes: Parasemiotic
Scaffolding and the Autopoietic
Grounds of Meaning

Mariana Codruta Hainic
Babes-Bolyai University

Can generative Al systems participate in genuine semiosis, or do they
constitute a fundamentally different phenomenon? This paper argues
that the concept of autopoiesis—the self-producing, self-maintaining
organization of living systems—provides the decisive criterion for
addressing this question. If sense-making presupposes autopoietic
organization, then what role can non-autopoietic Al systems play in the
intersubjective processes through which meaning emerges, sediments,
and transforms?

The paper develops its argument at the intersection of biosemiotics
and enactivist philosophy. Drawing on Hoffmeyer's concept of semiotic
scaffolding, it examines how living systems—from cells to ecosystems—
organize themselves through complex networks of signs, signals, and
cues. In enactivism, cognition is fundamentally sense-making: the
process by which a precarious, autonomous system establishes
meaningful relations with its environment in order to maintain its
viability. This sense-making capacity presupposes autopoiesis — the
organizational closure whereby a system continuously produces the
components that constitute it. The paper focuses on more recent
research confirming that, despite their remarkable capabilities,
generative Al systems do not exhibit the characteristics of a self-
producing organization, in that they possess neither metabolic self-
maintenance nor the "re-entry" and reflexive construction of boundaries
characteristic of autopoietic systems (Bianchini 2023, Zénnchen et al.
2025).

Continuing Peirce's synechism, the paper rejects the clear
separation between nature and culture and asserts that meaning arises
from the tension between embodied constraints and intersubjective
practical limitations on the use of signs. As these ways of interpreting
are repeated over time, they settle into common structures that both
open up and narrow down the future meaning-making. Crucially, this
sedimentation-transformation dynamic presupposes living systems
with stakes in their own continuation — systems for whom signs matter
because existence is precarious.

The paper reconstructs the relationship between autopoiesis and
semiosis, examining whether autopoiesis is necessary, sufficient, or
merely typical for genuine interpretation. The resulting theoretical
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framework will be used to analyze generative Al systems, drawing on
recent semiotic research on Al meaning production (Paolucci 2025),
theories of human-Al cognitive hybridization (Barandiaran & Pérez-
Verdugo 2025), and theories that analyze the link between biological
systems, cognition, and current developments in Al and possible links
to autopoiesis and related concepts. (Bianchini 2023).

The paper proposes the concept of parasemiotic scaffolding to
capture the distinctive role that Al plays in the creation of meaning. In
relation to human semiosis, generative Al systems are seen as
"parasitic": practiced on bodies that represent a sedimented production
of cultural signs, they recombine these signs, but without inhabiting an
Umwelt and without maintaining an autopoietic organization. They
function within the semiosphere but without contributing to its living
dynamics. This leads to three main conclusions: (1) The absence of
autopoiesis marks an ontological distinction: autopoiesis isn't incidental
to interpretation but constitutive of it. A system that does not maintain
itself precariously cannot interpret at all — it can only manipulate
patterns. (2) Even if Al intervenes and transforms the dynamics of
sedimentation-transformation by accelerating the recombination of
signs, it remains indifferent to the embodied foundations of meaning,
which has profound implications for cultural evolution. (3) This
perspective asserts that the intersubjective creation of meaning is
irreducibly biological: the accumulation, sedimentation, and
transformation of meaning require communities of autopoietic
systems, which generate the normative dimension of semiosis.
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Phytosemiotics: Toward a Vegetal
Embodied Agency Model

Federico Comollo
IUSS - Istituto Universitario Studi Superiori, Pavia

According to Hoffmeyer's understanding of biosemiotics, every living
being has a semiosphere, namely, the sphere of meanings (Hoffmeyer,
1996 [1993]). This assumption reinforced the idea that meaning-making
processes extend beyond the human domain and opened new avenues
in the study of biosemiotics. On the one hand, biosemioticians have
extensively discussed the extent of this semiotic continuum across
species, proposing a minimal model of semiosis for biological life (Kull,
2023) and even advancing bold proposals, such as the idea that even
abiotic matter involves semiotic processes (Zengiaro, 2025). On the
other hand, a deep discussion of semiotic processes in living beings
based on the phylogenetic tree —and, consequently, taking into account
differences in semiosis along evolutionary paths - is still in its infancy
(Lineweaver, 2025). In this paper, | aim to focus precisely on this
difference, examining plant semiosis — namely, phytosemiotics — and
offering a model to interpret plants’' semiotic agency.

The main research question is “Can plant semiosis be understood
following a plant-specific model of biosemiosis?” In answering the latter,
| propose a reconceptualisation of the Umwelt theory, adapted to
vegetal life. Indeed, | argue that plants require an explicit redefinition of
the functional circle usually accepted in biosemiotics to describe the
concordance between the world-as-sensed and the world-of-action
(von Uexkull, 1926), since this distinction, deriving from zoosemiosis,
cannot be fully applied to vegetal species. Indeed, | advocate for a
different understanding of the internal and external semiotic worlds of
plants, along with their permeable borders. In this way, some key
features of plant semiosis can be explored, such as polarity,
morphological adaptability, more-than-individual plant sign systems,
and a diffuse interpretive capacity, challenging the notion that, to
understand plants semiotically, we must rely on animal-centred models.
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Language, Uptake and the
Intersubjective Constitution of the
Unconscious

Sara Dellino
Sapienza University of Rome

Edoardo Moré
Sapienza University of Rome

The unconscious has often been described and conceived in relation to
subjectivity and its individual experiences. On this basis, it has been
viewed as the dark region of the repressed and as the double of
consciousness. This relation between doubles, already present in Freud
(1915, 1923), has frequently directed attention, as noted by Canetti
(Canetti, Adorno 1972), primarily toward the individuality of the
unconscious. Consequently, philosophy and psychoanalysis have often
underestimated the scope of an account of the unconscious in
intersubjective and social terms (Castoriadis 1975). Our proposal moves
in this latter direction, holding that the rigid opposition between
individual and collective elements can be mitigated by considering the
most primordial activity of human intelligence: the uptake of others'
words (cf. De Mauro 1994), correlated with a view of language as a social
institution (Saussure 1916; Merleau-Ponty 2003). As demonstrated by the
studies of Mehler, Bertoncini (1980) and Vivona (2012), every human
creature, from the very first hours of life, learns to orient itself in the
world by virtue of listening to and recognizing the voice of others. This
is a phenomenon that Vygotsky (1934) had already identified as crucial
in the earliest phases of the formation of subjectivity. Understanding
uptake not only as the activity that accompanies the executive act in
any interaction, but also, and above all, as the recording and
sedimentation of others’ voices, we propose to read the unconscious as
linguistically and intersubjectively instituted.

145



Rethinking Human Cognition and
Language Through Terrence
Mckenna’'s Stoned Ape Theory and
the Poetry of Rumi

Ali Haydar Demir
York University -Toronto Metropolitan University

What are the influences of altered states of mind in the cognitive
evolution of our species? | write this paper as a PhD student researching
the relationship between artistic creativity and altered states of mind, in
order to better understand the effects of these ecstatic experiences in
our cognitive evolution. | do this by synthesizing insights from the inner
worlds of Sufi poet Rumi and the philosopher / botanist Terrence
Mckenna with my own phenomenological experience taking psilocybin
mushrooms.

McKenna's (1992) Stoned Ape Theory regarding the role that plants
(especially psilocybin mushrooms) might have played in our cognitive
evolution, echoes insights of Rumi from almost a millennium ago.
Interestingly, they both consider our cognitive-linguistic evolution in
relation to the altered states they have tasted. Rumi and McKenna
believe that human linguistic and artistic faculties along with all other
cultural traits are perhaps explicit or implicit results of learned
experiences of mystical union. Coming back to default state reality with
leftover boons of ecstasy, they instinctively wanted to memorize,
verbalize and visualize the ineffable. This longing for ecstasy or union
with a capacity to topple down old ways of interacting with reality, has
introduced a wide range of novelties and innovative capacities for
cognitive-linguistic development with an unprecedented appetite for
life.

Working as an ethnobotanist and philosopher, McKenna's
understanding of human cognitive evolution stems from both personal
experience and ecological understanding: “The psilocybin intoxication is
a rapture whose breadth and depth is the despair of prose and our
exalted position in the hierarchy of nature might be somehow due to
the power of plants or natural forces of any sort” (McKenna, 1992).

In relation to that, Rumi’'s famous translator Coleman Barks states:
“Rumi has a whole theory of language based on the reed flute (ney).
Beneath everything we say, and within each note of the reed flute, lies a
nostalgia for the reedbed. All language and music are possible only
because we're empty, hollow, and separated from the source” (Barks,
1995). The Reed Flute’s Song in that regard communicates this longing
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that we all have within. As Rumi puts it, “Since | was cut from the
reedbed, | have made this crying sound. Anyone apart from someone he
loves, understands what | say” (Barks, 1995). Chittick, an expert in Sufi
studies, maintains that the seekers “lose their powers of rational
discernment and tend to express themselves in ecstatic and paradoxical
language” (Chittick, 2000). A process coined as fana and baqga
(annihilation and subsistence) in Sufi tradition.

Eventually, this paper will aim to successfully compare the insights
of Rumi and Mckenna on humankind'’s cognitive evolution with insights
from my own experiments with psilocybin mushrooms.
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(In)determinacy, the Partial Nature
of Meaning Making, Redundancy
and Ellipsis

Charles Denroche
University of Westminster, London

This paper examines the relationship between the concept of
(in)determinacy and other areas of scholarship which deal with the
partial nature of meaning making. The phenomena in question fall into
two clusters: (1) those which explore the meaning potential of the code
in representing affairs in the 'real world', coming from functional
grammar, discourse analysis, multimodality and pragmatics, such as
cohesion (Halliday & Hasan 1976), vague language (Channell 1994),
salience (Kress 2010), speech acts (Searle 1969) and conversational
implicature (Grice 1975); and (2) those which reflect an interest in
describing mental processes associated with language processing from
cognitive grammar, such as construal (Langacker 1986), figure/ground,
trajector/landmark (Langacker 1987), active-zone relations and
reference-point phenomena (Langacker 1993), metonymy (Radden &
Kovecses 1999), metonymic processing (Denroche 2015) and framing
(Fillmore 2006 [1982]).

When mapped onto the semiotic triad, the former reflects a shift
towards the ontological realm of THING, the latter towards the realm of
THOUGHT (Denroche 2021). It is argued that the incompleteness of the
message in all these phenomena constitutes an enabling function in
language rather than any defect of design, and that 'missing elements'
in messages, resulting from employing sign systems, are both necessary
and desirable in discourse.

Two concepts emerge as salient in this enquiry: redundancy, which
can be glossed as 'information in surplus', and ellipsis, 'information not
given'. These represent the endpoints of a continuum with which
language-users must constantly engage to manage indeterminacy and
have been theorized in various ways. They are reflected in the regulative
principles of efficiency and effectiveness in de Beaugrande & Dressler's
(1981) Seven standards of textuality model, for example.

The methodology for the project is multi-disciplinary, setting
different areas of scholarship side by side to discover commonalities,
while, at the same time, acknowledging differences in working
principles and methods. The purpose is to bring diverse theoretical
approaches together into a unified model. Conceptual frameworks are
revised by referring to empirical data in the spirit of Zlatev's (2015)
conceptual-empirical loop methodology.
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Many professions involve the intense manipulation of signs as a
central activity to the exclusion often of almost all others. Law,
translation and psychotherapy are three such. They are chosen because
each shows a bias towards one of the ontological realms, respectively
THING, WORD and THOUGHT. It is argued that practice in such
'communities of practice' (Wenger 1998) could benefit from a better
understanding of how meaning-making through signs operates and
that (in)determinacy and the broader concept of the partial nature of
meaning making in its various manifestations would be a good place to
start.
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Lexical Models Compared: From
Fields and Frames to LLMs

Filomena Diodato
Sapienza University of Rome

Whether Large Language Models truly constitute a revolution, or
whether they are merely the latest incarnation of a much older
structuralist dream, is a question that has so far shaped much of the
debate surrounding these new systems of semiotic and linguistic
representation and their downstream applications. In fact, the
acceleration of Large Language Models (LLMs) has been widely
celebrated as a turning point in our ability to reproduce “dictionarial”
semantic representations that increasingly approximate the
“encyclopaedic” competence of the speaking subject (cf. Eco 1984). Yet
rather than resolving long-standing theoretical issues, recent
technological advances — deep neural networks, machine learning, and
large-scale language modelling - and their massive diffusion have
brought back to the foreground a classical problem of linguistic
semantics, and of semiotics more generally: the relationship between
abstract models of language (langue) and the lived, situated experience
of speaking subjects (parole) that such models claim to represent (cf. De
Mauro 1971).

This tension lies at the very core of Saussure's distinction between
langue and parole, articulated through a series of oppositions — abstract
VS. concrete, systematic vs. asystematic, psychic vs. psychophysical. As is
well known, Saussure's reconfiguration of the problem of meaning
involved a radical move away from referential, psychological, or logical
foundations, in order to construct langue as a scientific object defined
as a “system of pure values” (CLG, 1959: 80, 111). Linguistic values, in this
view, are determined exclusively by oppositional relations within the
system of langue, independently of speakers’ intentions or experiential
grounding. This position was later radicalized and operationalized in
various forms of lexical modeling, such as lexical fields, syntagmatic
solidarities, and frames (cf. Geckeler, 1971; Geeraerts, 2010; Fillmore 1982,
1985).

From this perspective, LLM representations can be interpreted as
the effects of differential relations within a multidimensional vector
space (Gastaldi & Pellissier, 2021). Read through a structuralist lens, LLMs
are assimilable to the linguist rather than to the speaker: they extract
paradigmatic regularities from the learning of syntagmatic statistics
alone: syntactic patterns and formal semantic content emerge as the
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joint result of a single operation, namely the large-scale analysis of
intralinguistic relations across textual corpora.

Building on the idea that, in a deeper sense, LLMs are no more
“artificial” than earlier lexical models, this contribution proposes to
examine LLMs explicitly as lexical models. Like the “artificial” models
that preceded them, LLMs represent the underlying experience of
speaking subjects through combined operations of subtraction (the
removal of  grounding, referential dimensions, contextual
indeterminacy, and pragmatic variability) and addition (the imposition
of regularities, stability, and formal determinacy). Considering
theoretically misguided to oppose human and machine semantic or
semiotic competences, from a cognitive semiotic perspective we argue
that a more productive move is to take LLMs seriously for what they are:
models of language. The key question, then, is what aspects of speakers’
concrete linguistic experience they actually succeed in modeling, and
how these aspects compare with those captured by more traditional
lexical models, such as fields and frames.
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Amodality and similarity across
biological and synthetic domains

Nicola Di Stefano
CNR, ISTC

Human meaning-making arises through structured relationships
among sensory experiences and their contents. Research on
crossmodal correspondences reveals that perceptual systems encode
stimuli not only as isolated features but also as relational patterns that
can be compared across sensory modalities (Spence, 2011). These
crossmodal relations may be grounded in shared structural, affective, or
relational properties, and have been accounted for in multiple ways,
ranging from amodal (suprasensory) qualities to similarity-based
mechanisms, emotional mediation, and statistical learning (Spence & Di
Stefano, 2024; Motoki et al., 2023; Di Stefano & Spence, 2024, for reviews).

Large Language Models (LLMs), which operate on high-
dimensional representational spaces learned from linguistic data, have
been shown to capture human-like correspondences (e.g., Motoki et al,,
2024; McEwan & Day, 2025). In this talk, | will ask whether the notions of
amodality and similarity, as conceived in perception science, can be
meaningfully extended to synthetic domains as well, thus exploring
whether and how amodal/similarity relations may constitute a minimal
basis for general sense-making.
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Sign and (In)determinacy of
Meaning: Investigating Murals and
Wall Writings in Educational
Spaces through Edusemiotics and
Peircean Semiotics

Mojdeh Fatehinya
University of Tour

From the color of the walls in educational spaces to murals and wall
writings, schools are filled with meaningful visual elements. It is difficult
to find a school that is completely white and devoid of colors, images, or
designs. Wall decorations have become an integral part of educational
environments. By these elements, we do not refer to student vandalism,
but rather to features intentionally incorporated during the design or
renovation of school spaces before the academic year, including
slogans, inspirational quotations, murals, and wall paintings.

This paper examines the indeterminacy of meaning in such
elements, considering murals, writings, and even colors as meaningful
signs. Edusemiotics “includes images, pictures and indeed anything
that potentially signifies, in the category of signs” (Semetsky & Stables,
2014, p. 1), and conceives the school not merely as a building but as a
phenomenon of signification (Olteanu, 2017, p. 197). Schools in Iran
provide the empirical context for this study. There, educational spaces
are often used as communicative media through which authorities
disseminate ideological, religious, and national messages by means of
murals and wall writings.

To address the variability of signs, their shifting meanings, and their
degrees of (in)determinacy, this research adopts an interdisciplinary
framework grounded in Edusemiotics and Peircean Semiotics.
Edusemiotics, as articulated by Stables and Semetsky (2014, p. i),
integrates educational theory with semiotic inquiry, positioning the sign
as its fundamental analytical instrument. Peirce (CP 2.228) argues that a
sign stands for something to someone in a particular respect,
generating in the mind a further sign, the interpretant. As Chauviré
(1995, p. 8) shows, Peirce's semiotics entails a theory of cognition
grounded in the constitutive incompleteness of meaning. To clarify how
the Peircean dynamic interpretant relates to cognitive semantics,
Chauviré (1995, p. 10) interprets Peirce’'s semiotics as offering a theory of
cognition with significant potential for contemporary cognitive science,
whether functionalist or connectionist. Within this perspective,
“thinking essentially consists in operating with signs” (Wittgenstein,

153



cited in Chauviré, 1995, p. 55), while the mental is understood as “the
functioning of a structure based on triadic relations” (Chauviré, 1995, p.
55). The dynamic interpretant therefore designates the actual cognitive
effect that a sign produces in a particular mind at a given moment, as
part of an open-ended triadic process rather than a fixed mental
content.

Rather than being fixed or fully determined, meaning unfolds
through infinite semiosis. To investigate the impact of mural signs, the
notion of lived experience is central to Edusemiotics. As Semetsky (2014,
p. 142) explains, learning involves a process of deterritorialization of
existing cognitive schemas, followed by reterritorialization in relation to
the Umwelt, the individual's subjective world shaped by unique
interactions with signs.

Peirce’'s (CP 5.475) trichotomy of interpretants helps explain why
school murals generate multiple meanings. Meaning emerges through
the dynamic interpretant, that is, the actual effect of a sign within each
student’'s Umwelt. At the same time, Edusemiotics warns that “while
promoting education in values, edusemiotics does challenge the
practice of direct inculcating that may sometimes slip into
indoctrination” (Semetsky, 2017, p. 9). This research argues that the
meanings of these signs remain constitutively indeterminate. The same
mural may simultaneously function as an open sign that invites semiotic
growth and as an ideological instrument that constrains interpretation,
depending on the dynamic interpretant operating within each
student’'s Umwelt.
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Integral Linguistics: An Integrative
Framework for the Study of Mixed
Metaphors

Elena Faur
Romanian Academy, The Institute of Linguistics and Literary History 'Sextil
Puscariu', Cluj-Napoca

A mixed metaphor is a subtype of metaphor in which two or more
metaphorical expressions, drawing on semantically incompatible
vehicles, are integrated within a single utterance, producing an
apparent incongruity that serves to articulate novel sense effects at the
discursive level. While traditionally condemned as an 'incongruous',
'illogical' use of language, or indicative of 'bad style', the creative
potential of mixed metaphor has been increasingly acknowledged in
recent years (Sullivan 2018). Other studies, brought together in a volume
dedicated to the phenomenon (Gibbs 2016), and conducted from
diverse theoretical perspectives (e.g. Conceptual Metaphor Theory,
Deliberate Metaphor Theory, Conceptual Blending Theory, Discourse
Dynamics) have highlighted its multiple dimensions (analogy-making,
conventionality, conscious or deliberate use, intentionality, the
interaction of different semiotic systems). Although the complexity of
the phenomenon is now widely recognized, scholars have
simultaneously stressed the need for 'integrative models' capable of
accounting for its multifaceted nature (Zlatev & Stampoulidis 2018).

| argue that Coseriu's matrix (Coseriu 1985), developed within his
Integral Linguistics, provides such an 'integrative' framework for the
study of mixed metaphors. Integral linguistics distinguishes three
interconnected levels of meaning-making: universal, historical and
individual. Within Coseriu's metaphor theory (1956), the universal level is
the locus of the metaphoric process in actu, involving universal
cognitive processes as analogy-making, through which metaphorical
meanings are semantically specified in relation to the linguistic signs
engaged in the process. The historical level concerns the
'‘conventionalized metaphorical dimension' of signs as part of normal
language use (i.e. norms of language) (ibid.). The individual level is where
the speaker's metaphorical creativity emerges spontaneously in
authentic speech acts (or discourse), within contexts that are 'always
unprecedented' and shaped by speakers' intentions and assumptions.
From this perspective, mixed metaphors are best understood as
discursive phenomena that emerge at the individual level, while
presupposing and integrating the contents of the previous universal
and historical levels.
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Based on the qualitative analysis of a dataset of mixed metaphors,
the presentation advances the following points: (1) when interpreted in
discourse as oriented toward an 'expressive' purpose (e.g., producing an
ironic or humorous sense effect), the apparent incongruence of mixed
metaphors can be suspended and reinterpreted as deliberate, thereby
becoming acceptable within the commmunicative context; (2) given the
high degree of metaphoricity and creativity they exhibit at the
discursive level, mixed metaphors are less likely to become
conventionalized and integrated into linguistic norms, or to establish
stable associative relations with other signs within a given language
(historical level); (3) in order to convey their uncommon lived experience,
speakers operate at the universal level by creating analogies that
combine metaphors in unconventional ways, typically through the
integration of semantically incompatible metaphorical vehicles.
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Conditioning the Shoggoth

Aldo Gangemi
University of Bologna

Generative Al (GenAl) at scale is indirectly proving that natural
languages (jointly with the other semiotic systems evolved or designed
by human societies) are much less arbitrary when a critical amount of
semiotic signal is geometrically embedded to train an Al model. This
evidence offers an unprecedented chance to perform experimental
semiotics. However, a GenAl model is not a knowledge base in the
symbolic Al sense. Symbolic Als are computational semiotic systems
that enforce consistency within extensional and intensional model
theories, with logical patterns that lead to sound and complete
inferences. GenAl models are not semiotic systems: their learnt signal
patterns are geometrical coordinates that have no sense or reference.
They are neither grounded nor “enacted”, but their geometry, when
appropriately computed, lets human or artificial (or hybrid) agents
approximately observe the semiotically latent patterns of human
knowledge.

As experimental scientists, we need to appropriately condition
GenAl models, i.e., Lovecraftian Shoggoths taking unpredictable shapes
without a specific goal. | will present some implemented neurosymbolic
context engineering methods (Gangemi & Nuzzolese 2025, De Giorgis et
al. 2025) to make conditioning work in scientific experiments,
hypothesis testing, theory comparison, etc. (Lucifora et al. 2025, Bulla et
al. 2025). Polanyian tacit knowledge (Polanyi 2021), active inference
(Pezzullo et al. 2024), and heuristic problem-solving (Simon & Newell
1958) paradigms are used as a theoretical backbone.
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Figurality and the openness of
sense-making

Francesco Garbelli
University of Milan - University of Bologna

«Originally figura, from the same stem of fingere, figulus, fictor, and
effigies, meant “plastic form” [.] something living and dynamic,
incomplete and playful..» (Auerbach [1938]1984: 11-12). Thus wrote Erich
Auerbach at the beginning of his essay on figura, a pivotal notion in
Medieval sense-making practices that we can roughly understand as a
potential sign whose meaning is open to be fulfilled retrospectively. But
as scholars growingly remark (e.g. McGillen 2018; Nixon 2022), the true
value of the notion lies in the possibility to apply it to grasp
contemporary sense-making practices as well. However, the way in
which the concept of figura has been received by semiotics, though
highlighting many aspects that are present in Auerbach’s
reconstruction (Garbelli 2025), does not fully give an account of its
fundamental openness to novelty. In my talk, | attempt at bridging the
gap. The method consists in an inquiry on Auerbach’s study to integrate
its results in the frameworks provided by recent French-Italian theories
of sense-making practices (Fontanille 2004; Paolucci 2010; Basso Fossali
2017).

| will advocate that 1. a figura is a token eligible to be used as a sign,
2.to be used as a sign, a figura needs to be fulfilled by another token, 3.
such use is an interpretation that functionalizes an expression plan and
a content plan, stabilizing a semiotic value, 4. figural semiosis relies on
an inherent, constitutive incompleteness, for it is the result of a
supplementation which is always yet-to-come. At stake, there is but the
opportunity to put on the table a model that acknowledges and
structures indeterminacy at the core of sense-making. Then, | will
empirically prove my claim by addressing the case of the meaning of
memories within a cognitive semiotic outlook (Paolucci 2021). The
choice is not casual, since the functioning of memory has been put at
the basis of many contemporary semiotic theories (Fontanille 2004;
Parret 2018), so that conclusions about this topic are apt to be extended
to semiosis more generally. By gathering evidence from research of the
last decades (Sant’/Anna, McCarroll and Michaelian 2023; Bietti and
PogacCar 2023, Kahana and Wagner 2024), it will be shown that
memories don't bear a fixed content, since this latter is constructed and
articulated in destination of present circumstances. Hence, a figural
semiotic model can properly account for memories being potential
signs whose semiosis is always open and indeterminate. | will hopefully
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conclude that the integration of the notion of figura in semiotics can be
a powerful tool to understand why we have to do with indeterminacy.
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The Interaction of Cognitive and
Affective Empathy as a Source of
Intersubjective Ambiguity

Dirk Geeraerts
University of Leuven

A focal area for the growing interest in intersubjectivity in cognitive
semiotics and cognitive linguistics is the notion of a common discursive
‘ground’ as an essential component of natural language
communication. In earlier research (Geeraerts 2021, 2022) | have drawn
the attention to second-order empathy (reflexive recursive mind-
reading) as a phenomenon that may destabilize such a ground. Thus, if
first-order empathy is the ability of Self to take into account Other's
point of view, then second-order empathy may be identified as the
ability of Self to take into account Other’s point of view as including a
view of Self. Taking the perspective of language perception rather than
production, the possibility for the hearer to choose between a first-order
empathic and a second-order empathic interpretation of speaker
utterances introduces a principled and pervasive indeterminacy in
speaker-hearer interactions.

Restricting the analysis to the domain of presentative speech acts,
the interaction of degree of empathy and convergence/divergence of
beliefs yields an ambiguity potential consisting of six basic interpretative
configurations: assertion, mistake, agreement, disagreement, irony,
deception. However, the calculus of empathy-induced interpretative
options needs to be expanded further. The classification mentioned
above only takes into account cognitive empathy, involving knowledge
and belief, but does not yet include affective empathy, i.e. the affective
alignment between Self and Other along the sympathy/antipathy
dimension. The present paper explores how affective empathy interacts
with the ambiguity potential created by the distinction between first-
order and second-order (cognitive) empathy. The argument, which
takes the form of a conceptual analysis rather than an experimental or
corpus-based study, takes its starting-point in a cartoon that circulated
during the covid pandemic, showing the Grim Reaper holding the sign
‘Definitely don't get vaccinated'.

Although the likely assumption that the message is meant to
benefit the reader (i.e. affective empathy) resolves the ambiguity
potential created by the dimensions of cognitive empathy, it will be
shown that the possibility of an ironic interpretation cannot be
discarded. More broadly, the identification and analysis of empathy-
induced interpretative ambiguity contributes to an understanding of
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the structural conditions behind “(in)determinacy of meaning”, the
theme of the present conference. Empathy-induced interpretative
ambiguity draws the attention to the fact that intersubjective
alignment relies on a hermeneutic dynamics that does not necessarily
land safely on common ground. Time permitting, this conclusion will be
discussed against the background of phenomenological theories of
intersubjectivity (viz. Moran 2022).

161



The “Trace” and Musical Meaning-
Making. Reconnecting Nattiez’'s
Tripartition through
Phenomenology

Gabriele Giacosa
University of Cologne

Research on the meaning of music is fragmented among several
contrasting perspectives (Almén & Pearsall, 2006; Cross & Tolbert, 2016),
resulting in multiple “objects of analysis” that rely on different
epistemological grounds (Nattiez, 1990). This is particularly problematic
when trying to establish the role of music analysis (and music theory) in
the quest for the meaning of music (DeNora, 1986; Pople, 1994). Several
traditional dichotomies can be identified, based on oppositions
regarding the role of emotions (Meyer, 1956), the potential for reference
(Nattiez, 1990), and the focus on composition or interpretation (Cross &
Tolbert, 2020; 2016).

Trying to overcome these dichotomies, Nattiez (1990) applied
Molino’s (1981; 1975) semiological tripartition to analyse musical meaning
in a unified perspective. The tripartition identifies three components in
musical semiosis: poiesis (composer's intended meanings), the trace
(material reality of the “work”), and esthesis (listeners’ interpretations).
Highlighting the connection between these components and the
necessity to include lived experience in music analysis, Nattiez offered a
first attempt towards a unified view of musical meaning. Nonetheless,
focusing on the “immanent configurations” of the trace within the
metalanguage of music theory, he reduced the “materiality” of music to
its compositional structure — isolating the trace into a separate ontology
of the "work.”

We argue that a proper approach to musical meaning needs to
begin with a focus on experience as the locus of meaning, reconnecting
the various perspectives into a “unified theory of meaning” while
avoiding reductionism (Zlatev, 2018). Re-conceiving of meaning as the
multi-layered process of meaning-making (Zlatev & Konderak, 2023),
the employment of phenomenology and cognitive semiotics allows us
to reconnect Nattiez's tripartition.

Through phenomenological analysis (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2012), we
can identify the invariant features characterizing the meaning-making
emerging in the experience of a musical piece - for each pole of the
tripartition. Relying on the epistemological ground of phenomenology,
the trace emerges in and through lived experience, as the intentional
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object experienced by subjects. Thus, the “poietic” and “esthesic” poles
can be viewed as different ways of experiencing the same piece. To
obtain a more complete view on the trace of a piece, we need to analyse
and compare both poles.

The phenomenological method postulates a gradual process of re-
iteration and intersubjective corroboration (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2012),
which can be accomplished through a triangulation of methodological
perspectives (Zlatev & Mouratidou, 2024) to be applied on each pole.
Despite existing approaches to listening (Ferrara, 1991) and recent
studies on improvisation (Ravn & Hgffding, 2022), systematic
phenomenological analyses of music listening and
composition/performance are both arguably lacking. We shall provide
preliminary insights into potential methodologies to be applied on each
pole.

Ultimately, by gradually re-iterating phenomenological
triangulation (Mendoza-Collazos & Zlatev, 2022), it will be possible to
compare results from the two poles, obtaining a core of features that
ideally constitute the essential/invariant features of the trace. Yet, each
experience is also characterised by several variant features, allowing for
individual and cultural variation, as well as differences across iterations
of each experience. Moreover, this method is open to continuous
improvement via re-iteration, and to the implementation of results from
other methodologies.
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“It Moves Without Moving".
Phenomenological Methods to
Analyse Musical Meaning

Gabriele Giacosa
University of Cologne

Due to the historical divide between theoretical positions on the nature
of musical meaning (Meyer, 1956; Nattiez, 1990), the meaning of music is
traditionally described as “ineffable” or “indeterminate” (Cook, 2001,
Davies, 1994; Robinson, 1997), fragmented into a multitude of
disconnected components (Cross & Tolbert, 2016). Reductively focusing
on structure/syntax (Lerdahl & Jackendoff, 1983), affective responses
(Budd, 1989) or interpretation (Kramer, 2011), most analytical methods
fail to include the lived experience of music, while phenomenological
approaches typically lack a clear framework to analyse meaning
(Miraglia, 1998).

Employing a cognitive-semiotic framework grounded in
phenomenology (Zlatev & Konderak, 2023), which equates meaning-
making to the phenomenological notion of intentionality, | propose a
new methodology to analyse musical meaning by focusing on the lived
experience of music. Relying on the model of the Semiotic Hierarchy
(Zlatev & Konderak, 2023; Zlatev, 2018), we can maintain the
multifaceted-ness of musical meaning, distributing various acts of
meaning-making as related to different kinds of intentionality (Giacosa,
2023).

In this presentation, | propose a mixed-method phenomenological
analysis of the meaning-making involved in the experience of listening
to a musical piece. In line with phenomenological triangulation (Zlatev
& Mouratidou, 2024), | will compare the results from two different
analyses of listening to Arvo Part's Spiegel im Spiegel (1978), combining
first-person perspective (reflection-based eidetic reduction) and
second-person perspective (phenomenological interview) methods.
The first-person eidetic reduction identifies, through a systematic
analysis of the features of the experience (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2012), the
“essences” (or potential invariants) of such experience, which are then
grouped into themes (Sundler et al., 2019). Similarly, phenomenological
interviews allow to analyse the features of an experience across several
individuals, identifying invariant features and themes of the experience
(Hgffding & Martiny, 2016; Pollio, 1997). After a first-person analysis
(Giacosa, under review), in an experimental setting | conducted
phenomenological interviews with 28 participants on their experience
of listening to Spiegel.
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Despite high levels of individual variability in relation to specific
features of the experience (liking/not liking, identification of different
patterns, mental imagery evoked), the comparison reveals a substantial
correspondence between the themes resulting from the two
methodologies. Thus, the experience of listening to Spiegel appears as
characterised by: a dynamic continuity; layers of spatio-temporal
organisation and affectivity; layers of movements in the sounds; the
identification of two (or more) “agents” cooperating, an increasing
detachment from the context; forms of mental imagery; an overall sense
of “stillness in motion.” Moreover, the analyses revealed crucial
connections between the themes, suggesting strong interactions
between the different kinds of intentionality involved in the experience.

These results highlight the relevance of including lived experience
in the analysis of meaning, revealing several forms of meaning-making
otherwise excluded. Through this methodology, despite the
identification of potentially invariant features (across subjects) of
listening to a piece, we can maintain the (individual and cultural)
variability and interpretative openness of musical meaning-making.
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Subterfuge in The Encyclopédie as
a Form of Collective Agency

Carlos Hernan Guzman Umanha
Universidad del Vvalle, Colombia

The editorial project of The Encyclopédie, Ou Dictionnaire Raisonné Des
Sciences, Des Arts Et Des Meétiers, envisioned by D'Alembert and
Diderot, can be considered as an example of a cultural artefact involving
material and sign-mediated collective agency (Mendoza-Collazos 2022).
The aim of that project was not only to gather and organise the available
knowledge of that period, but, as Diderot puts it, the Encyclopédie had
a particular nature: 'ce caractere est de changer la facon commune de
penser'. The aim to change the way people think faced a strong
opposition from the church and the French nobility, forcing the
philosophers, scientists, and other collaborators to resort to subterfuge
to avoid censorship, especially from the Papal Inquisition.

In my M.A. thesis 'The trickster's mind' (Guzman 2017), | proposed a
framework to study deception from a cognitive-agentive perspective,
and how different agents, including non-human living species, deploy
deceptive signals in an attempt to fulfil their agendas. In this paper, | aim
to expand the scope from individual agents to the level of collective
agencies, where agents work together to create complex artefacts like
The Encyclopédie as an institution, with the capabilities to deal not only
with the difficulties of a project of this magnitude, but also with the
opposition of other institutions that might find their own agendas
threatened by the subversive ideas promoted in the text.

For a better understanding of The Encyclopédie as a collective
coordinated effort towards a joint goal, | start with a third-person
'objective' perspective based on writings by the project's own authors,
including some Encyclopédie articles where the use of subterfuge is
evident, and some research articles and books about the Encyclopédie
as a business model and the use of censorship by monarchical and
religious institutions of the time. As a result of this first stage of research,
it is possible to conclude that even in a scientific and philosophical
enterprise where concepts are supposed to be clear and objective, there
is always a window for indeterminacy of meaning, particularly when
language is used in a two-fold way to spread subversive ideas
camouflaged in apparently innocuous topics.
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Re-presenting the Linguistic
Landscape as Semiotic
Assemblage: Movement, Voices,
and Video Art across Israeli-
Palestinian Spaces

Vered Heruti
Beit Berl College, Israel

This paper proposes a reconceptualization of the linguistic landscape
(Ben-Rafael etal. 2006; Shohamy & Gorter, 2008) as a cognitive
multimodal semiosis, shifting from an understanding of the linguistic
landscape as a static arrangement of signs to a dynamic process of
meaning-making that unfolds through movement, perception, and
interaction. From this perspective, spoken and inscribed linguistic
elements do not merely exist in the environment; they are sequentially
perceived and reconfigured within embodied experience and discourse.

Focusing on video art, the paper examines how language operates
where visuality, spatial movement, and interaction co-constitute
meaning. In the lIsraeli-Palestinian context, the linguistic landscape
comprising both visible inscriptions and spoken forms functions to
index power relations, ideologies, and shifting experiences of belonging
and estrangement (Dahamshe & Mendel, 2022; Hayik, 2025).

The analysis is developed through a close reading of video art
works, especially by Palestinian artist Salma Samara, documenting her
way along Road 554 between her academic space and her hometown
of Tira. By filming the car’s interior while hosting diverse passengers,
including her Jewish teachers, peers, her boss, and her father, Samara
constructs a semiotic assemblage (Pennycook, 2017). Within this mobile
structure, private dialogue and the public landscape become
cognitively co-present, temporally organized through the progression
of drive.

While grounded in this case, the paper suggests a broader
understanding of linguistic landscapes as fluid, multimodal processes
(Bezemer & Kress, 2016). It highlights how spatial movement and visual
perception function as moving frames, reconfiguring language within
shifting environments. Ultimately, this artistic re-presenting transforms
the physical transition into a 'living storyteller,' enabling a re-visioning of
the space. By viewing the landscape through the lens of motion, the
work re-presents the environment as a visually sequenced narrative
rather than a static backdrop, where meaning is continuously reshaped
by the rhythm of movement and the changing sociopolitical scenery.
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Functioning of phonoconcepts in
oral communication: synergetics,
prosody, meaning

Alla Kalyta
Igor Sikorsky Kyiv Polytechnic Institute, Ukraine

Larysa Taranenko
Cambridge Regional College, Cambridge, UK

The current advancements in psycholinguistics and cognitive science
influenced by synergetics offer researchers a new perspective on the
study of mechanisms involved in the process of speech decoding, in
particular, on how meanings emerge in dialogic speech. In this context,
our study seeks to examine the synergetic nature of phonoconcepts
that mediate the utterance meaning through specific phonetic
patterns.

The theoretical framework of our research is grounded, first of all, in
the conventional in phonetics understanding of the actualisation of
semantically invariant intonation models associated with particular
types of utterances. These include patterns typical of requests, orders,
advice, warnings, expressions of gratitude, threats, and other
communicative intentions.

Secondly, our study relies on the idea that intonational meanings
possess a degree of autonomy and are not fully dependent on syntactic
or lexical meanings (O'Connor 1984, p. 242). This follows from the fact
that prosodic features, as they function in speech, form recurrent
patterns that become conventionalised within a language and acquire
independent status as carriers of specific intonational meanings.

Thirdly, our analysis draws on the notion of the phonoconcept
introduced by A. Kalyta (2016, p. 40). Alla Kalyta defines it as a symbolic
cognitive entity containing a minimal content of knowledge shaped by
an individual's communicative experience. This knowledge is generated
and stored in long-term memory in the form of a sound image or
prototype, which can be actualised in oral communication settings,
contributing to conveying and interpreting utterance meaning through
the interplay of its prosodic features.

To analyse and systematise phonoconcepts functioning in English
dialogue speech, we employed the graphical image of Klymenyuk's
pyramid (Klymenyuk 2010, p. 210), which allows the researcher to
retrospectively explore synergetic processes underlying the formation
of conceptual spheres in a person’s memory during definite
communicative acts.
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By integrating the outlined theoretical and methodological
insights, we created a synergetic model (Kalyta, Taranenko 2011) that
depicts self-developing processes of phonoconcept formation within an
individual's cognitive sphere in various communicative settings. The
model demonstrates how intonation patterns - falling, rising-falling,
wavy contours, rhythmic and temporal regularity, pitch levels and
intervals, etc. — serve as semiotic cues that guide interlocutors through
communication, highlighting the speakers’ pragmatic intention, such
as admonition, inducements, warnings, being sincere, insincere, or
sarcastic, etc. while expressing typical emotional utterances.

Our findings show that phonoconcepts function as semiotic
operators that regulate communicative interaction and contribute to
the emergent nature of meaning. Semantic, structural, functional,
emotional and pragmatic specificity of the utterance demonstrates how
meaning in dialogue is co-constructed through prosodic cues rather
than fixed lexical content. Phonoconcepts are encoded by speakers and
decoded by listeners as meaningful entities, primarily due to their
conventionalized invariant intonational patterns. Their interpretation
relies on the interlocutors’ shared socio-cultural background and some
extra-linguistic factors rooted in the cultures of their macro- and micro-
societies. The study highlights the relevance of synergetic and
cognitive-phonetic approaches for understanding how meaning
unfolds in spoken interaction.
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Perceiving the (In)determinate Self:
Neoliberal Appearances and the
Polyphonic Semiosis of Identity

Daniel Kamp
Eo6tvos Lordnd Universitat (ELTE) Budapest

Research Question: How does neoliberal capitalism, analyzed as a
hegemonic semiotic regime, operate to monologize the polyphonic self
and reduce intersubjective relations to transactional exchanges?
Further, what alternative frameworks from cognitive semiotics can
model a practice of semiotic resistance to redeem the (in)determinate
and dialogical nature of identity and care?

Theoretical Framework: The analysis is grounded in cognitive
semiotics, which posits meaning-making as an emergent, biocultural
process situated in the tension between embodied experience and
socio-historically transmitted sign systems. To deconstruct the specific
semiosis of neoliberal identity, the paper synthesizes two core
theoretical lines. First, Mikhail Bakhtin's literary theory offers the
concepts of dialogism and polyphony (The Dialogic Imagination, 1981),
which model consciousness and the self as an unfinalized, contentious
dialogue of multiple socio-linguistic voices. This is complemented by the
concept of the carnivalesque (Rabelais and His World, 1984), a mode
characterized by the inversion of hierarchies, the celebration of the
grotesque body, and the liberation of unofficial, indeterminate
meanings. Second, historian Donald Lowe's History of Bourgeois
Perception (1982) informs a phenomenological analysis from the start of
capitalism to today's neoliberalism with the transition of tactile-
dominance to sight-dominance. This shift concerns
participative/observant dynamics and the role of perceptual topos and
space in neoliberal society. Together these theories analyze neoliberal
discourse to center around monological appearances, while the works
of both provide the conceptual tools for modeling alternative semiotic
practices.

Methodology: The research examines how neoliberal master
signifiers (“human capital,” “productivity,” “self-entrepreneurship”)
construct a determinate, transactional reality. This analysis maps two
interconnected levels: (1) the intrasubjective, how the neoliberal frame
legitimizes a singular “productive voice” while marginalizing or silencing
the polyphonic “others within” (voices of care, vulnerability, non-
instrumental being); and (2) the intersubjective, demonstrating how this
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same logic determinately frames social others—exemplified by the
migrant laborer reduced to “cheap labor"—thereby corrupting potential
relations of care into mere transactions. It is argued together with the
concepts of Bakhtin and Lowe that the monological fixation on the
appearances of self and other are learned from a society with visually
dominated phenomenological attitudes. Rooted in visuality and space,
the paper argues that a spatial mapping between self and other
explains neoliberal monologization and reduction of indeterminacy.

Main Conclusions: The paper posits that resistance must occur at
the same semiotic and perceptual level. Such reframing allows
individuals to host internal polyphony, tolerate identity's indeterminacy,
and recognize the self as a permeable, co-authored process. This
internal practice is theorized as the foundational semiotic competence
required to disrupt transactional logics and to re-imagine
intersubjective relations, including those with marginalized others, on
the basis of care and pluralistic recognition, thereby redeeming the
complexity of meaning-making from neoliberal reduction.
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Making Sense of Bodily Activity:
From Prenatal Movement to
Spontaneous Dancing

Piotr Konderak
Maria Curie-Sktodowska University Lublin

I. Introduction

In my presentation, | address the prenatal roots of embodied activity of
dancers by interpreting available empirical observations of foetal
movements (Piontelli 2015). These movements, as | claim, prefigure the
experiential structures found in spontaneous dance. My considerations
are motivated by lived experiences of spontaneous movement in
emotionally charged contexts.

Il. Phenomenology of dancing

| take Sheets-Johnstone's phenomenological analyses of movement
and dance (1999; 2015) as my starting point. Specifically, | focus on
spontaneous dancing treated as an instance of embodied cognition.
Phenomenal presence of dance is characterized by the four dimensions:
temporality, spatiality, intensity and manner. These dimensions reflect
ekstatic (Sheets-Johnstone 2015) nature of consciousness-body of a
dancer. In particular, it means that the dancer is implicitly aware of past-
present-future synthesis in an act of dancing and implicitly aware of
where the body has been, where it is, and where it is about to be in
space. These dimensions seem also to be sedimented upon body
schema of the dancer.

I1l. Foetal roots

| intend to argue that the adult dancer’s spatial and temporal horizon of
movement can be interpreted as a refined continuation of the foetal
horizon first emerging in the womb through moving, touching,
resisting, anticipating.

Specifically, | will argue that the development of foetal movements
(general movements, startles, tactile explorations, among others) can be
seen as a process of emergence of ekstatic activity. More specifically,
they can be seen as roots of spatial ekstasis giving rise to here/there,
near/far, contact/distance distinctions. These movements can also be
interpreted as roots of temporal ekstasis, giving rise to proto-retentions
and proto-protentions. To put it differently, foetal acting body develops
to carry traces of what has been (retentions) and becomes oriented
toward what is about to come (protentions).
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Finally, I will argue that also body schema forms developmentally:
it emerges out of movements that are practiced, habituated and
ultimately become pre-reflective during prenatal period (Lymer 2011)

IV. Back to dancing

What an adult does in acts of spontaneous dancing, can be seen as a
continuation of proto-ekstatic temporality and spatiality rooted in
prenatal bodily life. Spontaneous dance, as | see it, far from being pure
invention, is the unfolding of sedimented past experiences and
projected possibilities.
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Constraining Multimodality in
Usage-Based Linguistic Theories

Daiya Kuryu
KU Leuven

Jordan Zlatev
Lund University

Usage-based linguistic theories, such as Construction Grammar (e.g.,
Hilpert 2019), have increasingly incorporated non-linguistic features like
gestures that occur in utterances. Discussions have centered on
whether there are “multimodal constructions” (Zima and Bergs 2017) -
gestalt-like units consisting of multiple form components from more
than one semiotic system paired with conventionalized meanings. Such
multimodal, or rather polysemiotic (Zlatev et al. 2023), constructions as
gestalts are contrasted with what Uhrig (2021) calls “crossmodal
collostructions,” roughly understood as associations between
expressions from different semiotic systems.

Our first argument draws on the criterion for identifying
polysemiotic constructions proposed by Kuryu and Lelandais
(submitted). While recent usage-based studies (e.g., Zima 2017; Uhrig
2021) tend to treat combinations of linguistic expressions and gestures
as lying on a continuum from weak to strong associations, Kuryu and
Lelandais (submitted) argue that there is a qualitative leap from mere
associations to holistic units like polysemiotic constructions. On this
view, the gestalt-like nature of the latter is warranted only when there
are semantic motivations for positing it — namely, when gestural
components add qualitative contributions to meaning. We illustrate
this by reviewing work on polysemiotic deictics (this + pointing gesture;
Ningelgen and Auer 2017), the conventionalized ironic expression tell
me about it (Lehmann 2024), and the combination of over and over and
cyclic gestures (giving rise to the idiomatic construal of ITERATION-AS-
CYCLE; Kuryu and Lelandais submitted).

Otherwise - when gestural components contribute only
guantitatively — combinations of linguistic expressions and gestures are
better understood as polysemiotic associations, given the distinct
properties of each semiotic system (McNeill 1992; Zlatev et al. 2023).
However, a problem arises in the Construction Grammar toolkit for
addressing associations across semiotic systems, namely in crossmodal
collostructions. By defining “collostructions” as “the combination of two
constructions on arbitrary levels of representation that occur
significantly more frequently together than expected” (Uhrig 2021: 257,
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emphasis added), Uhrig (and other construction grammarians, e.g.,
Nikiforidou and Fried 2025) assumes that non-linguistic expressions are
also constructions. Yet constructions are, by definition, conventionalized
expression—-meaning pairings that constitute knowledge of language
(Hilpert 2019: 2).

From the perspective of a gestural continuum of
conventionalization (Muller 2018), only emblems can be posited as
constructions due to their fixed form and word-like meaning - the
language-like property. By contrast, spontaneous gestures are tokens
rather than types; they do not instantiate pre-existing schemas (i.e,,
constructions). Recurrent gestures (Ladewig 2014) are partially
conventionalized, but they are schematic in nature, allowing variation
on both the expression and meaning sides. Schematic linguistic
constructions (e.g, argument structure constructions) allow
paradigmatic variation, but the syntagmatic relations among their parts
are determined by semantic roles and do not vary across tokens (e.g.,
AGENT-VERB-RECIPIENT-THEME order for ditransitive constructions). Such
paradigmatic and syntagmatic analysis does not apply to schematic
gestural representations (i.e., recurrent gestures), and therefore the
label “construction” should not be attributed to them. Therefore, we
argue that linguistic knowledge (i.e, construct-i-con) and gestural
knowledge are separated (except for polysemiotic constructions and
emblems) but closely associated, and both are subsumed under the
totality of commmunicative knowledge (Figure 1).

Totality of
communicative knowledge

Construct-i-con
(linguistic knowledge

polysemiotic associations
(NOT crossmodal collostructions!)

polysemiotic
constructions

V/a
spontaneous gestures /ecurrent gestures /emblems

7
Gestural knowledge

Figure 1. Totality of communicative knowledge
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Diachrony Without Time:
Synchrony, Interpretation, and
Emergent Temporality in Large
Language Model Systems

David Kuszmar
University of Arizona

Large Language Model Systems (LLMs) are frequently described as
exhibiting learning, memory, or temporal development across
deployments and updates. Such descriptions implicitly attribute
diachronic properties to the models themselves. This paper asks
whether diachrony can be meaningfully located within LLMs when
examined through a semiotic framework, or whether such temporality
is misattributed to systems that remain fundamentally synchronous in
structure and operation. Drawing on Saussure’s distinction between
synchrony and diachrony, supplemented by Peircean interpretant
theory as developed within contemporary cognitive semiotics, the
paper argues that diachrony in LLM systems is not an intrinsic
computational property of the models. Instead, diachrony emerges
from sustained human-model interaction, in which human users and
institutions supply interpretants and impose evolutionary selection
pressures through practices such as reinforcement learning, fine-
tuning, policy enforcement, and iterative deployment.

The model itself remains a synchronous sign system, repeatedly
collapsing externally generated diachronic structures into static
relations among signifiers at each frozen training state.
Methodologically, the analysis is analytical and abductive, combining
semiotic theory with empirical observations derived from prolonged
interaction with deployed LLM systems. These observations include
changes in model behavior across versions, the effects of guardrail
revisions, and the persistence of structurally similar failure modes
despite successive interventions. Rather than treating these
phenomena as evidence of internal temporal continuity, the paper
interprets them as products of human-mediated diachrony acting upon
a system that lacks intrinsic temporal awareness. The central conclusion
is that LLMs exhibit a form of pseudo-diachrony: a temporality that is
socially real and operationally consequential, yet computationally
absent within the model itself.

Misattributing diachrony to the model obscures the actual locus of
meaning-making, which remains distributed across human interpretive
communities, institutional practices, and technical infrastructures. This

176



misattribution also helps explain why localized technical interventions,
such as guardrails or content filters, repeatedly fail to stabilize meaning
over time. By clarifying where diachrony properly resides in human-LLM
systems, the paper contributes to broader discussions of indeterminacy
of meaning, responsibility, and epistemic stability in contemporary
cognitive-semiotic contexts. It argues that understanding LLMs as
fundamentally synchronous sign systems embedded within human
diachronic processes is essential for accurately theorizing their behavior
and societal impact.
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Sign-within-Sign Structures: Micro-
Resemiotization and the
(In)determinacy of Meaning

Larysa Makaruk
The National University of Ostroh Academy

Monomodal graphemes and lexemes, as meaning-making semiotic
units, have traditionally been conceptualised within dominant classical
paradigms (Peirce, 1995; Morris, 1946; Lotman, 2010). They have fixed
boundaries, a relative degree of autonomy, and system-based
properties. Contemporary multimodal graphemes and lexemes, which
embody graphic form, visual design, and linguistic content, are
increasingly challenging this view as they undergo partial or complete
reconfiguration. Although they retain their linguistic identity, they are
acquiring additional features as their expressive capacity increases. This
opens up the prospect of developing semiotic analysis which fully
embraces multimodality (Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996; Jewitt, 2014).

Transformations involving multimodal lexemes give rise to the
sign-within-sign phenomenon, in which meaning emerges through
layered semiotic embedding based on visual codes. The concept rests
on the fact that lexemes become multimodal when, alongside the
classical graphemes, at least one sign of a non-verbal nature is
incorporated, such as a number, a pictogram, a mathematical symbol, a
punctuation mark; or when at least one special graphic effect is
employed, such as font or colour variation; typographic modification
(strikethrough, highlighting, underlining, or hyphenating); framing;
circling; and decoration.

A specifically selected corpus from contemporary English-
language digital mass media sources was used for this study, which is
based on multimodal semiotic analysis, drawing on social and cognitive
semiotics and combining systemic/functional, distributional, social
semiotic and comparative approaches (Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996;
Jewitt, 2014). Distributional analysis enables examination of the
environments of signs and their combinations. Social semiotics focuses
on the processes of meaning construction, modality compatibility, and
the social goals of communication according to the context. The
comparative approach is used to identify both common and discrete
parameters in the multimodal constructions which are analysed.

Building on the understanding of embedded semiosis, which
facilitates the complete exposition of the capacities of signs, this study
is guided by the approach that meaning emerges when signs are
embedded within other signs, and by how this embedding contributes
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to the (in)determinacy of meaning-making processes. At the same time,
it can be argued that the ontological and cognitive status of these
embedded signs has been insufficiently studied, particularly with
regard to how meaning is cognitively processed when a sign
simultaneously functions as a single unit and as part of another sign.
Against this background, the proposed study addresses what can be
described as micro-resemiotization, which is currently outside the focus
of classical semiotics and multimodal studies. However, the
phenomenon of resemiotization (ledema, 2003) has been established,
focusing on transitions across discourses and media. Ultimately, this
research highlights the innovative potential of semiotic analysis,
emphasising that contemporary language practices are increasingly
hybrid, interactive, and multimodal.
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Theoretical and Developmental
Relationships between Deixis and
Reference

Lorraine McCune
Rutgers University, USA

Research Question: Can a developmental relationship between deixis
and reference be demonstrated? Theoretical framework Contemporary
linguistic analysis relies on semantics, syntax, and pragmatics as primary
divisions of language (e.g., Morris, 1938, Stapleton, 2017), with deixis an
aspect of pragmatics. Garvin prefers Buhler's field theory, as “rather
neglected in linguistic discussions of the past half century ... but having
a powerful influence on my own thinking” (Garvin, 1994). For Buhler
(1934/2011) ‘language’ includes the distinct fields of pointing (deixis), and
the symbolic field (naming) which continually interact in language
behavior, thus applying the figure-ground relation of Gestalt psychology
to language. The origin of the deictic field is the “here, now, |" situation,
anchoring an utterance and designating potential spatial and temporal
change from this origin.

Piaget (1954) includes the child’s recognition of the self in relation
to spatial and temporal change as diagnostic of mental representation.
Lyons (1977/1991) proposed deixis (the targeting system of language
(Talmy, 2017) as a source of reference, that is “the ability to use language
denoting objects and events.” (Zlatev & McCune 2014 p. 16). Lyons
constructed an artificial language showing that two-word utterances
testified in its corpora could be accounted for by deictic priority and
matched typical children’s observed two-word utterance types (e.g.,
Bowerman, 1973). The pointing gesture is recognized as critically related
to language acquisition (Colonessi et al. (2010). Children’s development
from the initial pointing gesture through a period transition to single
words supports the priority of deixis, but | am unaware of previous work
linking deixis and reference in this way.

This hypothesis cannot be ‘proved’, but evidence will be presented
as a basis for further study. Finger pointing is recognized as the source
of deixis (e.g., Buhler, 1934/2011; Lyons,1977/ 1991). By pointing without
evidence of communicative intent a child specifies an object of
conscious awareness. Both location and identity are included. This
allows adults to potentially share this interest, and possibly add
language, facilitating the child’s transition to reference. Vihman &
McCune (1994) identified referential words (including names and
dynamic event words) primarily by consistency of phonetic form and
use. Bruner (1982) identified generalized referential capacity in the onset
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of children’s asking for names (e.g., forms of ‘What’s that?’) as indicating
the child’s conscious recognition that entities have names. Initiation of
such ‘formats’ for naming demonstrates children’s participation in a
‘concrete speech event’ where both speaker and recipient share
awareness of their dialogic relationship (BUhler,1934/2011) .

Methodology Theoretical analysis and data from 6 case studies (9-
24 months) will address deictic and symbolic communication from
pointing for self, through the use of names, to initiation of naming
‘formats’ as described by Bruner (1982). Main Conclusions Children
differed in emphasis on verbal versus nonverbal deixis and in the timing
of the transition to reference. Participation in formats predicted a sharp
increase in production of names and onset of grammatical productions.
Consideration of sequential deictic and symbolic development and their
eventual integration yield valuable developmental insights. The
presentation will conclude with discussion of the deixis/naming
transition.
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The Semiotics of Social Rhythm:
Emergent Narrative Structure in
Chimpanzee (Pan troglodytes)
Dyadic Interaction

Timothy McGowan
University of Strathclyde, UK

Yuko Hattori
Kyoto University, Japan

Jonathan Delafield-Butt
University of Strathclyde, UK

Narrative is often treated as a distinctively human linguistic or symbolic
construct. This study investigates whether narrative may instead be
understood as a pre-linguistic mode of intersubjective meaning-
making grounded in embodied interaction in other primates.
Specifically, we ask whether chimpanzee dyadic exchanges exhibit a
structured temporal organisation — a narrative arc — characterised by
patterned fluctuations in affective arousal, spatial proximity, and vocal
signalling. Our goal is to determine whether these interactions follow a
recurrent temporal pattern (introduction, development, climax, and
resolution) independent of human language.

The study integrates phenomenological accounts  of
intersubjectivity and narrative theory with primatological observation,
moving beyond purely representational accounts of narrative toward an
embodied, temporally structured model of semiosis. Drawing on the
concept of narrative envelopes of affective meaning, interaction is
conceptualised as rhythmic co-regulation rather than signal
transmission. Narrative, in this view, is not primarily symbolic but
emerges from the dynamic modulation of tension, proximity, and affect
within the dyad. This framework positions narrative as a foundational
semiotic architecture potentially continuous across species.

Data were collected at the Center for the Evolutionary Origins of
Human Behaviour, University of Kyoto, from a well-documented
mother-son chimpanzee dyad (Ai and Ayumu). Across five months, 31
voluntary interaction sessions were recorded using synchronised multi-
camera video and high-fidelity audio. A subset of interaction episodes
was systematically coded using the BORIS observational platform. Three
dimensions were analysed: affective arousal (5-point scale ranging from
low movement to high-intensity physical engagement and
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vocalisation), spatial proximity (5-point scale from distal positioning to
full physical contact), and vocal signalling (second-by-second coding of
species-typical calls). Temporal trajectories were visualised and
examined using mixed-effects modelling to assess patterned change
across interaction time and the dynamic relationships among arousal,
proximity, and vocalisation.

Preliminary analyses indicate that chimpanzee dyadic interactions
display a temporal organisation characterised by rising and falling
arousal, coordinated shifts in proximity, and clustered vocal signalling
during high-intensity phases. Interactions typically begin with low-
intensity orientation, progress toward heightened affective intensity
and closer engagement, reach a peak of coordinated arousal and vocal
activity, and transition into a de-escalatory phase marked by spatial
modulation. Vocalisations appear to function as dynamic regulators of
interactional tension rather than isolated signals, contributing to the
shaping of the interaction's temporal contour. These findings lend
support to the hypothesis that narrative structure may be rooted in
embodied co-regulation rather than symbolic language. By exploring
temporally organised narrative patterning in chimpanzee interaction,
the study contributes to debates in cognitive semiotics concerning the
evolutionary continuity of narrative capacity and the embodied
foundations of meaning-making, highlighting how structured forms
emerge from dynamically indeterminate interaction.
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An Agentive Classification of
Artifacts: A Theoretical
Contribution to Enhanced Agency

Juan Mendoza-Collazos
Universidad Nacional de Colombia

Drawing on research from a forthcoming paper, this presentation
proposes a shift in artifact classification, moving away from traditional
functionalist or cognitivist frameworks toward an agentive approach
centered on the specific actions performed by human agents (Nifo,
2015). Grounded in cognitive semiotics, this perspective posits that
cognition is not localized within neural structures but is coextensive
with living beings' capacity for action. Within this framework, meaning
(not agency) is viewed as an emergent property of the agent's dynamic
engagement with its environment rather than a pre-existing internal
representation (Mendoza-Collazos, 2020; cf. Malafouris, 2013). Any
classification incorporates the epistemic interest of the person creating
it, reflecting an epistemic, theoretical, or pragmatic project that
proposes a model for explaining the world (Khalidi, 2013, cited by
Preston). Consequently, this chapter adopts an agentive approach that
seeks to clarify the notion of artifact so that it is explanatory and
applicable, especially in the field of design semiotics. The proposed
typology resolves categorical ambiguities, such as the divide between
cognitive and pragmatic artifacts (Trybulec, 2018), by arguing that
meaning-making is grounded in lived perception, situatedness, and the
embodied and material commitments of cognition (Burnett &
Gallagher, 2020; Malafouris, 2013).

A central point for the classification of artifacts is the concept of
Enhanced Agency: the incorporation of artifacts to enhance the
capability to act (Mendoza-Collazos, 2024). Incorporation denotes the
prosthetic addition of artifacts to facilitate the realization of human
actions. A primary example is the creation of footwear, which enables
the user to traverse long distances while protecting the soles of the feet,
thereby extending the agent's reach. The incorporation of artifacts is a
continuous process that spans generations within an evolutionary
continuum. Enhanced agency manifests in two primary ways: it may
provide a temporary boost to the capacity to act during the specific use
of a tool — leaving the body's innate agency intact — or it may involve
permanent integration, such as medical prostheses or implants. In the
latter case, the agent's original capacities are fundamentally
restructured (Pielli & Zlatev, 2020; cf. Nifo, 2015).
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Therefore, | argue that enhanced agency is a distinctive trait of
human beings. This proposition highlights the role of artifacts in human
evolution, drawing upon an engagement with authors such as Ihde &
Malafouris (2019), Leroi-Gourhan (1943), and Ingold (2013). Consequently,
the notion of Enhanced Agency emphasizes the capacity to design
artifacts — rather than merely fabricating objects — as a defining
feature acquired over the course of human evolution (cf. Ihde &

Malafouris, 2019).
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The 'Indeterminacy’ of
Commonsense Causality in
Generative Al Models

Martina Miliani
University of Pisa

Alessandro Lenci
University of Pisa

The impressive linguistic fluency of Generative Al models, known as
Large Language Models (LLMs), has reignited debates regarding
Artificial General Intelligence (AGI), specifically concerning their
capacity for causal reasoning. As a hallmark of human cognition,
causality has become the focus of numerous studies investigating
whether these models can truly detect and interpret causal relations.
Causality is a fundamental semiotic scaffolding that grounds human
existence. It serves as a mechanism for reading and structuring the
world, allowing agents to navigate complex narratives, predict
outcomes, and formulate policies. While causality has been variously
defined across physics (process theories), philosophy (counterfactuals),
and mathematics (probability), the most difficult phenomenon to
interpret remains commonsense causality.

This form of reasoning is inextricably bound to context, temporal
sensitivity, and the inherent indeterminacy of everyday experience.
From a computational linguistics perspective, causality emerges as a
complex phenomenon where syntax, semantics, and pragmatics
intersect. Although LLMs appear to generalize key aspects of linguistic
structure, they model meaning primarily through distributional
patterns. We show that causality is no exception. Since LLMs treat it as
a closed probability problem, optimizing for the most likely token
continuation, they often struggle to distinguish between temporal
succession and causal consequence, remaining highly sensitive to the
order in which events are presented. To expose this limitation,
employing stimuli presented in both iconic (cause-to-effect) and anti-
iconic (effect-to-cause) orders is crucial for disentangling true causal
comprehension from statistical artifacts.

LLMs often successfully predict an effect given a cause simply
because human narratives naturally unfold chronologically in the
training data, heavily skewing distributional frequencies. However,
genuine causal understanding requires bidirectional inference, whereas
LLMs remain highly sensitive to presentation order, revealing that their
performance relies on surface-level sequential patterns rather than an
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underlying semantic model of causality. Acknowledging that humans
also frequently rely on shallow heuristics to construct knowledge, the
proposed analyses focus on the extent to which LLMs can model and
distinguish causal and temporal relations in a human-like manner. To
achieve this, model outputs are compared with human judgments,
collected from native English speakers via crowdsourcing. Furthermore,
recent research has identified a significant discrepancy between the
latent linguistic competence of these models, as evaluated by measures
based on token generation probabilities, and their performance,
measured by the accuracy of their responses elicited through standard
prompting (i.e., instructions in natural language).

The analyses presented here demonstrate, in line with the
literature, that standard prompting tends to underestimate the models’
actual linguistic knowledge, a discrepancy that is particularly
pronounced in smaller models. By quantifying the behavior of LLMs, this
work provides an overview of how LLMs fail to capture the
"indeterminacy" of commonsense causality, which is instead smoothed
over by probabilistic distribution, offering new insights into the
boundaries of meaning in artificial systems.
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Indeterminacy in Intersemiotic
Translation with Generative Al: A
Cognitive-Semiotic Approach to
Meaning-Making

Rodrigo Morais
Universidade Europeia Lisboa

The growing diffusion of generative artificial intelligence systems
capable of producing images from textual prompts (e.g., ChatGPT +
Firefly) introduces a new terrain for cognitive semiotics, where human
sign interpretation and machine-based pattern production intersect in
novel, indeterminate ways. This paper addresses the research question:
how does meaning emerge through intersemiotic translation in
human-Al interaction, and in what sense does the resulting semiosis
reveal forms of indeterminacy characteristic of collective cognition?
Approaching meaning-making not as a fixed mapping between sign
and referent, but as an emergent, negotiated and culturally situated
process, the study investigates how semantic vagueness, subjective
interpretation, and symbolic sedimentation operate when text
descriptions are transformed into images by generative models and
reinterpreted by human users. The theoretical framework integrates
Peircean semiotics, Distributed and Collective Cognition, Cognitive
Linguistics and Embodied/Phenomenological approaches within
Cognitive Semiotics. Drawing on contributions from Charles Sanders
Peirce, Lucia Santaella, Winfried N6éth and contemporary enactivist
perspectives, the argument situates meaning as a biocultural process of
inference, rooted in perception and imaginative projection, yet
mediated by socio-technical artefacts (in this case, Al systems
functioning as semiotic technologies).

Methodologically, the research adopts a mixed qualitative-
guantitative design involving reverse prompt engineering sessions with
design students, textual and visual corpus analysis, and semiotic coding
of generated images. Participants describe an object conceptually,
generate Al images, and subsequently reinterpret those images to
articulate perceived meaning shifts. The study examines: (1) the degrees
of indeterminacy between prompt intention and visual output; (2) how
cultural repertoires shape the inferential chain; (3) how the interaction
produces collective meaning loops that neither human nor machine
fully determine. This methodological approach treats the Al system not
as a meaning-maker per se, but as a catalyst of abductive reasoning,
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amplifying vagueness, metaphorical drift, and unexpected semiosic
outcomes.

Preliminary conclusions indicate that generative Al evidences a
distinct form of indeterminate co-semiosis, where signification unfolds
through distributed inference, with meaning emerging between
human intentionality, machine pattern-probability structures, and
cultural memory encoded in training data. Rather than linear
translation, the process reveals continuous negotiation, marked by
ambiguity, creative deviation, and vague potentiality. These findings
advance cognitive semiotics by proposing that Al systems reveal, rather
than resolve, the intrinsic openness of semiosis, foregrounding the
interplay between embodiment, social sedimentation, and
technological mediation. The paper ultimately argues that intersemiotic
translation via Al functions as a living laboratory for studying how
meaning proliferates across heterogeneous substrates (text-image-
concept) and how cognitive semiotics may frame this proliferation as a
site of biocultural evolution, collective imagination, and new semiotic
ecologies.
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From Suspicion to Settled Uptake:
Agentive Semiotics and the
Regulation of Epistemic Stances in
Clinical Inquiry

Edinson Douglas Nifio Ochoa
University of Bogota

In many semiotic settings, a content may be used, transmitted, and
acted upon well before it is regarded as settled. | take that familiar
asymmetry between actionability and settlement as a privileged locus
of the (in)determinacy of meaning: what is at stake is not only what a
sign indicates, but the stance under which its indicative force is taken
up — cautiously, provisionally, or as a basis for binding consequences.
The guiding question is therefore: by what mechanisms do abductively
generated interpretations move from exploratory uptake to stabilized
commitment, and how do these mechanisms differ when inquiry occurs
in a single agent versus within an institutional or collective practice?

The framework is Agentive Semiotics (AS). In AS, meaning is
generated and regulated within an agentive system: an agent operates
under an agenda whose closure conditions specify resource
requirements, time constraints, and standards of fulfillment.
Determinacy is not presupposed; it is produced through stance-
regulation under standards that are often embodied, routinized, and
socially reinforced. These standards operate as embodied agentive
habits shaping attention, admissibility, and uptake.

The proposal advances an explicit architecture of epistemic stances
that distinguishes pursuit-worthiness from commit-worthiness.
Abductive outputs are treated as candidates that can reorganize
attention and action without being granted full closure. To capture this,
| distinguish endorsement from commitment. Endorsement is a
controlled readiness to treat a content as sufficiently grounded to guide
selective action under a given agenda; commitment is the stronger
uptake that licenses reliance on consequences and stabilizes the
content as a basis for further reasoning and decision. The transition from
endorsement to commitment is typically mediated by inductive
constraints and by satisfaction of agenda-relative standards; thus,
indeterminacy is not a defect but a functional buffer against premature
closure.

Methodologically, the argument combines conceptual
reconstruction with a canonical case: Ignaz Semmelweis's work on
puerperal fever. In agentive-semiotic terms, the initial sign-complex is a
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patterned discrepancy in mortality across wards, functioning as an
irritant that re-specifies the agenda (from routine obstetric
management to causal identification and risk control). Abductive search
recruits available resources (comparative ward statistics, procedural
variation, autopsy-to-ward workflows) and proposes a candidate
antecedent (cadaveric contamination transferred by clinicians' hands).
The hypothesis is not merely representational: it is operationally indexed
to an intervention (hand disinfection with chlorinated solutions), so its
meaning is enacted as a new standard of fulfilment for the clinical
agenda ('safe contact' becomes a regulative constraint on practice). The
subsequent drop in mortality provides inductive pressure toward
upgrade; yet the passage from local endorsement to collective
commitment is filtered by institutional norms, professional identity, and
entrenched embodied routines, which can delay stabilization even
when the hypothesis remains action-guiding and repeatedly successful.

The conclusion is that meaning-determinacy in inquiry is best
modeled as a regulated sequence of stance transitions — from
abductive candidate, to endorsed pursuit, to committed uptake, and
finally to intersubjectively shareable stabilization — where the final step
depends as much on habit-governed standards as on individual
cognition.
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Joint Commitment without Plural
Subjects: Agentive Systems, Joint
Agendas, and the (In)determinacy
of Social Meaning

Edinson Douglas Nifio Ochoa
University of Bogota

Social ontology often explains acting together either through joint
commitment (Gilbert's plural subject 'espousing a goal as a body') or
through collective intentionality (Tuomela, Searle), i.e., genuinely shared
intentional states with a common 'aboutness'. Both approaches capture
the normative dimension of cooperation, but both leave a residue of
theoretical indeterminacy. In Gilbert's case, 'goal' and 'as a body' remain
under-analysed; in the intentionality-based case, the relation between
individual and collective aboutness tends to become non-reductive in a
way that is difficult to constrain. The question, then, is what minimal
structure explains joint commitment and joint-directedness without
postulating plural subjects or irreducible collective aboutness.

This paper proposes an alternative framed in Agentive Semiotics,
where the basic explanatory relation is not subject/object but
agent/agenda. An agenda is not merely a goal; it is a type of result
specified by its fulfillment conditions: the resources it demands relative
to what agents can offer, the time horizon of performance, and the
standards that determine what counts as satisfactory progress. On this
view, social meaning is approached as meaning in action: what is jointly
meant is what is jointly done and regulated under shared standards of
fulfillment.

The central claim is that joint commitment can be derived from the
chiasmatic structure of joint agendas (proposal/acceptance and
expectation/accountability). Proposal/acceptance establishes a unified
target with differentiated contributions, while simultaneously
generating mutual expectations regarding what each party is to do.
Those expectations are the binding element: they suffice to explain
accountability, complaint, and obligation without positing a plural
agent. Conversely, what is often called 'collective intentionality' is
redescribed as coordinated satisfaction-conditions for a joint agenda: a
joint task may be completed by one party, yet still fail as a joint agenda
because the non-performing party did not supply the expected
resources. Joint agendas are thus not reducible to individual agendas,
even though they are realizable only through individual contributions.
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Methodologically, the proposal is a conceptual reconstruction
constrained by phenomenological description and by two empirical
literatures. Phenomenologically, joint action is lived as a field of
reciprocal expectation and accountability; this functions as a descriptive
constraint on what a theory of joint commitment must explain.
Developmentally, the emergence of joint attention around nine months
is best understood, following Tomasello, as the establishment of a
cooperative stance that fixes a shared locus of attention and extends to
joint intention and action, thereby instituting increasingly stable
reciprocal expectations. Neuroscientifically, hyperscanning studies of
cooperation often report increased inter-brain coupling, and in some
paradigms inter-brain synchrony; this yields an empirical correlate
consistent with expectation-guided coordination, while requiring
controls against common input and task-structure effects.

The main conclusion is that joint commitment is neither a
metaphysical plural agency nor a shared mental object, but a normative
stabilization of expectations under shared standards of fulfillment. Thus,
'collective' meaning is stabilized by expectation-regulated standards
rather than by positing a plural subject. The (in)determinacy of social
meaning is thereby regulated, not eliminated, by joint agendas:
standards of fulfillment may be negotiated in interaction, yet they can
also sediment into socially enforced norms that project beyond current
participants to potential ones, providing a bridge from early dyadic
cooperation to the norm-governed 'social world' typically entered
around age three.
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Phenomenological Meaning as a
Principle of Form: from the
Semiotic Function to the Meaning
Function

Nunzi Luigi
Sapienza University of Rome

Sonesson (2012) deals mainly with the use of the phenomenological
method to identify a minimal common feature in the experience of
signs in the lifeworld. This common feature is described as emerging
within the structure of perception, which allows for a particular relation
of reference between something present but non-thematic and
something absent but thematic. In the specific case of linguistic signs,
the Husserlian Expressions, Byrne (2018), following the thesis presented
by Drummond (2003), argues that their defining feature is that they are
structured in accordance with a grammatical system which directly
mirrors the semantic structure of the signified state of affairs. The former
account addresses the semiotic function of signs, and the latter
emphasizes their representative function. While these characterizations
of (phenomenological) meaning are legitimate there is another crucial
feature that must be accounted for in continuity with the first two:
meaning as a principle of form. Husserl (1908) claimed that the
experience of purely symbolic meaningful expressions involves the
evidence of a categorial form, of an empty structure, in which (non-
mental) semantic units are retained only as indexes of possible
meanings and therein receive a peculiar arrangement. This claim, while
explicitly recognized by Bar-Hillel (1957) as an influence on Carnap’s
Logical Syntax (1934), brings Husserl closer to the structural tradition, in
particular to the methodological structuralisms of Hjelmslev (Hjelmslev
1953; Aurora 2016; Aurora, Flack 2016). Phenomenological meaning, as
argued by Holenstein (1976), is not an undefined primitive entity but a
structured whole which displays a complex system of relations and
dependencies with the specific function of organizing cognitive
materials by subsuming them under forms, thus combining and
transforming them according to rules in a very similar way to Chomsky
(1957). This totality constituted by the propositional meanings of
expressions cannot be analysed by recourse to perception, or any other
intuitive means. Instead, it requires a specific method that Husserl calls
mathematization (Mathematisierung), consisting in a procedure to
convert determinate linguistic meanings into a mathematical manifold,
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that is, a set of elements — the proposition’s constituents — with
syntactic operations defined upon those elements.

The aim of this contribution is to reconcile the experience of
meaning with its structural formal correlate within a phenomenological
framework. The main conclusion is that Husserl conceives a continuity
between these three dimensions and senses of meaning, therefore
connecting formalist instances with the experience of the lifeworld.

In order to achieve this task, the analysis will draw mainly from
series of lectures given by Husserl on the specific theme of meaning, in
particular the lessons from summer semester 1908, the Vorlesungen
Uber Bedeutungslehre, and those from winter semester of 1917/18, the
Vorlesungen Uber Logik und Erkenntnistheorie.
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Between Apocalyptic and Techno-
Integrated

Claudio Paolucci
University of Bologna

The recent emergence of language-capable machines able to pass the
Turing test (ChatGPT, Claude, Bard, etc.) represents such an epochal
turning point that the most evident tendency in contemporary culture
is to deny it. Perhaps the most iconic formulation advanced in recent
years by those who take this position and deny that generative Artificial
Intelligence is the first non-animal endowed with language is that of
Bender and colleagues (2021), who, at a foundational conference in 2021,
defined ChatGPT as “a stochastic parrot.” The reality is that recent
generative Al represents precisely that turning point in the history of
humankind capable of revealing what the human being has been since
the very origins of its evolution. Starting from the constitutive weakness
of Homo sapiens, linked to the conquest of upright posture and to the
birth of a constitutively premature offspring, we will retrace our
continuous and progressive tendency to delegate to the environment a
whole series of cognitive activities that we previously carried out within
our brain and our biological body.

Identifying the possession of logos as the very essence of the
human being finally allows us to call into question many assumptions
taken for granted, at the very moment when logos and “thinking
through discourse” no longer appear to be an exclusive prerogative of
the human animal. In the same way, generative Al also enables us to
guestion a number of positions that currently dominate the debate on
artificial intelligence, such as those that separate effective action from
intelligence (Floridi) while at the same time linking personal
understanding to meaning (Searle). It is the cyborg form that must be
considered if one wishes to move beyond the opposition between
human beings and machines, and the consequent polarization of the
contemporary debate between apocalyptic positions and techno-
integrated positions.
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Distributed Cognitive
Sense-Making in an Antimafia
Memorial: Moving Shared Memory
Practices into Intertextual
Spatiality

Paul Sambre
University of Leuven

Objective - This study investigates how shared memory, or “memoria
condivisa” (Demaria & Violi, 2023), is enacted spatially, materially, and
intertextually within an Antimafia memorial, focusing on activists as
intermedial and intertextual guides. It goes beyond internal cognition
by reimagining the Berkeley FrameNet Memory frame (Boas, 2025;
Fillmore, 1976) and introducing Memorial_Space, Material_Anchor, and
Collective_Cognizer as key elements. The central question asks how
spatial design, material anchors, and intertextual inscriptions construct
shared memory as a distributed cognitive phenomenon. Rooted in the
ltalian context of IACS6, this work engages with Italian cognitive
semiotic literature and multimodal linguistic research on repurposed
mafia assets.

Theory - The theoretical framework combines blending theory
(Fauconnier & Turner, 2002), frame semantics (Caiani, 2023), distributed
cognition, and Italian interpretive cognitive semiotics of memory
(Cerami, 2009; Paolucci, 2020). It reconceptualizes FrameNet's Memory
and Remembering experience frames (Lenci et al, n.d.) through
spatiality, demonstrating that memorial environments provide locative,
material, and enunciative features that shape commemoration. The
architecture and room sequence of a reclaimed mafia-owned building,
as well as emotionally charged walls and objects, influence visitor
experience and interpretation(Benyon, 2014).

The memorial, a cognitive ecology (Hutchins, 2014) connects
people, artifacts, inscriptions, and spatial organization. Meaning arises
from the interplay of spatial-material prompts and intertextual-
narrative markers, as a conceptual blend with spatio-temporal
compression. Cognitive engagements such as walking, gesturing, and
orienting are vital in visitor meaning-making. Ouanalysis shows how
participants synthesize and communicate practices of shared memory.

Drawing on enactive semiotics (Paolucci, 2021) and shared memory
theories, the memorial is read as a relational text of interconnected
inscriptions, testimonials, and spatial movements. Demaria’s “memoria
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condivisa” frames collective memory (Marrone & Migliore, 2022) as a
distributed activity, while intertextual groupings (e.g., handwritten
notes on victim photos) evoke social networks that ground
intersubjectivity in specific narratives(Galofaro, 2022). Violi's theory of
trauma sites (Mazzucchelli, 2023; Violi, 2022) is central, viewing memorial
spaces as dispositifs that reactivate trauma through embodied, spatial
storytelling, guiding visitors and fostering ethical mnemonic
engagement.

Methodology - This cognitive ethnography comprises: (@) a video-
recorded activist interview transcribed with Microsoft Copilot 365 Word,;
(b) fieldnotes tracking bodily movement, gesture, and deictic reference;
(c) photographic documentation of artifacts (marked photos, plaques);
and (d) analytical methods combining frame-semantic modeling,
intertextual analysis, and distributed cognition to reconstruct memory
practices among diverse participants.

Conclusions - This study maps form-meaning relationships in a social
Antimafia memorial, deepening understanding of collective memory
through counterframing, and emphasizing material-spatial, embodied
and intertextual practice over individual narrative alone. Two brief cases
from video/audio exemplify this: first, the memorial's white walls,
contrasted with traditional omerta’s dark drapery, transform the space
from private mourning to outspoken collective education and trauma-
sharing; second, annotated family photos act as intertextual anchors,
stabilizing memory both materially and textually, enabling
intergenerational encounters. The spatial progression guides visitors,
especially youth, along an open, distributed narrative where movement,
material features, and intertextual signals co-construct meaning (Violi,
2012a). In conclusion, the Antimafia memorial emerges as a spatialized,
cognitive-semiotic instrument for fostering collective remembrance
through intertextual and intermedial spatiality and material anchors.
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Your Experience Is a Problem:
Moving Beyond Solipsistic Views of
Intersubjectivity through
Neurodiversity

Esther Sampson
York University, Canada

While cognitive semiotics and related fields embrace the concept of the
embodied mind (such as Varela, Thompson & Rosch 1992), there still
seem to be limiting views when it comes to the diversity of experiences
and the possible variety of valid meanings. Paramount amongst this is
the view that neurodiverse experiences are lacking, delayed, challenged,
or missing when it comes to intersubjectivity (examples of this can be
seen throughout Zlatev et al. 2008). This paper argues that these views
are the result of solipsistic embodied experiences on the part of a
majority, leading to false ideas in the determinacy of meaning within
intersubjective experience and the resulting ideas that both
neurodiverse as well as other species are lacking in intersubjective
meaning making processes.

This paper pulls mainly from Husserl’'s views on intersubjectivity
and the illusion of objectivity (1977 [1931]), Abram’s (1996) thoughts on
multiple forms of experience, and neurodiversity-affirming ideas from
the field of Neurodiversity Studies to support a broader understanding
of embodied experiences and resulting intersubjective meaning
sharing. By pushing the idea of what constitutes valid intersubjective
meaning making beyond the experiences of the majority to encompass
all human experiences, ideas of intersubjective meaning making can
become more accurate and can support understandings of non-human
intersubjective  meaning making. How are current views of
intersubjectivity limited in Cognitive Semiotics? How can ideas in
Neurodiversity  improve/correct these views toward better
understanding? How can a better understanding of human
intersubjectivity possibly lead to a better understanding of instances of
non-human intersubjectivity?
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The (In)determinacy of the Heart:
Bridging Macro-Social Norms and
Micro-Individual Perceptions in
Balkan Languages

Gina Scarpete Walters
Arizona State University

This paper explores the tension between structured linguistic systems
and the fluid, subjective experience of meaning-making. By
synthesizing the macro perspective of Saussure's collective langue and
Sapir's linguistic relativity with the micro dynamics of Vygotsky's social-
to-individual internalization and Eugenio Coseriu's habla (individual
creative speech, which constitutes the foundation for linguistic
innovation and metaphorical creation), | argue that meaning is an
emergent process of biocultural evolution (i.e., a complex phenomenon
that arose naturally when our biology and our culture started feeding
into each other). While Saussure provides the structural baseline,
Coseriu's (1958/1978) focus on the historicity of language and the
individual's creative activity (energeia) allows us to see how meaning is
fragmented by personal perception and experience (or 'sentiment/,
recently highlighted by Diodato, 2025).

The study adopts a mixed-method approach (synchronic, cross-
linguistic, and cross-cultural) to examine the concept of the heart in
Albanian (ALB), Modern Greek (MGR), and Romanian (RON). Data were
triangulated from 34 dictionaries, linguistic corpora, and primary
surveys conducted in each language to capture both the codified 'norm'
and the subjective 'usage'. Analysis was conducted at the lexical-
structural, pragmatic, and conceptual levels, specifically using
Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) to map how these languages
conceptualize internal states.

The analysis of 2,095 heart-related formations reveals a fascinating
dialectic between shared cultural metaphors and individual variation. At
the macro level, all three languages demonstrate complete agreement
on the primary emotions associated with the heart: compassion,
psychological pain, fear, and love. However, the micro-determinacy of
meaning becomes evident in the language-specific productivity of
semantic domains. For instance, RON uniquely emphasizes the heart
through the domain of FIRE, while ALB shows greater variety in the
domain of DESTROY.

Pragmatically, while 'honesty' and 'kindness' are universal character
traits across the dataset, the fragmentation of meaning appears in how
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specific cultures pair these traits: ALB and MGR share 'generosity’,
whereas MGR and RON prioritize 'devotion'. These variations suggest
that while the 'heart' serves as a universal cognitive anchor, its specific
meaning is constantly reshaped by the 'historical situatedness' and
'lived perception' of the individual speaker.

The study concludes that meaning is not a static deposit within a
community but a 'constitutive openness', stretching its limits and
adapting continually. The data from ALB, MGR, and RON suggest that
the heart is a site where nature and culture intersect. By moving beyond
reductionism, we see that the (in)determinacy of meaning arises
because every individual projects their unique personal experiences
onto the collective linguistic scaffolding. This highlights the necessity of
a transdisciplinary cognitive approach that accounts for both the
stability of the sign and the unpredictability of the subject (as put forth
by Zlatev 2017, cf. Faur 2021 and Diodato 2021).
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Metaphoricity and meaning
making in social cognition.

Reframing in metaphors of

sustainability

Zsusanna Schnell
University of Pécs, Hungary

Background: We approach from a philosophical perspective on
cognition by applying the cognitive science of metaphor, Conceptual
Metaphor Theory (CMT) that penetrates language philosophy. We
investigate metaphorical processes of meaning construction and
examine how conceptualizations of climate change and sustainability
can hinder or bring on social change. Culture and nature thus interact
and yield a social answer.

Discourse can be an important tool for tackling challenges
through conceptualizations, and importantly via the reframing of such
conceptualizations. In this, metaphors, semiotics and anchoring
meaning between domains can be crucial. We therefore examine
meaning making processes in nature and culture, combining social
cognition and problems of social change.

Theoretical framework: Metaphors can be a powerful
communicative device for discussing the impact of social problems and
can shape people's understanding of the issue at hand. Based on
conceptual metaphor theory and its recent developments, this talk
presents metaphor as a framing device that influences how we perceive
complex issues such as climate change.

Research question: Metaphors, with their two main domains serve
as models for understanding, thus provide a framework for
conceptualization. By highlighting certain properties of the source
domain (e.g. war or competition), conceptual metaphors can shape the
way we conceptualize the target domain (social problem at hand, e.g.
Pandemic, Climate change). Such reframing offers reconceptualizations
that can be crucial in bringing on social change.

Reframing is thus defined as a conceptual change, a new
perspective that has been integrated into the mindset, a novel
conceptualization along the lines of the domains and correspondences
widely known from CMT.
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Methodology: We examine frequently used metaphors for climate
change and the covid pandemic, and investigate their visualization,
along with some predominant conceptualizations like war and
competition (race) for each, and confront it with enlightenment and
sustain metaphor with reframed and thus potentially more positive
conceptualizations. By deconstructing the given conceptual metaphor,
we map its correspondences and then decipher the highlighted
property with which we identify the conceptual model (ICM) that forms
the basis for the conceptual metaphor.

Results: Authors conclude that the SUSTAIN metaphor is more
effective in conceptualizing climate change, and the ENLIGHTENMENT
conceptual metaphor to encourage collaboration. Such reframing
focuses on sustaining the Earth and the ecosystem, rather than
overcoming an enemy or competing in a race. This can shift the focus to
long-term sustainability and the interdependence of all living
organisms, which is in line with the complex and interconnected nature
of the climate crisis.

Main conclusion: Conceptual metaphors carry an important social
function through their power of social representation in society's
cognition. Conceptual metaphors and cognitive linguistics therefore,
have a lot to offer in order to bring on social change by carrying the
potential of transforming conceptualizations, reframing internal mental
models, leading to reconceptualizations, novel approaches and
perspectives yielding new solutions in problem solving due to
analogical inferences primed and highlighted by visual metaphors in
social discourse.
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Narrative Structure of Non-WEIRD
Stories and What It Tells Us about
Ancestral Storytelling

Marta Sibierska, Monika Boruta, Jarostaw Hetman, Zuzanna
Kalemba, Darja Stryho, Maria Trif, Wiktoria Umiejewska & Antoni
Zyndul

Nicolaus Copernicus University of Torun

Telling stories is a non-negotiable human universal (e.g., Boyd, 2009). In
recent years, we have withessed an increasing interest in its
evolutionary past, especially in the context of the evolution of cognition
and communication (e.g., Adornetti et al, 2023; Ferretti et al, 2022).
However, there is at least one significant shortcoming in the available
research on ancestral storytelling: many scholars assume a change from
the state of 'no stories' to myths and other more complex forms, with no
stages in between (e.g., Donald, 1991, 2002; Collins, 2013). Here, we are
interested in 'protostories' — hypothetical predecessors of present-day
stories — how they could have been structured and what they could
have been about. In order to provide insight into that, we analyse stories
from non-WEIRD societies (Henrich et al, 2010), which are arguably
more conservative compared to stories shared in WEIRD societies in the
sense that they are still centred first and foremost around group
behaviour coordination and information donation on social
expectations, norms, and rules (Biesele, 1993; Smith, 2010; Smith et al,,
2017). Hence, they can serve as a proxy for protostories (cf. Peoples et al,,
2016 for an analogous reconstruction of religious beliefs).

In this study, we ran a qualitative analysis of the narrative structure
of over 200 stories from different non-WEIRD societies (e.g., the Agta,
the Batek, the Ju'/Hoansi, the Tlingit) collected from the eHRAF World
Cultures database and anthropological sources spanning from the
1920s to 2000s. Using MAXQDA software, we rated the stories for three
nodes corresponding to the main building blocks of stories: characters,
setting, and time (e.g., Ryan, 2007). As the analysis showed, in spite of
the thematic heterogeneity, these stories share the same structural
characteristics. For instance, there are rarely more than three characters
in a story; displaced settings (e.g., 'the land over the hill') tend to be
conceptualised as big, while non-displaced settings (e.g., 'our village')
tend to be conceptualised as small; the temporal framing, which is said
to be the quintessence of storytelling in WEIRD traditions (e.g., Abbott,
2007; Currie, 2007), here is marginal.

We discuss these results in relation to present-day storytelling and
the expressive potential of commmunicative systems that could have
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been available before the emergence of fully-fledged language, that is
pantomime and pictures, adding on what we already know about the
evolutionary trajectory of storytelling. We also use this occasion to
showcase how essential it is for the humanities, including disciplines
such as cognitive semiotics, language evolution or evolutionary literary
studies, to go beyond studying material collected solely from WEIRD
societies.
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Determinants of Interviewer
Success in Telephone Surveying

Petr Skvor
Palacky University Olomouc

CATI (Computer-Assisted Telephone Interviewing) operators are rarely
selected for their positions through a rigorous assessment process,
which may lead to differences in job performance. This study focuses on
the operator's ability to recruit respondents, framing the initial phase of
the call as a structured narrative sequence M-A-S (Manipulation — Action
— Sanction) as introduced in Greimas (1971) and revisited in Sbisa (2023).
In this framework, the interviewer acts as a Destinator attempting to
induce modal competence (willingness to participate) in the
respondent.

Although research on measuring employee performance has been
conducted in many fields, little attention has been paid to the
performance of CATI operators. The aim of this research is not only to
assess operators' success rates but also to identify key factors in their
vocal expression — such as tempo, loudness, intonation range, or timbre
— which function as a set of semiotic resources within the Gricean
Maxima of Manner. In the absence of visual cues, these paralinguistic
features, grounded in Poyatos's (1993) classification, are critical for the
respondent's mental representation of the question's pragmatic
purpose. They directly influence the illocutionary force of the initial
speech acts, facilitating the transition from epistemic uncertainty to the
uptake of the communication contract.

The study frames CATI interactions as communicative situations
characterized by a high degree of indeterminacy of meaning, arising
from limited shared context, absence of visual cues, and rapid, low-
information exchanges. Respondents must assess the operator's
trustworthiness, credibility, and intentions under conditions of
epistemic uncertainty while relying on pragmatic inference, contextual
information, and the paralinguistic qualities of the operator's
utterances. These paralinguistic features constitute the primary focus of
the research and are conceptualized as semiotic resources that
constrain and partially stabilize meaning by guiding the respondent's
inferential processes. The operator's task, in turn, is to guide the
respondent's inference process through directive speech acts (Searle
1969), so as to increase the respondent's willingness to engage in
cooperative interaction.

The data were provided by STEM/MARK, a Prague-based Czech
company conducting market and sociological research via telephone
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surveys. The dataset consists of 50 call recordings per operator from the
same time period and the same survey, conducted exclusively with first-
time respondents in order to minimise potential bias. The sample
includes 38 operators with comparable levels of experience. The analysis
employs correlation and linear regression to measure the impact of
subjective self-evaluation, expert ratings, and paralinguistic markers on
the acquisition rate. The general hypothesis is that specific
characteristics of operators' vocal expression significantly influence their
success in acquiring respondents.
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Beyond Surface Structure:
Reassessing Multimodal Metaphor
Taxonomies in Advertising through
a Meaning-Oriented Analysis

Vlado Susac
University of Zadar (Croatia)

Research on visual and multimodal metaphor in advertising has
largely relied on structural taxonomies such as juxtaposition/
comparison, fusion/hybrid, and replacement/contextual (Forceville;
Phillips & McQuarrie). While these classifications provide useful
descriptive tools for identifying formal patterns of pictorial expression,
they tend to conflate surface structure with conceptual organization
and metaphorical targeting. In advertising discourse, however, the
primary metaphorical target is typically not the visually depicted entity
itself, but rather the product, service, brand, or an associated abstract
property (e.g. performance, quality, identity, values), which is often
accessed metonymically. The present paper aims to critically reassess
the explanatory adequacy of prevailing multimodal metaphor
taxonomies by foregrounding the distinction between visual surface
structure and conceptual-pragmatic target domains. Using a
gualitative, corpus-based analysis of selected advertisements from the
VisMet and other corpora available, the study examines cases in which
the visually represented “target” functions primarily as a metonymic
access point, while the actual metaphorical target is an abstract
attribute or brand-related meaning.

The study addresses the following research questions:

(1) To what extent do existing surface-structure-based taxonomies
adequately capture the conceptual and pragmatic targets of metaphor
in advertising?

(2) How frequently does metonymy mediate metaphorical
Mmappings in selected advertisements, and what role does it play in
establishing the effective target domain?

(3) What implications does this have for the distinction between
monomodal and multimodal metaphor, when target domains are
implicit, abstract, or pragmatically inferred rather than explicitly
represented in a particular mode?

Methodologically, the paper combines close qualitative analysis
with systematic reannotation of a selected subset of VisMet and other
selected entries, focusing on (a) modal realization, (b) rhetorical-visual
structure (juxtaposition, fusion, replacement), and (c) conceptual-

208



pragmatic target identification. On this basis, the paper proposes a
multi-level analytical framework that separates formal surface structure
from meaning-oriented metaphorical targeting. The proposed
framework aims to provide a theoretically more consistent account of
multimodal metaphor in advertising by integrating metonymy and
pragmatic targeting into the analysis, and by critically reassessing the
role of modality as a primary classificatory criterion.
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Neurodivergent Umwelt: An
Ecosemiotic Approach to
Neurodiversity

Luca Tateo
University of Oslo

The contribution develops the theoretical concept of neurodivergent
umwelt by asking a simple and revolutionary research question: how is
the environment experienced and constructed by neurodivergent
people? Through a cross-fertilizing dialogue between ecosemiotics,
phenomenological and semiotic cultural psychology, we aim to develop
a deep understanding of neurodivergent umwelt and about how
neurodivergent persons experience the world, find solutions to practical
and existential problems. This will upturn the current approach of
“including” neurodivergent persons into a neurotypical environment, by
starting to explore without prejudices the world as constructed by non-
neurotypical. The idea is to understand neurodiversity through the lens
of ecosemiotics. Ecosystems are based on diversity, while the current
integrative approach to neurodiversity tends towards the reduction of
diversity and the view of neurodiversity always as a disorder.

From an ecological point of view, instead, the appearance of new
entities is always an element that is slowly integrated into a
reconfigured ecosystem. Even what is considered a disease has an
ecosystemic function, within certain parameters it will contribute to the
cultivation of ecodiversity. This is the same message neurodiverse
community is sending to the neurotypical society: we are not sick; we
have a different way of experiencing the world. What can neurotypical
society learn from this? Applying a biosemiotic perspective to the
description and understanding of the neurodivergent lifeworld as a
specific type of Umwelt, we use the concept of modeling to describe
how a person constructs an isomorphism between the external and
internal worlds based on semiotic processes.

In this way, we advance the hypothesis of the existence of
neurotypical Umwelten and neurodivergent Umwelten that construct
different models of the world, which require a system of intersemiotic
translation. The sense of mutual estrangement that neurotypical and
neurodivergent people experience when interacting would therefore be
the result of the encounter between Umwelten, different ways of
modeling, which, while sharing the same space-time, do not necessarily
carve out the same piece of the lived world. How can we connect
radically different experiences of the world? How can we build a shared
understanding based on two different ways of relating to semiotic
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objects present in the environment? Different people relate to their
significant environments by selectively noticing and interacting with
different portions of the environment they may physically share (for
example, a school classroom).
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Upright Without Origin: Humanoid
Bipedalism and the Indeterminacy
of the Human Sign

Sahar Te
Toronto Metropolitan University

This paper investigates how bipedal humanoid robots may produce a
distinctive indeterminacy of meaning by simulating one of humanity's
oldest embodied sign structures: upright posture. In human evolution
and culture, bipedalism is not merely a mechanical adaptation, but a
condition through which the human body becomes legible as a
semiotic category: an orienting, acting, facing, and agentive body.
Anthropological and cognitive-semiotic research links upright posture
to visual orientation, manual freedom, gesture, and altered body-world
relations (Filler & Pillbeam 2007, DeSilva 2021, Pelkey 2017, 2018, 2024).
These bodily conditions also make verticality available as a semiotic
resource, shaping oppositions such as up/down, high/low, and
elevated/lowered, through which value, activity, consciousness, and
agency can be spatially organised (Pelkey 2017, 2018, 2024). When
machines adopt this same posture, they take on the semiotic markers
historically associated with living human bodies, introducing a new
agent into the biocultural space without the evolutionary or experiential
grounding that once stabilised the meaning of the human bodly.

| ask how meaning-making, agency perception, and intersubjective
experience shift when upright posture and human walking are
instantiated in artificial agents. Drawing on cognitive semiotics,
biosemiotics, predictive processing, phenomenology, and Al ethics, the
study argues that humanoid robots function as powerful iconic sign
vehicles: their structural and kinematic similarity to human bodies
activates entrenched interpretive habits in observers. Meaning is not
generated by the machine itself but arises through human
interpretants who attribute agency, intention, and subjectivity on the
basis of embodied resemblance. This process of iconic activation
simultaneously destabilises the embodied basis of meaning when
perceptual expectations fail to align with non-biological motion and
artificial ontology. This configuration produces a structural
indeterminacy in which embodied signs no longer reliably stabilise the
category of the human.

Saygin and colleagues’ predictive coding study (2012) suggests that
observers experience increased prediction error when an agent’s visual
form appears human-like while its movement lacks expected biological
regularity. This conflict can produce uncertainty regarding category
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membership: the observer cannot fully resolve whether the agent
belongs to the human class or the machine class. Such uncertainty may
be understood as one mechanism of the Uncanny Valley and
exemplifies the indeterminate semiosis introduced above, where
embodied signs fail to converge on a single stable interpretation.

Phenomenological accounts of intersubjectivity emphasise that
recognising another subject depends on the lived body and shared
sensorimotor ground. The humanoid robot triggers the perceptual
expectation of a co-subject through its upright posture, forward gaze,
and coordinated movements. Yet this expectation remains unstable
because the robot does not participate in the lived experience (corps
vécu) that normally grounds intersubjective resonance (Merleau-Ponty
1962). The human observer experiences a split between the intentional
stance (treating the robot as if it has a mind) and the recognition that
no such mind may exist. This produces a disturbance in the semiotic
stability of the self-other distinction and reveals how deeply embodied
signs structure human meaning.

Stuart Russell's work on Al alignment and Anil K. Seth's account of
biological naturalism both complicate the assumption that human-like
embodiment is necessary for intelligence, while also showing how
artificial systems may distort human interpretations of agency (Russell
2020; Seth 2025). This paper extends the argument: when the
foundational sign of personhood is reproduced artificially, the semiotic
contract that once linked body, agency, and value becomes unstable.
Although humanoid robots may provide benefits for collaborative tasks
or care environments, the primary impact lies in the transformation of
biocultural semiosis. A body that was once a reliable sign of subjectivity
becomes a site of ambiguous agency. From a biosemiotic perspective,
this instability matters because signs do not operate as neutral
information, but as relations within living, embodied, and situated
worlds.

The study concludes that upright humanoid robots do not merely
simulate human bodies. They intervene in the semiotic system through
which humans recognise agency, negotiate meaning, and construct the
category of the self. The result is a new form of indeterminate meaning
where biological and artificial lifeworlds collide.
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Making Sense of Metacognitive
Artifacts

Marcin Trybulec
Maria Curie-Sktodowska University Lublin

Zuzanna Rucininska
Maria Curie-Sktodowska University Lublin

Aleksandra Kowalewska
Maria Curie-Sktodowska University Lublin

The aim of the paper is to conceptualize a distinct class of cognitive
tools, which we dub metacognitive artifacts. Despite their relevance for
understanding second-order cognition, artifacts of this kind have not
yet been systematically examined. We argue that metacognitive
artifacts operate according to principles that differ essentially from
those governing standard cognitive artifacts. While we remain
sympathetic to embodied and distributed frameworks, for the sake of
our argument we apply standard understanding of cognition and
metacognition as information processing triggered by external stimuli.
Our analysis is grounded in the standard view on cognition, though our
findings may point toward a more distributed approach.

The paper proceeds in three steps. First, we propose a working
conceptualization of metacognitive artifacts and show that it fills a
conceptual gap within Distributed Cognition (Giardino, 2025; Hutchins,
1999; Norman, 1991). Second, to provide empirical support for our
conceptual framework, we draw on research in cognitive semiotics by
Kristian Tylén et al. (2009, 2016) that demonstrates how people make
sense of unusual configurations of objects and how they activate brain
areas associated with language processing. Third, we present results
from our own study examining the use of unusual typeface (Sans
Forgetica) as a metacognitive artifact that facilitates reflective thinking
in solving the Cognitive Reflection Test.

Cognitive artifacts are usually understood as modifying an agent's
physical or symbolic environment in ways that promote fluent
information processing (Giardino, 2025, Mendoza-Collazos, 2025;
Norman, 1991). They support cognition by simplifying task structure and
enabling smooth interaction with the external environment. A
paradigmatic example is the design of intuitive user interfaces, which
enable seamless user-technology coordination, thereby reducing the
need for reflective control. We challenge the assumption that cognitive
artifacts necessarily promote cognitive fluency. Specifically, this
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assumption does not generalize to the domain of metacognition. In
tasks requiring metacognition, the very features that make an artifact
effective for first-order cognition may undermine reflective thinking
(Alter et al, 2007; Alter & Oppenheimer, 2009; Stanovich, 2011). We
therefore defend the claim that, in certain contexts, metacognitive
functions are better supported by artifacts that disrupt fluent
processing, thereby eliciting reflective monitoring, increasing cognitive
effort, and fostering resistance to intuitive responses.

To support this claim, we draw on research by Tylén et al. (2009,
2016) demonstrating how people make sense of unusual configurations
of objects. Compared to ordinary arrangements, atypical configurations
are experienced as meaningful and activate brain areas associated with
language processing. Such configurations disrupt fluency and increase
cognitive effort. Tylén's (2009) findings suggest that unexpected object
arrangements function as metacognitive artifacts by inducing
disfluency that stimulates linguistic interpretation and reflection.
Finally, we present results from our study replicating experiments by
Alter et al. (2007), showing that impaired fluency can activate reflective
processing and reduce intuitive, heuristic responses. We employ the
Cognitive Reflection Test-Long (Frederick, 2005; Primi et al, 2016)
printed in three typefaces: Myriad Web Pro, Didot (slightly disfluent),
and Sans Forgetica (highly disfluent). We hypothesize that Sans
Forgetica may prove useful as a metacognitive artifact due to
disruptions in processing fluency it generates. These findings would
support the claim that unusual typefaces, by disrupting fluency, can
function as a metacognitive artifact.
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Towards a Pathological Model of
Mind: Revisiting Thure von
Uexkiill's Notion of the Symptom

Benediktas Vachninas
Vilnius University

In the history of modern semiotics, the category of the symptom has
frequently been marginalized or reduced to general sign categories.
Charles S. Peirce linked the symptom to the category of an index, thus
including it within the class of “natural” signs. This view has been
criticised from the field of cultural semiotics: authors such as Umberto
Eco and Roland Barthes assert that the relation between symptom and
disease is established by medical discourse; moreover, scholars in
semiotic anthropology (e.g. Kathryn V. Staiano) argue that the symptom
is a result of a particular cultural system.

This paper focuses on UexklUll's notion of the symptom that makes
it possible to reconsider the problematic relation between indexicality
and symbolicity. Considering symptoms of diseases (e.g. diabetes),
Uexkull describes them in terms of “images” (Bild) or “scales” of semiosis:
(@) mechanistic, psychological, psychosomatic (Uexkull 1982); (b) cellular,
organ, organism-social scale (Uexkull 1984); (c) vegetative, animal,
human (Uexkull 1986); (d) iconic, indexical, symbolic (Uexkull 1999).

The primary problem addressed in this paper is the lack of a unified
semiotic model for the symptom within UexklUll's heterogenous corpus.
Across his works (1982-1999), Uexkull proposes various levels of
semiosis—ranging from cellular and vegetative levels to organismic and
social scales. This variety raises two central questions: firstly, can these
evolving models of semiosis be synthesized into a coherent model of the
symptom; secondly, if we view indexicality and symbolicity not as static
categories, but as levels of semiosis, can the symptom itself be
understood as a distinctive form of mind that is irreducible to either
indexical or symbolic relations?

This paper conducts a comparative review of Uexkull's texts on
medical semiotics in order to reveal the originality of the Uexkullian
model of the symptom in relation to mind. The paper gives three main
conclusions: (1) Uexkull's varying models of levels can be coherently
reinterpreted by relating them to the Peircean categories of Firstness,
Secondness, and Thirdness; (2) the symptom considered in relation to
different levels of semiosis, should not be viewed as a specific type of
sign (either an index or a symbol) but rather as a specific sign function
that mediates between different strata of life; (3) within the Uexkullian
framework, the notions of pathology and health should be understood
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not only as specific conditions of life that is formed by a certain
paradigm of medicine, but also as a unique form of mind; by
interpreting the Uexkullian model of the symptom as a "form of mind,"
this paper opens new possibilities for understanding how meaning-
making is inextricably linked to life processes.
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Meaning/knowledge-foundation. A
Wider Triangulation. The Human
Sciences Tradition, Integral
Linguistics & Cognitive Semiotics

Floarea Virban
CEA CAPA Florence, Accademia Europea di Firenze & CET Academic
Programs

Main premise: Re-made recently topical in cognitive semiotics, the
issue of meaning-making is, however, not new; a fact acknowledged by
cognitive semiotics itself, hence also its openness towards inter-/multi-
/trans-disciplinary approaches.

Finality: | discuss the double foundation of meaning/knowledge, as
declined in three leading paradigms: the broad philosophical human
sciences tradition (with a focus on Vico and Husserl [and his disciples:
Pos and Merleau-Ponty]), (integral) linguistics (Coseriu), and cognitive
semiotics (Sonesson, Zlatev, Diodato, Gensini, etc). In particular, |
guestion whether and how these paradigms address the issue of the so-
called original foundation, and whether this concerns a pre-verbal level.
Relevant research has been conducted within/across these thinking
paradigms. However, so far, the picture is still fragmented and
incomplete. Developing and deepening some points discussed in
recent projects (Virban 2025a,b,c), | make an attempt to put all these
paradigms in dialogue and suggest a wider triangulation.

Brief explanandum: Initiator of the human sciences tradition, Vico
defines a new type of knowledge-foundation, as different from those in
natural and exact sciences and informed by the verum-factum principle
and ingenium (1965[1709], 1948[1744], 1988[1710]). He highlights the
primary perception, as well as the role of language. Husserl seeks for a
rigorous (re-)foundation of knowledge, poses the question of its origins,
set forth the essential role of eidetic intuition and the need to align
theory with experience (1911, 1939[1936]; cf. his entire work and
developments by his disciples: Pos 1949, Merleau-Ponty 19513,b,c).

Positioning himself within a broad thinking tradition, shaped by
Vico, Husserl and other thinkers (Aristotle, Hegel, Humboldt, Cassirer,
etc), Coseriu poses similar questions about a particular object,
language, and field of knowledge, [integral] linguistics (1954, 1955-
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56[1957], 1956, 2000[1990], etc.). Yet, his model transcends linguistics,
having a broad epistemological value.

A much younger field of studies, cognitive semiotics is both
narrowing down and widening up the issue: it seeks a more precise
delimitation, while integrating non-verbal and non-human aspects.
Moreover, there is a growing openness towards other thinking
traditions, including cognitive science, linguistics, Husserlian
phenomenology, Vico's thought, philosophy more generally, etc.
(Sonesson 2021, 2023, 2026[forthcoming]; Zlatev 2011, 2025; Blomberg
2019; Faur 2021; Faur/Zlatev 2025; Diodato 2021, 2025; Gensini 2004;
Trabant 2013[1994], etc.).

Approach/methodology: dialogic stance, trans-disciplinary
perspective.

Concluding: All paradigms question the meaning/knowledge-
foundation but with different finalities and from different perspectives.
Despite the “imperative” of distinguishing between different areas of
knowledge and the need of determining a rigorous meaning-making
model, all three paradigms never lost sight of the unity of knowledge. It
follows that there is an open-ended determinacy [an inherent degree of
indeterminacy], in terms of both meaning-making and knowledge-
foundation. Thus, | not only re-state with Husserl that “monads have
windows" (1973a: 473; cf. Zahavi 2011, Kern 20193, Virban 2022, Zlatev
2025), but also remind that all paradigms (must) have doors and keep
them wide open. Ultimately, | show that there is a broad margin to
consolidate the dialogue between the research traditions under
scrutiny and that a thorough model of understanding for
meaning/knowledge-foundation requires a dialogic stance and a trans-
disciplinary perspective.
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The Semiotics of Authoritarianism

Stéphanie Walsh Matthews
Toronto Metropolitan University

In defining what is biosemiotics, Wendy Wheeler establishes the
important relationship between life and meaning. In so doing, she
asserts that communication, as an example, cannot be perceived as
mechanical. Narratives, the human construct that carries and organizes
the signs of communication, reflect the architecture of the mind. As
stated by Wise, “Narrative is what structures the relevant content of
consciousness and gives order and direction to conscious experience
that might otherwise be a jumble of messages from the subsystems of
the brain” (Wise, 2018) and, as Badio notes, narrative is “a complex and
elusive category of cognition, culture, communication and language.”
(Badio, 2020). Drafted out of the complex evolutionary adaptation,
narratives are therefore the mind'’s structure. As noted by Fuentes, “The
human capacity to imagine, to be creative, to hope and dream, to infuse
the world with meaning(s), to share those meanings with others, and to
cast our aspiration far and wide, limited neither by personal experience
nor material reality, is one of the key factors enabling our lineage to
develop a distinctively human niche that has proven remarkably
successful, in an evolutionary sense” (Fuentes, 2013).

Noting these critical elements, the social cohesion born out of the
narrativized world can be analyzed accordingly. As such, this
presentation investigates the role of authoritarianism within the human
story. Where, why and how does it begin? What purpose does it serve?
How is it manifested? What purpose does it serve in cultural change? Is
Authoritarianism a byproduct of the remnants the purely biological, or
a manifestation of the structures afforded to us by the hierarchies of
culture as elucidated by our narratives?

By engaging with an analysis of the evolution of authoritarianism,
including, but not limited to, an evaluation of its current embodiment,
the role of nature and ecological systems, signification and limitations
of regimes on culture, etc. will provide the foundations for possible
future studies via the structures of narratives. These studies’ would aim
at defining authoritarianism’s effect on cognition and culture, and how
narratives further perpetuate their tenacity.
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Analyzing Chinese Cartoons on
Environmental Issues: A Cognitive
Semiotic Approach to Metaphor,
Metonymy and Synecdoche

Di Wu
Independent Researcher

Jordan Zlatev
Lund University

Much attention has been paid to the figures of metaphor and
metonymy in the field of cognitive linguistics in the past decades, also
proposing a number of different ‘'identification procedures' for
establishing particular expressions of these figures. However, the
'‘conceptual turn' in the field, according to which these are underlying
mental processes, has made it very hard to identify actual metaphors
and, especially, metonymies in actual verbal or non-verbal texts (Brdar-
Szabd & Brdar 2022). This is even more so when moving beyond the
semiotic system of language to media and genres like advertisements,
cartoons and film, crucially involving the semiotic system of depiction.
On the other hand, since metaphor and metonymy — as well as
synecdoche, which also needs to be considered — are closely
interpenetrating phenomena, any efficient identification procedure for
these figures should account for their interactions.

Semiotics helps redress this situation by emphasizing that
metaphor and metonymy are above all signs, with expressions in one
semiotic system or another, and thus not only something mental.
Further, with the help of cognitive semiotics, we apply a methodology
with a high degree of translation validity, i.e., the mapping between
theoretical constructs and operational definitions (e.g., Zlatev &
Moskaluk 2022). Following the theoretical definition of metaphor and
metonymy proposed by Zlatev (2024), and extending it to synecdoche,
we propose a novel identification procedure for the three figures, and
the interaction between them, and test this by applying it to a sample
of Chinese cartoons on the topic of environment and pollution.

Data were collected from the 'Environment' section of China Daily's
cartoon website from 2023 to February 18, 2025. Of the 118 images
initially retrieved, 13 were excluded (those containing multiple pictures
or dialogues in one cartoon), as the study focuses on single-image
depictions where depiction is the dominant sign system. The final
dataset (N=105) was classified into four types: (a) images only, (b) images
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with conventional symbols, (c) images with words (with/without
symbols), and (d) images with full verbal sentences.

The results showed that our identification procedure for pictorial
metaphor, metonymy, and synecdoche was reliable, and with good
translation validity. Further, the analysis led to a number of findings: (a)
The most common figures were metaphor and metonymy, with much
fewer cases of synecdoche; (b) most images involved two or more
different figures and were thus polyfigural; (c) of these, the most
common combination was metaphor and metonymy; (d) metaphors
often constructed chains and interacted with metonymies; (e)
metonymies also constructed chains, while (f) synecdoche interacted
least with the other two figures. We discuss these findings and their
implications for a cognitive semiotic theory of figurativity.
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The Algorithmic Muse: Human and
Al-Generated Resemiotization of
Poetry into Visual Art

Mimouna Zitouni

Alanoud Alghanem

Asmaa Elmarzouky

Ines Moatamri

Princess Nourah bint Abdulrahman University, Riyadh, Saudi Arabia

Recent years have witnessed an expeditious transformation of Artificial
Intelligence (Al) from a technical tool into a creative partner, reshaping
traditional forms of artistic expression. In this context, and in celebration
of World Poetry Day (April 2025), this paper examines the Poetry Verse-
to-Canvas Translation Project, an interdisciplinary initiative exploring
how poetic texts are visually reinterpreted by both human artists and Al
systems. Three professional poets participated in the initiative, each
contributing an original text in Arabic, French and English. The texts
were, then, translated into visual artworks through two parallel
processes: student-produced manual paintings and diffusion-based Al-
generated images guided by poet-crafted prompts. The study adopts a
gualitative, interpretivist intersemiotic framework grounded in
Jakobson’s theory of intersemiotic translation and Kress and van
Leeuwen’'s multimodal semiotics, complemented by Barthes' and
Peirce's semiotic models. The comparative analysis is conducted across
three criteria: (1) visual semiotic features (color, composition,
symbolism), (2) degree of metaphorical and thematic correspondence,
and (3) affective and interpretive fidelity, further enriched by
hermeneutic analysis of poets’ reflective interviews. Findings reveal a
consistent divergence between human and Al visualizations. Al systems
demonstrate high proficiency in denotative retrieval, accurately
rendering concrete imagery and structural elements of the poems,
particularly when the source text is descriptively explicit. However, they
tend to literalize metaphor and underperform in capturing connotative
depth, emotional nuance, and cultural specificity. In contrast, human
artists privilege interpretive transformation over literal fidelity,
producing visually less exact but more symbolically layered and
affectively resonant works. The results suggest that intersemiotic
translation operates as a spectrum: Al functions as a semantic visualizer,
while human participants act as interpretive co-authors who re-embody
poetic meaning. Situated at the intersection of digital humanities,
translation studies, and computational creativity, this study argues that
Al's role in artistic production is best understood as assistive and
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mediating rather than autonomous, highlighting the complementary
interplay between algorithmic precision and human imaginative depth.
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Meaning through Smell: A
Rehabilitation Experiment

Irene Brandizzi, Nadia Albertini & Annapaola Montini
Universita Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, Milan

Background: Perception, understood as the integration of sensory
inputs, plays a crucial role in semantic processing and language
production. In cognitive-linguistic rehabilitation, particularly in speech
and language therapy, visual and auditory channels are most commonly
used, whereas olfaction is rarely considered. However, recent research
has highlighted the relationship between sensory processing, semantic
knowledge, and brain networks, as well as the potential role of olfactory
stimulation in cognitive and rehabilitative contexts (Vance et al.,, 2023;
Fatuzzo et al, 2023; Mydlikowska-Smigdérska et al., 2022). From a
semiotic perspective, olfactory stimuli offer a particularly interesting
case, as they evoke meanings that are often rich and immediate, while
engaging different pathways of commmunicative expression.

Objective: This exploratory pilot study aimed to investigate the
possibility of using olfactory stimulation to facilitate semantic access in
speech therapy rehabilitation in patients with neurocognitive disorders.

Methods: A specific rehabilitation protocol was developed using 20
easily identifiable everyday odors (e.g., coffee, lemon, vinegar, soap,
gasoline, soil), selected from different semantic categories (food,
personal care, solvents, plants, and other everyday substances). A
corresponding image database was created, including sets with high
and low semantic differentiation. The protocol was administered to a
small and heterogeneous sample of 10 patients (3 ischemic stroke; 6
dementia, including Alzheimer's disease and primary progressive
aphasia; 1 traumatic brain injury). Given the exploratory nature of the
study, patients’ responses were analyzed qualitatively, taking into
account individual clinical profiles.

Results: Following olfactory stimulation, all patients showed
increased communicative initiative and improved access to semantic
representations, as reflected in an enhanced ability to describe odors
and, in several cases, retrieve the corresponding lexical labels. Patients
with discourse organization difficulties benefited from the structured
protocol, showing improvements in both content and syntactic
organization. In neurodegenerative conditions, olfactory cues also
elicited episodic memory recall. In stroke patients, odor recognition was
often more immediate, enhancing engagement and compliance with
the task. Olfactory stimulation provided additional input to the semantic
system, supporting lexical retrieval when verbal labels were fragile, and
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promoting the reactivation of semantic networks through its evocative
power.

Among the patients, there was a spontaneous, recurrent, and
shared use of synesthesia to describe odors, as if, in the absence of the
corresponding verbal label, language still sought a way to express the
sensory experience through words belonging to other perceptual
channels.

Conclusions: The experiment highlighted new ideas for
rehabilitation through smell in the areas of vocabulary, syntax, memory,
mood, and communication. The evocative power of smell may be
greater than its potential for verbalization: this is where the patient’s
communicative challenge lies, supported by the semantics of “smells,”
which are able to connect the meanings of what is perceived. These
findings support the hypothesis that olfactory stimulation can be
integrated into speech therapy rehabilitation as an additional channel
of semantic access.
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The Acquisition of Spanish Change-
of-State Verb Constructions by
Czech Learners

Rosalia Calle Bocanegra
Palacky University, Olomuc

Spanish change-of-state verbs, which involve a change on an entity in
an event — such as quedarse ‘to stay, to remain’, ponerse ‘to put oneself’,
volverse ‘to turn oneself, hacerse ‘to make oneself' and convertirse (en)
‘to convert oneself (into)’ — are difficult to group because of their
heterogeneous nature (lbarretxe-Antufiano et al. 2019). Furthermore,
their uses sometimes overlap (e.g. el contenido se hizo viral vs. el
contenido se volvio viral ‘the content became viral'). Spanish also
possesses change-of-state verbs derived directly from adjectives, such
as enloquecer ‘to go crazy' (other examples available in Granvik et al.
2024).

While Spanish uses these several specific verbs, Czech often relies
on prefixing adjectives (e.g., zbldznit se ‘to go crazy’; example from
Skorepova Koudelkova 2008) or using the general verb stdt se ‘to
become.” This cross-linguistic difference suggests a potential area of
difficulty for learners.

In the Plan Curricular del Instituto Cervantes, change-of-state
verbs are located in the B2 level, though certain uses are introduced
since the level A2. After analyzing 35 manuals of teaching Spanish to
foreigners, Cheikh-Khamis (2020) highlights that there are
inconsistencies and imprecisions in grammatical explanations of these
verbs. The lack of a solid theoretical description makes them difficult for
both Spanish as a foreign language (SFL) students and teachers. Indeed,
these verbs have been proved difficult to Flemish (Ferndndez Pereda
2015), Swedish (Fernandez Incégnito 2019) and Brazilian learners (de
Souza Maia Junior 2021). Even in other Romance languages, such as
Italian, the uses do not coincide perfectly with Spanish (Bermejo Calleja
1994). To address this, cognitive-based instruction (Martin-Gascén 2022)
and approaches based on Construction Grammar (lbarretxe-Antufano
et al. 2019) have been proposed as beneficial.

The present study investigates the use of these verbs in a control
group of native Spanish speakers (n = 26), currently enrolled in a Master’s
in teaching SFL at the University of Granada, and advanced Czech and
Slovak learners of Spanish studying at Palacky University Olomouc and
Comenius University Bratislava (n = 66). The data collection consists of
an online questionnaire with three tasks — a cloze task, an acceptability
judgment task, and a multiple-choice task — designed to measure both
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production and interpretation (the learners also did a proficiency test).
The goal is twofold: (i) to examine how native speakers express and
interpret the changes of state and (ii) to analyze how Czech and Slovak
learners express change in Spanish and whether their accuracy
improves as their language proficiency rises.

The results for the native speakers (Figures 1 and 2) generally align
with expectations, but they also reveal notable variability. This suggests
that the distribution and interpretation of Spanish change-of-state
verbs are not entirely clear-cut, even for native speakers, which may
partly account for the well-documented learning difficulties. For the
learners, the cloze task was particularly difficult, with many incorrect
responses and limited knowledge of the target constructions. In the
acceptability judgment task, they were less confident in rejecting
incorrect verb usages than in accepting correct ones, suggesting
uncertainty about prior exposure. However, as predicted, higher
proficiency was associated with greater accuracy across tasks.

Cloze task Multiple choice task

100% 100%
80% 80%
60% 60%
40% 40%
20% I 20%
0% I - 1 u 0% I | I [ ]

de piedra vegetariana roja mama loco mudo muy pesado mala un gas politico
(de = peligroso
salud)

Q

Figure 1. Left: Percentages of the responses provided by the native
speakers in the Cloze Task. Right: Percentages of the responses provided by
the native speakers in the Multiple-Choice Task.
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Nuestros padres se hacen mayores. 4

El agua se convirtid en hielo debido al frio. 4

Mi abuelo se quedo sordo a los ochenta anos. 4
Juan se puso muy contento cuando vio el regalo. -

En pocas horas el video se volvio viral. 4

Marta se puso satisfecha con el resultado del |
examen.

Después de mucho esfuerzo, Luis se volvio médico. 1 ¢

Ella se convirtib en pesada porque no paraba de |
insistir.
En el cuento infantil, el sapo se hizo un | |
principe cuando la princesa lo bes6.
Desde que heredo todo ese dinero, mi primo se ha |
quedado muy arrogante y presumido.

-100% 50% 0% 50% 100%

Figure 2. Percentages of the 5-point Likert-scale responses provided by
the native speakers in the Acceptability Judgement Task.
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Lyric Indeterminacy and Enactive
Engagement: The Case of Archaic
Greek Choral Lyric

Simone Corvasce
Sapienza University of Rome

This paper investigates the (in)determinacy of meaning in archaic Greek
lyric through the lens of cognitive semiotics, taking Pindar's poetry (c.
518 BC - ¢. 438 BC) as a privileged case study. The concepts of embodied
cognitivity and enactivism (Varela, Thompson and Rosch; Caracciolo
and Kukkonen) have transformed our understanding of the meaning-
making process by overcoming the Cartesian opposition between mind
and body, which dates back to Plato and has permeated Western
culture's very epistemological tools. Recently, cognitive approaches
have increasingly intersected with classical studies, particularly with
regard to cognitive metaphor (and the study of emotions: D. Cairns,
Chaniotis and Konstan) and drama (Meineck and Budelmann).
However, archaic Greek choral poetry, and Pindar as the best-preserved
author, constitute an ideal case study to demonstrate the power of the
cognitive epistemological shift.

Choral lyric is inherently performative (sung by a choir), multimodal
(combining dance, music and poetry to create a synaesthetic
experience) and highly social (thus enactive). Unlike epic and theatre,
however, choral lyric exists within strong constraints, such as the rules
of the literary genre, the historical context and the occasion, while also
exhibiting unparalleled openness. Consider, for example, the freedom of
its associative processes and its intentional obscurity. | argue that this
fundamental indeterminacy can be illuminated by enactive cognition,
by examining the perceptual mechanisms, kinaesthetic responses and
interpersonal coordination underlying the linguistic sign. Firstly, we can
observe the various ways in which the poet embodies the ode through
specific metaphors and spatial, temporal and compositional deixis (here
| am using Stockwell's theory of deixis), not to mention the embodied
nature of choral public performances.

Another powerful tool is predictive processing theory (Clark and
Kukkonen). Not only has predictive processing reshaped our paradigm
of the relationship between the mind and the senses, it also offers
powerful methodological resources for literary criticism. From this
perspective, openness, indeterminacy and freedom are integral to
eliciting joint attention between the audience and the author
(Tomasello, Popova and Kukkonen), thereby enhancing the text's
communicative power. This paradigm links agency and intersubjectivity
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with literary structures and narrative discourse, thus bridging literary
criticism, narratology, and performance-oriented interpretations.
Within this framework, the meaning of the cultural product is not
merely something encoded that literary criticism has to address as a
problem to be solved. On the contrary, the poem is a semiotic sign of a
performance enacted through participatory sense-making.
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Cognitive Potential of the Health
Belief Model (HBM) for the Semiotic
Interpretation of Health-Related
PSAs

Nataliya Lysa
Ivan Franko National University of Lviv

The research explores the significant cognitive potential of Health Belief
Model (HBM) (Urich A, 2017) for the analysis of the multimodal nature of
health-related public service announcements (PSAs). PSAs are
considered to be a separate genre of mass-media discourse that is
fundamentally distinct from commercial advertising. Its primary
objective is to strategically guide public behaviours and attitudes to
achieve a clear societal benefit, rather than commercial gain. The paper
highlights the semiotic nature of PSAs, demonstrating how multimodal
texts construct social meanings and reflect on the specific mechanisms
of persuasion and belief formation that occur when these messages are
encountered and processed by individuals within a given cultural
context.

The study seeks to outline a theoretical framework for the
interpretation of health-related PSAs by integrating the cognitive frame
(Goffman, E., 1974; Minsky, M., 1974; Tannen, D., 1979) provided by the key
constructs of the HBM. These essential constructs include perceived
benefits (the individual's assessment of the value of a behaviour),
perceived barriers (the obstacles to that behavior), perceived threat (the
perceived risk of a health issue), self-efficacy (the belief in one’s ability to
act), and cues to action (the triggers that prompt behaviour change).
The concise history of HBM is provided and the psychological principles
originally developed in the 1950s by social psychologists Irwin M.
Rosenstock, Godfrey M. Hochbaum, S. Stephen Kegeles, and Howard
Leventhal at the U.S. Public Health Service are discussed.

It is claimed that these psychological principles can provide the
point of departure for discussing the cognitive frame in health-related
PSAs and being properly applied can enhance the effectiveness of the
latter. The paper claims that effective health-related PSAs act as
complex signs that are deeply involved in the process of semiosis (Lysa
N, 2024). The research identifies three dimensions of semiosis: code,
informational, and cultural (Andreichuk N., 2021). The study emphasizes
that these dimensions can be studied and understood by applying the
potential of the HBM as the underlying cognitive frame that bridges the
traditional gap between psychological models of behaviour and the
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structural, linguistic analysis of multimodal media texts. The practical
application of this theoretical framework is demonstrated through the
analysis of PSAs which are taken from several prominent and diverse
public health campaigns (https://www.nfid.org/resources/public-
service-announcements/?_paged=2).

These campaigns cover a wide range of health issues that affect
modern society, including Alzheimer’'s Awareness and Type 2 Diabetes
Prevention. By analyzing such diverse topics, the study illustrates how
the various HBM constructs can be used to decode “cues to action” and
“perceived threats” as they are presented visually and textually in
different media formats. The integration of these constructs allows for a
deeper understanding of how the complex sign of a PSA triggers
specific cognitive responses in the target audience. By focusing on the
multimodal nature of these messages, the research provides insights
into how the interaction between different semiotic modes contributes
to the overall persuasive power of the announcement. This research
emphasizes that understanding the semiotic nature of PSAs through an
HBM-based cognitive frame is essential for creating more effective
persuasion strategies that align with public beliefs and cultural values.
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Trans Proprioception and
Exploding the Semiotics of Gender
in Ballroom Culture

Dozandri Mendoza
Hunter College, City University of New York

Author’s Note: The words “pussy” and “cunty” are used in this abstract.
Within Ballroom culture, they are positively valenced and have been
resignified for the goal of feminine empowerment.

In this paper, | use (auto)ethnographic data from over two years
researching and performing in Puerto Rico's Ballroom scene, a
Black/Latinx LGBTQ+ dance and performance subculture with roots in
1960s New York. This paper theorizes a gendered mode of perception |
call trans proprioception. In neurophysiology, proprioceptive signals are
input from sensory receptors that help us coordinate movement,
interact with space, and achieve balance in tandem with the kinesthetic
system (Héroux et al. 2022). Using dance theory, the linguistic
anthropology of qualia, and a novel approach blending Peircean and
Lotmanian semiotics, this article argues that the proprioceptive
experience is innately tied to gender, and hence shaped by semiotic and
sociocultural processes. Centering dance as a site of linguistic and
semiotic analysis illuminates how performers and community members
share interpretive frameworks that indexically link embodied sensations
with culturally legible gendered effects. | propose that Lotman's (2009)
concept of semiotic explosion — a change in sign relations constituting
a cultural disruption that overcomes a period of instability — provides a
useful pathway to understanding radical processes of resignification
that flip hegemonic cisheteronormative understandings of gender on
their head. | locate these semiotic explosions in the dialogic encounters
at kiki balls, small-scale, intimate performance events where folks
practice local dance genres.

| mobilize Sanna's (2025) neurosemiotic treatment of Lotman's
semiosphere, which argues that articulatory motion scaffolds linguistic
meaning, alongside Rodriguez Higuera's (2024) analytical framework for
Lotmanian semiotic explosion. In doing so, | theorize how Ballroom
performance  facilitates an embodied disarticulation from
cisheteronormative and anti-trans ideologies that rationalize gender as
normatively visible rather than felt. Ballroom uses two evaluative terms
— pussy and cunty — as qualia that organize sensuous experiences
(Chumley and Harkness 2013) in describing the gendered quality of
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gestural configurations in dance. These qualia become wrapped up in
proprioceptive qualisigns emerging from kinesthetic experiences and a
semiotic socialization of gender rooted in the sensorium rather than a

sex-based or visuality-dependent schema. The capacity for a range
of embodiments to perform femininity through Ballroom's cuntiness is
part of what Bailey (2013) identifies as the subculture's unique gender
system, one that allows performers to "unmark" themselves from
cisgender indexical orders (Barrett and Hall 2024). This paper employs
Lotman's semiotic explosion as a heuristic to explain how Ballroom and
Black Latinx trans communities refashion the body's indexicality and
semiotic capacity to transmit gendered feeling. Working within a trans
linguistics frame (Zimman 2020), | build toward a trans semiotics that
theorizes proprioception's role in mediating sign interpretation and the
semio-somatic vigilance and innovativeness trans folks must maintain
in public life. Drawing from performance interactions with queer and
trans teachers in the Ballroom scene, | analyze the emergent cunty body
literacy that Ballroom necessitates on the dance floor. Ultimately, |
argue for trans proprioception as a productive analytic for
understanding how gender is wrapped up in interconnected semiotic
processes of proprioceptive signals, sensorial interpretation, and critical
disidentificatory awareness of embodied dissonance.
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Indeterminacy of Meaning in
Romantic Relationship Dissolution:
A Cognitive-Semiotic Perspective
on Narrative Reconstruction

Milena Merhoutova
Charles University, Prague

Romantic relationship dissolution is typically studied as an emotional
and psychological process involving grief, coping, and adjustment.
However, such approaches often assume that the meaning of the
relationship—and of the self within it—remains relatively stable. This
paper argues instead that breakup experiences are marked by a more
fundamental disruption: aloss of interpretative coherence, in which
previously  taken-for-granted meanings become uncertain,
contradictory, or untenable.

To account for this, the paper introduces the concept of semiotic
indeterminacy, understood as a condition in which established
interpretations no longer reliably organize experience, and multiple
competing meanings emerge. While psychological models focus on
emotional regulation or cognitive restructuring, a cognitive-semiotic
perspective makes visible how individuals actively reconstruct meaning
itself through ongoing interpretative processes.

Drawing on Peircean semiotics, cognitive narratology,
and enactive approaches to meaning, the paper conceptualizes
romantic relationships as temporally extended sign systems that
structure how individuals interpret themselves, others, and shared
experience. When these systems break down, memories, bodily
sensations, and narratives no longer carry stable significance, requiring
renewed interpretation through processes of abductive sense-making.

Empirically, the study analyzes six in-depth interviews with
Millennial women who experienced the dissolution of long-term
relationships. Combining Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
(IPA) with semiotic narrative analysis, the research examines how
participants navigate meaning instability across narrative, linguistic,
and embodied dimensions.

The findings identify four interrelated processes through which
meaning is reconstructed under conditions of indeterminacy:

(1) retrospective re-signification, where past experiences are
reinterpreted,

(2) narrative externalization, particularly through journaling,
which stabilizes emerging meanings;
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(3) intersubjective calibration, where others provide interpretative
frameworks;

(4) embodied reorientation, involving changes in routines, spaces,
and practices that anchor new meanings.

These processes show that the aftermath of relationship dissolution
is not only a matter of coping with loss but of reorganizing meaning
under conditions where it is no longer given. Semiotic indeterminacy
thus captures a dimension of experience that remains under-theorized
in psychological accounts: the instability of meaning itself and the active
work required to re-establish it.

The paper contributes to cognitive semiotics by demonstrating
how meaning-making operates in situations of existential disruption,
where interpretation is no longer guided by sedimented frameworks
but must be continuously renegotiated across narrative, social, and
embodied domains.
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Two Models for the Linguistic Sign
and Their Relevance for Meaning-
Making

Daniel Mircea Minica
Romanian Academy, 'Sextil Puscariu' Institute of Linguistics and Literary
History, Cluj-Napoca

In this paper | aim to analyse two theoretical models for the linguistic
sign, both regarded from the perspective of reference understood as the
relationship between signs and objects. | will refer, first, to Aristotle’s
model, which E. Coseriu later embraced. In this model the relationship
with the object is regarded as a major component of the linguistic sign.
This relationship between the signified and the object was twofold in
Aristotle: on the one hand, the signifieds, considered to be “contents of
consciousness” were reached by “capturing the essence” of objects, an
operation of the spirit which Aristotle called ton adiaireton noesis; on
the other hand, once “captured” and organized in relation to an
expression, the signifieds had the function to signify reality, to indicate
objects from reality or experience, an operation, specific to language,
which the Greeks called semainein. | will then refer to Saussure’'s model
of the linguistic sign, which disregards completely the relationship
between the sign and the object. The sign in Saussure is a twofold entity,
signifié and signifiant being the terms that he coins in order to make
more scientifically rigorous the distinction between “concept” and
“acoustic image”, the two “sides” of the linguistic sign, one located on
the level of content, the other on the level of expression. In the first
model, the linguistic signified is seen as that content in our mind which
signifies (i.e. refers to) something in reality. Referentiality of the linguistic
sign — defined by Coseriu as designation — is an important part of it, so
much so that the signified itself ends up being defined as “the sum of
all designational possibilities”. In the second model, the signified is
something that exists on the level of content, “closely linked with and
mutually involving” something existing on the level of expression — it is,
basically, what is signified by a signifier. What draws attention in the
case of the second model is precisely the fact that the object, the
designation, is lacking from the structure of the sign. Saussure’s
linguistic sign lacks orientation towards extralinguistic reality. In the last
part of my paper | intend to address the questions: which of the two
models is more appropriate for the nature of the linguistic sign and how
important is referentiality for the linguistic sign? Based on Plato's
distinction between onoma and rhema | intend to argue that both
models of the linguistic sign are correct, each however reflecting a
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different reality of language. The thesis | propose is that onoma
essentially requires a relationship to reality, and as such validates the
Aristotelian model, while rhema does not require a direct relationship to
reality and therefore rather validates the Saussurian model.
Furthermore, it is precisely the fact that human language has available
both onoma and rhema that makes “meaning-making” a process that
is sufficiently complex and nuanced to answer the expressive needs of
language.
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How Do Podcasts Make Us 'Enter
the Skiff of Musement'

Halyna Tsaryk
Danylo Halytsky Lviv National Medical University

“Enter your skiff of Musement, push off into the lake of thought, and
leave the breath of heaven to swell your sail” (Charles Peirce)

The study has sought to look at “A Neglected Argument for the
Reality of God” (1908) by Charles Sanders Pierce [2] and his
philosophizing about musement as a perspective for the
transdisciplinary study of this category in psychological podcasts and to
show its interpretation in the context of discussing different issues of
creativity.

Podcast as a new hybrid genre of mass media discourse, presents a
powerful platform for prominent journalists and scientists to share
information on different complicated and disputable topics in various
fields of knowledge. In particular, this paper focuses on psychological
podcasts [3-5] where some issues of musement as a mental-logical-
philosophical category are being discussed. The paper adopts as a
starting point the interpretation of the category in Charles Peirce’s
paper “A Neglected Argument for the Reality of God" [2].

According to Peirce, musement occurs automatically with minimal
cognitive reflection through active perception, which is “picking up”
from the world [2]. Following this line of thought, the paper defines
musement as wandering reasoning. Attention is paid to key
characteristics of musement including purposeless, free and creative
mental play, which can lead to creative thinking. These characteristics
are viewed through the Peircean fundamental categories: Firstness,
Secondness, Thirdness.

The paper introduces the idea that psychological podcasts not only
can discuss this mental play but can also successfully engage listeners
in the creative process of hypothesising. The analysis focuses on how
modern influential podcasts [3-5] shed light on advances in
psychometric and laboratory-based creativity tasks, neuroscientific
research on creativity and methodological approaches, substantially
improving the reliability and reproducibility of findings. The paper
follows the idea that the Peircean philosophy of musement is being
successfully developed by podcasters who discuss: 1) how prolonged
musement will inevitably yield the involuntary generation of
hypotheses; 2) how the mind muses and plays without antecedent
purpose and creates aha moments!; 3) how musement functions as
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abductive reasoning that emerges explicitly from the collaboration of
multiple brain networks.

This allowed to establish the connection between Peircean
philosophizing and Per Aage Brand's argument that the critical
cognizer will reject ad hoc magic by means of deduction, then by
induction [1].

Finally, the paper explores how podcasts discuss further doctrines
of hypothesis that offer diverse insights into the nature and creativity
(abductive reasoning) and intelligence (deductive reasoning) and how
those insights are substantiated by modern advances in neuroscience.

The paper reveals how Peircian ideas on persistent and profound
abductive reasoning that illuminate human cognition and introduce
novelty in the realm of knowledge are presented in psychological
podcasts, and emphasises the role of the latter in popularising these
ideas for a wide audience. Thus, the psychological podcasts impose to
swell our sail due to the question of Why? What? How? after we have
entered our skiff of musement due to the question What if?.
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Successful Communication Does
Not Require Perfection: Polish ELF
Speakers' Preferences in Native
and Non-Native Communication

Wiktoria Umiejewska
Nicolaus Copernicus University of Torun

What if successful communication does not require perfection? What if
using the Standard English model of speaking is not the only way other
speakers can understand us? This study investigates how Polish
speakers of English navigate the tension between striving for native-like
language accuracy and ensuring mutual intelligibility when using
English as a Lingua Franca (ELF). The research concerns the
phenomenon of English as a Lingua Franca (ELF), as described by
scholars such as Jennifer Jenkins, who emphasizes that speakers from
various linguistic and cultural backgrounds use ELF (2009). The research
focuses on how English is taught in Poland and what attitudes students
and teachers express toward English (either striving for native-like
correctness or mutual intelligibility) (Przygonski 2016; Dabrowska 2022;
Janicka et al, 2005, in Dabrowska, 2022; Szymanska-Tworek 2016 in
Paciorkowski 2022).

The research question is motivated by the fact that teaching
English in Poland primarily focuses on native-like correctness, which
influences students’ linguistic preferences (Janicka et al, 2005, in
Dabrowska, 2022). Moreover, NNS English is still being stigmatized and
seen as “non-prestige” in general (Jenkins 2007), and it is visible in
Poland as well (Kasztalska 2014). Additionally, insufficient data have
been collected regarding Polish speakers of English in the English as a
Lingua Franca (ELF) context. Drawing on cognitive semiotics, this study
views self-corrections and clarifications as multimodal strategies that
speakers use to manage communication difficulties, while also
considering the social dynamics of communication (Albert and de
Ruiter 2018). Polish ELF users may embody native norms through verbal
repairs (indexical signals of correctness) or shift to pragmatic icons
(clarification strategies) for mutual intelligibility.

Based on the theoretical framework, two hypotheses were
formulated: a) When interacting with speakers introduced as native,
Polish ELF users will prioritize correctness, as reflected in a higher
number of self-corrections of minor, non-disruptive errors (e.g., mistakes
that do not hinder understanding); b) When interacting with speakers
introduced as non-native, Polish ELF users will prioritize mutual

243



intelligibility, as reflected in fewer self-corrections and a higher number
of clarification episodes aimed at ensuring understanding. To test the
hypotheses, a mixed-methods approach was used, combining elements
of experimental data collection with both qualitative and quantitative
analysis. The study employs a between-subject design, with the analysis
of 19 recorded conversational samples between Polish ELF speakers and
interlocutors introduced as either native or non-native speakers.
Findings show that there were no statistically significant
differences, although the number of self-corrections in the native
speaker condition was high. From a cognitive-semiotic perspective,
repeated self-corrections signal the embodied influence of ELT norms
in Poland. However, fewer corrections in the non-native speaker
condition suggest semiotic resilience, meaning a prioritization of shared
pragmatic meaning over indexical purity. Thus, Polish ELF speakers
seem not to be affected by the presence of native speakers and the
native speaker standard imposed on them during language learning.
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5. Memorial Roundtable

The Cognitive Semiotic Legacies of
Irene Mittelberg and Kristian Tylén

We will honor the memory of Irene Mittelberg and Kristian Tyler, who
both passed away from cancer in the autumn of 2025. Irene in October,
and Kristian in November. The participants will sketch an intellectual
micro-biography of the outstanding scholars they were, describe their
contribution to the cognitive semiotic and scientific community and
capture facets of what made them, not only exceptional scientists, but
also exceptional human beings.
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o. Book Launch

Goran Sonesson's Posthumous Book

The editors Jordan Zlatev, Sara Lenninger, and Todd Oakley present
the posthumous volume by Gdran Sonesson, Semiotic
Investigations: From Meaning to Pictures and Communication (De
Gruyter-Mouton, 2026).

DE GRUYTER
MOUTON

Goran Sonesson

SEMIOTIC
INVESTIGATIONS

FROM MEANING TO PICTURES
AND COMMUNICATION

Edited by Jordan Zkatev, Sara Lenninger and Todd Oakley

SEMIOTICS, COMMUNICATION AND COGNITION
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