
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Zakres tematyczny 
 

W czasopiśmie będzie prezentowana cała filozoficzna 

problematyka, która ma związki z nauką, a więc 
 

— problematyka filozoficzna asymilująca wyniki nauki jako 

przedmiot swych analiz, źródła informacji lub inspiracje;  
 

— epistemologia i metodologia;  
 

— dociekania nad filozofią projektowaną jako nauka;  
 

— rozważania nad relacjami pomiędzy nauką a światem 

życia, rzeczywistością społeczną i kulturą.  

 

Interdyscyplinarność 
 

Publikujemy także prace łączące wątki stricte filozoficzne 

z typowo naukowymi. Zamierzenie to ujmuje rozmycie 
 

i płynność granic pomiędzy nauką i filozofią. 
 

 

Multiprogramowość 
 

Nie wprowadzamy programowych metafilozoficznych 

ograniczeń. Czasopismo nie jest forum jednej tylko 

szkoły filozoficznej. Multiprogramowość jest 

promowana w czasopiśmie między innymi jako wyraz 

specyfiki obecnej filozofii. 
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INTRODUCTION: PERSPECTIVES ON STUDIES  
OF MEANING-MAKING 

 
 

I 

Cognitive semiotics is often characterized as the study of meaning-

making. This brief statement is at best a bit unclear and requires an elabora-

tion. 

First, some interpretation of the extremely ambiguous term “meaning” 

must be introduced and adopted.  The philosophers of mind, philosophers 

of language, linguists, semioticians, psychologists, cognitive scientists refer 

this term to different phenomena in incommensurable ways. Cognitive se-

mioticians attempt to remedy this proliferation of interpretations by means 

of the so-called Semiotic Hierarchy framework (Zlatev, 2009; 2017). Mean-

ing in this view requires the subject embedded or immersed in some world 

(either an Umwelt or Lifeworld) who is engaged in the value-based interac-

tion with phenomena in this world. The stress on the three elements of the 

relationship: the subject, a world and an internal value system results in the 

four-levelled hierarchy of meanings. Specifically, the Semiotic Hierarchy 

framework assumes that basic meaning emerges already at the level of life. 

Living organisms acting in their Umwelts make sense of environmental fac-

tors in their striving for survival. In other words, environmental factors are 

meaningful to organisms when their influence improves the chances of or-

ganisms’ survival. The emergence of consciousness (initially interpreted as 

the subjective, phenomenal consciousness) gives rise to the second level of 

meaning, namely phenomenal meaning. The “world” in which the subject is 

embedded is a world of phenomena given in consciousness, i.e. Lifeworld. 

In other words, meaningful phenomena are consciously experienced. Con-

sciousness is necessary for the third level of the Semiotic Hierarchy, the 

level of signs. What distinguishes meanings at the second and the third level 

is the capacity of representing. This, in turn, crucially requires ability to dif-

ferentiate between a sign and its content (and in some cases its referent as 

well; cf. Sonesson, 2012). The asymmetrical relationship between a sign and 

its content is established by a subject on the basis of relationships of: prox-

imity (indexes), broadly understood iconicity (icons) or conventionality 

(symbols). Finally, the fourth level of meaning, i.e. the level of language, is 



6 Piotr Konderak 

attainable to subjects who are able to use conventional signs in ways regu-

lated by norms. Language is understood here as “a conventional-normative 

semiotic system for communication and thought” (Zlatev, 2008). What is 

worth emphasizing, in spite of the name of the discipline—cognitive semiot-

ics—signs are just a subset of all the meaningful phenomena. In other 

words, meaning-making activity is much broader phenomenon than usage 

and interpretation of signs.  

The transition from meanings to meaning-making activities is of crucial 

importance. Cognitive semiotics adapts a specific view on the cognitive (or 

meaning-making) subjects: namely, it is argued that the cognitive subjects 

are always engaged in a kind of interaction with their environments. In sim-

ple words, to cognize is to be active. The idea—stressed by James J. Gibson 

(1979) in the context of visual perception, and developed by researchers 

within enactive-embodied approach to cognition—forces cognitive semioti-

cians to focus on active, dynamic meaning-making rather than on static 

meaningful structures. Consequently, cognitive semioticians are interested 

in the change of meaning (on the multiple time scales) rather than in some 

particular meaning at a particular moment. This focus on the dynamicity of 

meaning results in the inclusion of developmental and evolutionary psy-

chology in the “coalition” of approaches constituting cognitive semiotics.  

The above statement leads us to the third feature of cognitive semiotics: 

meaning-making activities are the subject of transdisciplinary inquiries. 

Initially, meaning-making activity was considered from the three perspec-

tives: semiotic, linguistic and cognitive scientific. Semiotics and linguistics 

equipped us with the very notion of meaning. Although cognitive science 

was not considered as providing an answer to the question “what is mean-

ing,” it provided a description of cognitive processes which are responsible 

for the usage and interpretation of meaningful statements, and it provided  

a large database of empirical results on actual meaning-making activities.  

The difficulty of the cognitive semiotic approach consists in the integra-

tion of theoretical commitments and results of various disciplines. This  

difficulty has two dimensions. First, (traditional) semiotics is seen as a dis-

cipline engaged in theoretical considerations and the conceptual analyses 

which disregards empirical data (cf. the autonomy principle). On the other 

hand, cognitive sciences, evolutionary and developmental psychology, pri-

matology, neuroanthropology, neuro- and psycholinguistics are focused on 

empirical experimental methods. Cognitive semiotics strives to combine 

these two aspects in one, consistent approach (cf. Zlatev’s conceptual-

empirical loop). Second, various disciplines contributing studies on mean-

ing-making take various perspectives on sense-making activities. On the one 

hand, sense-making can be considered from the first-person perspective; in 

particular the role of phenomenological considerations on conscious embod-

ied meaning-making activities in subject’s environment is stressed. On the 
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other hand, we can take a third-person perspective on the acts of meaning-

making, in particular, on the “objective” methods applied by cognitive scien-

tists, psychologists or neuroscientists. Francisco J. Varela and Jonathan 

Shear stress the necessity of these two perspectives as follows: “don’t leave 

home without it [first-person perspective] but do not forget to bring along 

third-person accounts as well” (1999, 2). The apparent gap between these 

two perspectives is supposed to be bridged by a second-person perspective 

where an experimenter (with her or his third-person approach) must engage 

in an intersubjective relationship with the subject of the experiment (provid-

ing first-person data). It is often emphasized that such a “triangulation of 

perspectives” (Zlatev et al, 2016) is practically realized in the form of neuro-

phenomenology (Varela, 1996). To appreciate contribution of the papers 

collected in the present volume to the discipline of cognitive semiotics, it is 

necessary to see them in the context of the above-mentioned features. In 

particular, the reader should try to interpret them as addressing one and the 

same topic: the process of meaning-making considered from different per-

spectives. 

 

II 

This volume includes part of results initially presented and discussed 

during the second conference of the International Association for Cognitive 

Semiotics in Lublin in 2016. The authors submitted modified, usually ex-

tended written versions of their lectures, the papers also have been peer-

reviewed. The common topic unifying all the papers is dynamic meaning-

making as characterized in the preceding section. The collected papers focus 

on two levels of the Semiotic Hierarchy framework, namely on the level of 

signs (Part I: Semiotic Perspective) and on the level of language and com-

munication in language (Part II: Linguistic Perspective). The volume closes 

with the paper discussing metatheoretical problems of a relationship be-

tween objective knowledge and subjective nature of cognition. In line with 

one of aforementioned features of cognitive semiotics—transdisciplinarity—

the authors of papers present and discuss semiotic and linguistic processes 

of meaning-making in the context of studies on culture, psychological  

(developmental and evolutionary) inquiries, or communication studies. 

    

Göran Sonesson, in the opening paper entitled Semiosis in History. 

The Emergence of Alter-Culture, draws the readers’ attention to the emer-

gence of various kinds of meaning-making (semiosis) on the evolutionary 

time scale. The author considers semiosis and communication in the context 

of inter-cultural differences. Sonesson calls his proposed model the extend-

ed model of cultural semiotics which consists of Ego-culture, Alius-culture 

and Alter-culture.  The establishment of Alter-culture is deeply dependent 

on empathy understood as “the ability to conceive and adapt the position of 
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the other.” Empathy, the author argues, should be distinguished from altru-

ism (although the two attitudes often co-exist). In this context, Sonesson 

refers to Michael Tomasello’s idea of communication as a kind of collabora-

tion and elaborates this idea. Specifically, Sonesson proposes a model for 

cooperative communication. Drawing on Merlin Donald’s typology of 

memory, Sonesson discusses the interdependence of semiotic structures, on 

the one hand, and cultural evolution, on the other. From the cognitive semi-

otic point of view, the emergence of mimetic, mythical and theoretic 

memory can be related to the emergence of: imitation and gestures (mimet-

ic), language (mythic) and pictures, writing and theory (theoretic memory). 

In conclusion, Sonesson states that he initiated the “understanding of hu-

man beings as human beings, […] human beings [who] emerged out of ani-

mal life, evolution and more or less deep history.” And this is the way in 

which he understands the enterprise called “cognitive semiotics.” 

 

The two following papers draw on the Peircean view on signs. 

Shekoufeh Mohammadi Shirmahaleh in the paper Peircean Metaphor 

Reexamined: Creation, Function and Interpretation discusses one of the 

key phenomena in cognitive semiotics, namely, the phenomenon of meta-

phor. The author analyses metaphors in the terms of the Peircean notion of 

iconic metaphor, significantly broadening the scope of metaphors. Cognitive 

linguistic discussions on metaphor focus on mappings between the two do-

mains: source and target ones. Consequently, linguistic studies on meta-

phors focus on structures and functions of metaphors. Shirmahaleh departs 

from such a point of view and takes the perspective of the meaning-making 

subject, i.e. the perspective of a creator of metaphors. The two important 

features of metaphors are stressed: they—as instances of iconic signs—are 

based on similarity, but such a similarity requires creative activity of the 

creator’s mind. In other words, meaning-making by means of metaphors 

crucially involves creativity. Although the reference to a creative mind sug-

gests subjective nature of metaphors, Shirmahaleh stresses that one cannot 

treat metaphors as either exclusively objective nor exclusively subjective 

phenomenon: the “Peircean metaphor […] has both subjective and objective 

aspects.” Such a view on the phenomenon of metaphor clearly reflects the 

role of multiple (first-, second- and third-person) perspectives on meaning-

making processes. 

 

Donna West in the article Semiotic Determinants in Episode-Building: 

Beyond Autonoetic Consciousness, takes episodes-building activity as her 

starting point. This phenomenon—discussed within developmental psychol-

ogy—is interpreted as one of the ways in which children dynamically make 

sense of their environments. The process of construction of episodic 

memory—as the author argues—is facilitated (i.e. informed and hastened) 
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by such phenomena as e.g. gaze, head orientation or finger pointing. These, 

in turn, can be interpreted as instances of Peircean indexical signs. As West 

notes: “It [i.e., the index—P.K.] makes salient to self and to others the flow 

of spatial and temporal features within event complexes.” To justify the 

connection between cognitive development and the Peircean view on signs, 

the author discusses in detail empirical evidence on the development of epi-

sodic thinking in children by the age of 4. According to the Semiotic Hierar-

chy framework, capacity for significational meaning-making (the third level) 

is dependent on the second level of the hierarchy, namely the level of con-

sciousness. This relationship between these two levels is reflected in West’s 

paper: on the one hand, episode-building activity driven by indexical signs is 

dependent on autonoetic consciousness, on the other hand, this activity 

“reaches beyond autonoetic consciousness.” Donna West stresses the dy-

namical (and development-dependent) character of meaning-making.  

 

The second part of the volume contains papers that deal with linguistic 

meaning-making, in particular considered in the context of communication. 

Jens Allwood and Elisabeth Ahlsén (Dimensions of Context. Classi-

fying Approaches to the Context of Communication) note that various kinds 

of meaning-making always take place in some context. As various approach-

es deal with different notions of a context, the authors attempt to clarify and 

elaborate the notion of a context in which meaning-making activities take 

place. The context is initially considered an element involved in linguistic 

meaning-making (“the surrounding text of a particular linguistic expression 

in focus”), but the authors aim at characteristics which can be applied to 

semiotic and cognitive meaning-making as well. What is stressed is the dy-

namicity of the relationship between a meaningful element and its con-

text(s): meaning-making always depends on interaction between these two 

elements. 

The authors relate the linguistic context to the Peircean triadic view on 

signs and elaborate the context of Firstness (the Representamen), Second-

ness (the Object) and Thirdness (the Interpretant). The discussion on the 

context of the Representamen (i.e., syntactic one) raises two important cog-

nitive semiotic issues: the problem of multimodal (multisensorial) commu-

nication and the problem of putative artificial meaning-making subjects. 

Although these problems are just registered by the authors, they seem to be 

promising areas of inquiries.  In sum, the authors claim that these ap-

proaches to context (communicative-linguistic and Peircean-semiotic) are 

not mutually exclusive, but they can be seen as overlapping in the form of 

the so-called “pragmatic context.” Meaning-making (involving such a prag-

matic context) is dependent on two types of contextual information: envi-

ronmental (situation in which communication takes place) and co-activated 

cognitive information (associations, meta-knowledge etc.) 
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Paul A. Wilson and Barbara Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk in their 

contribution entitled Cognitive Structure and Conceptual Clusters of Emo-

tion Terms, focus on interdependencies between experienced emotions, 

their linguistic expressions and emotion-concepts. Specifically, the authors 

attempt to answer how do subjects make sense of emotion terms and repre-

sent emotions at the conceptual level. When discussing the experiential  

level, Wilson and Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk reject the view that emotions 

are discrete entities in favor of the view that “each of individual emotion is 

determined by both intra- and inter-cluster relationships, as well as dynam-

ic interactions between these.”  In line with James Russell’s and Lisa Feld-

man Barrett’s conceptions, the authors assume that the experience of emo-

tion is dependent on two factors: core affect and the conceptual knowledge 

(sensory, motor and somatovisceral information). 

At the conceptual level, the authors stress the fuzzy nature of emotion 

concepts. The leading notion in their research is that of emotion cluster that 

they utilize to model the differences between Polish and English (linguisti-

cally coded and culturally shaped) emotions.  

The studies on fear, compassion, love/joy, and pride clusters in British 

English and Polish support the claim that emotion clusters have a proto-

type-periphery structure similar to other, concepts—as predicted by Rosch. 

In an attempt to assess the relationship between cognition and language, 

Wilson and Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk discuss such phenomena as cogni-

tive-semantic blending, syntactic construal of emotion as well as metaphors 

involving emotion-concepts. 

 

In her paper, Exposing the Dialogical Nature of the Linguistic Self in In-

terpersonal and Intersubjective Relationships for the Purposes of Lan-

guage-and-consciousness-related Communication Studies, Elżbieta 

Magdalena Wąsik, focuses on the dynamical nature of meaning-making 

by means of linguistic interaction in a community of meaning-making sub-

jects. Wąsik distinguishes two views on subjects involved in meaning-

making activities, namely, the “subjective knower” view and the “empirical 

subject” view. This distinction has its linguistic reflection (“I” and “Me” in 

the case of English) and it is a result of first-person (subjective) and third-

person (objective) perspectives on the self. These two perspectives are uni-

fied by the conception of “linguistic self” who enters in intersubjective rela-

tionships with others.  The linguistic self is situated by the author at the top 

of the Semiotic Hierarchy framework, and as such is dependent on the biol-

ogy of a subject, its consciousness and semiotic capacities. The meaning-

making of the linguistic self is dialogic in nature and it crucially requires 

other linguistic selves (and ultimately a community of subjects). The dialog-

ic nature of meaning-making implies activity of a subject and depends on 

“observable interpersonal and assumable intersubjective relationships.” 
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Consequently, the author suggests enriching the cognitive semiotic  

approach with “investigations [of the linguistic self – P.K.] on the basis of 

significative-communicative acts performed in different domains of its eve-

ryday life.” These investigations should combine—in line with the basic as-

sumption of cognitive semiotics—phenomenological inquiries and cognitive-

scientific studies. This way, the author underlines the role of triangulation of 

methods, supplementing subjective methods (“phenomenological semiot-

ics”) and objective methods (cognitive science) with intersubjective ones. 

 

The paper closing the present volume can be seen as a metatheoretical 

one. Zdzisław Wąsik starts with epistemological perspective on 

knowledge and cognition. Stressing the difference between objective 

knowledge and subjective cognition, the author considers epistemology as  

a kind of mapping between these two areas. Meaning-making activity would 

consist—in this view—in meta-cognitive capacity to relate the “extraorgas-

mic perception” and “intraorgasmic apprehension” of subject’s environment 

(Umwelt, Lifeworld). Wąsik stresses the role of modelling capacity in mak-

ing sense of the surroundings of a subject. In particular, Sebeok’s three lev-

els of modelling activity are invoked: sense-based, indexical and symbol-

based. Semiotic modelling of subject’s “world” is combined with metaphori-

cally expressed observation that “the map is not the territory” (Alfred Kor-

zybski, Gregory Bateson). This combination gives rise, according to Wąsik, 

to epistemology as a kind of “semiotic cartography of human knowledge and 

cognition.”  Epistemology—characterized as above—can be treated as a set of 

“investigative perspectives” and “psychical and physiological aptitude for 

cognizing activities.” 

Wąsik’s proposal seems to be an alternative to the Semiotic Hierarchy 

framework proposed by Zlatev. Simultaneously, is worth stressing that these 

two approaches partially overlap.  

 

III 

In the introduction to the first anthology of texts in cognitive semiotics 

(Zlatev, Sonesson, Konderak, 2016) we announced the end of the “adoles-

cence period” in the short history of cognitive semiotics: “Cognitive semiot-

ics can hardly be characterized as an ‘emerging’ discipline anymore. It is 

already here” (p. 9). There are reasons for such an optimism: on the one 

hand, researchers gain an awareness of metatheoretical assumptions under-

lying cognitive semiotic enterprise (Konderak, 2018), on the other hand, one 

can notice a growing number of specific empirical studies and conceptual 

contributions. I hope that this collection of papers is an illustration of this 

fact. However, despite such an optimism, one has to admit that cognitive 

semiotics still faces serious challenges. The diversity of perspectives on 

meaning-making, insufficient integration and lack of coherence of ap-
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proaches, disagreements about cognitive foundations of studies on mean-

ing-making are just few of them. There is still a long way to go, but at least 

we have already started our walk and this volume is intended as a step on 

this way.  
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SEMIOSIS IN HISTORY. THE EMERGENCE  
OF ALTER-CULTURE 

 

 

ABSTRACT  

 
Following upon Merlin Donald’s claim that human specificity emerges in his-

tory, and not exclusively in evolutionary time, it will be suggested that the diver-

sified means of producing semiosis created by human beings account for the 

spread of empathy and altruism not only beyond the kin group, but to human-

kind in general. This amounts to treating other cultures as different from us, but 

still able to enter into communication with us (as an Alter), as opposed to treat-

ing these cultures as being part of nature, and thus only susceptible to being 

communicated about (as an Alius). Starting out from the theory of bio-cultural 

evolution defended by Peter J. Richerson and Robert Boyd, as well as from the 

multi-level selection theory of Elliott Sober and David Sloan Wilson, we try to 

lay bare the way in which semiotic structures play a role for transforming cul-

tural evolution, contrary to biological evolution, into human history. We inquiry 

into what makes the existence of Alter-culture possible, if, as Sober and Wilson 

have claimed, armed with game theory, an altruistic society (an Ego-culture in 

our terms), is only possible in opposition to another group in relation to which 

group egoism rules (that is, in our terms, an Alius-culture). We will follow Mi-

chael Tomasello in arguing for the primacy of games of cooperation, rather than 

competition, while adding an historical dimension, which serves to explain how 

such cooperation can be extended beyond the primary group (our Ego-culture). 

However, we will insist on the importance of multiple semiotic resources for the 

boot-strapping of empathy and altruism, as well as on the genesis of this process 

in cultural encounters, as reflected in the spirit of the Enlightenment.  

Keywords: Cognition, semiotics, empathy, altruism, bio-cultural co-

evolution. 
 

 
As man advances in civilisation, and small tribes are united 
into larger communities, the simplest reason would tell each 
individual that he ought to extend his social instincts and 
sympathies to all the members of the nation, though person-
ally unknown to him. This point being once reached, there is 
only an artificial barrier to prevent his sympathies extending 
to the men of all nations and races. If, indeed, such men sep-
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arated from him by great differences in appearance and hab-
its, experience unfortunately shows us how long it is, before 
we look at them as our fellow-creatures.  

Charles Darwin (1871[1896], 122) 

 

 

Cognitive semiotics has been described as an attempt to draw together 

the age-old research tradition of semiotics, which dates back at least as far 

as Greek Antiquity, and which is concerned with questions of meaning, and 

the much-more recent research tradition called cognitive science, which can 

be said to be involved with consciousness (whether to deny it or to proclaim 

it), emphasizing not only such disciplines which are parts of them both, such 

as linguistics and philosophy, but those domains which are complementary 

(See Sonesson 2009a, b). One thing which cognitive science certainly can 

bring to semiotics is the missing diachronic aspect, which in the former, and 

particularly in contemporary linguistics and biology, has been identified 

mostly with the evolutionary perspective, sometimes also including the di-

mension of child development. On the other hand, the semiotic tradition has 

a speciality to offer which is geared to the study of cultures and the interrela-

tions between them, as they are manifested in the models that members  

of cultures make of them: the semiotics of culture. If history is the continua-

tion of evolution by other means, then cultural semiotics may help us under-

stand how cultural evolution is different from the biological one (see Sones-

son 2016b, c). 

 

 

1. FROM SYNCHRONY TO DIACHRONY IN THE SEMIOTICS  

OF CULTURE 

 

In the semiotics of culture, as first conceived by the Moscow-Tartu 

school, culture is opposed to nature as order is to disorder, and as is civiliza-

tion to barbarism. As I have pointed out elsewhere, this can only be a model 

of culture, to the extent that we take it to be formulated by the members of 

the very culture, and if we presume it to be egocentric, in the literal sense of 

the term: that what is culture and non-culture is decided by whom is using 

the word (except in exceptional cases, which I have termed the “inverted 

model”: see Sonesson 2000; 2002; 2003; 2007a; 2012; 2013: 2016a, b;  

Dunér 2016). As I later was to discover, Edmund Husserl, in his posthu-

mous writings, made a similar distinction, dividing the Lebenswelt (Life-

world), the world taken for granted, into Heimwelt (Homeworld) and 

Fremdwelt (Alienworld), a couple of terms which have the advantage of 

making the egocentricity requirements explicit (See Steinbeck 1995; Welton 

2000; Sonesson 2012). 
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Figure 1. The “extended model” of cultural semiotics as proposed by Sonesson 2003  

 
 

1.1. Empathy for the Other 

 

As soon I had encountered these models of the models that people make 

of their own culture, as it relates to other (non-)cultures, I could not help 

wondering whether there was not also another way of relating to those 

which are not members of the own culture than as representing chaos and 

barbarism. If the own culture was defined by Ego, the first person of gram-

mar, then the other culture, I mused, may be defined either by the third 

person of grammar, an Alius, or by the second person, an Alter (Sonesson, 

2003). I called the model opposing only culture to its other, the canonical 

model, and I used the term extended model to talk about the tripartite or-

ganisation. As my then-time student, Anna Cabak Rédei (2007) suggested in 

her doctoral dissertation, it would be convenient to call the different parts of 

these models Ego-culture, Alius-culture, and Alter-culture, respectively (See 

Sonesson 2012). It could be said that Alter is the other as conceived by 

Peirce, in his image of the tuistic age, that is, the other of conversation, and 

of collaboration generally, whereas Alius is the Bakhtinean other, the one 

which is seen from the outside by the author or by any other observer. 

According to this analysis, Christopher Columbus is a good example of 

somebody conceiving the American continent as instantiating an Alius, 

since he treated the people he encountered on a par with gold, species, and 

other material resources, whereas Hernán Cortés took the attitude you have 

to an Alter, since he addressed the natives as human beings, even if only to 

deceive them better. Cortés immediately finds interpreters, and inquiries 

into the customs of the Indians. He makes use of the things he learns about 

the other culture. Presenting himself as Quetzalcoatl, he lets himself be 
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translated into an Aztec “text” (see Sonesson, 2000). If Alter is thus the oth-

er as grasped by empathy, the latter has to be understood, as it is by some 

authors, as the ability to conceive and adapt to the position of the other, not, 

necessarily, as other authors would have it, to identify with him. Even if we 

adopt the distinction between cognitive and emotive empathy (see Preston, 

de Waal, 2002), recognizing the feelings of the other is not the same as shar-

ing them. 

It is important to note that empathy, in the general sense of being able—

or trying—to understand the other (see Stueber, 2006) is not to be identified 

with altruism, which plays an important part in recent discussions of evolu-

tionary theory (See Sober, Wilson, 1998; Dugatkin, 2006; Decety, Ickes, eds. 

2009; Harman, 2011). Cortés may be more empathic than Columbus, but he 

is not more altruistic. He clearly adopts the hermeneutic task of understand-

ing with the aim of better to vanquish the Aztecs. Empathy in the sense of 

the ability to understand is possibly a prerequisite for altruism. On the other 

hand, it is of course possible that empathy, in the sense of feeling the same 

feelings as the other, can help us gaining an understanding of these feelings. 

When Daniel Batson (2011) talks about “empathy induced altruism,” using 

the term empathy in the sense of feeling the feelings of the other, he may be 

taken to suggest something of the kind, or, more probably, he sees the whole 

process, from the initiation of the goal and its acting out in reality, as a pro-

cess occurring on the level of emotion. However, I shall here use “empathy” 

to mean, as in hermeneutics, the ability or will to understand/interpret the 

other and/or his works. Logically, empathy, in this sense, is no doubt a req-

uisite for altruism, but, in an evolutionary sense, the opposite may be the 

case. 

Elliott Sober, David Sloan Wilson (1998, 6f, 197ff) have introduced  

a distinction between behavioural and psychological altruism. In this view, 

psychological altruism is what we would normally understand by this term: 

to act out of a (more or less) non-egoistic motive. Behavioural altruism is to 

act as we would expect an altruist to act, without there necessarily being any 

psychology behind it. As we shall see, there has long been a tendency in  

evolutionary theory to suppose that while behavioural altruism is real, psy-

chological altruism is not. This is not necessarily because of taking a behav-

iourist stance (or taking the position of radical enactionists), but because 

other motives may exist. One such motive (though normally thought to be 

unconscious) is the interest of the subject in having his genes survive, which 

would make altruism into a family affair. Another one is that the subject is 

simply trying to get rid of the queasy feeling of experiencing the suffering of 

the other. However, Batson (2011) has shown—using rather contrived exper-

imental set-ups, to be sure—that altruism, at least nowadays, is a real mo-

tive, because those who had the possibility of opting out from experiencing 

the suffering of the other, still tried to help. However, perhaps the sacrifices 
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demanded of Batson’s subject are not comparable to those envisioned by the 

students of evolutionary history. And perhaps it is simply a misunderstand-

ing to try to derive our sense of morality from altruism, as Nicolas Baumard 

(2010) has claimed, going as far as suggesting that “the moral sense,” as he 

terms it, following in the steps of English 18th century philosophers, is really 

an innate module. Nevertheless, this does not seem to be compatible with 

evolutionary history, as we will suggest in the following. 

The canonical model of cultural semiotics can perhaps be explained by 

the model of altruism proposed by Sober and Wilson (1998). The extended 

model may have originated in bio-cultural evolution as suggested by Peter 

Richerson and Robert Boyd (2005). Before going on to explore this hypoth-

esis, it may be worthwhile to consider two other possible points of view.  

According to the first, both models have always coexisted in human history. 

This can probably not be denied, but it might still be true that the extended 

model has become increasingly accessible, and indeed prevalent, in evolu-

tionary history. The other alternative amounts to the claim that, to the con-

trary, human beings first, in hunter-gather time, lived in a world more like 

that described by the extended model, but then, with sedentarity and agri-

culture, emerged into a new world characterized by the canonical model, as 

it would be most clearly expressed by a perpetual state of war. In spite of the 

popularity of the latter claim, there is nevertheless solid evidence against it, 

from both ethnology and archaeology. Not only does Jarred Diamond (2012: 

79 ff.) maintain, on the basis of his own experience in New Guinea, that war 

is in fact endemic in traditional society, but, in addition to other ethno-

graphic evidence, there are ample sources of archaeological proof of this 

finding (See, notably Keeley, 1996; Guilaine, Zammit, 2001; Marandet (ed.), 

2011; Patou-Mathis, 2013). Indeed, chimpanzees follow the canonical model 

in this respect, once we take into account that their encounters with other 

groups happen rather seldom (see Boehm, 2001; 2012).  

 

1.2. Inclusive Fitness and Beyond 

 

Suppose then that, in evolutionary history, we have gone from the canon-

ical model (to which we sometimes return) to the extended model, which 

tends to generalize the Alter mode, resulting from bio-cultural evolution—

then it may be true now, although it has not always been true, that we  

are “born and bred” (in Tomasello’s 2009 terms) into altruism. That is, if 

there is something which can be called bio-cultural evolution, as suggested 

by Richerson and Boyd (2005), and if they are right in claiming that the 

biological part of the process can be much more rapid than has customarily 

been presumed, what was oncse bred into us can now, at least in part, be 

something with which we are born. And if we follow Merlin Donald’s (1991; 

2001) line of argument, this part of human specificity may even have devel-
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oped in the phase of cultural evolution which we are accustomed to call his-

tory. 
According to “multilevel selection theory,” as defended by Sober and Wil-

son (1998), the unit of selection in biological evolution can be the gene, the 
organism, or the group. Stephen Jay Gould (2002, 21) goes even further, 
suggesting that there are “several legitimate levels of Darwinian individuali-
ty (genes, cell-lineages, organisms, demes, species, and clades)”. The most 
controversial part of these suggestions, however, is the idea that the unit of 
selection can be the group or, in Gould’s terms, the deme, usually defined as 
the local populations of organisms of one species that actively interbreed 
with one another (see Borrello, 2012 [2010]). It won’t be necessary to dis-
cuss in the following whether the subject of evolution is the gene, the organ-
ism, the group, or something else (see Sonesson, 2016b, c), since cultural 
evolution, at least in the last instance, can hardly by anything else than 
group evolution. We will, however, have to dwell on a very particular group, 
the family, in the extended sense of the term, the survival of which is usually 
formulated in terms of preserving the common genes.  

William Hamilton coined the term “inclusive fitness” (later called “kin se-
lection”) for the idea of egoism being extended to all individuals sharing 
(more or less) the same genes. According to what the textbooks (e.g. Barrett, 
Dunbar,  Lycett, 2002; Rossano, 2003; Buss, 2012) call Hamilton’s rule, 
altruism can evolve if the cost to the self is outweighed by the benefit to the 
recipient, multiplied by the probability that the recipient carries the same 
gene. It thus explains altruism as kin-extended egoism. In this sense, Hamil-
ton thinks it is worth dying to save three brothers, five nephews, or nine first 
cousins (as J.B.S. Haldane said before him), who have an unequal share of 
the same genes as the Ego. Textbooks in evolutionary psychology never rec-
ognize the fact that Hamilton later came to the conclusion that genetic relat-
edness made no difference – as long as the others could be recognized as 
altruists. As was shown mathematically by George Price, and later recog-
nized by Hamilton (1975, 337) himself, genetic relatedness is not necessary, 
for, as long as we are convinced that the others are also altruists, it is worth-
while to be an altruist: “[K]inship should be considered just one way of get-
ting positive regression of genotype in the recipient, and [...] it is this posi-
tive regression that is vitally necessary for altruism. Thus, the inclusive-
fitness concept is more general than ‘kin selection’ ” (Also see Segerstråle, 
2000; Dugatkin, 2006: Harman, 2011). 

Sober and Wilson (1998),who mention Hamilton’s change of heart, claim 
that in a group of altruists and egoists, the altruists give one fitness point to 
themselves and to all the others; and at the same time, they lose two fitness 
points, and do not receive any from the egoists; and in this sense, egoists are 
more fit than altruists. This poses the question how altruists can evolve: 
being less fit, they should normally disappear rapidly from the struggle of 
the fittest. Sober and Wilson (1998) go on to argue, however, that, when 
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pitted against a group of egoists, the group of altruists will achieve the high-
est fitness points.  

This could be seen as the evolutionary explanation of the canonical mod-
el of Cultural semiotics. If so, the empathy within the group only comes at 
the prize of a lack of empathy in relation to other groups. In my earlier work 
in cultural semiotics (See Sonesson, 2000; 2002; 2003; 2007a; 2012; 2013: 
2016a, b), I have taken for granted that Ego-culture did not have to be for-
ever opposed to Alius-culture. Alter-culture, in this sense, is an extension of 
Ego-culture, with some restrictions, to some other cultures. But, if group 
selection theory is right, at least as conceived by Sober and Wilson (1998), 
this can never happen, because altruism and empathy only make sense from 
an evolutionary point of view in opposition to other groups. It is possible 
that genetic-cultural co-evolution may overcome this obstacle, as is has 
probably done with many others, but it is not very clear how this can be 
done.  

David Sloan Wilson (2002), who collaborated with Elliott Sober in the 
book referred to above, has made a very forceful argument for Culture being 
Ego-culture (although not in those terms): Using the privileged example of 
religion to show the development of social groups, Wilson identifies his the-
ory with that of Durkheim. Religion, to Durkheim, it may be remembered, is 
the veneration of society by itself (For a recent overview, see Juan 2015). As 
Wilson remarks, this explains the horizontal relation, between members of 
the same religion (and/or society), but leaves the vertical dimension (to 
God) more or less unexplained. Fortunately, from our point of view, which is 
that of evolutionary cultural semiotics, the horizontal relation is the essen-
tial one. Unlike Sober and Wilson (1998), Wilson (2002), and more explicit-
ly Wilson (1997), is really out to explain the existence of society. It will be 
noted, however, that a social group in this sense cannot simply be identified 
with the deme, because social groups, and in particular societies and/or 
cultures, in the sense of Durkheim, cannot be reduced to locally (even po-
tentially) interbreeding organisms, precisely because they are supposed to 
be “superorganic”, i.e. having an existence of some sort above the levels of 
the individuals making it up. 

  

2. FACTORS IN NATURAL AND CULTURAL EVOLUTION 

 
What makes human beings, and their way of thinking, unique in the bio-

sphere of the earth, is not just the biological-genetic evolution of human 
cognitive capacities, but also the interaction in historical time with the envi-
ronment, the socio-cultural Lifeworld, and particularly human semiotic 
skills, i.e. the ability to learn from other thinking beings, and to transfer 
experiences, knowledge, meaning, and views to new generations. Tradition-
ally, history has been the singular telling of stories of our particular spatio-
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temporal existence; and the theory of evolution has consisted in studying 
the specific way human biology has evolved. According to the evolutionary 
scheme proposed by Merlin Donald (1991; 2001; 2004; 2010), human speci-
ficity proceeds from biological to cultural evolution, from the episodic over 
the mimetic and the mythic stage to that of theory, that is, it transcends 
(natural) evolution into history. Peter Richerson and Robert Boyd (2005) 
systematically work out the parallels between natural and cultural evolution, 
but they fail to reckon with the way in which cultural evolution is necessarily 
different from biological evolution: in being played out in a world in which 
humanity has already created the semiotic structures for the conservation of 
memory resulting from mimetic and mythic stages, and while they are in the 
process of producing theoretic structures.  
 

2.1. Cultural Selection as Natural Selection 

 

Although it is the factor last mentioned by Richerson and Boyd (2005) 
when suggesting parallels between natural and cultural evolution, natural 
selection certainly plays a particular part in their proposal, somewhat as the 
last instance of determination, as was more explicitly pointed out by Luigi 
Luca Cavalli-Sforza (2001: 178). Actually, the idea that Darwinism is really a 
general theory concerning the mechanism rendering change possible, in 
culture as well as nature, was first suggested by David L. Hull (1988: 397ff), 
in a book involved with cultural evolution and, in fact, more particularly, 
with the changes in a particular domain of culture, the history of the (biolog-
ical) sciences. Later on, Stephen Jay Gould (2002: 59) expressed his conten-
tion that the “one long argument” which Darwin claims to be making all 
through his seminal book is “an attempt to establish a methodological ap-
proach and intellectual foundation for rigorous analysis in historical sci-
ence” overall, although biological evolution happens to be his example. Basi-
cally, this methodological principle could be formulated as the requirement 
for their being first variation and then selection among the variants.1  

The essential contribution of Richerson and Boyd, however, is to suggest 
that, along with a mechanism similar to natural selection, culture also de-
pends on several other impacting factors, all similar to what we find in natu-
ral evolution. The cultural evolutionary forces discussed by Richerson and 
Boyd (2005: 69 ff.) are as follows: random forces; decision-making forces; 
biased transmission; and natural selection. Random forces may be distin-
guished into two subcategories: first, cultural mutation, where the effects 
are due to random individual-level processes, such as misremembering an 
item of culture. From a more classical, sociological or hermeneutic, point of 

————————— 
1 All these authors at the same time distance themselves from the notion of “meme,” as a unit of 

cultural selection, comparable to the gene as a unit of natural selection, as first defined by Dawkins 
(1999 [1982]). For a discussion of good and bad reasons for maintaining this distinction, also those 
of Sperber (1996) and Testart (2012), see Sonesson (2016b, d; in press).  
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view, this seems to be the stuff of which rumours and, more widely, tradi-
tions, are made. Second, there is cultural drift, which is the effect caused by 
statistical anomalies in small populations. For example, in “simple socie-
ties,” as Richerson and Boyd say (meaning, I take it, societies consisting of 
few members and/or societies without a state, which are often not so simple 
in other respects) some skills, such as boat building, may be practiced only 
by a few specialists. If all the specialists in a particular generation happen, 
by chance, to die young or to have personalities that discourage apprentices, 
boat building will die out.  

Next, there are decision-making forces, which are the kind of impetus for 
change that is more familiar to us from ordinary history writing. Richerson 
and Boyd describe them all as guided variation and as non-random changes 
in cultural variants occasioned by individuals and subsequently transmitted. 
This force is said to result from transformations during social learning, or 
the learning, invention, or adaptive modification of cultural variants. Biased 
transmission is of three kinds. There is content-based (or direct) bias, in the 
case of which individuals are more likely to learn or remember some cultur-
al variants based on their content. Content-based bias can result from calcu-
lation of costs and benefits associated with alternative variants, or because 
the structure of cognition makes some variants easier to learn or remember.  

The second kind of biased transmission is the frequency-based bias, 
which Richerson and Boyd describe as the use of the commonness or rarity 
of a cultural variant as a basis for choice. For example, the most advanta-
geous variant is often likely to be the commonest. If so, a conformity bias is 
an easy way to acquire the correct variant. This seems to correspond to fac-
tors that have been adduced in social psychology, and perhaps especially 
mass psychology (Le Bon, Tarde, etc.; see Moscovici 1985). There is also 
model-based bias, which Richerson and Boyd describe as the choice of traits 
based on the observable attributes of the individuals who exhibit the traits. 
In this view, plausible model-based biases include a predisposition to imi-
tate successful or prestigious individuals, as well as to imitate individuals 
similar to oneself. This factor seems to overlap with the second one, and 
again it is reminiscent, in particular, of mass psychology. 

So far, we have suggested that the factors to which Richerson and Boyd 
here give metaphorical names taken over from natural evolution have in  
fact already been taken into account by the human and social societies. This 
does not mean that the work accomplished by our authors has been in vain. 
First of all, it is worthwhile to bring together in one epistemology factors 
which have been discussed more or less independently in different parts  
of the human and social sciences, as well as in biology, thus giving us the 
necessary framework for estimating their relative importance. Second, it 
makes sense to establish that all diachrony consists of the production of 
variants and a process of selection applied to these variants. Third, such an 
epistemological framework may offer us the necessary background for  
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determining what really makes the difference between natural and cultural 
evolution.  

As a case in point, we will here consider the single factor termed cultural 
drift by Richerson and Boyd, which is the effect caused by statistical anoma-
lies in small populations, exemplified by the case in which a given tribe has 
only a small number of specialists on boot-building, and these all happen, by 
chance, to die young or to have personalities that discourage apprentices, 
causing boat building to die out. This may actually happen also in not so 
simple societies as our own: thus, following Thomas Kuhn’s famous sugges-
tion about other scientific domains, structuralist linguistics seems to have 
died out that way within the tribe known as linguists. Indeed, we know that, 
during Classical time, the Mayas constructed the pyramids in Yucatán, 
Chiapas, and Guatemala, but, according to all ethnological testimonies, their 
latter-day descendants believe they were constructed by some supernatural 
stripe of dwarfs. While this may happen, nonetheless, it does not have to 
happen. And the same argument applies to all the other factors proposed by 
Richerson and Boyd.2 

This is because, once we have culture, matters become more intricate: we 
still have all the books of the structuralists, and we can always start glossing 
them over again. But, even in “simple societies”, it may not be so easy to get 
rid of boat building altogether, if the terminology is preserved in the lan-
guage. It might even be said that boat-building cannot disappear as long as 
boats are around. But, the existence of boats may not be enough to tell you 
how to make them – and the same goes for boat-building terminology, 
which is not necessarily sufficient to mirror tacit knowledge. There is noth-
ing very obvious to the process of reverse engineering.  

Whether it is a question of boat-building, pyramid-building, or structual-
ist linguistics, nevertheless, having access to a written account (and even a 
series of pictures), and knowing how to read it, makes all the difference. Eva 
Jablonka  and Marion Lamb (2005) have pointed out that there are four 
kinds of inheritance system playing a role in evolution: in addition to genetic 
inheritance, there is epigenetic inheritance (i.e. situational regulation of 
gene expression as conveyed, notably, by means of methylation); and there 
is also information transmitted by means of behaviour, as well as by signs. It 
might be added that, while all are characterized by variation followed by 
selection, only in the case of the latter two does the non-chosen variants, to 
different degrees, remain available for later inspection, and thus for re-
newed selection. This is why those two are the regulators of cultural evolu-
tion. 

————————— 
2 For the details of this argument, see Sonesson (2016b, c, d; in press). 
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2.2. Some Extensions of Extended Memory 

 

Merlin Donald (1991; 2001; 2010) identifies four stages of the evolution-

ary process by means of which human beings have become different from 

other animals, identifying them with different kinds of memory (see Figure 

2). Episodic memory, the memory for single situated happenings, is some-

thing which human beings share with many other animals.3 Mimetic 

memory, or perhaps rather the peculiarly form that mimetic memory takes 

in human beings, is restricted to human beings and close predecessors, such 

as Homo ergaster and/or Homo erectus. As I have pointed out elsewhere, 

many remarkable things seem to happen within the stage which Donald 

calls the mimetic stage: there is tool use, skill, imitation, gesture, and pan-

tomime, some of which involve sign use and others not (Cf. Sonesson, 

2007b, c; 2016b).  

It should be noted that, as long as mimesis only comprehends tool use, 

which is a possible first phase, it is, equally to episodic memory, an individ-

ual concern. It is certainly sedimented as a behaviour pattern into the body, 

but only from the point of view of the individual possessing that particular 

body. This remains true of skill, as long as it is the skill for using tools or 

even for using the members of the own body in an instrumental way. Imita-

tion and gesture, however, necessarily involve a community of memory us-

ers. That is, while episodes may be savoured in solitude, and the early stages 

of mimetic memory may be so handled as well, it takes a community, or at 

least two subjects, to make use of imitation and gesture. If we think of pic-

tures, not as static structures are we are now wont to consider them, but as 

the sedimented patterns by means of which pictures are produced in the 

sand, or on the skin, or on any other surface unable to conserve the pattern 

for long (as the air, in the limiting-case of gesture), pictures might pertain to 

this category, and not to the fourth one, as Donald suggests; but we have no 

clear historical sources for determining which one of these assignments is 

correct. 

This part of the mimetic stage would already involve a kind of “extended” 

or “distributed cognition” in the sense of contemporary cognitive science 

(See Hutchins, 1995; Clark, Chalmers, 1998). Indeed, Gavriel Salomon 

(1997) has reintroduced the distinction between the kind of thinking done 

by people in conjunction and partnership with others, and that which occurs 

with the help of culturally provided tools and implements, such a calculators 

or grocery lists. The first kind, which he calls “shared cognition,” is exempli-

————————— 
3 If we take episodic memory to involve what Williams James called the stream of consciousness, 

characterised, in Husserl’s term, by protentions and retentions, there should also be a pre-episodic 
memory, to account, for instance, for the world of the tick, and then it does not necessary involve 
time-travelling, postulated by Endel Tulving, for which a post-episodic memory may be necessary 
(see Sonesson, 2015). None of these precisions needs to concern us here. 
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fied by conversation, where there is a constant change of cognition based on 

the other person’s responses. The second kind he calls “off-loading,” but  

I will reserve for it the term “extended memory.”  

 

 

Figure 2. Donald’s different types of memory as reinterpreted in Sonesson (2007b, c; 2016a,  
b) and developed in the text. 

 

 

One would do well to distinguish also a third kind, epitomized by the  

system of language, the system of arithmetic, the system of writing, and so 

on, which make the second kind of objects possible. Indeed, gesture, as soon 

as it becomes part of a system, such as in the case of signed languages, no 

longer is purely mimetic but already a memoric system. It would thus corre-

spond to Donald’s next stage, mythic memory, which for Donald is repre-

sented by language. It is called mythic memory, however, because it  

involves the construction of narratives, no doubt initially used to recount 

myths, and thought by Donald to be the reason why language evolved.  

This brings us to the fourth stage, called theoretic memory by Donald, 

which supposes the existence of a physical realisation independent of the 

bodies of the subjects (except, of course, when the body is used as a surface 

for conserving meaning, but then of course in a relatively transient way). 

Donald (2010) calls such bits of memory (in contrast to “engrams”)  

“exograms.” Again, the name given to this stage by Donald epitomizes one of 

its possible realisations, that is (scientific) theories, but the stage also com-

prises writing and pictures (if they are not sand paintings, etc., on which see 

Sonesson 2007a, b). Such as theory, on a very general level, may be geome-

try, but also the general rules of land-surveying, as opposed to the simple 

bodily praxis of which both are “formalizations,” according to Husserl’s 

(1954, 365–217) observations in the “Origin of geometry”-paper. Such  

a system of rules, conveyed by means of the kind of artefact we call a book, is 
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comparable to the system of the third stage, although now more enduringly 

embodied. However, a piece of writing, and even a picture (book), is more 

comparable to the narrative structure type of the third stage. This is of 

course “off-loading,” or “extended memory,” in the proper sense of the term. 

Unlike natural evolution, cultural evolution is all the time also an accu-

mulation of meaning, not only of information, in other words, it is memory 

experienced. Unlike genetic inheritance mechanisms, cultural evolution 

brings forth a kind of memory record that always remain available for later 

inspection, and thus for renewed selection (See section 2.1). The evolution-

ary interpretation of cultural semiotics therefore would seem to re-establish 

a version of the classical conception of human speciality, as conceived first 

by the Enlightenment philosophers (including Herder and Humboldt) and, 

at the beginning of the 20th century, by such thinkers as Husserl, Dilthey, 

and Cassirer. In contemporary terms, this is semiosis: the accumulation of 

meaning in memory (see Sonesson, 2016d). This allows for a kind of meta-

position in relation to cultures, which may be at the origin of empathy and, 

eventually, of altruism. Of course, at a primary stage, the first layer of 

memory was probably not filled up with what we know as science, but with 

something more akin to ritual, ethnics, religion, emotion. This may account 

for the extension of Alter outside Ego-culture. 

Instead of talking about the accumulation of meaning, we will follow Hus-

serl in calling the process sedimentation. In posthumous texts, Husserl dis-

tinguished between the genetic and generative dimensions of experience (See 

Welton, 2000; Steinbock, 1995). Every object in our experience has a genetic 

dimension: it results from the layering, or sedimentation, of the different acts 

that connects it with its origin, which give it is validity, in the way in which 

geometry, as Husserl’s (1954, 378ff) observes, once developed out of the prax-

is of land-surveying. There is also the further dimension of generativity, 

which pertains to all objects, and which results from the layering, or sedimen-

tation, of the different acts in which they have become known, which may be 

acts of perception, memory, anticipation, imagination, and so on. The term 

generativity is meant to evoke the idea of generations following each other, as 

well as the trajectory accomplished by each individual from being born to 

dying. Taking all this into account, the return to the origin cannot amount to  

a reduction of geometry to land-surveying, in which case not only non-

Euclidean geometry would be impossible, but all the “discoveries” of mathe-

matics after the formalization of the practice of land-surveying. As Husserl 

(1954, 371) goes on to mention, though he fails to bring it into focus, geome-

try, as well as any other system of ideal structures, appears to have an exist-

ence beyond all the practice which is sedimented into them, already because 

they are present outside of time and space—or rather, in all times and spaces 

(after the foundational moment, or more precisely, the sequence of founda-

tional moments: see Sonesson, 2015b).  
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Figure 3. Model of communication integrating the Prague and the Tartu model, as proposed  
by Sonesson 1999. Dashed lines indicate processes which are not obligatory for this to constitute 

communication. 

 

 

3. COMMUNICATION AS COLLABORATION 

 

As Michael Tomasello (2008) observes, communication is a kind of col-

laboration. Unlike other species, Tomasello (2009, 1f) notes, human beings 

are “born and bred to help”. Other primates, it turns out, are able to co-

operate when this is to their mutual benefit, and even, to some extent, to 

share food. But what they cannot do is to share information. This is why 

Tomasello talks about “the cooperation model of human communication”. 

Nevertheless, Tomasello does not have much to say about such a model of 

communication. In other papers, however, I have tried to delineate precisely 

such a model, taking my inspiration from the Prague school, which itself 

builds on Husserlean phenomenology, integrating it into social space. Ac-

cording to this model, all kinds of communication consist in presenting an 

artefact to another subject and assigning him or her the task of transforming 

it by means of concretisation into a percept, starting out from a pool of 

knowledge which is only shared in part (see Sonesson, 1999 and Fig. 3). 

 

3.1. In-Between the Prison House and the Stag Hunt 
 

Like the work of Richerson and Boyd, that of Sober and Wilson is based 

on theoretical models derived from game theory, which, in spite of its name, 

is the favoured paradigm for understanding the functioning of capitalist 

society, and just marginally some games. More specifically, it is based on 
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zero-sum games, where it is only possible to win to the exact extent that 

someone else loses. In fact, they are all involved with variations on a slightly 

more complex case, the so-called Prisoner’s Dilemma, in which, out of two 

prisoners, the one who incriminates the other will receive a lighter sentence, 

unless the other also incriminates him, in which case both will receive harsh 

sentences, whereas none of them will be imprisoned, if both keep silent (see 

Nowak, Highfield, 2011, 1–17).4 Without referring to game theory, Sterelny 

and Griffiths (1999, 151 ff.) early on in their book consider the claim that 

groups may be units of selection, generally accepting the arguments, but 

stating that the same facts may be alternatively explained by thinking of  

any given individual on the background of his/her relations to another indi-

vidual, or, more precisely, taking the population structure to be part of the 

environment in which selection takes place (See Sterelny, Griffiths, 1999, 

166 ff.).  

Nowak and Highfield (2011, 21–114, 270 ff.), on the other hand, have 

tried to extend the metaphor of the Prisoner’s dilemma, modifying some of 

the features that render it improbable as a model of society. One obvious 

problem with the Prisoner’s dilemma is that both subjects involved are iso-

lated, not knowing about the decisions of the other, which is a rather unreal-

istic condition in society. First, knowledge of the decisions of the other may 

be added (“direct reciprocity”). Second, there may be an indirect reciprocity, 

resulting from the reputation (given language or some other sufficiently 

complex semiotic system) of the other conveyed to other members of socie-

ty. Finally, there is also the simple effect of being neighbours. According to 

Nowak and Highfield (2011), this is sufficient for collaboration to emerge. 

One may have doubt about this last point: as we saw above, if chimpanzees 

are less war-mongers than early human beings, it precisely seems because 

their living space is so extended, that they rarely have any neighbours to 

count with (see Boehm, 2001; 2012). On the other hand, urbanism certainly 

seems to have brought about something of the kind in human beings (See 

Sonesson,  Sandin, 2016). It will be noted that the other two factors adduced 

both depend on communication, that is, on semiosis. 

Without any stake in game theory, Michael Tomasello (2008; 2009) has 

repeatedly insisted on the importance of cooperation to the evolution and 

development of human beings. On the basis of experimental evidence, To-

masello (2008, 177 f.) maintains that cooperation is a human speciality, 

even when compared to other primates. When cooperation has a concrete 

goal, chimpanzees synchronize their behaviour skilfully; however, when the 

social game has to be performed for its own sake (e.g. using a trampoline to 

bounce up a ball together), they show no interest, unlike 14–24 months old 

————————— 
4 Curiously, Daniel Batson (2011) showed experimentally that altruism can be a real motive, even 

in the classical game theory case of the prisoner’s dilemma.  
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children. In Brian Bertram’s (1982) terms, this would seem to mean that 

other apes are capable of mutualism (when both individuals gain from the 

collaboration) and reciprocal altruism (where the one who helps is repaid at 

some later time), but not of helping for helping’s sake (cf. Dunbar, in Wil-

son, Keil, 1999, 201 f.; Nowak, Highfield, 2011, 21 ff.).  

In a later book, Tomasello (2009) claims that chimpanzees are as ad-

vanced as we are in the business of helping, but not as far as informing and 

sharing are concerned: that is, they would assist another ape in obtaining an 

object, but not in conveying the information on how to obtain it to him. In 

this same publication, and in his most recent one, Tomasello (2009; 2014) 

goes on to claim that it is precisely in mutualism that the big difference be-

tween human beings and nonhuman apes consists. In the experimental lit-

erature, he contrasts the case of apes being able to accomplish a joint en-

deavour pulling in a basket containing food, but only when the parts of the 

food pertaining to each of them is clearly divided beforehand, whereas chil-

dren can accomplish the same feet, even when the food subsequently has to 

be divided. At a more ethological level, Tomasello (2009; 2014) claims there 

are no real “shared cooperative activities” among nonhuman apes, whose 

hunting activities really are a case of other apes following up on the initiative 

of the first one, which is seen from the fact that the ape which ends up with 

the prey only grudgingly lets the others share in the booty. Human beings, 

on the other hand, Tomasello maintains, systematically engaged in such 

shared cooperative activities, as epitomized, from the start, by the stag hunt, 

and this is the beginning of collaboration which, by means of joint and later 

collective intentionality, leads to society and culture. 

Whether Tomasello is unfair to our fellow apes or not is not the essential 

issue at present: it is that game theory must suppose all altruism to be re-

ducible to mutualism and reciprocal altruism (however much Sober and 

Wilson appear to say something very different in the parts not expressed in 

game theoretical terms of their book). Interestingly, Tomasello (2014) sug-

gests that, when turning to game theory, we should really go shopping for 

models of collaboration, not competition. Still, not even mutualism may be 

sufficient to explain the daily on-going cooperation that we call society and 

culture. It is a fact that human beings live in societies, which presuppose 

large-scale cooperation, increasingly between non-kin (especially in city life; 

see Sonesson, Sandin, 2016), and without specific offers of reciprocity 

and/or mutualism. This may, most of the time, be low-level collaboration, 

but collaboration still it is, and the possibility of it has to be explained. 

In the end, it all boils down to an opposition familiar from the history of 

ideas. Tomasello (2009, 3) points out that this discussion partakes in “one 

of the great debates in Western civilisation […] whether humans are born 

cooperative and helpful and society later corrupts them (e.g. Rousseau), or 

whether they are born selfish and unhelpful and society teaches them better 
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(e.g. Hobbes),” and he professes to “defend a thesis that mainly sides with 

Rousseau’s take of things.”5 Even accepting something of Rousseau’s vision, 

however, Tomasello still thinks we also need to be bred into collaboration. 

Nicolas Baumard (2010, 27ff), who claims we are born into morality (thanks 

to a “module”) stills observes that the application of the system depends on 

whom we recognize as human beings.6  

Tomasello (2009, 99 f.) in the ends arrives at the same conundrum as 

Sober and Wilson: he concludes that “the best way to motivate people to 

collaborate and to think like a group is to identify an enemy and charge that 

‘they’ threaten us.” In other words, in order to breed individuals into coop-

eration, the obvious way is to organize them into a group dedicated to an 

(often deadly) competition with other groups, that is, as an Ego-culture op-

posed to an Alius-culture. And this means that, in spite of Tomasello’s 

claim, competition originally reigns supreme over cooperation. Another 

alternative, however, could be to admit an original Hobbesian war, which is 

precariously suspended by a collaborative bond within culture, at the price 

of Hobbesian war still raging outside of the own culture (see Boehm, 2001; 

2012). 

 

3.2. History as the Progressive Semiotization of Humankind 
 

If we suppose Sober and Wilson (1998) to be right about the rules of 

group selection, Alter-culture (or perhaps even Ego-culture) would reign 

supreme within the culture that defines itself in relation to another, but only 

at the expense of Alius-culture characterizing the relationship between cul-

tures. This poses the problem of how Alter-culture can be discovered and 

even generalized, as it is in the Declaration of the Rights of Man authored by 

the United Nations. This is where the essentially semiotic aspect of human 

history intervenes: cultural evolution, it will be remembered, brings forth  

a kind of memory record that always remains available for later inspection, 

and thus for renewed selection. It is because we have access to the (genetic) 

mimetic or mythical memory of earlier exchanges with other human groups, 

which are handed down (generatively) in history, and later because these 

exchanges are preserved (generatively) in theoretic memory, that we are in 

due course able to take a structural view of different cultures, comparing 

them not only in diachrony but also in synchrony, probing their universals, 

but also their differences, and thus, by learning from tradition, arriving at  

a hermeneutics of cultures, which allows for the existence of Alter-culture, 

besides (or instead of) Alius-culture, and, in fact, for everything in between 

————————— 
5 It may actually be more relevant to oppose here the conceptions of Grotius and Pufendorf. See 

Baumard 2010. 
6 Space is lacking for discussing Baumard’s (2010) contention that, instead of altruism leading to 

sacrifice, what we have is a sense of justness. 
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these two ideal types. The Enlightenment is no doubt an important phase in 

this process, because it first codifies the ideal of universal Alter-culture, but 

it seems hardly feasible for these ideas to come out of thin air in the late 

eighteenth century. Rather, the air must have been in the process of thicken-

ing for some time already.  

The integration of Europe during the Middle Ages (see Le Goff, 2003) 

under the sign of Christendom, and the discovery of really alien cultures, in 

particularly in the Americas, in the 16th century, were no doubt fundamen-

tal moments in the history of this hermeneutical tradition (see Dunér, 

Sonesson, 2016). Still, it is impossible not to look upon the Enlightenment—

in particular understood as “the long 18th century,” starting as least in 1680, 

as Paul Hazard (1961 [1935]) suggested—as forming the high tide of this 

tradition, less because of formal declarations such as the original Declara-

tion of the Rights of Man by the Revolutionary Parliament, than because of 

the long struggle for equality and tolerance, occupying the best scholars 

from the middle of the 17th century to the end of 18th. Jonathan Israel 

(2001; 2006; 2010; 2011; 2014) has written several books showing, not only 

that the French Revolution, but also our present-day ideas of tolerance and 

democracy, are the result of a long process in the domain of ideas, originat-

ing in the Early Enlightenment, that is, in the times of Baruch Spinoza and 

Pierre Bayle, rather than in the period of High Enlightenment, which we 

associate with Newton, Locke, Montesquieu and Voltaire. According to Isra-

el, the former phase was more radical (although later on Diderot continued 

this tradition) and it had more thoroughgoing consequences for our present 

day Western ideal of equality between citizens, as well as between different 

cultures, ethnical groups and sexes.  

According to Israel (2006; 2014), no social cause can explain the French 

Revolution, since the masses had been poor for a long time, without causing 

any uproar. The idea that it is possible to overthrow authorities, however, 

had gained more and more support since the middle of the 17th century, 

mostly because of writings which were prohibited. We can know this, Israel 

(2006, 15 ff.) contends, by means of a “history of controversies,” that is, be-

cause of our knowledge about the general reaction to the ideas presented by 

some contentious thinkers, such as Bayle, Spinoza, and their manifold fol-

lowers, particularly in Holland and, later, in France. Readers of most books 

about the Enlightenment no doubt carry with them the impression that Spi-

noza’s books fell on deaf ears, and that Bayle’s message was only a very 

vague inspiration for the Enlightenment as we know it, but Israel (2001; 

2006; 2010; 2011) shows that both authors, singly or in combination, in-

spired numerous followers, as manifested in the books published at the 

time, and also provoked a lot of printed responses, some of them by well-

known authors, but many others now forgotten. He also demonstrates, also 

from the printed evidence offered by the defenders of the status quo, that 
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these ideas, in the end, sifted down also to people who themselves were un-

able to read.  

This, at first, may suggest that mythical memory, in Donald’s sense, is 

sufficient to explain the change, and, more specifically, moving to a Bakh-

tinean terminology, that the presence of dialogue is. At present, obviously, 

we can only know about these controversies because books have been pre-

served from that period testifying to the controversies. But, unlike what was 

probably the case during the Middle Ages, it seems clear that, in this early 

phase (viewed from our perspective) of the age of printing, controversies 

were also increasingly played out, and not only transmitted, by means of 

pamphlets and other publications. Thus, we are already at the Donaldean 

stage of theoretic memory. Books and other kinds of prints thus emerged as 

the principal kind of organism-independent artefacts or, to use Donald’s 

term, exograms. 

There is a reason because of which evolution is not history proper: the 

latter is made up of a dialectics of memory devices, stemming from mimetic, 

mythic and theoretic stages of evolution, and their reactivation in interac-

tion and dialogue. Giving a slight twist to a formulate originating in the  

Enlightenment, in the words of Gotthold Ephraim Lessing and Johann Gott-

fried Herder, we can call this the progressive semiotization of human kind. 

 

 

4. CONCLUSION 

 

Taking a clue from contemporary evolutionary theory, we have explored 

parallels between biological evolution and cultural evolution, while also try-

ing to isolate what it specific to the latter, also called history. We have tried 

to understand human history as part and parcel of evolution, and yet as 

something qualitatively different from what has gone before, at least from 

the somewhat precarious standpoint (as conceived within the whole of evo-

lution) of human beings. In particular, we have been interested in under-

standing how the kind of relationship to other cultures illustrated by the 

notion of Alter-culture (connected, but not identical, to some senses of fa-

miliar terms such as empathy and altruism) is at all possible. That which 

makes human cultural evolution different, and Alter-culture possible, is the 

presence of mimetic, mythical, and theoretic memory, both within the life 

of the individual (genetic sedimentation) and that of the historical existence 

of the group (generative sedimentation).  

Thus, we have initiated the quest, not only for bringing the two contem-

porary transdisciplinary perspectives of cognitive science and semiotics to-

gether, but to connect these two modern approaches to the classical tradi-

tion of the humanities, the tradition of tradition itself, familiarly known as 

hermeneutics, according to which the understanding of other cultures and 
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their artefacts takes its point of departure in an understanding of human 

beings as human beings, of ourselves as human beings, and of others as hu-

man beings—with the small provision that the human beings about whom 

we are talking emerged out of animal life, evolution, and more or less deep 

history. And that is cognitive semiotics. 
 
 

REFERENCES 
 
L. Barrett, R. Dunbar, J. Lycett, Human Evolutionary Psychology, Palgrave, Basingstoke 2002. 
D. Batson, Altruism in Humans, Oxford University Press, New York 2011. 
N. Baumard, Comment nous sommes devenus moraux: une histoire naturelle du bien et du mal, 

Odile Jacob, Paris 2010. 
B. C. R. Bertram, Problems with Altruism, in: Current Problems in Sociobiology, King’s College 

Sociobiology Group (ed.), Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1982,  251–267. 
M. Borrello, Evolutionary Restraints: The Contentious History of Group Selection, (Paperback 

ed.), University of Chicago Press, Chicago 2012 [2010]. 
C. Boehm, Hierarchy in the Forest, Harvard University Press, Cambridge 2001. 
____, Moral origins. The evolution of Virtue, Altruism, and Shame, Basic Books, New York 

2012. 
A. Brown, The Darwin Wars: The Scientific Battle for the Soul of Man, Touchstone, London 

2000. 
D. M. Buss, Evolutionary Psychology: The New Science of the Mind (4. ed.), Allyn, Bacon, Bos-

ton 2012. 
A. Cabak Rédei, An Inquiry into Cultural Semiotics: Germaine de Staël’s Autobiographical 

Travel Accounts, Lund University Press, Lund 2007. 
L. L. Cavalli-Sforza, Genes, Peoples and Languages, Penguin, London 2001. 
A. Clark, D. Chalmers, The Extended Mind, Analysis, 58, 1998, 7–19. 
Ch. Darwin, The Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex. New edition revised and aug-

mented, D. Appleton and Co., New York 1871[1896]. 
R. Dawkins, The Extended Phenotype: The Long Reach of the Gene (revised. edition), Oxford 

University Press, Oxford 1999 [1982].  
J. Decety, W. Ickes (eds.), The Social Neuroscience of Empathy, MIT Press, Cambridge 2009. 
J. Diamond, The World Until Yesterday: What Can We Learn from Traditional Societies? Pen-

guin, London 2012. 
M. Donald, Origins of the Modern Mind. Three Stages in the Evolution of Culture and Cogni-

tion, Harvard University Press, Cambridge 1991. 
____, A Mind So Rare, Norton, New York 2001. 
____, The Definition of Human Nature, in: The New Brain Sciences, D. Rees, D. Rose (eds.), 

Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2004, 34–58. 
____, The Exographic Revolution: Neuropsychological Sequelae, in: The Cognitive Life of 

Things: Recasting the Boundaries of the Mind, L. Malafouris, C. Renfrew (eds.), McDonald 
Institute Monographs, Cambridge 2010,  71–80. 

L. A. Dugatkin, The Altruism Equation: Seven Scientists Search for the Origins of Goodness, 
Princeton University Press, Princeton 2006. 

D. Dunér, G. Sonesson, Encounters: The Discovery of the Unknown, in: Human Lifeworlds: The 
Cognitive Semiotics of Cultural Evolution, D. Dunér, G. Sonesson (eds.), Peter Lang, Frank-
furt/M. 2016, 267–300. 

S. J. Gould, The Structure of Evolutionary Theory, Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
Cambridge 2002. 

J. Guilaine, J. Zammit, Le sentier de la guerre. Visages de la violence préhistorique. Seuil, Paris 
2001. 

D. W. Hamilton, Innate Social Aptitudes of Man: An Approach from Evolutionary Genetics, in: 
ASA Studies 4: Biosocial Anthropology, R. Fox (ed.), Malaby Press, London 1975, 133–53. 

O. Harman, The Price of Altruism. George Price and the Search for the Origin of Kindness, 
Vintage Books, London 2011. 



 Semiosis in History. The Emergence of Alter-Culture 33 

P. Hazard, La Crise de la conscience européenne, Fayard, Paris 1961[1935]. 
D. L. Hull, Science as a Process: An Evolutionary Account of the Social and Conceptual Devel-

opment of Science, University of Chicago Press, Chicago 1988. 
E. Husserl, Die Krisis der europäischen Wissenschaften und die transzendentale Phänomenolo-

gie: Eine Einleitung in die phänomenologische Philosophie, Husserliana: Gesam-melte 
Werke VI (2nd ed.), Nijhoff, Haag 1954. 

E. Hutchins, Cognition in the Wild, The MIT Press, Cambridge 1995. 
J. I. Israel, Radical Enlightenment: Philosophy and the Making of Modernity 1650–1750, Ox-

ford University Press, Oxford 2001. 
____, Enlightenment Contested: Philosophy, Modernity and the Emancipation of Man 1620–

1752, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2006. 
____, A Revolution of the Mind: Radical Enlightenment and the Intellectual Origins of Modern 

Democracy, Princeton University Press, Princetown 2010. 
____, Democratic Enlightenment: Philosophy, Revolution, and Human Rights, 1750–1790, 

Oxford University Press, Oxford 2011. 
____, Revolutionary Ideas: An Intellectual History of the French Revolution from The Rights 

of Man to Robespierre, Princeton University Press, Princetown 2014. 
E. Jablonka, M. J. Lamb, Evolution in Four Dimensions: Genetic, Epigenetic, Behavioral, and 

Symbolic Variation in the History of Life, The MIT Press, Cambridge 2005. 
S. Juan, L’école française de socioanthopologie, Editions Sciences Humaines, Auxerre 2015. 
L. Keeley, War before Civilisation, Oxford University Press, Oxford 1996.  
J. Le Goff, L'Europe est-elle née au moyen âge? Seuil, Paris 2003. 
M-C. Marandet (ed.), Violence(s) de la Préhistoire à nos jours, Presses universitaires de Perpi-

gnan, Perpignan 2003. 
S. Moscovici, L’âge des foules: Un traité historique de psychologie des masses, Edition Com-

plexe, Paris 1981. 
M. Nowak, R. Highfield, Super-Cooperators: Evolution, Altruism and Human Behaviour or 

Why We Need Each Other to Succeed, Canongate Books, Edinburgh 2011. 
M. Patou-Mathis, Préhistorie de la violence et de la guerre, Odile Jacob, Paris 2013. 
S. Preston, F. de Waal, Empathy: Its Ultimate and Proximate Bases, Behavioral and Brain Sci-

ences, 25, 2002, 1–72.  
P. J. Richerson, R.  Boyd, Not by Genes Alone: How Culture Transformed Human Evolution, 

University of Chicago Press, Chicago 2005. 
M. J. Rossano, Evolutionary Psychology: The Science of Human Behavior and Evolution, John 

Wiley. Sons, Hoboken 2003. 
G. Salomon, Distributed Cognitions: Psychological and Educational Considerations, Cambridge 

University Press, Cambridge 1997. 
U. Segerstråle, Defenders of the Truth: The Battle for Science in the Sociology Debate and Be-

yond, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2000. 
E. Sober, D. S. Wilson, Unto Others: The Evolution and Psychology of Unselfish Behaviour, 

Harvard University Press, Cambridge 1998. 
G. Sonesson, The Signs of Life in Society—and Out of It: Sign System Studies, 27, 1999, 88-

128. 
____, Ego Meets Alter: The Meaning of Otherness in Cultural Semiotics, Semiotica, 128, 2000, 

537–559. 
____, Dos Modelos de la Globalización, Criterion, 2002, vol. 33,  107–134. 
____, The Globalisation of Ego and Alter: An Essay in Cultural Semiotics, Semiotica, 148,  

2003, 153–173. 
____, A semiosfera e o domínio da alteridade, in: Semiótica da cultura e semiosfera, I. Macha-

do (ed.), Annablume, São Paulo 2007(a),  81-95. 
____, From the Meaning of Embodiment to the Embodiment of Meaning, in: Body, Language 

and Mind. Vol 1: Embodiment, T. Ziemke, J.  Zlatev, R.  Frank (eds.), Mouton, Berlin 2007 
(b), 85–128.  

____, The Extensions of Man Revisited: From Primary to Tertiary Embodiment, in: Embodi-
ment in Cognition and Culture, J. M. Krois, M. Rosengren, A. Steidele, D. Westerkamp 
(eds.), Benjamins, Amsterdam, Philadelphia 2007 (c),  27–56. 

____, The View from Husserl’s Lectern: Considerations on the Role of Phenomenology in 
Cognitive Semiotics, Cybernetics and Human Knowing, 16 (3–4), 2009(a), 107–148. 



34 Göran Sonesson 

____, New Considerations on the Proper Study of Man—and, Marginally, Some Other Ani-
mals, Cognitive Semiotics, 4, 2009(b), 133–168. 

____, Between Homeworld and Alienworld: A Primer of Cultural Semiotics, in: Sign culture— 
Zeichen: Kultur Festschrift for Roland Posner, E. W. B. Hess-Lüttich (ed.), Königshausen, 
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PEIRCEAN METAPHOR REEXAMINED:  
CREATION, FUNCTION AND INTERPRETATION1 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

 The Peircean iconic metaphor takes the concept of metaphor beyond lin-

guistic and literary metaphors and does not even limit it to the “conventional 

metaphor” of Lakoff and Johnson’s cognitive theory. Given Peirce’s short and 

somewhat ambiguous definition of the metaphorical icon, a closer study of this 

category of icons is necessary for a better understanding of a concept that sur-

passes in many respects the earlier definitions of metaphor. It is also necessary 

to observe metaphors from the perspective of their creator: a perspective that is 

not usually adopted in other theories of metaphor, since much of the debates 

consider only the structure of the metaphor and its function with a focus on its 

interpretation, and do not discuss how the creator of the metaphor reaches or 

creates a metaphor. The present article aims at filling the mentioned blanks.  

Keywords: Charles Sanders Peirce, iconic metaphor, final interpretation, 

iconicity. 

 

 

 

The Peircean iconic metaphor takes the concept of metaphor beyond lin-

guistic and literary metaphors and does not even limit it to the “convention-

al metaphor” of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s cognitive theory. Given 

Charles S. Peirce’s short and somewhat ambiguous definition of the meta-

phorical icon, a closer study of this category of icons is necessary for a better 

understanding of a concept that surpasses, in many respects, the earlier 

definitions of metaphor. It is also necessary to observe metaphors from the 

viewpoint of their creator: a perspective that is not usually adopted in other 

theories of metaphor, since much of the debates only consider the structure 

of the metaphor and its function with a focus on its interpretation, and do 

not discuss how the creator of the metaphor reaches or creates it. The pre-

sent article aims at filling the mentioned blanks.  

————————— 
1 A preliminary version of this article was published online as part of my doctoral thesis entitled 

“Iconicidad metafórica de Charles S. Peirce, aspectos teóricos y aplicaciones lingüisticas.”  
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1. PEIRCEAN METAPHOR AND OTHER ICONS 

 

To better understand the structure and function of the metaphorical icon, 

we will contrast it with other types of Peircean icons, namely images and 

diagrams. The contrast arises, above all, in the type of relation established in 

each case between the iconic representamen and the object (reference), and 

in the aspect in which each icon represents its object (similarity).  

 

1.1. Iconic metaphor and reference 
 

Reference, as the thing to which a sign refers, may be an insignificant 

dimension in some signs, but there is no sign wholly lacking one of the three 

functions of iconicity, indexicality or symbolicity. So even a sign identified 

as an icon—as in the case of Peirce’s metaphor—has a reference, as long as it 

is intelligible, that is, as long as it functions semiotically as something inter-

pretable. Peirce says metaphors “represent the representative character of 

an object representing a parallelism in something else” (Peirce Edition Pro-

ject (ed.), 1998, 277). Now, if in the case of images and diagrams, we have  

a hint as to their referent, Peirce does not make anything clear about the 

referent of the metaphor, that is, about the aspect in which a metaphor rep-

resents its object. 

If in iconic images we speak of a representation of simple qualities and in 

diagrams, of relations between elements, in metaphors we only know that 

the representation is based on a parallelism in “something else;” that is to 

say, a metaphorical sign is a representation of its object because they are 

similar in “something else.” As Carl R. Hausman (1989, 396) puts it, it 

seems as if the referent of the metaphor was something outside the sign 

itself, or its referent was “non-self-referential.” 

Now this “something else,” the referent outside the metaphorical sign, 

can be nothing but a creation of the metaphor itself. In a metaphor, Douglas 

Anderson explains, there seem to be four things similar in one respect: 
 

“When Peirce argues for the dyadicness of analogy, he does so, on the ground 

that two things are alike in one respect. In a metaphor, however, there seem 

to be four things: the two relata and the different quality sets of each. When 

Peirce holds metaphors to be thirds, he suggests the presence of a third thing 

which ties together the quality sets of the relata. But he does not tell us what 

this third thing is” (Anderson, 1984, 455).   
 
 

This “third thing” that unites or relates the qualities of the relata (objects 

between which this relation has been established) is what we consider the 

referent of the metaphor. But where does it come from? It seems that a met-

aphor, as long as it is a metaphorical hypoicon or a creative and novel meta-

phor, creates an analogy or similarity between the relata. That is to say, it 
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chooses a convenient aspect from each relata and creates a similarity be-

tween them—although at first sight they have nothing in common—and 

unites them. In Anderson’s words “the metaphor points us to the referent 

which it creates. From this referent, we can select certain qualities which 

appear fitting. We select certain parts of the open referent and conventional-

ize them” (1984, 464). So, the metaphorical icon creates its own referent, 

looking for it in the dynamic objects and reveals it abductively and in a new 

and ingenious way. That is, the metaphor chooses from the qualities of both 

dynamical objects the ones it considers appropriate for the creation of an 

analogy or a similarity, so that each one can be a representation of the other, 

or an icon of the other. 

 

 

1.2. The question of similarity 

 

When we speak of icons, similarity can be understood as the similarity 

between the sign and the represented object: a sign becomes an icon of an 

object when it resembles it in a certain aspect, for example, if it’s similar to it 

because they share a quality (images), because they are alike as certain rela-

tions between the elements of the sign resemble/are analogous to the  

relations established between certain elements of the object (diagrams), or 

because it resembles its object in parallelism in “something else” (meta-

phors). 

Peirce speaks of “parallelism” only in the case of the metaphorical icon. 

This can make us think that the parallelism between the metaphorical icon 

and its object is the key to their similarity. We suggest that the similarity 

between the object and the metaphor is created in the process of metapho-

rization itself, as it happens with the referent. Now, the closest thing to an 

object for a metaphor seems to be an experience; so when we speak of paral-

lelism, we are referring not to an initial resemblance between the metaphor 

and its object, but to a similarity between the function or effect of the meta-

phor and the represented object.  

In other words, metaphors are parallel to an experience, because they are 

able to evoke that experience, to represent it vividly, to make us re-live that 

experience. When a piece of music, for example, becomes the metaphor of 

an emotion or a memory, or in general terms, of an experience, is not the 

sequence of notes and silences that “resembles” or is “analogous” to that 

experience: it is the experience of hearing that piece that is parallel to an-

other experience, and only a metaphor is powerful enough to make both 

experiences one. This very function of metaphor differentiates it from imag-

es and diagrams: while the latter are direct representations of one type of 

similarity, metaphors convert that similarity into a parallelism based on an 

experience that does not depend on similarity in order to exist. In fact, met-
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aphors are capable of arising from dissimilarity, or from the negation of 

similarity.2 

There is still another point that differentiates metaphors from images 

and diagrams. To underline it, we will consider the cognitive theory of lin-

guistic metaphor since it resembles the Peircean concept of metaphor in 

some respects and is explicit enough to help us understand this difference 

better. One of the facts on which linguists agree is that a metaphor’s func-

tion is not only to take certain elements from a domain (source) to another 

domain (target)—as explained by the conceptual metaphor theory, for in-

stance—and for a metaphor to be novel a type of fusion between elements 

must occur and something new must be created in a “blended space” as the 

conceptual integration theory puts it: “The blended space does not only con-

tain a selection of properties drawn from the two input domains: it also con-

tains new conceptual material that arises from an elaboration of the concep-

tual blend on the basis of encyclopaedic knowledge”(Croft, Cruse, 2004, 

208). 

Lakoff and Johnson argued that the target domain lacks certain cognitive 

image-schema structures, which are added to the source domain through 

metaphorization; this implies some interaction, although minimal, between 

the structures of the two domains. (cf. Croft, Cruse, 2004, 204). Other theo-

ries of metaphor, such as that of Jackendoff and Aaron, propose an even 

more interactive relationship between the structures of the two domains, 

something like a “fusion” or “over-imposition” of the two structures, like 

Max Black’s concept of “interaction” and Paul Ricoeur’s “reverberation.” 

What comes in the case of these arguments is that everyone asserts that 

metaphors create something new, based on a prior “encyclopaedic” 

knowledge, and do much more than just transporting elements from one 

domain to another: “… the source domain concepts are transformed as well 

in being metaphorically applied to the target domain; the metaphor brings 

much more than extra image-schematic structure to the target domain” 

(Croft, Cruse, 2004, 204).   

The Peircean metaphor, likewise, presents this creative character; we 

have already seen how it is able to create its own referent, and thus, in the 

same way, it creates the similarity on the basis of which it represents its ob-

ject. Now, the question is whether the same thing happens in images and 

diagrams; we will try to answer this question by some examples. One of the 

most visible contexts in which iconic images are created, shared and inter-

preted is logo design. From a cognitive perspective, a change of domain also 

————————— 
2 For example, the poetic metaphor: “The horseman got closer, playing the drums of the 

plains” (Federico García Lorca, ROMANCE DE LA LUNA, LUNA (Romancero Gitano)), brings two 
completely dissimilar concepts together: “plains” and “drums;” yet it creates a similarity between 
them through a sonorous experience that can only be understood in the context of the poem as  
a whole and taking the cultural background of the poet into consideration.  
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occurs, when the element A (the letter S for example) is taken to the domain 

B (the image of a snake), and we begin to see the serpent of the logo as the 

letter S, in a natural way. So, a series of fusion of elements are made and, 

apparently, something new is created; however, the similarity between the 

icon and its object (the S of the logo and the serpent), is a pre-existing re-

semblance that is being rediscovered. Therefore, the referent of the iconic 

image is not something created outside the sign; it is pre-existent, even if it 

has been chosen creatively.3 

Something similar happens with diagrams. Since a diagram represents 

analogies at the level of relations between the elements of the object it rep-

resents, this representation must be faithful to the predetermined structures 

of the object, therefore, it has a quite limited margin for any innovation. 

Even so, different types of diagrams of same objects, various types of maps 

of a same place for example, choose different elements of their objects and 

different relations between them for the sake of representation: a geograph-

ical map does not represent a city like a political map, etc. Thus, the ques-

tion of choosing certain qualities of the object for representation is also  

a fact in diagrams. However, nothing new is created and the referent of the 

diagram is not outside the sign. In other words, a diagram is an iconic repre-

sentation of a relationship between elements, regardless of whether it repre-

sents those relations referred to an existing object or simply a mental con-

cept as possible object (as is the case of perfect geometric figures) and fulfils 

its role of representation based on an existing analogy, already present in 

the object and, therefore, in the sign. 

The difference in this respect between the metaphorical icon and the two 

other types of icons is thus evident: although the discovery or selection of 

representative similarity may be abductive and creative in all three types of 

icons, only in metaphors this similarity is to be understood as parallelism. 

That is to say, in the case of metaphors, the question is not making a creative 

choice but rather, converting representation into re-representation, a non-

existent parallelism created by and for metaphor. 

 

1.3. Creation and interpretation of an iconic metaphor 
 

Metaphors depend on a creator or a creative mind more than images and 

diagrams do. The abductive choice of the qualities of dynamical objects or 

the creation of the referent is something that occurs in the creator’s mind. 

The creation of iconic metaphors, in fact, lies in the infinite semiosis, in the 

————————— 
3 Of course, we cannot ignore the existence of clever and humorous effects in logos, which clearly 

do not pre-exist in forms. The examples proposed in Multimodal Metaphor (Forceville, Urios-
Aparisi (eds.), 2009), for instance, account for a creative process that is clearly iconic but not the 
level of image icons: it is clearly metaphorical; it departs from dissimilarity and creates the needed 
resemblance through an experience.  



40 Shekoufeh Mohammadi Shirmahaleh 

idea that one sign is always the sign of another sign. For example, in order to 

be represented, a very intense emotional experience needs to resort to other 

representations combined in a certain way and able to create a metaphor of 

that emotion. Thus, it is the creator of the metaphor who discovers this par-

allelism “in something else” and reveals it to the interpreter by means of  

a metaphor; this happens, of course, only if there is an interpreter for the 

metaphor, since the creator is sometimes the only interpreter. 

Therefore, different metaphors may be created by different creators from 

certain same dynamical objects: each creative mind can experience different 

metaphoric abductions on certain dynamical objects and thus create differ-

ent immediate objects and Interpretants. Hausman speaks of this subject 

affirming the degree of “relativism” of iconic metaphors: 
 

“Metaphors are creative of their referents by virtue of their immediate objects 

and apt, adequate, relevant to the world, by virtue of their dynamical objects. 

And being apt is tested by the constraints of dynamical objects. Of course, the 

proposal that such tests are all we can expect is open to the change of relativ-

ism- each metaphor creator and each interpreter may encounter constrains 

not recognized by others. However, at this pinot the test of convergence, or  

a community of agreement, in a limited form, can be called back” (Hausman, 

1989, 404).  
 

So, the possibility of different interpretations for the same metaphor is 

undeniable. However, when a metaphor is interpreted in the same way by 

different interpreters and is reused in the same context to mean something 

unique, it becomes “common” or is symbolized, in terms of Peirce. From 

then on, it is no longer a living metaphor, but rather a symbol: a metaphori-

cal symbol; good examples of this case are linguistic metaphors such as  

“the foot of the bed” or music pieces so strongly related to certain situations 

that are commonly recognized as their symbols. On the other hand, alt-

hough the creation of metaphors is flexible and leaves the possibility of ob-

taining a somewhat flexible interpretation open, we must not forget the  

role metaphors play in epistemology and their contribution to the Truth. In 

a book on literary metaphor, Tudor Vianu states something crucial to our 

argument: “Our spirit captures, by poetic metaphors, real similarities be-

tween things, similarities that are not presupposed. The spiritual role of  

a metaphor is precisely that of expressing the similarities between things 

that cannot be object of theoretical generalization” (Vianu, 1967, 94; mine 

translation). 

Although there may indeed be metaphors that have no contribution to 

the Truth (as they are merely personal and lack the objective of being com-

municated or simply because of their low semiotic value), many other iconic 

metaphors, especially the linguistic ones, do play an important semiotic role 

and contribute to epistemological knowledge, since creative metaphors rep-
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resent new aspects of existing realities or even reveal new ones. So when 

poets, for example, create novel poetic metaphors, they guide us into getting 

closer to the cognition of the metaphorized elements. In other words, meta-

phors become a means for the search of Truth. If Truth is something as in-

accessible as Peirce’s Final Interpretation of signs, each sign is a small torch 

that reveals part of the Truth. Speaking of the final interpretant, Peirce says 

“it is that which would finally be decided to be the true interpretation if con-

sideration of the matter were carried so far that an ultimate opinion were 

reached” (Peirce, 1978–1980c, 139). For Peirce, the Final Interpretation 

could be reached if one uses the help of a community—to some extent an 

ideal one—to investigate it: 
 

“... the very origin of the conception of reality shows that this conception es-

sentially implies the notion of a COMMUNITY, without definite limits, and 

capable of an indefinite increase of knowledge. [...] Now a proposition whose 

falsity can never be discovered, and the error of which therefore is absolutely 

incognizable, contains, upon our principle, absolutely no error. Consequently, 

that which is thought in these cognitions is the real, as it really is. There is 

nothing, then, to prevent our knowing outward things as they really are, and 

it is most likely that we do thus know them in numberless cases, although we 

can never be absolutely certain of doing so in any special case” (Peirce Edition 

Project (ed.), 1992, 52). 
 

So, for Peirce, each sign shows us a part of reality and epistemological 

knowledge of truth could be achieved, albeit under very ideal conditions,  

if the small truths acquired through each sign are brought together. Now 

iconic metaphor has the same function, but it continues to outstrip other 

signs since it is capable of revealing new epistemological aspects and is not 

limited to representing what has previously been shown by other types of 

signs. 

 

 

2. METAPHORS AND PEIRCEAN SIGN ELEMENTS 

 

While studying the iconic metaphor’s function, analysing its components 

as a Peircean sign is also illustrative. The triadic relationship in a Peircean 

sign is established between the Object, the representamen the interpretant, 

and on the other hand, as Umberto Eco explains, each sign or representa-

tion is simultaneously related to three instances: its Interpreter, its Ground 

and its Object (Eco, 1997, 113). A metaphor, as a Peircean sign, consists of 

the same elements, but how exactly do they relate and function in such an 

ambiguous sign? Here are some ideas we suggest.  
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2.1. The Representamen 
 

Although Peirce was influenced more by Aristotle, many of the concepts 

in his categories of signs can be seen from a rather Platonic point of view: if 

for Plato Reality was only a shadow of an inaccessible Truth, Peirce also 

insists on the existence of something beyond the signs and their components 

that could not be discovered by ordinary scientific studies, as is the case of 

genuine signs, dynamical objects or final interpretants. The case of repre-

sentation in a sign is not outside this framework: the representamen is the 

shadow, the reflection of the object. That is, what we can semiotically work 

with is the representamen not the object itself. The representamen of an 

iconic metaphor is, as in other signs, “something which stands to somebody 

for something in some respect or capacity” (Peirce, 2011, 100). 

Peirce says that a representamen addresses somebody and creates in the 

mind of that person “an equivalent sign or perhaps a more developed sign” 

(Peirce, 1978–1980(a), 228). which Peirce calls the interpretant of the sign. 

In the case of the metaphorical icon, it might be more appropriate to assert 

that the metaphorical representamen is a more developed sign than its ob-

ject, since it goes beyond the object, and is not limited to the pre-existing 

qualities and predetermined structures of its object, but rather creates and 

“adds” something to the object (insofar as it refers to the immediate object) 

and thus transcends its limits. As Garcia Bacca says, paraphrasing Martin 

Heidegger:  
 

“Metaphor and metaphysics have, in their background and roots, a single 

function: to put things beyond (meta), plus ultra, their incardination, estab-

lishment, fixation in singulars, in things and cases; moving them gracefully 

(fora) from one thing to another, without letting them lie on any of them or 

get attached to them” (cf. Heidegger, 1989, 52). 
 

Other considerable issue is that the representamen of an iconic metaphor 

does not always have materiality. Peirce says that: 
 

“The representative function of a sign lies neither in its material quality nor in 

its pure demonstrative application; because it is something which the sign is, 

not in itself or in a real relation to its object, but which it is to a thought, 

while both of the characters just defined belong to the sign independently of 

its addressing any thought” (Peirce, 1978–1980b, 287). 
 

If we look for Peircean metaphors in language, it is always easier to find 

them already materialized in form of words, letters or punctuation signs. 

But there are also metaphorical voids, e.g., when the blank space after  

a word or phrase becomes the metaphor of a sensation; The same happens 

in plastic arts such as painting where void, the lack of visual elements, met-

aphorizes a wide range of sensations such as pause, awaiting, melancholy, 
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etc. However most iconic metaphors are more ethereal and appear as 

sounds, smells or firstness related feelings. Here the representamen of the 

metaphor is as ethereal as the icon itself.  

When a certain smell, for example, that of a particular flower, say a daisy, 

reminds a person of a certain stage or moment of their life in an iconic way, 

that is, immediately and directly, we are faced with a metaphorical experi-

ence lived by this person: there is a parallelism, a point of similarity, that 

this person discovers or rather creates between the smell and the memory; 

this smell is the representamen of the metaphor since it represents the smell 

of a daisy previously known by the person who has this metaphorical experi-

ence. If we assume that all daisies of the same species smell the same, then 

the smell that has become the metaphorical representamen is only the 

memory, the shadow, of a certain daisy (the metaphorical sign) with the 

same smell at a moment in the interpreter’s past. Thus, the smell of the 

flower is no longer a smell, but the memory of a smell: it is not the flower 

that gives off that smell, but a certain moment in the life of the person who 

experiences that metaphoricity. In this way, the representamen of the meta-

phor can also be the memory of that moment: a memory with the smell of 

daisies that when evoked in the interpreter’s mind, fills it with that smell 

and if there is, by chance, a bouquet of daisies in the vase, it becomes the 

object of a metaphorical creation. 

It is evident that the perception reached through our five senses is always 

more tangible and accessible than memories stored in the conscious or sub-

conscious mind; that is why we can find more metaphors in which a sensory 

perception is the representamen of the metaphorical sign, but we must not 

dismiss memories as metaphorical signs. 

 

2.2. The ground 

 

Peirce does not accept intuitive knowledge without inference and pro-

poses the abductive discovery as a direct and immediate form of knowing, 

since in abduction there is some interference of previous knowledge. The 

prior knowledge, on the one hand, depends on the person who experiences 

abduction: on their past experiences, their ambient, their thoughts, etc., and 

on the other hand emerges from a chain of thoughts or infinite signs that go 

back to the beginning of the history of humanity, a chain all humans are 

inevitably part of. 

Peirce also speaks of the concept of ground in some occasions—although 

this concept dissolved in that of the interpretant later: “[the representamen] 

stands for that object, not in all respects, but in reference to a sort of idea 

which I have sometimes called the ground of the representamen” (Peirce, 

1978–1980a, 228). So, the ground of the sign is a “sort of idea,” with refer-

ence to which the representamen represents its object in a certain respect. 



44 Shekoufeh Mohammadi Shirmahaleh 

That is to say, that idea interferes in the function of the representamen,  

influencing the formation of the immediate object: the ground is a type of 

interference that affects the representative function of the sign. 

Now, metaphors are creative and abductive signs par excellence, to the 

point that they themselves are their own creator: we have already observed 

how they create their referent and their object. As a Peircean sign, a meta-

phor cannot be created intuitively and acquires the existence or the interfer-

ence of some previous knowledge; this is where the role of a ground as an 

inference affecting a metaphor’s abductive discovery and its creative for-

mation must be considered. On the one hand, in regard to dynamical  

objects, the footprint of a ground and its intervention in the metaphor are 

minimal, since iconic metaphor’s creativeness and immediacy distance it 

from the ground. That is, the sort of idea that determines the abductive crea-

tion of immediate objects is innovative although it is rooted in past semiosis. 

But on the other hand, the role of the ground is crucial as far as the novelty 

of the metaphor is concerned. The point is that the creator of the metaphor 

unites and relates two things, based on qualities or aspects of those things 

that it discovers abductively; as Anderson also stated, “the ground of a met-

aphor is an “isosensism” between the metaphor and its icon which is created 

by its author” (Anderson, 1984, 459). In other words, the creator discovers 

new qualities in certain objects, or discovers new relationships or links be-

tween certain aspects or qualities of these objects. Now, the value of a meta-

phor lies in its originality, novelty, or as Aristotle would say, in its being 

“alive”. The truth is that the creativeness and the novelty of a metaphor, as  

a pure icon or as a possible dimension of all signs, depends very much on its 

creator. 

While speaking of the role of a metaphor’s creator, the notion of ground 

takes on greater importance: the ground of the metaphorical icon is the 

mental ground of the creator, that is, his past experiences in any aspect (ma-

terial, spiritual, sentimental, educational, cultural, etc.). That’s why in lan-

guage, for instance, different authors create different metaphors from the 

same words: because they are different people that go through different se-

miotic processes and have different mental concepts, and each one seeks the 

truth with the lamp of his own metaphor. When creating a metaphor, in the 

abduction of that resemblance that unites the two relata under a metaphor 

which dreams of discovering the truth, each creator has different metaphor-

ical experiences and captures the similarity in a very particular way. If all 

creators saw the same similarities and their semiotic action towards the 

objects was alike, metaphors would never be born alive and we would be 

faced with rather worn, symbolized, and even lexicalized metaphors that 

had lost their value as an iconic metaphor.  

Likewise, what causes creative metaphoric experiences to be personal in 

any field other than language is the ground of the metaphorical sign. Of 
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course, this does not mean that a metaphorical experience cannot be shared 

or that in some cases two different people cannot have similar metaphorical 

experiences, and moreover we must take into account the objectivity and 

veracity of metaphors, once created, although their formation and creation 

are somewhat subjective. What we try to emphasize here is the relation be-

tween the creative aspect of the metaphor and the experience of the creator, 

and thus the importance of the ground in iconic metaphors.  

 

2.3. The Object 

 

C. Hausman, in Metaphorical Reference and Peirce’s Dynamical Object, 

dedicated several pages to explaining the dynamical object of metaphors.  

A metaphor, says Anderson, is not only intelligible and interpretable if it 

refers to a concept or an object that precedes it: “creative metaphors cannot 

be intelligible exclusively in terms of antecedent meanings and in terms of 

references to antecedent objects. Their meanings are peculiarly related in-

ternally to the expression that presents them, since the intelligibility of the 

creative metaphor is unique” (Hausman, 1989, 395). Thus, a metaphor is 

already interpretable when presented in the form of a metaphorical icon, 

regardless of the existence of an object to which it refers. Moreover, as we 

have previously observed while dealing with metaphorical reference, meta-

phors create their own referent. Hausman relies on this fact to argue that 

the only object a creative metaphor can have is the immediate object: 
 

“Thus, in case of metaphors, at least when metaphor is aesthetic, the issue 

concerns whether there is a dynamical object controlling the immediate  

object [...] Yet if the significance of artistic metaphor is immanent, and if the 

referents of creative metaphor are created, then We might conclude that  

the Peirce object is only the immediate object” (Hausman, 1989, 395). 
 

On the other hand, although it is true that the most tangible object in  

a metaphor is the immediate object, we cannot deny, and Hausman also 

recognizes it, the existence of dynamical objects. If a metaphor is to create  

a similarity, a parallelism between two things and thus bring them into con-

tact and unite them under the metaphorical icon, that similarity is perceived 

through the deep, though spontaneous, observation of these two things in 

question. In other words, it is as if each metaphor had two dynamical ob-

jects as its raw material and creatively and abductively chose an aspect from 

each dynamical object and created new immediate objects. Thus, the objects 

of a metaphorical icon are abductive immediate objects that emerge from 

their respective existing dynamical objects. 

However, it is also true that the implication of a metaphor with its dy-

namical object (which is the sum of two dynamical objects) is minimal. The 

creativeness of metaphors and their abductive way of functioning distance 
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them from their dynamical objects. The immediate objects created and unit-

ed in the metaphor do not closely resemble their dynamical objects and this 

makes the trace of dynamical objects less visible. For example, in the literary 

metaphor “teeth are pearls”, both “tooth” and “pearl” as immediate objects 

gathered in the metaphor move away from their literal sense, and therefore, 

as linguistic signs, from their dynamical objects. Thus, the metaphor discov-

ers from each of the words “pearl” and “tooth” new aspects that are juxta-

posed in the metaphorical sense, in relation to a parallelism. Thus, when we 

speak of the object of a metaphor, we refer to its immediate object (the sum 

of immediate objects) created from a dynamical object. Even so, if we bear 

in mind metaphor’s contribution to final interpretation, we can say that at 

the same time metaphors move away from the dynamical objects (as they 

distance themselves from what is already known about the dynamical ob-

jects) they approach them from a new point of view. 

Thus, in our earlier example, “teeth” and “pearls” are not metaphorized 

only through their similarity in form, texture or color, but because they feel 

parallel in experience: teeth are hidden in the moist mouth as pearls are 

hidden in shells; that gives mouth and teeth a marine aspect, so we discover 

something new about them as dynamical objects. Moreover, the experience 

of a kiss may unite both concepts, too: the same way we submerge in sea in 

search of pearls, when kissing we submerge in a mouth and the teeth are 

found.  

To better understand this concept, we can turn to the words of A. Macha-

do on poetic creation. Machado explains that a poet, as a creator, needs ma-

terial to elaborate his work, and this material consists of words, just as the 

sculptor works with marble or bronze. Thus, the poet has to see in the words 

“what has not yet received a form, what can be a mere support of an ideal 

world: not elaborated matter, in short” (Machado, 1997, 1315; author’s 

translation). That is to say, that “while in plastic arts the artist starts with 

overcoming the resistance of inert matter, the poet struggles with another 

sort of resistance: the one offered by spiritual products: words which consti-

tute his material” (1316). Now, the struggle of the poet with the words con-

sists in transforming them into something new, away from their conven-

tional meaning, since “words, unlike stones, woods or metals are already, in 

themselves, human significations to which the poet gives, necessarily, an-

other meaning” (Machado, 1997, 1315). Thus, in poetic expression, words, as 

signs, move away from their common meaning, i.e., they move away from 

the dynamical object they usually represent through a given immediate ob-

ject. In this way, a poem gives rise to new signs created from existing signs 

that represent new immediate objects, abstracted from the dynamical ob-

jects. In fact, as Machado says, “if a word is a product of objectivity, conven-

tional between subjects, a common currency for everybody’s use, it will be 

necessary to erase the value it has in human consciousness, its lexical mean-
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ing, if it is meant to express the deep monologue” (Machado, 1997, 1361). 

Now, an iconic poetic metaphor follows a similar procedure. When a poet’s 

intention is to penetrate the enigmas, to reach the truth, he erases, on the 

one hand, the conventionality of words and distances them through meta-

phorical expression from what they usually mean or represent; but, on the 

other hand, he creates in them new meanings, new realities that contribute 

to the discovery of the Truth of words and things, which would mean, 

though paradoxically, an approach to dynamical objects by moving away 

from them. 

 

2.4. The interpretant 
 

We can say that the interpretant of a sign is semiotically its most creative 

element. In symbols and indexes and even in icons, although in a lower de-

gree, the object and the ground are somehow predetermined or predefined 

and the semiotic process of sign interpretation focuses on the interpretant. 

Peirce explained that: 
 

“The sign creates something in the mind of the interpreter, which something, 

in that it has been so created by the sign, has been, in a mediate and relative 

way, also created by the object of the sign, although the object is essentially 

other than the sign. And this creature of sign is called the interpretant” 

(Peirce, 1978–1980c, 136). 
 

In other words, it is as if each component of the sign were a piece of  

a puzzle: already existing pieces that come together and manage to signify 

by means of the interpretant; the function of the interpretant is, on the one 

hand, to interpret the immediate object in relation to the ground, and on the 

other hand, to create a coherence between the sign and its elements, to cre-

ate a new sign, as Peirce would say, and to provide interpretability to the 

sign as a whole. The case of metaphorical icon is somewhat different, in the 

sense that all its components enjoy a high degree of creativity, as we have 

been able to observe so far. If metaphor is able to create its own referent and 

its immediate object, it would not be at all strange if it were also the creator 

of its interpretant; in fact, every interpretant is “put” by the sign, but only 

that of icons is created, in the sense that we are invited to the spectacle of its 

iconic character. The interpretant of all metaphor is “spectacular,” that is to 

say, we must live it, participate in the feast it invites us to. 

Now if the immediate object created by a metaphor moves away from its 

dynamical object and the similarity between the two objects is created by the 

metaphor itself, how does an iconic metaphor really contribute to epistemo-

logical knowledge or to the Peircean final interpretation? A metaphor’s in-

terpretant is responsible for creating meaning, an interpretation, for the 

metaphor but does not guarantee that interpretation to be “truthful.” Curi-



48 Shekoufeh Mohammadi Shirmahaleh 

ously, the truth of a metaphor is also a truth created by itself: a dream of  

a true reality. However, this created truth has the goal of approaching the 

final interpretation of the object of which it is a metaphor. The search for 

truth is one of the most prominent principles that motivate the creation of  

a novel, vivid metaphor and thus, the interpretant created in the mind of the 

creator contains part of that truth. And all this happens regardless of wheth-

er or not the future interpreters of the metaphor give it a complete interpre-

tation. In other words, the interpretation associated to a metaphor by an 

interpretant, which is created in the mind of the interpreter of that meta-

phor, also depends on factors that are outside the metaphor, as Peirce says: 

“all that part of the understanding of the sign which the interpreting mind 

has needed collateral observation for is outside the interpretant; I mean 

previous acquaintance with what the sign denotes” (Peirce, 1978–1980c, 

136). 

Thus, the ambiguity of the interpretant of a metaphor, created by the  

interpreter’s mind, does not lie in its distance from the dynamical object: 

unlike symbols, indexes, images and diagrams, the interpretation of a meta-

phor depends, in addition to the interpretant created in the mind of the cre-

ator, on the infinite interpretants that have to be created in the minds of the 

possible interpreters of the metaphor. However, this relativism of interpre-

tation also has its limit: the interpretant created in the mind of the creator, 

is the one he proposes; but there may be more or less sagacious interpreters, 

whose interpretation of the metaphor, i.e., the interpretant the metaphor 

creates in their mind, can more or less coincide with the interpreter of the 

creator of the metaphor. If a metaphor comes to be understood in the same 

way by every interpreter, it is because it has lost its quality as a novel and 

live metaphor: we would be dealing with a symbolized metaphor. Even so, 

we do not deny the remote possibility that the interpreter of the author of 

the metaphor and that of its interpreter coincide; this could happen due to 

an extraordinary closeness of their grounds.  

 

 

3. METAPHOR, THE “SENTICON” 

 

Speaking of self-referent or self-signifying symbols, Peirce describes the 

feeling of déjà vu: we have an autonomous and independent feeling that at 

the same time seems to resemble some previous sensation. In Anderson’s 

words, “a feeling arises which feels appropriate but has no object to which it 

is appropriate. Thus, it is self-representing: it signifies its own created icon 

and refers, if at all, to its own created referent” (Anderson, 1984, 459). 

Now, the same can be said about iconic metaphor since it is an icon that 

signifies itself and represents itself. The creator of the metaphor disposes of 

an emotion, or feeling, arising at the moment of creation, to give life to the 
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metaphor; the similarity that relates the two immediate objects is an emo-

tion of the author; it is his abductive perception of certain qualities in each 

dynamical object that gives birth to immediate objects, related by this feel-

ing and metaphorically self-representative. This functionality of metaphors 

turns them into the most complex icon of all, the one that deals mostly with 

“emotions”. Metaphors are born from feelings and sensations (both novel 

ones and those rooted in the past) and awaken feelings and emotions. Thus, 

however diverse and remote metaphorical experiences may be, they relate 

the creator of the metaphor and the mind that re-lives or re-experiences it, 

i.e. the interpreter, through emotions and sensations they create, awaken or 

rediscover. 

 

 

4. SHARED METAPHOR 

 

Derrida refers to the absence or the withdrawal of metaphors: 
 

“If metaphor overlooks or dispenses with everything that does not happen 

without it, it is perhaps because in an unusual sense it overlooks itself, be-

cause  it no longer has a name, a proper o literal meaning; this will begin to 

make the double figure of my title legible: in its withdrawal (retrait), or better 

say retreats, a metaphor, perhaps, withdraws itself, withdraws itself from the 

world scene, and does that at the time of its most invasive extension, at the 

moment when it exceeds all limits” (Derrida, 1989, 37; author’s translation). 
 

If it is somewhat contradictory to “overflow all limits” and be at the same 

time “withdrawn from the world scene,” it is also true that only a metaphor 

could create such circumstances. Based on something as ethereal as emo-

tions, a metaphor is capable of being beyond any limit, to the point of cross-

ing the limits of its own existence and thus, according to Derrida, withdraw-

ing from the world. But perhaps it is more objective to speak of the occa-

sional invisibility of the metaphor and not of its absence. Previously, we 

observed that metaphors do not necessarily have to be materialized, in the 

sense of being a precisely palpable or visible sign, which can lead, in princi-

ple, to them going unnoticed. But in addition, we could ignore a metaphor if 

we ignore its existence or if we do not know how to recognize it. In other 

cases, metaphors may be invisible when they are ignored through habit or 

because of their naturalness.  

Since a long time ago the metaphor has had several meanings and has 

been described, structured and operated in different ways, and the word 

metaphor has been mostly used to refer to metaphor as a literary figure or 

trope. Therefore, it is not surprising that the Peircean metaphorical icon has 

been put aside due to its differences with the literary metaphor in terms of 

form and function; but the truth is that Peircean metaphors are constantly 
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present in much of the reality that surrounds us, and of course in our main 

means of communication: language. 

Once aware of what Peirce’s metaphor really is and how it works, we can 

find many examples of its appearance in our lives as individuals and 

acknowledge our metaphorical experiences. The first perceptions of many of 

the things that symbolize something in our personal life were probably met-

aphorical experiences: the first time we heard a piece of music and we men-

tally moved to another time and space and we felt what we had felt at that 

time; the time we smelled something and re-lived certain emotions or 

thoughts we had experienced in the past; or when a certain unimportant 

object becomes “ours” and we feel close to it because its touch reminds us of 

another tactile experience, etc. We can have metaphorical experiences with 

all our senses, our very own experiences others could not share; experiences 

that, over time, become symbols of our past memories and emotions. 

But metaphors do not always remain in the personal contour, they are al-

so shared. Where metaphors are most vividly shared is in the arts and lan-

guage: although the moment of scientific discovery are also metaphorical 

moments, when the discovery is shared it ceases to be a metaphor and is 

rather an index or a symbol. Now, artists aim for different ways of sharing 

their experience with the public; some guide the interpreter towards a met-

aphorical interpretation through signals such as the titles of the works. 

Thus, the interpreter has a hint in order to pass through a semiotic experi-

ence similar to the author’s and, as a result, to feel his/her metaphorical 

experience. Others choose a more interactive and free way of transmitting 

the metaphorical experiences to the interpreter: through the lack of obvious 

signals. In this way, the minds that interpret the work are faced with a wide 

range of interpretive possibilities from which they can, and will, select the 

ones that best suit them regarding their thoughts and feelings at that time, 

their past experiences, and even their cultural and social level. So, at best, 

the interpreter constructs his/her own metaphorical icon from the metaphor 

that is in front of him/her thanks to the spectacular character of the meta-

phorical interpretant. 

Another field where iconic metaphor often appears is language (both 

spoken and written). Precisely because of the influence of cognitive meta-

phor, especially the lexical one, in current linguistic thinking, it is important 

to bring the Peircean metaphor to everyday discourse. Since, in addition to 

the iconic poetic metaphors, there is a great number of “metaphorical index-

es” in colloquial language which are also Peircean metaphors: the mecha-

nisms of evidentia (ellipsis, repetition), role changes in dialogues, intona-

tion and alliteration and certain mechanisms of control of the speech turn, 

etc. 

But in both cases (art and language), the interpretation of the metaphor 

is not necessarily unique. While talking about artistic text Lotman points out 
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that “it offers different readers different information, depending on their 

capacity; it also offers the reader a language that allows him to assimilate  

a new piece of data in a second reading It behaves like a living organism that 

is in inverse relation with the reader and teaches him” (Lotman, 1970, 36). 

We believe that any creative artwork shares these peculiarities and therefore 

allows multiple interpretations.  

Once we have discussed the nature of iconic metaphor and its function 

and interpretation, we might ask ourselves a last question: are metaphors 

essentially objective or subjective? The truth is that both objectivism and 

subjectivism err in explaining how we understand the world through our 

interactions with it, and thus none can fully explain the iconic metaphor. As 

Lakoff and Johnson put it: 
 

“What objectivism misses is the fact that understanding, and therefore truth, 

is necessarily relative to our cultural conceptual systems and that it cannot be 

framed in any absolute or neutral conceptual system. Objectivism also misses 

the fact that human conceptual systems are metaphorical in nature and in-

volve an imaginative understanding of one kind of  thing  in  terms of anoth-

er. What subjectivism specifically misses is that our understanding, even   our   

most imaginative understanding, is given in terms of a conceptual system  

that  is grounded  in our successful  functioning  in our physical and  cultural 

environments. It also misses the fact that metaphorical understanding in-

volves metaphorical entailment, which is an imaginative form of rationality” 

(Lakoff, Johnson, 1980, 193–194). 
 

Thus, since Peircean metaphor is linked to both reason and imagination 

and intuition, it has both objective and subjective aspects. In its creation, it 

is abductive, i.e. intuitive and at the same time interfered by thought and 

experience, a fact that gives it degrees of subjectivity. On the other hand, the 

genuine metaphorical hypoicon is destined to the revelation of new episte-

mologies, to the correctness, and to the contribution to the truth and thus 

demands its interpretation to be as objective as possible. So, we could say 

that iconic metaphor is subjective in its creation and objective in its inter-

pretation. 

 
 

5. CONCLUSIONS: AN EXAMPLE OF ICONIC METAPHOR  

IN LANGUAGE 

 

In order to better perceive what we have been suggesting about iconic 

metaphors and to bring all the discussed elements together, we propose an 

analytic study of a fragment of a poem by Jorge Luis Borges. We consider it 

appropriate to follow a model of analysis proposed by M. C. Haley, in his 

book The Semeiosis of Poetic Metaphor where Peircean signs, especially 

icons, are completely taken into account.  
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The model has six steps, of which the first four focus on the identification 

and interpretation of signs: in the first place the interpreter is confronted 

with symbols (i.e., linguistic signs, or words) that refer to two or more ob-

jects in different or disparate semantic domains. Consequently, the immedi-

ate interpretant related to sign/object/object creates a sense of semantic 

tension due to the contradiction of disparate objects. Then the interpreter 

forms what Haley calls an “indexical hypothesis” (Haley, 1988, 15) according 

to which the semantic tension must have a meaning: the semantic tension is 

a metaphorical “index” which refers to another object, necessarily an icon,  

a metaphorical icon, hence its definition as metaphorical index. In other 

words, semantic tension is an index of a metaphor as smoke is an index of 

fire. This hypothesis, Haley warns us, is not necessarily conscious or formal 

and may even be simply a feeling or assumption. The interpreter at this 

point begins to seek the certainty of the indexical hypothesis looking for an 

icon among the referents of the primary sign. If the interpreter does not find 

the sought icon, he will deny the hypothesis and, from this point on, any 

interpretation is entirely subjective. However, if the interpreter finds the 

icon, he will proceed to its interpretation in connection with its object. The 

success of this interpretation leads to the creation of at least one interpre-

tant: the discovery of a parallelism or similarity in the ground of the sign. 

Following Haley’s method and bearing the structure and the functions of 

iconic metaphors in mind, we are able to make a distinction, for example 

between poetic metaphors and iconic metaphors in figurative language, or 

recognize whether the phenomenon of pause we are dealing with means 

silence, absence, an invitation to reflection or is an iconic metaphor of an-

other experience. We can also determine different levels of interpretation 

for cases of repetition (that could mean intensity, extension or indicate the 

evolution of the repeated word by virtue of an experience), alliteration 

(where phonetic effects can become iconic metaphors of the experience on 

which a text is based), negation (an icon of the implicit when made indirect-

ly), anagrams (that beyond graceful games with letters and words can stand 

as iconic metaphors of a more complete meaning for them), parallelism 

(that other than unveiling hidden relations between elements in a text can 

iconically metaphorize the flow of a sensorial experience and its direction), 

ellipsis (that could have a grammatical or pragmatic function or could be an 

iconic metaphor of the implicit or nothingness), etc. In all these cases the 

iconic-metaphorical interpretation is always the most direct and profound 

one if not the most correct one possible. Here is an example: 

 

[...] The silence that inhabits the mirrors 

has forced its prison. 

Darkness is the blood 

of wounded things. 
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In the uncertain twilight 

the mutilated evening 

was a few poor colours. 
 

(Fervor de Buenos Aires, Atardeceres, Jorge Luis Borges) 

 

After a first reading, we note that the poet metaphorizes, through a poetic 

metaphor, his experience of the evening he is talking about, putting before 

the eyes of those who read the poem the picture of silence that overwhelms 

the environment (silence has forced its prison), the red colors of the sunset 

(the mutilated evening) and darkness that grips things, reducing them to 

poor, soft, pale colors. In other words, the poet expresses, through this met-

aphor, the experience of a quiet evening: a trail of blood (red colors of the 

sunset) on things, and then darkness and silence. 

But a closer reading, unveils the metaphorical index created by the poet 

through a semantic tension, bringing the auditory to the domain of the visu-

al (The silence that inhabits the mirrors); an index that invites to the discov-

ery of an iconic metaphor. The absence of sound here is understood as the 

absence of image: experiencing the silence of the mirror is parallel to the 

actual experience of not being in the mirror. Given that Borges wrote this 

poem when he had lost vision in both eyes, both the silence of the mirror 

and the uncertainty and poverty of sunset colors must be interpreted as the 

iconic metaphors of blindness. 
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SEMIOTIC DETERMINANTS IN EPISODE-BUILDING: 
BEYOND AUTONOETIC CONSCIOUSNESS 

 

 
ABSTRACT 

 

This account examines how episodes are constructed and measured, and how 

Peirce’s Index informs and even hastens the advancement of this process—from 

binding spatial features, to the awareness of participant roles and temporal sequenc-

ing. It provides semiotic rationale for how episodes develop from static single  

pictures (dependent on verbatim memory) to events whose frames reflect a deictic 

and sequential character—superseding the consciousness inherent in autonoesis.  

Empirical evidence will trace children’s event memory—first iconic and static, 

and later characteristic of increasingly more complex interpretants which specify 

directional and logical relations, and memory sources. The signs which promote 

episodic thought are indexical in nature, given their largely relational character. 

They incorporate deictic projections of the self in diverse orientations, entering into 

different participant slots inherent to the event. Notice of the latter entails the influ-

ence of index to apprehend the spatial, participatory, and temporal directionality 

within and across event frames. This progression requires a rudimentary conscious-

ness of aspectual features (telicity, dynamicity), as well as an appreciation for the 

events’ purposes/goals. Anticipating how, where, and when events conclude is criti-

cal to realizing the event’s purpose/goal, since, according to Bauer 2006: 384, it 

constitutes the basis upon which episodes are constructed.  

Keywords: Episode-building, episodic memory, indexical signs, autonoetic 

consciousness. 

 
 

1. THE ARCHITECTURE OF EPISODES 

 

Episodes consist in events with a beginning, middle, and end, character-

ized by sequentiality in space and time; cf. (Hayne, Imuta, 2011); (Sudden-

dorf, Nielsen, von Gehlen, 2011). As Hayne and Imuta observe:  
 

“For example, Tulving has argued that episodic memory is characterized by 

mental time travel and autonoetic consciousness; that is, episodic memories 

are accompanied by a subjective awareness that the event happened in the 

past to ‘me.’ In the absence of a verbal report, it is difficult to see how non-
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human animals or preverbal children would ever be able to satisfy these es-

sential criteria” (2011, 318).  
 

Hence, the concept of movement over space and time must be in place, and 

must be applied to the self. To illustrate: finding a familiar object requires 

recall of where it was placed, memory of concurrent events with securing its 

placement, and the current impetus for recovering it. Building a house con-

stitutes a further example of how the foundation was initially constructed 

(telicity), how the external and internal walls continued the process (dura-

tivity), and ultimately how the roof and finishing details concluded the pro-

ject (telicity). In fact, the structure of episodes is not satisfied by conformity 

to a state of existence, but requires apprehension that events have some 

degree of directional shape created by the number and kind of participants 

and resultative states of affairs. As such, awareness of an event’s telicity 

(end-point) is critical (Bauer, 2006, 384). Establishing an end-point serves 

as the catalyst for creating determinative spatial and/or temporal frames, 

within which participants function in predetermined ways and without 

which relations between events would be truncated. Thus, to qualify as epi-

sodic, events’ spatial and temporal endpoints must be established; and their 

relevance to resultative states of affairs (sequential potential) must be rec-

ognized. Attention to end-points can be hastened by use of physical indices 

in Secondness (cf. West, 2013, 16–26; 2016 a, 228–231), indicated by gaze, 

head orientation, or finger pointing toward the place where the event (ac-

tion, state) is perceived to have terminated, e.g., focus on the location where 

an object had been transferred; and Secondness is implicated when the body 

part as sign faces its object in the here and now. Accordingly, a topic/subject 

frame is established, which structures the event by limiting its duration, 

and, at the same time, expands movement from the event in question to 

resultative states of affairs, e.g., apprehension that transfer of something to 

another marks the conclusion of giving events—suggesting the benefits that 

receipt of the commodity might afford in subsequent states of affairs. Notice 

of the frame’s end-point supplies still further advantages. Its structural limi-

tation (end-point) suggests a semantic relation—hinting at the event’s pur-

pose; as such, novel interpretants, namely, utility for participants, is impli-

cated.  

 In short, in its role as visual tracer, index highlights event contours and 

continuity across events (illustrating connections between source, path, and 

goal). It manages distinctions between near and far events by unifying once 

separate events into a cohesive series of conceptually related events. At the 

outset, index surfaces as physical gestures (gaze, reach, and/or pointing), 

which serve as attentional gatekeepers in the visuo-kinesthetic modality. 

When index materializes as a physical gesture, it is secondary to the object 

under scrutiny. Moreover, in semiosis, it possesses the additional force to 
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suggest participatory and temporal event relations. In addition to their early 

attentional function, gestural indexes serve as latent affordances to clarify 

meaning associations between objects and contexts. Nonetheless in their 

initial function, via the visual modality, index naturally draws a physical and 

logical pathway between referent points that make up the inward and out-

ward structure of the spatial field, and begin to operate as location-finders 

for objects participating in the proposition which the signer is establishing. 

Essentially, these early indexes are attentional—they frame a localized asser-

tion, potentially making cohesive components of an event, and cementing its 

structure through projections of potential next events.  

 This process (inherent to index) of suggesting spatial and temporal rela-

tions, frames which semantic and structural features are intrinsic to the 

event. The interpretant of index (its meaning, effect) represents how telicity 

(event’s conclusion) applies to the event in question, establishing a defining 

event property (its purpose/goal).  

 As such, recognition of the event’s goal ultimately facilitates its consider-

ation as episode, in that event connections consist not in loosely held dis-

parate structures, but in a compound of closely held logical sequences. This 

is in line with Bauer’s (2006) observation that establishing a goal for events 

is a precursor to perceiving events as sequential. As Bauer (2006, 384) illus-

trates, “… to enjoy a meal of pasta with sauce, one must first cook the pasta.” 

Bauer’s explanation for this phenomenon resides in the fact that certain 

kinds of events are more ripe than are others (actions more than states) to 

generate inferences regarding their end-states. Although Bauer’s model is 

not semiotic in nature, and hence does not recognize the influence of the 

interpretant upon perceiving events as episodes, her claim does highlight 

the far-reaching influence of spatial boundaries upon advances in semantic 

knowledge.  

 

 

2. SEMIOSIS OF EVENT RELATIONS 

 

Binding events sequentially depends upon a representational system in 

which the culmination of one event is logically connected to the initiation of, 

often resultative of another event, thus constituting an episode. In fact, rep-

resentational thought is foundational to Bauer’s contention that certain 

events enable others. According to Bauer, actions and certain stative events 

“enable” children to infer its goal, events which are intrinsically instantane-

ous or which presume an accomplishment. Thus, looking beyond the imme-

diate space and time of one event is encouraged, and facilitates episode-

building. Accordingly, Bauer contends: “A robust finding is that ordered 

recall is facilitated by enabling relations in events” (Bauer, 2006, 384).  

Actions, rather than states, more clearly illustrate enabling events, given the 
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continuity that visual observation affords, between the objects and partici-

pants carrying out the integral activity. Essentially, action end-states/goals 

are more easily discerned, in that sign, object, and interpretant are co-

present, which obviates cohesion. In short, episode-building entails not 

merely binding spatial and temporal features into structures/frames; it must 

entail recognition of the underlying effects/goals inherent to particular 

events which, indexes afford by virtue of their relational character. The work 

of index in episode-building is to suggest potential effects and/or resultative 

states of affairs, enhancing the establishment and maintenance of logical 

event relations.  

The role of index in this endeavor is paramount. It makes salient to self 

and to others the flow of spatial and temporal features within event com-

plexes. Its function is indispensable, serving as deictic stabilizer to convey 

points-of-view. It does so by commandeering notice and attention to situat-

ed objects/topics, and by supplying an imperative (where to look) to follow 

another’s event profile. In this way, index directs the mental eyeballs where 

to find relevant contextual features of event paths, situating viewpoint 

shifts. A quintessential example of this process is the power of indexical 

terms such as demonstratives (“this”/“that”) accompanied by other pointing 

gestures direct the listener to the conversational focus/topic, especially 

when the demonstrative changes referents. 

Because perceiving relations depends largely upon binding event fea-

tures, it necessarily draws upon underlying representations, not upon sim-

ple association paradigms. This is so since establishing event relations re-

quires a unitary representation which draws together event features with 

effects, such that the representation classifies the features qualifying that 

event as a particular kind, e.g., animate agents/receivers in transfer ex-

changes.  

Present objects, especially those which undergo movement within trans-

fer exchanges during the implementation of a goal, qualify as good candi-

dates for discerning source, path, and goal, since following their trajectory is 

salient. This is especially so given that their displacement from the source 

location to the goal location is orchestrated via participant effort. The trans-

fer by means of another is not ordinarily unexpected when two participants 

negotiate the exchange. This kind of event, with its integration of social and 

cognitive goals, constitutes fertile material to bind event features and to 

encourage interrelating what were once separate events. The function of 

index continues to be vital—such that the signer’s inner, mental attention is 

directed toward the progressivity of actions/states. As such, participants’ 

line of movement draws attention toward the shape of the action, i.e., using 

another’s body orientation and reorientation to determine event direction 

and duration (cf. West, 2013, 15, 40; West, 2014, 153). The advent of joint 

attention at 1;4 (Saylor, 2004, 608), provides further support for following 
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index to integrate social with cognitive purposes. Soon after joint gaze ex-

changes emerge, index incorporates absent objects into events—such that 

they, likewise become viable objects in events. Looking with another toward 

the empty place (where an object ordinarily had been) provides a forum for 

children to express what they have to date merely inferred—that absent ob-

jects are includable in self experienced events. As such, the influence of dis-

placed objects to observed end-states is operational (cf. West, 2011a). In 

short, the influence of index in constructing episode-representations is in-

dispensable; it accounts for the directional progression—where participants 

are ultimately proceeding in the event. Index supersedes the iconic snapshot 

of the event (its static shape), by reaching forward to incorporate the partic-

ipants’ purpose. Accordingly, the fact that the sign (in this case index) com-

pels notice of the objects/participants’ utility in producing the event’s effect 

underscores its prominence in binding event components.  

 

 

3. THE DEVELOPMENT OF EPISODIC THOUGHT 

 

Infants must first perceive the event’s situatedness, spatial and temporal 

boundaries, prior to constructing episodes wherein objects and participants’ 

orientation and motility are integrated. Quinn and Intraub (2007, 331) 

found that as young as 0;3 spatial boundary extension skills are operational, 

in that their infants habituated (looked less) at pictures depicting a wider 

panorama, beyond a narrow visual field. Quinn and Intraub assume that 

looking longer at a narrow slice of occupied space (than a wider scene) indi-

cates memory of implicit boundaries, e.g. corners or windows in a room. The 

stimuli consisted of a teddy in a corner (both wide and narrow views), with-

out any obvious border around the teddy. In this case, infants appeared to 

impose their own spatial boundaries in looking longer at the narrower sce-

ne, although the exact boundary is not explicit.  

At 0;6, infants recognize motion along paths (and interrupted motion 

when paths are blocked) and end of paths. This is relevant to event relations 

in that the end of paths demarcates where beyond space ends. Motion along 

paths tracks the feature of event continuity, foundational in the apprehen-

sion of episodes. Children’s recognition of the beginning and end of paths 

demonstrates expectations regarding event structure—how single events are 

connected with others to form aggregate structures/episodes. According to 

Baillargeon (1986), at 0;6, infants appear to realize that objects proceeding 

along a path can be stopped if blocked by another object. Although at 0;6 

children recognize where motion events end, e.g., objects stopping at the 

end of a path or when they are blocked, they still have not demonstrated 

episodic thought, given the lack of continuity across events—relating a hap-

pening along one path to a resultative state of another. The non-episodic 
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character of memory at this age is likewise demonstrated by children’s actu-

al enactments, not merely by looking time. At 0;6 infants reproduce path-

like gestures with physical movement of their own body, demonstrating  

a beginning and an end point. Nonetheless, their gestures (head movement) 

at this age are merely imitative (Meltzoff, Moore, 1977; Barr, Dowden, 

Hayne, 1996). These gestures are non-episodic, in that they lack intentional-

ity to trace trajectories intrinsic to particular objects. Proof is likewise de-

rived from other sources: the gestures constitute immediate reproductions 

only, because little, if any time intervened between observation of the model 

and the children’s reproductions. In short, despite recognition of graphical 

arrays at 0;3 (Quinn, Intraub, 2007, 331) and spatial boundaries at 0;6 

(Baillargeon, 1986), infants lack the skill (which index affords) to unite 

event features into episodes. As such, action relations lack logical connec-

tions to one another; and classification into aggregates of event types is 

likewise absent.  

These event classifications are defined by predictable directional tem-

plates, e.g., the source, path and goal in a “provide”-like scenario, where 

giving represents the source, carrying an object through directed space the 

path, and arriving at the auspices of the intended receiver the goal. Consoli-

dating the individual procedures is not operational until much later in de-

velopment. Necessary for rudimentary episodic thought (which is absent at 

this early age) is the sequentiality of events. Despite apprehension of the 

distinctness of individual events, evidenced by discerning their beginnings 

and ends, episodic thought entails logically connecting them with concur-

rent contexts and with subsequent events. In other words, recognition that 

events cohere with other happenings to form single larger events often with 

several procedures is paramount. Children eventually classify these rela-

tions—when event aggregates are understood as kinds of events (templates). 

In this way, children discern that it is not merely the endpoint which defines 

event types, but factors originally external to the event which later become 

part of the event, e.g., participants which bring the event into existence, or 

into sharper focus. Accordingly, consideration of whether events can take 

agents/receivers/benefactors helps characterize whether events have the 

potential to expand into episodes. Essentially, the caliber of events’ repre-

sentations (how objects are utilized, or participants’ action complexions) 

unites event profiles into a single, larger frame (an episode). Where  

object/participant trajectories begin and conclude (telicity) illustrates the 

topic of discourse (albeit implied), prior to using language for this purpose. 

As such, notice of event initiation/termination defines individual events, 

while, at the same time, suggesting how the event contributes to subsequent 

events.  

Noticing spatial boundaries merely constitutes the touchstone in the pro-

cess of thinking episodically. Episodic thought entails apprehending telici-
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ty—the point where an array/action ends, and where beyond space/beyond 

present time begins (cf. Vendler, 1967 for an elaboration of telicity). It is 

critical to recognize that apprehension of boundaries defines space con-

tainment; nonetheless, spatial containment is but one component toward 

notice of temporal progressivity/sequentiality. Unless contiguous qualia are 

apprehended as first filling, then superseding, individual fields, events  

(actions, states of affairs) will fail to reach muster as episodes. Accordingly, 

perceiving events as episodes first requires recognition of space as occupied 

(incorporating objects/participants and their qualia); afterward determining 

how to unite bounded events characterizes more refined episodic thought—

reflecting a relational character. In short, the principle of purposive, contig-

uous motion through space is one of the most critical advancements in de-

termining event relations.  

At 0;6, after objects have been mentally associated with place and identi-

ty attributes, in object files, (Leslie, Xu, Tremoulet, Scholl, 1998, 11; Leslie, 

Káldy, 2007, 117) representations still fail to reach muster to qualify as epi-

sodic images. This is the case because location/color/shape (which is static), 

not participant orientation and movement shifts, defines event representa-

tions. Event representations become episodic when they supersede their 

own internal relations, suggesting logical relations with other events. Trac-

ing participant event roles can hasten determination of these extra-event 

relations. As such, children must recognize that individual events can sug-

gest what is about to transpire, i.e., contribution to a consequence. As men-

tioned earlier, infants’ reproductions of single gestures (head movement) 

are non-episodic, in that they do not suggest consequent states of affairs. As 

such, only spatial boundaries, not temporal ones, have been internalized. 

Apprehension of static relations between objects and locations (“object in-

dex”) does not give rise to the recognition of events as moving toward a logi-

cal end. Hence, apprehension of single locations or actions cannot directly 

bridge one occupied space with another to hint at the event progressivity 

necessary for episodic reasoning. Incorporating qualia into static locations, 

which is operational at 0;9 (Leslie, et al., 1998, 13)—such that objects repre-

sent certain attributes—is critical to filling space, eventually to determine 

boundaries between spaces. Undoubtedly, noticing these characteristics and 

fitting them into functional classes still does not invite their inclusion within 

action templates or proposing resultative states of affairs. At this age, object 

files lack associations with action templates, leaving paths/goals unconsid-

ered/undetermined. In this way, events are not moving, but are represented 

as instantaneous snapshots. Even at 0;9, when infants are “sensitive to indi-

vidual identities of objects within spatial arrays, they have yet to demon-

strate sensitivity to differences in movement trajectories necessary to code 

memory of event paths and goals” (Richmond, Zhao, Burns, 2015, 88). The 

fact that even at 0;11 ordered recall of visual displays (not action events) 



62 D0nna West 

endures only one month (Meltzoff, 1988, 475; Mandler, McDonough, 1995, 

471; Bauer, et al., 2006, 382; Bauer, Wenner, Dropik, Wewerka, 2000, 135),1 

and that memories consist of single actions only, further illustrates the non-

sequential nature of children’s memory even after the one year mark.  

Although search for hidden objects emerges at 0;10 (Piaget, Inhelder, 

1966/1969, 14–15), it does not yet constitute enactment of more than a sin-

gle goal-directed behavior. It falls short of a sequential character—

illustrating a minimum of two events. It merely results in finding the 

sought-after object, lending some cause-effect purpose to the event. Even 

more advanced search behaviors fail to reach muster as episodes; they only 

reveal children’s verbatim knowledge of object location or event coordina-

tions. Once children realize that participants/objects take part in different 

event frames (such that they can productively be applied to more than one 

situation), events can be said to have rudimentary status as episodes. Not 

even when three sequential actions endure in memory (at 2;0) for 24 plus 

hours (Bauer & Shore, 1987; Bauer et al., 2000, 135) is there sufficient evi-

dence that children think episodically. This is so given the presumption on 

the part of two and three-year-olds that contemporaneous events necessarily 

possess some logical relationship. The fact that events are spatially and 

temporally near often misleads younger children to infer a logical relation.  

It is not until event relations are perceived to have a logical order, and 

are actually reproduced as sequential action schemes after the two-year 

mark (Wenner & Bauer, 1999, 589), that episodic thought is truly operation-

al. In short, evidence that children bind location with objects within visual 

arrays at 1;5, and remember two sequential events is still insufficient to 

qualify as episodic. Richmond, Zhao, and Burns’ (2015) findings support the 

non-episodic nature of children’s thought prior to 2;0. The fact that children 

looked longer at objects which changed location (indicating non-recog-

nition) at 1;5 and 1;11, than at objects substituted in the same place as origi-

nal object (demonstrating recognition, since memory was retrieved), still 

fails to demonstrate that any logical relationship (cause-effect or otherwise) 

has been applied to the objects. It only suggests that substituting objects in 

the same array (rather than moving them to other arrays) is an operation 

with which children at this age are more familiar. The upshot of Richmond, 

et al.’s findings supports children’s greater comfort with object substitution 

than with object movement or displacement into contiguous events.  

What children need to exercise to ascertain the “feeling” of episode is  

diverse experiences in similar kinds of events, transitionalizing them  

to knowledge of event roles and their shifting nature. Assuming diverse  

directional movement paths and orientations via one’s body supplies the 

————————— 
1 Mandler and McDonough (1995, 471) also observe that their subjects recalled causal events 

more reliably than arbitrary events. Cf. Mandler (2004, 230–233) for a general discussion of or-
dered recall in development. 
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directional experience necessary to enhance knowledge of event contours. At 

2;0, children are able to take a rudimentary form of allocentric perspectives; 

they were able to select the correct plate on the floor under which they re-

covered a reward, despite assuming distinct orientations to the plates. Chil-

dren entered an arena from different doors and saw the array of plates from 

different orientations. In this paradigm, children, in fact, did demonstrate 

relational skills in locating objects despite new orientations (Sluzenski, 

Newcombe, Satlow, 2004; Ribordy, Jabès, Banta Lavenex, Lavenex, 2013, 

19). According to Ribordy, et al. (2013), these allocentric skills are critical to 

a cohesive spatial perspective. Children’s success locating the target plates 

after shifting their orientation (despite the absence of landmarks at 2;0 

demonstrates apprehension of space relations over time, consequent to the 

different perspectives that they assumed. This allocentric perspective (ap-

proaching the object array from different directions) allows children to se-

quentially experience different spatial relations with object arrays, requiring 

some prospective thought, in that distal visual cues and other vantage points 

(points of origin) are integrated to determine changes in event participant 

orientation and object location. Measuring event relations at this age (2;0) is 

more reliable, since enactment utilizing the self’s whole body is possible. 

Moreover, children’s enactment of event sequences (three events) one 

month after a model enacted them (Bauer et al., 2000, 135) clearly demon-

strates memory of relations between two or three events. This use of the 

whole body to illustrate movement from one event to another is a quintes-

sential example of how the body becomes the index, providing a compelling 

directional thrust toward resultative states of affairs. The entire body physi-

cally transitions from one action to another, allowing an actual experience of 

changing event relations.  

 

 

4. THE EMERGENCE OF EPISODES AND AUTONOESIS 

 

Children can employ either of two orientation systems to determine the 

source of the memory and to bind elements of the spatio-temporal context: 

an egocentric or allocentric perspective (Ribordy et al., 2013, 26). The for-

mer always precedes the latter in ontogeny for mammals and for other spe-

cies (Raj, Bell, 2010, 387). An egocentric paradigm, discerning paths from 

the vantage point of self only, is employed utilizing path integration as early 

as 0;7 (Acredolo, 1978). Allocentric paradigms, in contrast, utilize vantage 

points other than self to determine locations of objects within the event. 

These other points of origin may consist of persons or other objects with 

inherent fronts/backs. Unlike egocentric perspectives, allocentric vantage 

points require landmark integration; and as such, they emerge somewhat 

later, at 1;6 or slightly beforehand with increased stimuli and place familiar-
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ization (Richmond, Zhao, Burns, 2015, 89). According to Ribordy, et al. 

(2013, 26) the means to distinguish and remember “closely related spatial 

locations” improves between 2;0 and 3;6, consequent to maturation of dis-

tinct hippocampal circuits. Ribordy et al. (2013, 22) employed more sensi-

tive measures beyond looking time, to determine whether children were 

using self only or other points of reference to inform their orientation to 

objects. Certain environmental features were systematically manipulated 

(presence of opaque curtains, multiple goal locations, and starting posi-

tions). These controls induced subjects to utilize points of reference other 

than the self, namely, landmarks, to reorient, given reentry into an arena via 

different doors across several trials. Consequent to their novel orientation to 

the objects (plates), children’s view of the array altered. What is still missing 

in children’s perspectival skills, such that they fall short of more advanced 

forms of episodic thought, is attribution of allocentric perspectives to partic-

ipants of events. Without allocentric perspective-taking, children lack the 

means to perceive events/arrays as others perceive them, especially in the 

face of orientational conflicts/contrasts—particularly when the parties face 

one another).  

While egocentric paradigms always employ the self as referent point for 

object place/motion (even when self’s orientation is altered); other-centered 

vantagepoints define allocentric systems, such that objects/persons outside 

of self likewise determine the location and distance of objects and persons 

taking part in the episode. The advantages of allocentric perspectives are 

many: no need for the perceiver to directly take part in the event, and in 

turn, the inferences which ensue are more likely to contain greater objectivi-

ty and hence greater validity as abductions. With use of allocentric points of 

view, the underlying structure and classification of episodes are determined 

by the particular referent point (point of orientation) to locations, times and 

other participants within the episode, and are updated with the introduction 

of new participants and episodes. The deictic character which requires up-

dating from episode to episode (frequent location and orientation shifts), 

hastens the manufacture of inferences as to how such shifts (object/person 

substitutions) redefine the event in question, and how subsequent events, in 

turn, might be affected. Were the event trajectory to characterize ball-

playing, one episode might entail the agent launching a round object along  

a path, to reach another player at another location, only to reverse the pro-

cess. Once reaching the receiver, the perspective, together with the event 

structure alters with the shift-role, mandating recalculation of object dis-

tances and object access according to an allocentric viewpoint. Were an ob-

server to utilize an egocentric viewpoint only, distances and orientations of 

objects at each turn would be measured from ego’s place of continual reloca-

tion and/or ego’s updates in orientation only. Accordingly, the interpretants 

of index (effects of perceiver’s gaze trajectory) would be centered upon 
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where ego is traveling and facing, without reference to how the scene might 

be interpreted via any other viewpoint, especially that of an objective other.  

It is important to stress that until allocentric paradigms inform the per-

ception and encoding/storage/retrieval of events, episodic thought is not 

fully operational, because until some perspectival objectivity defines logical 

relations, why one event precedes/follows another (from a host of view-

points), the contribution of events to consequent states of affairs is  

obscured. In other words, if simple idiosyncratic embodiment is the  

only/primary consideration, as is the case when employing an egocentric 

paradigm, effects upon other participants are likely to be foreclosed; and 

generating plausible inferences (containing logical validity) about events to 

come, is often compromised.  

In view of reliance upon ordered recall and orientational posturing with 

respect to objects in events, episodic memory has a procedural component, 

in that it charts event sequences (Hayne, 2007, 228). It likewise must draw 

from semantic knowledge (factual knowledge emanating from declarative 

knowledge) to connect events logically. In this way, episodic memory relies 

upon both semantic and procedural memory. Episodic memory (in the form 

of procedural knowledge) emerges later than does semantic memory 

(Tulving, 2005, 11), presumably because it depends on both systems, and 

because semantic memory can feature an undifferentiated world-

knowledge-based system.2 More fitting rationale for the later emergence of 

episodic memory (with its procedural component) appears to be a conse-

quence of semiotic factors, namely, the difference between indexical signs, 

on the one hand and symbolic ones on the other. Drawing propositions from 

indexical signs (operating to unify events) appears to require more refined 

logical skills, since index points toward event relations without stating the 

nature of the relation. This kind of situational sign requires far more infer-

encing to determine potential logical connections. Conversely, symbols 

more explicitly express the nature of relations, making inferencing far less 

necessary. This issue is especially relevant to the development of episodic 

thought, wherein apprehending relational representations (namely indexes) 

is central.  

Hayne’s (2007) and Hayne and Imuta’s (2011) findings support the fact 

that event relations rise to the level of episodic thought. They demonstrate 

that episode-building depends largely upon the consciousness of the child’s 

own past experiences. At 3;0 Hayne and Imuta found children to be con-

scious of previous hiding places, but not their temporal order. Hayne and 

Imuta 2011 conclude that although episodic memory begins emerging be-

tween 3;0 and 4;0, it is not reliably in place until 4;0, when consciousness of 

————————— 
2 For a discussion of the emergence of declarative and procedural memory, cf. (Bauer, de Boer, 

Lukowski, 2007, 241–243). 
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temporal sequences is in place. Three-year-olds were able to remember 

where objects were hidden in a particular room (after observing the hiding 

process); but not when they were hidden, or who was responsible for the 

hiding. Four-year-olds were conscious of and were able to recall all three 

factors of the hiding process (where, when, and whom), indicating that re-

call of temporal sequences consisting of more than two events and partici-

pant identity are more advanced cognitive skills than remembering three 

“where” events. Given that episodic memory requires awareness and recall 

of temporal sequences, it does not emerge until children unequivocally 

demonstrate (ordinarily through narration) conscious reconstruction of the 

events in the correct order (Tulving, 2005, 32): “Children’s ability to re-

member how and when and in what setting they learned a new fact can be 

assessed even more directly [via narratives]. When this is done, findings 

again suggest a magical number of 4 as the number of years needed to de-

velop a nearly fully operational episodic memory system.” Bauer, Stewart, 

White, Larkina’s (2016) findings similarly indicate that at 4;0, event recall 

after one week is more accurate when cues (especially location) are provid-

ed, compared to uncued recall. In short, although episodic representations 

begin emerging at 3;0, they continue to be refined even beyond 6;0 (Nelson, 

1993; Perner, Ruffman, 1995, 543; Tulving, 2002, 7).  

To ascertain a full-fledged episodic memory system, children must su-

persede memory of past temporally ordered events; and they must have the 

means to utilize past memories to infer future states of affairs, such that 

contributing events/conditions are recognized. The work of Tulving (2002, 

2005), Mandler (2004), Hayne (2007), Klein, Cosmides, Costabile, and Mei 

(2002), Suddendorf, Nielsen, and von Gehlen (2011, 31) and Klein (2015, 12) 

demonstrates the necessity of projecting the self into novel events. This skill 

requires consciousness of how resultative events affect event participants 

and how they might affect such in the future, namely autonoesis. Wheeler, 

Stuss, and Tulving (1997, 332) define autonoesis as a system of memory that 

“renders possible conscious recollection of personal happenings and events 

from one’s past and mental projection of anticipated events into one’s sub-

jective future.” Wheeler et al.’s definition brings into focus the importance of 

remembering beyond simple past event sequences, by virtue of building 

potential event sequences to satisfy a future goal. Autonoesis is necessary for 

the development of episodic thought, in that it enhances perspectival diver-

sity, and is responsible for uniting actions (especially enabling ones) with 

their participants and subsequent (yet unrealized) resultative states of af-

fairs.  

Although many investigators note the vital role of autonoetic conscious-

ness in episode-building, Tulving’s (1985; 1997; 2002; 2005) insights have 

been the most influential. Whereas noetic consciousness entails consolidat-

ing events which are remembered accurately in their actual and logical se-
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quence, autonoetic consciousness entails the additional skill of remember-

ing how the self-traveled, or is likely to travel, through the event sequence. 

Episodic memory depends upon the same skills: imaging consolidated event 

sequences (noetic), and inserting the self as player in such event sequences, 

both in the past and in the future (autonoetic). But, what truly sets episodic 

memory apart from autonoesis is the means to further project the self into 

events experienced by others (not by the self alone), and situating others in 

subsequent diverse events. In view of this other-based viewpoint, taking 

allocentric perspectives is vital to thinking episodically—a fact recognized by 

Szpunar and Tulving (2011, 6) as well as Klein (2015). To accomplish this, 

allocentric goals must motivate images of event frames, to adequately cap-

ture how hypotheses translate into action to remedy real world problems. 

When children represent the self in past scenarios, and recall the sequence 

of those scenarios ordinarily during narratives, they are only remembering 

the happening itself and their own feelings. To truly think episodically, they 

must make inferences based upon others’ anticipated reactions—a less di-

rect source for creating the inferences. As such, children not merely cultivate 

autonoetic consciousness (insinuating the self only as event participant), but 

insert others into their perspectives and they, themselves assume the per-

spectives of the other. Until children consciously incorporate appreciation 

for diverse perspectives—projecting the self into possible events which oth-

ers may have experienced, or others into the children’s own experiences—

episodic memory falls short of its ultimate utility. It must incorporate con-

sciousness of objective points-of-view—to recommend courses of action in 

immanent episodes (one of Peirce’s primary directives for abductive reason-

ing (1909, MS 637, 15).  

To make workable recommendations, procedural memory (knowing the 

steps to reach a goal) must integrate with semantic memory (knowing what to 

suggest to ascertain a goal). To recommend successful courses of action for 

diverse others, (episodes), children must reason abductively—anticipating 

participants’ likely reactions, and proposing more workable paths of action 

given the conditions intrinsic to the episodes. This is so, because episodes 

consist in event frames which hold together by implicit logical affiliation.  

In fact, the reason for the rather late ontogenesis of episodic memory 

(Tulving, 2005, 11) is likely to be a consequence of the need to integrate pro-

cedural knowledge into declarative knowledge, particularly into semantic 

knowledge. Because procedural knowledge cannot ordinarily be “brought to 

conscious awareness” (Mandler, 2004, 46), accessing it and applying it to 

perceptual-motor turns within event sequences requires executive control, 

not present early on in ontogeny (Baddeley, 2007, 148–149). The procedural 

knowledge necessary for episodic memory resides in the spatial and tem-

poral situatedness of the contributing events. In contrast, the autonoetic 

property of episodic memory relies upon declarative, semantic knowledge. 
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Its procedural dependence consists in coordinating spatial and temporal 

components (sequencing the where and when of event internal features), 

consonant with Newcombe, Lloyd, and Balcomb’s (2011) analysis; whereas, 

its focus on participants’ assumption of event slots clearly qualifies it as se-

mantic. In short, episodic memory requires children to integrate procedural 

with semantic knowledge to organize representations of past and future 

events pertaining to self and others. To coordinate both kinds of knowledge 

effectively, children need to have an awareness of the source for their event 

memories, i.e., how they know the events—from self-observation, or others 

narratives, and need to exert executive control, utilizing the episodic buffer, 

to block irrelevant event memories from influencing related abductions.  

 

 

5. INDEX AS FACILITATOR OF EVENT RELATIONS 

 

Early on in ontogeny, event images are drawn from semantic memory; 

they are rather undifferentiated, making apprehension of spatial or tem-

poral factors difficult, and recognition of fixed sequential ordering. Conse-

quently, such images, ordinarily represented as object files, are non-episodic 

in nature. These less differentiated representations obscure part-whole rela-

tions; accordingly, the presence of one co-occurring component in the over-

all scheme often remains unexamined, such that the effect of a contributing 

element is overlooked in favor of a simple frequency determination. More 

particularly, undifferentiated pictures (iconic ones absent the directional 

focus of index) make salient the impression of the over-all event shape, 

without placing emphasis on how components to the event fit within the 

logical event scheme. With the emergence of differentiations among event 

components comes increased potentiality to notice and construct other than 

coincidental relations; and organizing these differentiations requires de-

pendence upon some procedural knowledge (determining the order of spa-

tial arrays and temporal sequences). The organization and coordination of 

these spatial and temporal event components mandates the use of indexical 

signs. Index obviates relevant spatial, temporal, and participant features, 

supplying attentional and directional focus (West, 2014, 150–154; 2016b, 

2016c). It makes salient the procedural aspects of events which are often 

inexplicit, unconscious, and unretrievable from memory (Mandler, 2004, 

46). In other words, because index facilitates awareness of relations (even 

perceptual motor ones), it can convert actions which are ordinarily automat-

ic to conscious awareness. In that index draws attention to spatio-temporal 

sequences, it can monitor variations in when and where events materialize. 

Index shows the where by gestural pointing; it indicates the who by pronoun 

use (conveying participatory roles); and it illustrates the when via tense and 

positional adverbs. In short, index’s means to draw and shift attention 
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among event features makes plane its relational character. Its noticing ef-

fects upon its producer and upon observers goes beyond establishing new 

topics/foci of interest. Index’s capacity to move the focus to other concur-

rent objects or to proximate events supplies it with the means to imply event 

relations through suggestions of co-presence/continuity across objects, per-

sons and actions/states of being. It draws paths uniting physical event fea-

tures to one another, and insinuates the inclusion of absent objects by point-

ing to their typical location. Index can even enhance notice of how one event 

progresses to another (West, 2016c). 

The force of index in building episodes is evident. Quintessential to this 

process is noticing relations between features of events, extending to event-

to-event relations; and index serves just this purpose—shifting attention and 

thereby directing the self and others to the proposition being fashioned 

(however implied). It does so initially via directional gaze, head nodding, 

and body and finger pointing toward the individual subject of the proposi-

tion to be communicated. In fact, these gestures feature the primary indexes 

utilized to exact notice of event components, prior to the onset of language 

(cf. West, 2013, 16–26). During this early stage in development (from 0;6– 

1;6), index takes the form of gestures, supplying a necessary attentional and 

directional template to communicate implicit messages for partners to fol-

low.  

The attentional and directional aspect of Index is obviated in several of 

the purposes which Peirce articulates, namely, physical contiguity between 

sign and object via brute force attention to objects in Secondness (the mate-

rial world) (1903, 2.248), and an absence of resemblance (iconic) or lawlike 

(symbolic) relations between sign and object: “The index asserts nothing; it 

only says ‘There!’ It takes hold of our eyes, as it were, and forcibly directs 

them to a particular object, and there it stops …” (1885, 3.361). 

Here the relational nature of index is evident: it brutely regulates interac-

tions between sign users, and forcibly aligns the implicit focus of the sign 

producer with that of the receiver in joint attentional exchanges—emerging 

at 1;2 (Saylor, 2004, 608), just prior to language onset. The sign producer’s 

use of directed gaze toward one then another object/person can convey what 

is deemed to be the event focus; and shifting the direction of gaze can indi-

cate a subsequent goal for the event, qualifying it as a proto episode. As 

such, index fashions implied propositions before they are explicitly pro-

duced via language.  

In the same year (1885), Peirce extends indexical use to linguistic genres, 

again emphasizing index’s role in relating material objects in the mind of the 

signer by forcing attention to the subject of discourse (1885, 8.41). Index 

continues securing attentional foci in language, supported by the fact that 

children’s initial fifty words ordinarily include primary indexes, namely, 

pronouns, especially the demonstratives “this,” and “that” (Clark, 2009, 94). 
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These and other pronouns, e.g., “I,” “you,” continue to initiate the recogni-

tion of participant roles within events, emerging at 2;8 (West, 2011b, 95). 

The eventual recognition of the deictic character (shifting referents) of these 

pronouns, e.g., speaker, object near/far from speaker, again reflecting in-

dex’s means to relate participants to their contexts. The pronouns represent 

the proposition that location of objects is determined by the location and 

orientation of particular persons who assume particular roles in the dis-

course (ordinarily speaker), as well as in the event being reported. Establish-

ing, maintaining, and shifting the topic of discourse is Peirce’s clearest  

vision regarding index’s relational function. “One of these kinds is the index, 

which like a pointing finger exercises a real physiological force over the at-

tention, like the power of a mesmerizer, and directs it to a particular object 

of sense. One such index at least must enter into every proposition, its func-

tion being to designate the subject of discourse” (1885, 8.41).3 Here Peirce 

determines that the ultimate nature of index is to serve as a modal operator 

–compulsively introducing to another mind novel topics of discourse/event 

organizations. The effect of these novel object relations is the establishment 

of new habits/event coordinations (cf. West, 2016b: chapter 13 for an elabo-

ration of index as habit).  

Consequent to exposure to the objects of the event, together with the lin-

guistic indexes referring to the object, event participants can be tracked, 

hastening apprehension of event sequentiality/movement. These indexes 

ultimately measure the progression of events through demonstrations of 

participant contribution to actions and states. Ultimately, notice of partici-

pant contribution to an event, and determining resultative events can fur-

ther facilitate episodic thought. In other words, using these pronouns pro-

vides a first-hand feel for how episodes develop and extend pivotal nuclear 

events. Deictic terms are powerful indexical tools, in that they relate objects 

and participants to their contexts; they direct the hearer where and when to 

look for the objects and participants within event structures. Peirce alludes 

to this in his 1908 expansion of index:  
 

“… Designatives (or Denotatives), or Indicatives, Denominatives, which like  

a Demonstrative pronoun, or a pointing finger, brutely direct the mental eye-

balls of the interpreter to the object in question, which in this case cannot be 

given by independent reasoning” (Peirce, 1908, 8.35). 

 

Here Peirce not merely reiterates his assertion that index is the primary 

tool for showcasing new topics/propositions to a single mind, but highlights 

the effect of the proposition upon the mental perspective of other interpret-

ers. “Directing the mental eyeballs” of another presumes that a novel propo-
————————— 

3 Atkin (2005, 163–164) illuminates these qualities of index and three additional qualities: refer-
ence to individuals, independence from interpretation, and asserting nothing. Cf. West (forthcom-
ing) for a further discussion of Index within the construct of the division of signs. 
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sition is being introduced. This validates the influence of subjective proposi-

tions (provided that they have some plausibility), in that they are not given 

by “independent reasoning” alone (to satisfy an idiosyncratic standard).  

 The fact that the object of index is ordinarily co-present with Index 

heightens its relational and attentional component, illustrating Peirce’s 

recognition of the effectiveness of spatial and temporal continuity between 

assumptions of sign users and the material world. It likewise represents the 

primacy of having sign and object in close proximity particularly in the ab-

sence of language/other symbols. Because Index neither resembles the ob-

ject, nor codifies the object as one of a class (as do symbols), contiguity with 

its object is paramount to discern new topics of discourse. In this case, index 

is an attention marker, shifting from focus to focus, and highlighting object 

location in the physical context. 

Even after the onset of language, the influence of index, as an independ-

ent device, to structure episodes is vital. It allows a more objective construc-

tion of event profiles and relations with the incorporation of other points of 

view. The only point of origin for how event relations are perceived is ulti-

mately not the child’s own, but is allocentric—determined by the perspective 

of other potential event participants in imagined locations at future times. 

These more diverse templates permit children to transition to mental index-

es to directionalize events. Indexical legisigns (conventional signs such as 

words which point) suggest novel spatio-temporal and participant contours 

within and across events, without requiring actual participation. This pro-

motes and even transcends application of allocentric perspectives, in that 

others’ perceptions of events can be imagined and amplified. This relational 

character (reaching across places, and times, via different participant per-

spectives by means of index) enhances the concept of events as frames 

whose boundaries may exist outside of the child’s own experience. Hence, 

the moving character of events is further facilitated. Appreciating perspec-

tival shifts across participants is ultimately responsible for notice of more 

logical connections between event components. The utility of index is far-

reaching; it serves as a measure and facilitator for drawing possible event 

relations, both prior to the influence of symbols in language. It takes full 

advantage of allocentric perspective-taking in suggesting different event 

relations—heretofore unexperienced, but within the realm of real possibil-

ity.4 In short, index constitutes a long-term action organizer, in simulating 

diverse orientations to events (inside, outside), energizing participants with 

the foresight to infer novel event relations.  

 

 

————————— 
4 Peirce’s notion of possibility is taken from his concept of virtual habit—an image in the mind so 

vivid that it represents a course of action one step away from being implemented (MS 620; West, 
2017). 
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6. CONCLUSION 

 

The topic of episodic memory is relevant to, and enhances, the field of 

Cognitive Semiotics in diverse ways. In using gesture as the primary sign to 

measure the advancement of even representations from static to dynamic 

motion paradigms, it explicitly operates on issues outlined in Zlatev (2012). 

The issue most relevant here is the development of gesture, consciousness, 

and memory, and how embodiment is a form of acting out episodes. Zlatev, 

Sonesson, and Konderak (2016, 10) make a further case for the critical role 

of experimental studies and empirical findings to buttress the claim that 

cognitive representations underlie and facilitate cognitive skills. This inquiry 

likewise treats what Zlatev et al. (2016, 11) refer to as “meaning dynamism” 

in that the focus is on “processes” in development. This account illustrates 

the process by which mental events evolve into episodes. 

This account asserts and provides empirical evidence that semiotic de-

terminants, particularly Index, drive the relational cognitions necessary for 

episode-building, reaching beyond autonoetic consciousness. The mean-

ings/effects (interpretants) associated with Index reveal the state of chil-

dren’s implicit knowledge regarding the spatial and temporal coordinates 

bound to events. In ontogeny, events are first represented as spatial coordi-

nates, object-location coordinations. This more static (still) snapshot of 

events constitutes a rather iconic means of representing events. Once spatial 

relations of events are characterized by index, such that attentional and ac-

tion schemes control, meanings are informed by attentional and directional 

attributes—obviating movement and sequential happenings. But, only when 

Index is supported by Logical interpretants, affording more objective event 

coordinations, can children truly think episodically, superseding self-

conscious experiences by representationalizing sequences as participant 

paths toward goals. Essential to this process (from spatial to temporal bind-

ing) is the way in which indexical signs (consequent to their interpretant 

potential) highlight the physical and logical relations holding between ob-

jects and participants of events.  

The fact that infants recognize boundaries and supersede them at such 

young ages demonstrates that spatial telicity is a primary competency; but, 

without the attentional and directional quality afforded by index, noticing 

movement and orientational shifts would be an arduous affair. Index quali-

fies as deictic organizer; it cements locations, times, and participants to 

event templates, enabling episode construction. Index supplies the means to 

measure motion and sequentiality of events. It determines the origin, path, 

and end-point. As such, index supplies the raw material to develop coherent 

episodes which incorporate logical features of sequentiality and diverse 

points of view.  
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DIMENSIONS OF CONTEXT. CLASSIFYING 
APPROACHES TO THE CONTEXT OF COMMUNICATION 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

This paper analyzes the concept of context with a special focus on the context 

of communication. We suggest two ways of classifying approaches to the context 

of communication: (i) classifying approaches based on a number of relevant 

dimensions for analyzing context in social activities, (ii) classifying approaches, 

based on the dimensions of Peirce’s semiotics. We also discuss the use of col-

lected corpora of language, especially multimodal corpora of spoken interaction, 

as an aid in studying context. Finally, building on the two ways of classifying 

approaches to the context of communication, we present our own proposal for 

how to analyze the main relevant contextual dimensions influencing human 

interaction and communication 

Keywords: Context, approaches to context, dimensions of context, syntac-

tic context, semantic context, pragmatic context, semiotics, representamen, 

object, interpretant, relevant contexts.  

 

 

1. WHY SHOULD WE STUDY CONTEXT AND WHAT IS CONTEXT? 
 

1.1. Why should we study context? 
 

Many theories of semiotics, communication, linguistics and cognition (as 

well as many other areas) presuppose and rely on some notion of context. 

However, the notions presupposed have been different. This paper is an 

attempt to clarify the notion of context in relation to the four areas men-

tioned above, concentrating especially on communication and linguistics 

with some consideration also of semiotics and cognition. 

 

1.2. What is context? 
 

The origins of the word “context” clearly go back to the production and 

interpretation of written text. The starting point is a particular linguistic 

expression in a text which requires access to the text preceding and/or fol-

lowing the expression to be fully understood or explained. A basic reason for 
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this is that linguistic expressions frequently have many possible uses and 

meanings, if taken in isolation out of their (con)text. So, the concept of  

a “context” was created to capture the surrounding text of a particular lin-

guistic expression in focus. 

This notion of context is the notion that is used, for example, in transla-

tion, when we need the context of a word to find a translation to another 

language. To translate “web,” we might need to know, depending on the 

language being translated to, if it is the “web” of “spider web” or the “web” of 

“web site.” 

Over time, this linguistic use of the concept “context” has been general-

ized to cover events other than linguistic textual events. Usually the events 

in question have been social events. It is easier to speak of the context of  

a decision or a party than of the context of a snowstorm. However, as we 

shall see, like in the original linguistic cases, the concept of “context” still 

retains a relation to an understanding or explanation of whatever it is the 

context for. 

Through the broadening of its meaning, the word “context” now belongs 

to a semantic field, which has other members like “environment,” “sur-

rounding,” “milieu” and “background.” All the words have slightly different 

uses, but point to something that is embedding another entity, which is in 

focus. Usually, the foci are of fairly different types. Compare: 

1. The context of a word 

2. The environment of a city 

3. The milieu of an artist 

4. The surrounding of the house 

5. The background of the investigation 
 

Some foci might admit collocations with several members of the field. One 

possible candidate for this could be collocations with the word “conflict.” 
 

1. The context of the conflict 

2. The environment of the conflict 

3. The milieu of the conflict 

4. The surrounding of the conflict 

5. The background of the conflict 
 
 

In the above list, probably “the context of the conflict” comes closest in 

meaning to “the background of the conflict,” giving access to information 

that helps us to understand or explain the conflict. The expression “the envi-

ronment of the conflict” could perhaps also be used in a similar way, but 

could also be used in a more external physical sense. This physical sense 

would probably be the main one for “the surrounding of the conflict.” The 

expression “the milieu of the conflict” has a more unclear status, perhaps 

pointing to the social milieu of the conflict. 
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In order to sharpen our intuitions about what a context is, we now pro-

pose a definition of “context.” Below is a suggestion of this definition. 

Context = the surrounding of something in focus which needs more com-

plete understanding or explanation. Often, what is in focus is an event (often 

an action or activity), especially a social, mostly communicative, (sometimes 

psychological) event; less often a property, object or relation. 

Using this definition, we see that the “context” of a given focus of atten-

tion is something (usually in close proximity) we need to grasp in order to 

better understand or explain whatever is in focus. The focus is thus a partic-

ular aspect of an event, requiring an apprehension of its surrounding to be 

better understood or explained. 

 

 

2. CONTEXT IS A RELATIONAL CONCEPT 

 

As we have seen above, the original sense of “context” is that of a text ac-

companying a given textual element. If we investigate “context” in this 

sense, we consider how the element (phoneme, morpheme, word, sentence 

or even text) is influenced by the linguistic elements surrounding it.  

Usually, the most straightforward kind of influence can be seen by relat-

ing the entity in focus to entities in the context that are of the same type as 

the focused entity. Thus, the context of a phoneme are other phonemes and 

the context of a morpheme are other morphemes; the context of a word con-

sists of other words and the context of a sentence of other sentences. How-

ever, it is possible also to consider entities of another type than the entity in 

focus as context. In this way, the context of a phoneme could be a mor-

pheme, a word or a sentence, leading to more complex types of understand-

ing and explanation. Over time, the original sense of “context” has been 

generalized to mean the surrounding of anything being related to and often 

influenced by its surrounding. 

In examples like (1) and (2) below, the context is not linguistic, but con-

cerns historical social events and circumstances. 

1. The context of the First World War. 

2. The context of the great economic depression. 

But, even if the term “context” today can be used in an increasingly ab-

stract and wide sense, our main interest in this paper is a “context of inter-

action” involving somewhat intelligent beings (humans or other animals, 

computer programs) and especially a “communicative interaction,” involv-

ing such beings.  

Given the above definition and discussion of “context” as surrounding 

factors which help us understand and explain some phenomenon, it follows 

that a reasonable manner of classifying context is to do it from the point of 

view of the phenomenon the context is influencing; in this case, communica-
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tion. Below, we will now present two communication-related ways of classi-

fying context 

from the point of view of three central factors in communication 

from the point of view of the Peircean analysis of the concept of a sign  

We will then attempt to unify these two approaches in a combined pro-

posal for analyzing the context of communication. 

  

 

3. CLASSIFYING CONTEXT FROM THE POINT OF VIEW  

   OF THREE CENTRAL FACTORS IN COMMUNICATION 
 

3.1. Why and where is context important for communication? 
 

Communication always involves at least three possible main contextual 

foci: (i) production of information (by at least one communicator), (ii) in-

terpretation of information (by at least one other communicator) and (iii) 

interaction between the communicators. The context of communication 

includes factors that influence these three main foci; production, interpreta-

tion and interaction.  

Thus, the notion of “context” overlaps very much with concepts such as 

situation, setting, background information or influencing factor, which have 

often also been used to better understand and/or explain communication. 

Context is an essential feature of what is shared in communication and 

becomes especially important when communicators do not make the same 

contextual assumptions or do not have a sufficient contextual understanding 

to say or do the expected or appropriate things, or to interpret what is going 

on in an appropriate way. Each of these situations can occur, for example, in 

intercultural communication between communicators who have different 

(national-ethnic) or other different cultural backgrounds. The situations can 

also occur in constructing a dialog system, especially in trying to find appro-

priate ways of communicating and interacting with users. 

Contextual information, as we shall see below, provides us with infor-

mation, which is required for all the three suggested foci of communication; 

production, interpretation and interaction. 

 

3.2. Contextual features connected with communication  

in different social activities 
 

We have suggested above, that perhaps the most accessible way to classify 

approaches to context is to classify them with regard to what seems to be the 

presupposed focus of the context. Given the three suggested focal aspects of 

communication discussed above; production, interpretation and interaction, 

we can distinguish at least the following further possible context foci in both 

Human-Human communication and Human-Computer interaction: 
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(i) The social activity in which the communication occurs 

(ii) The participants in the activity we are interested in (including the 

users of a computer supported system) 

(iii) The message(s) 

(iv) The artifacts used in communicating, e.g. a computer system 

(v) A particular contribution to communication 

(vi) A particular linguistic expression 

(vii) A particular gesture 
 

Let us now briefly consider these possible foci one by one, starting with 

the overriding collective social activity and ending with particular expres-

sions like words or gestures in individual contributions. 
 

(i) The social activity 

Often an interest in context is connected with a particular social activity 

like teaching, negotiating, auctioning or giving information. The context 

then has to provide relevant background information for this activity. This 

information can be activity internal, e.g. the purpose of the activity, the set 

of roles connected with the activity (and what characterizes these roles) and 

the instruments and procedures usually employed in the activity. The con-

textual information connected with the activity can also be external and 

concern the national-ethnic culture, the language, the social institution, the 

organization or the physical environment embedding the social activity. 
 

(ii) The participants in an activity 

If we focus on the participants in an activity, the relevant contextual in-

formation will include information about their cultures, their languages, 

their gender, their social class as well as information about their roles in the 

activity, an important aspect of which is whether they are in a sender role, 

producing information or in a recipient role, interpreting information. It 

might also include information about the beliefs and values of the partici-

pants in the activity. 

A so-called virtual agent (a computer program) and the users of a com-

puter system are a special case of participants in a social activity. However, 

most of the contextual information that might be relevant to understand or 

explain the actions and behavior of any participants in an activity could also 

be relevant to explain the actions of a virtual agent or the users of a system. 

The contextual information can here provide a resource that has both ena-

bling and constraining effects on the agent, users and system. 
 

(iii) The message(s) 

The focus of contextual information can also be the message(s) (short or 

long), which is/are being communicated. Again, the context for the mes-
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sage(s) will often be a social activity with a particular purpose, a particular 

set of roles, a particular set of instruments as well as the external influences 

on the activity (the culture, language, social institution, organization and 

physical environment). 

 
(iv) The artifacts used in communicating 

The context of communication also includes the constraints and enable-

ments introduced by the means of communication, e.g. pens, paper, print-

ing, radio, TV and various types of computer systems, where the role of the 

system can range from being merely auxiliary to being augmentative or even 

a fairly autonomous agent. If it is an agent, it will be a special case of being  

a participant in an activity. Thus, the system should also basically select 

stylistic communicative features with regard to culture, language, gender, 

age, social class and type of social activity and a role in this activity. Even if 

it is desirable to select stylistic features, which are as neutral as possible 

with regard to the mentioned contextual variables, this will not be possible 

in all cases. In addition to features determining its own role, the system has 

to have a range of user models to be able to handle different types of users. 

These user models should include modeling the contextual influence on the 

users, that is how their communicative behavior and ability to interpret is 

influenced by their culture, language, gender, age, social class and role in the 

type of activity engaged in (e.g. is the system in the role of teacher or student 

(speaker or listener) in relation to the role the user is in?) 

 
(v) A particular contribution to interactive communication 

Another possible focus is a particular contribution to communication, for 

example, an utterance or a gesture including both the behavior and the con-

tent of the contribution. Here, relevant contextual information would  

include aspects of the interaction like whether the contribution is part of an 

exchange type, like question—answer, greeting—greeting, granting a favor— 

expression of gratitude etc. It would also include information on what phase 

or sub-activity of an activity it is occurring in. For example, does it occur in 

the examination phase or in the diagnosis phase of a medical consultation? 

It would include information on what kind of social activity, sub-activities 

and exchange types the contribution(s) is/are a part of, providing infor-

mation on the purpose, roles and instruments of the activity as well as  

information on external conditions like culture, language, institution, organ-

ization and physical environment. 

 
(vi) A particular communicative expression 

The focus could also be a particular linguistic expression, for example  

a phoneme, morpheme, word, phrase, sentence, gesture or gesture combina-
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tion. The contextual information might here include information about the 

other expressions or gestures belonging to the same larger unit as well as 

contextual information relevant to the contribution and activity of which the 

expression is part. 

All the seven context foci mentioned above give rise to different types of 

contextual information and approaches may be classified according to the 

features they include. We may ask, for example, is the approach to context 

mostly focused on the contextual dependencies of single linguistic expres-

sions, like pronouns, tense morphemes or pointing gestures? Is the ap-

proach focused on the contextual needs of the participants, their beliefs and 

values or does it try to combine several different types of contextual infor-

mation? 

Let us now consider another possible way of classifying approaches to the 

context of communication. Using the types of contextual foci mentioned 

above and the idea that the type of context we see as relevant, depends on 

the type of contextual focus we have in mind, we will now turn to another 

source of contextual relevance in studying language and communication, 

namely the semiotic analysis of a sign proposed by Charles Sanders Peirce. 

 
 
 

4. CLASSIFYING LINGUISTIC CONTEXT  

FROM A PEIRCEAN PERSPECTIVE 
 

The appreciation of the role of context for language and communication 

can take several different routes. Above, we have used an analysis of some of 

the most significant factors in a communicative situation to suggest a num-

ber of possible contextual foci and accompanying contexts. As a second sug-

gestion, we will take as our point of departure the semiotic analysis of a sign 

proposed by Charles Sanders Peirce (1931–1958), in combination with the 

characterization of the aspects of a sign system (syntax, semantics and 

pragmatics) suggested by Charles Morris (1938), to propose a different way 

of classifying approaches to what is seen as context. 

 
 

4.1. The three-place characterization of a sign proposed  

by Charles Sanders Peirce 
 

Peirce, during his long career, proposed several definitions and charac-

terizations of a sign. The following description attempts to capture some 

features that reappear in most of his characterizations. 

A sign carries information to an interpreter by linking a “representamen” 

(something that represents) to an “object” that it represents by virtue of an 

“interpretant,” linking the representamen and object in the mind of an in-

terpreter. 
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Thus, the representamen (word) “horse” represents the object (animal) 

horse, by virtue of a “mental interpretant of a horse,” giving the word an 

interpretation (meaning) and reference to horses. 

Using the three elements distinguished by Peirce (representamen, object 

and interpretant), we can now distinguish three different approaches to con-

text and as before also open for the possibility of a combination of two or 

more of the approaches. In a sense, what we will be doing is to use the  

dependence of the constitution of a sign on a sign user (interpreter) to 

 explore the more general context dimensions of a sign. In line with the 

characterization of the sign given above, we can now distinguish the follow-

ing three types of context as well as a fourth type combining these three: 

1. The context of the representamen—syntactic context 

2. The context of the object—semantic context 

3. The context of the interpretant—pragmatic context 

4. Combinations of syntactic, semantic and pragmatic context 

 

4.2. The context of the representamen—the syntactic context  

 

This is the original notion of context—hat of linguistic signs embedding 

other linguistic signs. As we have seen above, this notion, over time, has 

become broader and broader, eventually leading to the notion of “extra-

linguistic context,” which clearly indicates that the relevant “context” is 

something non-textual. It is interesting to note that this development, in 

turn, has led some authors to reintroduce the original notion, by creating  

a distinction between “con-text” and “co-text,” where context is given a va-

guer, wider and basically undefined sense and “co-text” reintroduces the 

original text-based notion (Catford, 1969). 

Throughout the 20th century, the notion of context has gradually become 

more popular, first in linguistics, then in the various social sciences and 

finally in informatics and applied computer science. In linguistics, the text 

based notion of context probably reached its apex in the movement of “text 

linguistics,” which was popular in the 1970s and 1980s (van Dijk 1972; 

Enkvist, Kohonen, 1976; Halliday, Hasan, 1985, Petöfi, 1971). 

A special and interesting case of the context of the representamen is con-

stituted by the multimodal “syntactic” context. Here, the representamen is 

constituted by communication involving more than one sensory modality. 

Thus, in multimodal communication, we can, for example, regard body lan-

guage and prosody as context for speech or pictures as context for text. The 

property that the different modalities have in common is that they are all 

features of representamens made up by complex communicative contribu-

tions to interaction. A multimodal contribution is a complex representamen 

where spoken words, gestures and prosody all are recognized as important 

dimensions. In line with a Peircean starting point, we are now considering 
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all accompanying representamens, and since gestures and prosody qualify 

as such representamens, this means that we abandon the notion of context 

as merely “accompanying text,” while still staying within the limits of  

a repesentamen based notion. 

 

4.3. The context of the object—the semantic context 

 

With the context of the “object,” we move from the signifiers (represen-

tamen) to what they signify (the signified). We move from the expression 

side of a sign, to its content side, from syntax to semantics. Semantic context 

is the notion of context that formal language philosophers deemed necessary 

to get around the limitations of purely syntactic approaches to language. 

Besides the meaning of the other representamens, several aspects of the 

situational context were introduced to make possible assignment of refer-

ence and truth conditions to the expressions of a language in a general way. 

The languages considered in formal semantics were usually formal lan-

guages that were made more sophisticated by gradually incorporating more 

complex features from natural language. Examples of such incorporated, 

more complex features are deictic expressions, tense and temporal expres-

sion as well as modal expressions (in a different sense of modality than sen-

sory modality). For example, in order to give an interpretation of the refer-

ence and truth conditions of a sentence, like you are more tired than me, we 

need information on who said it, to whom and when it was said. To do this, 

contextual information is needed, anchoring the sentence in a particular 

speech situation at a particular time, with a particular speaker and a particu-

lar listener. Without this information, we will not know what proposition 

was expressed and no inferences can then be drawn from the sentence. 

In formal semantics, the approach to context was developed through the 

use of the notions of “possible worlds” and “index”. These notions were used 

by scholars like Yehoshua Bar-Hillel (1954), David Lewis (1970) and Richard 

Montague (1970 (1974)), to capture the interplay between propositional 

meaning and context. In a further development, also the notion of “presup-

position” was analyzed, using the same tools (“presuppositions” are proposi-

tions that are implied both by an affirmative sentence and by its negation, 

e.g. both “I realized that he was here” and “I did not realize that he was 

here” imply that “he was here”).  In this framework, propositions (the mean-

ing of declarative sentences, assertions) were analyzed as functions from 

possible worlds to truth values, so that the meaning of a declarative sentence 

could be seen as the set of possible worlds in which it is true. In this vein, 

context could now be characterized as the set of propositions (possible 

worlds) believed by a particular language user to be true. 

Thus, we can see that a semantic conception of context is fairly different 

from the syntactic concept of context, constituted by the representamens 
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accompanying a particular representamen. In the semantic approach con-

ception, instead, context is conceptualized as objects seen as propositions 

dependent on indexes/indices and sets of possible worlds. 

 

4.4. The context of the interpretant (the interpreter, the user) 

—the pragmatic context  
 

The interpretant is the interpretation given by the user (interpreter)  

of a particular representamen. This interpretant (interpretation) links  

the representamen with the object it represents and with the interpreter. In 

this way, the users of a sign and a sign system are included in the analysis 

and create the context of the interpretant (and more generally user) and,  

by extension, also the context of the usage of the interpretant. This is  

the pragmatic notion of context, i.e. the notion of context that involves the 

study of a sign system, e.g. a language in use. We can now study the func-

tions of language and other signs in use, irrespective of whether they  

involve other representamens (syntactic context) or truth conditions and 

reference (semantic context) or other factors, like the attitudes and emo-

tions of a user. 

The pragmatic context, thus, opens up for a consideration of any factors 

that influence the user of a sign, going beyond other linguistic expressions 

(signs), truth conditions, possible worlds and reference, determining index-

es/indices and propositional beliefs. Now contextual factors can include all 

of the factors we discussed above in our first attempt at classifying ap-

proaches to context, as possible foci and contexts in a study of communica-

tion and interaction. Thus, factors like culture and social activity become 

relevant, since they can influence how a user interprets and in other ways 

uses language. 

The pragmatic notion of context is the notion that was used in the Mali-

nowski-Firthean tradition (Malinowski, 1922; Firth, 1957) and in Halliday, 

(1976), Levinson (1983), and Allwood (1976) and it is the notion which has 

been relevant in sociolinguistics, anthropological linguistics, intercultural 

communication, communication studies and computer based dialog sys-

tems. 

The pragmatic notion of context is wider than the syntactic and semantic 

notions of context and thus, allows inclusion of the former two notions as 

dimensions of a more inclusive notion of context. As an aside, we might note 

that this means that the interests in communication that were most popular 

in ancient Greece; rhetoric and dialectics, are being reinstated and that dia-

log and communication increasingly are seen as central phenomena for an 

understanding of the nature of language. 
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5. SOME EMPIRICAL AIDS FOR STUDYING LANGUAGE  

IN CONTEXT 
 

A very important empirical aid in understanding the role of context for 

language is to examine the actual use of language. This is increasingly possi-

ble through investigation of the linguistic/communicative corpora that have 

been built up since the 1960s. New technology concerning recording and 

digital storage and search has made possible collecting and establishing cor-

pora of many different language and many different varieties of a language. 

Over the past fifty years, corpora for different registers and genres have been 

constructed. See, for example the corpora for English collected by Svartvik 

and Quirk (1980) or for Swedish by Allwood, Björnberg, Grönqvist, Ahlsén 

and Ottesjö (2000). 

Most of the corpora have been only concerned with written language, but 

there are also corpora, which have included also spoken language, like the 

British National Corpus (BNC) (Leech, Smith, 2000) or only spoken lan-

guage, like the Gothenburg Spoken Language Corpus (2000). 

These corpora have made possible qualitative observation of language 

use in interactive communication, but also quantitative descriptive statis-

tics, for example, of how different linguistic expressions are actually used in 

different contexts. 

During the last decade, linguistic corpora have increasingly become mul-

timodal, combining audio and video recordings, allowing for studies of the 

simultaneous interaction of gestures, prosody and vocal verbal utterances in 

many different types of social activity. 

 

 

6. COMBINING THE TWO APPROACHES 

 

Based on our discussion above of the two approaches to context, we will 

now combine them to make a suggestion of what we think are relevant con-

textual dimensions in the interpretation and production of contributions to 

communication, in most social activities 

We start by dividing contextual information into two main types which 

both have subtypes: 

1. Situation of communication—information concerning the external 

macro situation of communication. This information can often be seen as 

“influencing” the communication and is closely related to pragmatic context. 

a. Individual information concerning the communicators (culture, lan-

guage, region, age, gender, education, social class, personality type, beliefs, 

values) 

b. The social activity (with purpose, roles, instruments and environment) 

c. The current communication situation (speech, gesture, writing) 
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2. Other activated cognitive information, i.e. information activated by 

what is said and done in the interaction.  

a. Information related to communicative behavior, e.g. content (vocabu-

lary), communicative acts, exchange types 

b. Information related to behavior, which is not primarily communica-

tive, e.g. speed of work, type of tools and instruments etc. 

 

In addition to the “influencing” types of contextual information, we will 

also consider what is being “influenced,” i.e. aspects of behavior which can 

be related to syntactic and semantic context. 

Below, we will now present this idea in the form of a table. In Table 1,  

we can see that the influenced features that are dependent on the particular 

interaction also appear as influencing contextual features dependent on  

and activated by what is said and done in the interaction. This is due to  

the so called “reflexivity” of many types of social behavior. What A says  

triggers a question from B, which in turn triggers an answer from A and  

so on. 

 

Table 1. A suggestion for contextual dimensions in communicative interaction 

 

1. Situation of communica-
tion (“influencing”) 

Cognitive and Communi-
cative behavior (“influ-
enced”) 

Other cognition and 
interactive behavior 
(“influenced”) 

Macro parameters 
Age, culture, language, gen-
der, organizational position 

Features of cognition and 
communication dependent on 
the chosen macro parameters, 
like accent, dialect, individual 
style 
 

Features of other cogni-
tion and behavior de-
pendent on the chosen 
macro parameters, like 
working skills and com-
petence etc. 

The social activity Communicative acts, exchange 
types, sub-activities 

Other task related inter-
active patterns and ac-
tions 

The current situation, time, 
space, persons 

Deixis, tense, and other tem-
poral expressions, spatial 
expressions 

Spatio-temporal depend-
encies between actions 
 

The current interactive situa-
tion 
 

Preceding and simultaneous 
Communicative acts, exchange 
types, sub-activities and other 
features of communicative 
behavior 

Preceding and simulta-
neous actions and inter-
actions 

Other activated cognitive 
information activated by 
what is said and done in the 
interaction; both factual 
beliefs and attitudes and 
values 

For example, information 
activated by content (vocabu-
lary), communicative acts, 
exchange types 

For example, type of 
actions, speed of work, 
type of instrument 
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Many of the influencing parameters are independent of the particular in-

teraction represented in the table above and have often been described as 

background information, functioning as a resource in communication. This 

is also true for the effects of the influencing contextual features dependent 

on and activated by what is said and done in the interaction, since the in-

formation activated in this way often is part of the information that the 

communicators bring to the interaction. 

On a fairly high level of abstraction, we can observe that much of the con-

textual information is culture dependent. This concerns both what the 

communicators believe to be factual information and other attitudes and 

values that they might have. A consequence of this is that an understanding 

and account of context is important for all types of communication but that 

it is particularly important in intercultural communication, where contextu-

al background assumptions might be different. 

 

7.  CONCLUSION 

 

In this paper, we have suggested two ways of classifying approaches to 

context in relation to human communication with other humans or with 

computer programs modeling some type of intelligent agent. In our account, 

we have contrasted an approach to communicative context based on a gen-

eral communication perspective with an approach based on the three consti-

tuting elements in the Peircean analysis of what constitutes a sign (repre-

sentamen, object and interpretant). Our analysis shows that the two ap-

proaches are compatible with each other and to a great extent overlap in the 

notion of “pragmatic context.” 

Using the above analysis, we have finally made a suggestion for how to 

combine the two approaches to the analysis of communicative context by 

distinguishing between two main types of contextual information; (i) infor-

mation given by the situation of communication and (ii) other activated 

cognitive information.  
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ABSTRACT 

 

The major underlying principle of the present paper is that, in opposition to 

the viewpoint of emotions as discrete entities, emotions are represented as clus-

ters in conceptual space. The graded structure and fuzzy boundaries inherent in 

the prototype-periphery nature of these clusters dictate that the meaning of  

a specific emotion is governed by both inter- and intra-cluster relationships and 

their interactions. In addition to these relationships and interactions the paper 

examines both external and internal affects to compare and contrast the FEAR, 

COMPASSION, LOVE/JOY, and PRIDE clusters in British English and Polish. The 

three specific methods employed to analyze these are the GRID instrument,  

an online emotions sorting task, and a corpus-based cognitive linguistic meth-

odology.  

Keywords: emotions, conceptual clusters, British English, Polish, fear, 

compassion, love/joy, pride, GRID, online emotions sorting task, corpus meth-

odology. 

 
 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 

The paper focuses on the fuzzy structure of emotion concepts and the 

phenomenon of conceptual clustering manifested in the use of language and 

translation. Conceptual fuzziness has been investigated in language and 

psychology for many years and the phenomenon of conceptual clustering 

was postulated in Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk (2012) and elaborated more 

thoroughly with respect to emotion concepts in Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk, 

Wilson (2016), and Wilson, Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk (2017). In the  

present paper we propose an overall framework to account for emotion  

concepts and their clustering, discussing the cognitive structure of four  

basic emotion clusters: FEAR (Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk, Wilson, 2013), 

COMPASSION (Wilson, Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk, 2016), LOVE/JOY (Wilson 
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et al., 2013; Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk, Wilson, 2015) and PRIDE (Wilson, 

Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk, 2017). These are investigated by means of three 

different methods: GRID methodology, an online emotion categorization 

and sorting task, as well as corpus-based cognitive linguistic methodology 

(Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk, Dziwirek, 2009). Results of the GRID, online 

emotions sorting task, and large data from National Polish (NKJP) and Brit-

ish English (BNC) corpora were juxtaposed and discussed, which made it 

possible to investigate the internal structure of emotion terms and enrich 

the analysis by providing ample contextual information concerning the use 

of emotion terms in language. Materials of Polish-to-English and English-

to-Polish translation corpora (PELCRA, University of Lódź) and data from 

the automatic extraction of respective equivalents (PARALELA alignment 

tools (Pęzik, 2014)) were additionally analyzed to substantiate a hypothesis 

of clustering of conceptual meanings of emotion terms in both languages 

and the preference for cluster equivalence rather than word-for-word equiv-

alence patterns in translation. 

The results of the analysis point to the existence of some cross-cultural 

and cross-linguistic equivalence properties at more abstract cognitive and 

expressive levels on the one hand and of a more local, culture-specific mani-

festation of different properties and their configurations on the other. Fur-

thermore, crisp discrimination among particular emotion terms, though 

made salient via languages, is not readily represented at the conceptual level 

of emotion structures of particular language systems. 

Despite abundant evidence showing that emotions do not translate well 

across languages, relatively little attention has been given to the precise fea-

tures of emotions that make them particularly susceptible to cross-cultural 

influences. To understand cross-linguistic and cross-cultural variability in 

the conceptual representation of emotions one first needs to consider the 

relevant facets pertaining to the nature of emotions. The initial focus of the 

present study is to determine the possible grounding of these differences in 

the structure and creation of emotions. Following this, the intra- and inter-

structure of emotions is advanced with emphasis placed on how this is a key 

feature of cross-linguistic and cross-cultural variability. 

 

1.1. Emotion concepts and culture 

 

It is the inherent prototypical, fuzzy nature of emotion concepts that is at 

the root of their susceptibility to cultural influences. To understand this 

more fully one needs to first appreciate the role of the construction of emo-

tions. Rather than viewing emotions in the traditional sense as discrete enti-

ties with hard-wired brain mechanisms, we follow proposals that the experi-

ence of emotions is constructed that are outlined in detail in Russell’s 

(2003) ideas regarding the psychological construction of emotions and Bar-
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rett’s (2006) conceptual act model of emotion. In the creation of an emo-

tion, whether core affect, a simple non-reflective emotional feeling of pleas-

ure-displeasure and activation-deactivation, is experienced as a certain kind 

of emotion rather than another depends on the conceptual knowledge, such 

as sensory, motor and somatovisceral information, that is brought to bear in 

that particular situation (Russell, 2009; Barrett, 2006). When one considers 

that the interplay between the different levels of pleasure-displeasure and 

activation-deactivation is likely to produce a large array of different feelings 

associated with core affect, and that this is combined with a vast number of 

different possible instances of conceptual knowledge, then one can infer the 

extent of the emotional repertoire that humans can experience. Indeed, giv-

en the scale and number of the variables involved in the creation of an emo-

tion, it can be deduced that each instance of an emotion might be unique. 

This challenges the typical assumption that, for a given individual, emotion 

concepts such as anger are the same for that individual on different occa-

sions. These different types of emotion experiences can be classified as an-

ger-like emotions, sadness-like emotions, fear-like emotions, happiness-like 

emotions, etc. Taking anger-like emotions as an example, the anger-like 

emotion experiences that an individual accumulates in their lifetime are 

likely to cohere into a cluster that could be termed the anger cluster. The 

more prototypical anger-like emotions will cohere around the centre of the 

anger cluster, with those anger-like emotions that are blended with other 

emotions, such as fear or sadness, being more peripheral. As Russell (2005) 

explains, at a particular point in time during a situation an individual might 

become aware that certain components cohere to form a pattern that resem-

bles a mental script of a specific emotion. This awareness leads to a percep-

tual Gestalt being created from these components or elements that has  

a specific meaning that forms the basis of an emotional experience.  

It is the top-down influence of language on the prototypical nature of emo-

tion structure that is at the heart of cross-cultural influences on emotions. 

Staying with the example of anger, if one considers the instances of anger that 

a British English individual has experienced, it is clear that each of these ex-

periences is unique to that person. Despite this collection of individual experi-

ences of anger being different, albeit similar, to the unique array of individual 

experiences of anger in other individuals, each individual in a particular cul-

ture holds an approximation of the prototypical structure of each emotion in 

that culture. What is the conceptual glue that binds the emotion structure of 

each individual of a culture to the emotion structure that is representative  

of that culture? According to Barrett’s (2006) conceptual act model, the an-

choring mechanism that serves to cohere prototype-like instances of anger 

experiences to the generally regarded cultural prototype of anger is language. 

As a child grows up, for example, in the British English language environment 

it acquires an understanding of the concept anger, and through observation 



94 Paul A. Wilson, Barbara Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk 

of the linguistic labels applied by parents and significant others to its own and 

others’ instances of anger it learns which of its anger-like experiences are 

more similar to prototypical anger in British English and which are more pe-

ripheral. In this way the child gains an appreciation of the graded structure of 

the anger concept, from the most prototypical instances at one pole through 

to the most peripheral experiences, which share a relatively greater degree of 

similarity with other emotion clusters.  

However, it is clear from this that there are many different manifesta-

tions of the same emotion or types of the same emotion, such as anger. As 

Barrett (2006) states, the expression of anger, for example, can take many 

forms depending on the circumstances, including a driver shouting and 

shaking their fist in a moment of road rage, an employee sitting quietly in  

a boardroom while listening to unfair criticism from the boss, or a teacher 

speaking sternly but cordially to a pupil because of their misdemeanour. The 

actual type of anger that is represented by an anger term in a specific cul-

ture, such as anger in British English, is moulded by cultural influences so 

that the prototypical anger that represents that culture is forged into a con-

cept that is encapsulated by the specific culture term.  

To conclude, adhering to Russell’s (2003) ideas regarding the psycholog-

ical construction of emotion and Barrett’s (2006) conceptual act model of 

emotion, it has been demonstrated that the very nature of emotion concepts 

and the creation of emotion experiences are at the root of cultural influences 

on emotions. Each creation of an emotion experience is determined by core 

affect and the conceptual knowledge such as sensory, motor and somatovis-

ceral information that is brought to bear in a particular situation. The expe-

riences of these emotions are stored as simulations that contain the accrued 

content for all these context-specific emotion memories. Through the learn-

ing of the linguistic labels associated with different instances of emotions,  

a child develops an understanding of emotion concepts, including the differ-

ent prototypical models that are salient for each emotion term pertaining to 

its own particular culture. These emotion concepts differ across cultures 

according to cultural variation in dimensions such as individualism vs. col-

lectivism, which is elaborated more fully in the sections that follow.  

 

1.2. Conceptual structure of emotion clusters 
 
 

The fundamental tenet of the present investigation is that the conceptual 

structure of emotions comprises clusters of emotions that have a closer or 

more distant proximity within conceptual space. This opposes the viewpoint 

that emotions are discrete entities that function independently of other 

emotions. The meaning of each individual emotion is determined by both 

intra- and inter-cluster relationships, as well as dynamic interactions be-

tween these.  
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Emotion clusters have a prototype-periphery structure similar to other, 

more concrete concepts (Rosch, 1973). These clusters are further character-

ized by a graded structure and fuzzy boundaries. A major structural element 

that determines the meaning of individual emotions within clusters is the 

breadth of conceptual space. For example, in addition to the more prototyp-

ical members such as fear, terrified and alarm, a relatively broader FEAR 

emotion cluster might also include more peripheral emotions such as anxie-

ty. In comparison, in a FEAR cluster characterized by a more narrow concep-

tual space, anxiety might constitute the prototypical emotion in a separate 

cluster that also includes irritation and annoyance. Such variation in the 

breadth of conceptual space influences the meaning of fear and anxiety as 

well as other emotions that are related to these.  

Another potential influence on the conceptual space within clusters is 

lexical content. A language that has a richer lexicon for a certain emotion 

cluster is likely to have a higher degree of granularity for that cluster. By 

contrast, an emotion cluster that is represented by a language with fewer 

lexical items is likely to have a coarser division of the conceptual space. In 

this case, the meaning of a lexical item is likely to cover a broader area of 

conceptual space and hence include more lexical items than languages that 

have a more granulated representation of conceptual space.  

In terms of inter-cluster relationships, it is clear that the proximity of two 

adjacent emotion clusters influences the meaning of emotions in these re-

spective clusters. For example, an element of joy is likely to be more salient 

in adoration if the HAPPINESS and LOVE clusters have a greater degree of 

conceptual proximity.  

It is important to note that the conceptual structure of emotion concepts 

is influenced by a plethora of contextual factors, including experience, age, 

gender, mood and current situation. However, this notwithstanding, it is 

important to underscore the influence of other dimensions such as those 

proposed by Hofstede (2000) or Nora’s lieux de memoire (1996–1998), in-

volving historiographic, geographic, symbolic, etc. realms and tokens of 

memory on the conceptual representation of emotions. Emotion concepts, 

similar to other concepts, are based on overarching, collective cultural rep-

resentations that are derived from social interactions within a cultural group 

and which are internalized in parallel with more idiosyncratic components 

(Sharifian, 2015). The specific cultural influences in this respect include 

religion, face, honor, individualism-collectivism, power distance, and mas-

culinity.  
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1.3. Culture 
 

1.3.1. Individualism versus collectivism 
 

1.3.1.1. Individualism 
 

In individualistic cultures one perceives oneself as an individual, autono-

mous entity and there is less emphasis placed on one’s relationships to others. 

The various accounts of individualism share the fundamental features of more 

of an individualized construal of goals, uniqueness and control (Oyserman et 

al., 2002). Highlighting the personal autonomy associated with individualism, 

Hofstede (1980) views the inclusion of self-fulfilment and personal accom-

plishments in one’s identity, the importance of rights in comparison with  

duties, and a focus on oneself and immediate family as central features. In 

contrast with collectivistic individuals who have relatively more interdepend-

ence within their in-groups (e.g., family, nation), individualists show a greater 

degree of independence from their in-groups, which is evidenced in the im-

portance they place on personal goals in comparison with the goals of their  

in-groups. Consistent with Schwarz’s (1990) emphasis on the importance of 

individualistic status achievement, Triandis (1995) observes the negotiation  

of duties within social relationships. Individualists regard the formation of  

a positive self-concept as a fundamental personal characteristic that they 

closely associate with personal achievement.  

 

1.3.1.2. Collectivism 
 

The fundamental feature of collectivism is the closer interpersonal rela-

tionships that are present within groups, which result in these groups being 

more cohesive. Individuals within these groups have a greater obligation to 

fulfil their responsibilities towards other group members (Oyserman et al., 

2002). The social, interconnected ties within the in-group are more im-

portant than the individual, autonomous functioning of the person within 

that group (Triandis, 1995). Consistent with the more social elements of 

collectivism, self-concept is based on group membership (Hofstede, 1980), 

and includes characteristics such as the sacrifice of the self for others and 

common goals, as well as the maintenance of good relations (Markus, 

Kitayama, 1991). Well-being for the collectivist is determined by successful 

performance in social roles and the completion of duties (Markus, Kitaya-

ma, 1991). Emphasis is placed on the achievement of in-group harmony by 

controlling the outward expression of emotions.  

 

1.3.2. Other cultural dimensions 
 

Four other cultural dimensions proposed by Hofstede, which can be of 

relevance, interact with the individualism-collectivism criterion and they 

can exert an influence on the structure of emotion concepts. They include 
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Power Distance, which measures the tolerance for inequality in a society; 

Masculinity Index, identifying the dominant values of assertiveness and 

achievement vs. Femininity, the degree of value attributed to relationships 

in a community; Long-term vs. Short-term orientation; and the Uncertainty 

Avoidance index, that is the extent to which a society feels threatened by 

uncertain or ambiguous situations. 
  

1.4. Cognition and language  
 

1.4.1. Cognitive-semantic blending of major ontological categories 
 

One of the most powerful cognitive processes which leads to the devel-

opment of new categories is the notion of conceptual blending or conceptual 

integration, first proposed by Fauconnier and Turner (2003), in which 

putting together two or more inputs in an organizing frame brings about  

a novel configuration with an emergent structure. Fuller blending is effec-

tive both at the level of emotion clusters and, to a lesser extent, in cases of 

mixed feelings, by which we mean  feeling two, typically conflicting, emo-

tions such as love and hate, from opposite clusters at the same time 

(Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk, 2010). It is also observed in the case of major 

ontological categories of thought, above the category of emotions and feel-

ings, such as the metacluster of EMOTION-COGNITION-VOLITION. As argued in 

Dziwirek and Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk (2010) for example, the Polish 

verb bać się “to be afraid/to fear” and other verbs from the same, so-called, 

apprehensive class of verbs, such as obawiać się “to be afraid,” display  

a polysemic chain of senses precisely of the EMOTION-COGNITION-VOLITION 

character in their construal in some languages. A couple of fear-

constructions display such a blended character in both Polish and English. 

For example, Boję się, czy ten złodziej znów tu nie przyjdzie, lit. ‘I’m 

afraid/fear if this thief will not come here again’ in the sense of ‘I’m afraid 

that this thief might come here again’, is interpreted as “I don’t want a thief 

to come, I know that he is likely to come, and I’m afraid of that.” The voli-

tional part of apprehensive meanings is observed in terms of a strong func-

tion of desiderative states related to negative wish marked by the presence 

of a negative marker and weaker epistemic status signaled by the implicit 

interrogative as in the clause “if the thief will not come here again.” Such 

constructions represent a conceptual megacluster network including de-

grees of knowing, fearing (worrying), wishing. 

It should be emphasized that our analysis contributes to the hypothesis 

we defend in the present study not only towards the cluster nature of emo-

tion concepts but to the fact that clustering, which is often integrated with 

the blending of the input material, is a pervasive cognitive phenomenon, 

present at various levels of categorization.  
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1.4.2. Syntactic construal of emotions  
 

Different portrayals of an event, conveyed by various figurative and non-

figurative uses and expressed in a range of linguistic syntactic constructions, 

are referred to in the cognitive linguistic literature as different manifesta-

tions of the construal of an event (cf. Langacker, 1987; 1991). The language 

user may focus on individual participants such as the agent of an action or 

an experiencer, cause or an instrument and has at their disposal the whole 

array of language-specific grammatical tools to shape the perspective. In the 

case of emotion clusters it makes a semantic difference whether the event is 

construed, for example, as an agentive construction such as in Polish Cieszę 

się ‘I rejoice’ or, which is more common in English, in terms of the adjectival 

phrase I am happy1. 

 

1.4.3. Construal of emotions in metaphor   
 

A cognitive linguistic instrument of focal importance is cross-domain 

mapping, which is perceived as “entrenched conceptual patterns” in figure 

of thought, mainly metaphor (Grady, 2007, 196).  

We accept and use a meaning description in terms of semantic compo-

nents and their physical physiological-psychological correlates, but make an 

attempt to enrich them with the analysis of mental imagery expressed in 

language, predominantly in terms of figurative uses. Metaphor is a cross-

domain mapping, in which a conceptual domain is understood as a mental 

structure of related concepts expressing a body of knowledge. Metaphor 

refers to the understanding of one idea from a domain, or the whole domain 

(target domain), in terms of another—source domain. The source domain is 

usually more basic and physically grounded, which functions as a mapping 

site for a given target domain; e.g., the metaphor Tom is a lion is based on  

a source domain, which includes the wide concept of lions, their looks, be-

havior, habitat, associations and evaluation, and can be taken as a source for  

a number of creative metaphorical mappings, although it is most frequently 

the mapping site for the conventional metaphor for Tom’s courageous be-

havior. Emotions too can be mapped onto a number of source domains, 

some of which are used with emotion concepts. Although we do not plan to 

focus on metaphor in the present discussion, it needs to be emphasized that 

metaphor is not a predominantly ornamental element in emotion dis-

course2, although it can play such a role particularly in poetry, but signals 

our common deficit in knowledge concerning the precise nature of emo-

tions. In other words, metaphor is one of the strategies to approximate 

————————— 
1 For a more detailed semantic interpretation of these constructions consult Wierzbicka (1992, 

1994) and Dziwirek and Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk (2010).  
2 Consult ample literature on metaphor in Cognitive Linguistics (Lakoff, Johnson, 1980; Lakoff, 

1987; Lakoff, Kovecses, 1987; Dziwirek, Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk, 2010).  
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meanings (Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk, 2012) that are otherwise vague and 

indeterminate. 

 

1.4.4. Verbal signaling of emotions 
 

Not all emotions have evolved distinctive verbal correlates. In a number 

of cases what is expressed by verbal correlates are emotion clusters. The 

situation with linguistic comparisons and language contrasts is similar. 

What should be explicitly underlined is that, firstly, because of the language-

and-culture-specific meaning and structure systems and, secondly, for the 

lack of clear conceptual boundaries across languages, meanings in one lan-

guage are indeterminate, or substituted by partial, default, prototypes in 

context-free uses, while in cross-linguistic contexts they are notoriously 

asymmetrical and poorly calibrated.3 Therefore, as proposed in Lewandow-

ska-Tomaszczyk (2012) and fully elaborated in a number of examples of 

Polish and English emotion concepts (see particularly Lewandowska-

Tomaszczyk and Wilson (2013), and Wilson et al. (2013)), the equivalence 

between language conceptual systems can only be established on the level of 

cluster equivalence. As to the numbers of emotion terms present and 

emerging in language, our materials include a few hundred forms in English 

and a comparable number in Polish. It may be interesting to note that there 

is a majority of negative emotion terms on the lists. People have developed 

to signal some negative emotions more frequently than other negative emo-

tions or than positive ones mainly in the context of a lowered degree of con-

trol or the manifestation of a power relationship (pain, disgust, anger). Nev-

ertheless, as argued above, both negative and positive emotions are more 

frequently signaled in terms of emotion clusters and can cover consequen-

tial or associated emotions such as, for example, in the case of love a cluster 

of LOVE, JOY and HAPPINESS.  

 

 

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS 

 

The comparison of FEAR, COMPASSION, LOVE/JOY, and PRIDE clusters in 

British English and Polish was achieved with the use of three complemen-

tary methodological paradigms: GRID, online emotions sorting, and cogni-

tive corpus linguistics. For more detailed information pertaining to these 

methodologies see (Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk, Wilson, 2013; Wilson et al., 

2013; Wilson, Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk, 2017). 
 

————————— 
3 For the concept of language calibration see (Lakoff, 1987). 
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2.1. GRID 

 

The GRID instrument (Scherer, 2005; Fontaine et al., 2013) employs  

a system of dimensions and components, which bring about insight into the 

nature of emotion prototypical structures. 24 prototypical emotion terms 

are evaluated on 144 emotion features in a Web-based questionnaire. The 

components comprise appraisals of events (31 features), bodily reactions  

(18 features), motor expressions—facial, vocal or gestural (26 features), ac-

tion tendencies (40 features), subjective feelings (22 features), and emotion 

regulation (4 features). An additional three features refer to other qualities, 

such as frequency and social acceptability of the emotion. In each case, par-

ticipants are asked to rate the likelihood of the presence of an emotion fea-

ture when an individual who speaks their language employs an emotion 

term when describing an emotional experience.  

In addition to its componential approach, the GRID methodology offers  

a dimensional perspective, whereby the emotion domain is represented by  

a small number of underlying dimensions. Fontaine (2013) observes that 

“dimensional approaches play a central role in the assessment of emotional, 

and more broadly, affective experiences” (p. 32). Fontaine and Scherer 

(2013) underscore the congruence between this dimensional approach and 

the componential approach that they find in their results. Analyses per-

formed on the data from all of the languages represented in the GRID pro-

ject have produced a four-dimensional structure comprising VALENCE, 

POWER, AROUSAL and NOVELTY (Fontaine et al., 2013). It was further shown 

that this four-dimensional solution forms a stable structure that also pro-

vides a good representation of the componential data.  

The VALENCE dimension is characterized by appraisals of intrinsic pleas-

ure and goal conduciveness. Other features include action tendencies of 

approach versus avoidance, and pleasant emotions versus unpleasant emo-

tions. Specific examples of features associated with this factor include “felt 

positive,” “wanted to sing and dance,” “in itself unpleasant for the person,” 

“felt inhibited or blocked”, and “incongruent with own standards and ide-

als.” POWER includes appraisals of control, with the feelings of power and 

weakness being particularly salient. It is also characterized by appraisals of 

interpersonal dominance or submission, and by urges to either initiate ac-

tion or refrain from this. This dimension includes features such as “assertive 

voice,” “felt submissive,” and “wanted to take the initiative her/himself.” 

The AROUSAL dimension is mainly characterized by sympathetic arousal 

(e.g., rapid heartbeat and readiness for action). The features associated with 

this dimension include “breathing getting faster,” “felt hot,” “sweat,” and 

“spoke faster.” The fourth dimension is represented by NOVELTY. On this 

dimension appraisals of novelty and unpredictability are compared with 

expectedness or familiarity. Fontaine et al. (2007) found that surprise was 
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associated more with the NOVELTY dimension than the other emotions they 

analyzed. This dimension includes features such as “raised eyebrows,” “jaw 

dropping,” and “confirmed expectations.”  

 

2.1.1. Procedure 
 

British English and Polish participants completed the GRID instrument 

in a controlled Web study (Reips, 2002), in which each participant was pre-

sented with an emotion term in their respective language and asked to rate 

it in terms of the 144 emotion features. Each of the 144 emotion features was 

presented separately. Participants rated the likelihood that each of the 144 

emotion features can be inferred when a person from their cultural group 

uses that specific emotion term to describe an emotional experience. A 9-

point scale was employed that ranged from extremely unlikely (1) to ex-

tremely likely (9)—the numbers 2 to 8 were placed at equidistant intervals 

between the two ends of the scale, with 5 ‘neither unlikely, nor likely’ in the 

middle and participants typed their ratings on the keyboard. It was clearly 

stated that the participants needed to rate the likelihood of occurrence of 

each of the features when somebody who speaks their language describes an 

emotional experience associated with the emotion term presented.  

 

2.2. Online Emotions Sorting Methodology 
 

In the emotions sorting methodology, emotion terms are typically pre-

sented simultaneously on a desk in front of participants who are free to cat-

egorize them into as many or as few groups as they wish. In the online ver-

sion the sorting takes place on the computer desktop.  
 

2.2.1. Procedure 
 

Participants volunteered to take part in the study either through direct 

contact by one of the authors or in response to adverts placed on Internet 

forums. Each volunteer was sent a link to the experimental platform and was 

allowed to take part in the experiment at a time and location of their choosing, 

with the request that they do the experiment in seclusion. The first page pre-

sented the British and Polish flags and the participants clicked on these ac-

cording to their nationality. Then the instructions page appeared in the ap-

propriate language. Initially, there was a brief introduction outlining that the 

study was concerned with finding out about how people think some emotions 

“go together” and other emotions belong in different categories. More detailed 

instructions regarding the specific sorting task were as follows: 
 

You will be presented with 135 emotions on the computer screen. We’d like 

you to sort these emotions into categories representing your best judgement 

about which emotions are similar to each other and which are different from 
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each other. There is no one correct way to sort the emotions—make as few or 

as many categories as you wish and put as few or as many emotions in each 

group as you see fit. This study requires careful thought and you therefore 

need to carefully think about which category each emotion belongs rather 

than just quickly putting emotions in categories without much thought. 
 
 

Following this, participants were told they would watch a video (about 8 

minutes) that would demonstrate the procedure. They were told that this 

would be followed by a practice session that involved the categorization of 

food items, and once this had been completed the proper experiment with 

emotion terms would begin. The following message appeared in a central 

window on the experimental page: 
 

You need to click on the “New Emotions Group” button and drag emotions to 

create your emotion groups. When you have finished creating your emotion 

groups, click on the orange “DONE” button and the experiment has been 

completed. 

 

2.3. Corpus linguistics 
 

In order to extend the context of the use of emotion terms in English and 

Polish, we resort to large corpus data, particularly collocations and their 

frequencies. By analyzing authentic language we can detect shifts in mean-

ing for the same linguistic form and we can also describe the contexts which 

support such shifts. Based on the frequency of occurrence, corpus-based 

methods let us statistically determine which linguistic meanings are most 

salient. The materials we use come from several sources. First, we use the 

British National Corpus (100 million words) and a combined Longman and 

Microconcord Sampler corpus (15 million words) of English. We used two 

large resources for Polish: the National Corpus of Polish (NKJP), which con-

tains 300 million units of balanced data  and a smaller PELCRA Sampler of 

15-million words. We conducted automatic analyses of word frequencies and 

lexical (adjectival, verbal, and, when possible, nominal) collocations of  

emotion words in spoken and written texts. We also manually extracted 

contexts of relevant words, the axiological charge of the emotions (positive-

negative) and relevant metaphors (cf. Lakoff, Johnson, 1980; Lakoff, 

Kövecses, 1987). The manual analyses we conducted were annotations for 

metaphoricity and particular metaphorical scenario membership.  

The larger corpora (BNC and NKJP) and the samplers used are either of 

a comparable size or normalized to identical values. We calculate how many 

times a word or collocation occurs per one hundred million words in a pro-

cess called “normalization” (McEnery, Hardie, 2012). This enables compari-

son across these differently sized large datasets. They cover well-balanced 

language materials of different genres and styles, including both written as 

well as spoken (ca 10%) conversational data. The search tools WS (Word-
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smith Tools), SlopeQ (http://tnij.org/slopeq1), and HASK were applied to 

generate frequencies of occurrence of concordances and (parts of speech-

sensitive) collocations (Pęzik, 2014).   

Corpus studies are carried out most commonly by looking at words and 

their contexts (so called KWIC (Key Word In Context) searches) in large 

collections of authentic natural language, compiled from written and oral 

sources. Quantitative data sets are compared to see if an observed phenom-

enon (e.g., a co-occurrence) is significantly more frequent than another. 

Frequencies of lexical co-occurrences are also used for descriptive purposes 

and exemplification.  

We also resort to parallel, translational corpora of Polish-to-English and 

English-to-Polish authentic translated texts (see pelcra.clarin-pl.eu), which 

provide ample materials to support the presence of the fuzziness between 

emotion inter- and intra-categorial boundaries as well as the thesis of mean-

ing approximation and cluster equivalence in language. 

A note of caution should be added to the interpretation of quantitative 

data across languages as frequencies are typically sensitive to language 

types. Certain prepositional phrases such as, for example, z dumą “with 

pride” can be used interchangeably with dumnie “proudly” in some contexts 

while in some others the preference will be for one of them with a different 

distribution in Polish and English. Quantitative data will not always present 

these subtle differences and particular examples need to be more precisely 

interpreted on an individual basis.  

The overall frequency of all emotion terms is higher in Polish than in 

English, which can be interpreted as typological differences between the two 

languages with respect to the part-of-speech preference patterns rather than 

evidence of the linguistic preferences of the relevant speakers and writers.4 

Moreover, the Polish samplers, relative to the complete Polish corpora,  

contain smaller amounts of spontaneous spoken data and more numerous 

samples of journalistic prose and literary texts, with the latter particularly 

conducive to a greater prevalence of baroque, emotion and emotional lan-

guage.5 Although clearly marking the emotional layers of meaning by means 

of prosodic characteristics, spoken language will often perform this indirect-

————————— 
4 For the concept of language calibration see (Lakoff, 1987). 
See (Wierzbicka, 1992; 1994) and (Dziwirek,  Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk, 2010) for a discussion 

of the part-of-speech based differences of expressing emotions between Polish and English. As is 
also found in (Dziwirek, Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk, 2010), Polish emotion terms are more fre-
quently expressed in some types of discourse as adjectives, while in their English (translational) 
equivalents it is the corresponding nominal structures that are preferred in the examined data as, 
for example, in: Lennie dropped his head in shame at having forgotten./Lennie spuścił głowę zaws-
tydzony tym, że się zapomniał. He lowered his head in shame/ Opuścił głowę zażenowany. And yet, 
in larger samples the proportions are different: BNC (100 mln segments): ashamed 1023, with 
shame 49, in shame 36, of shame 135; NKJP (ca 240 mln segments): Adj zawstydzon* 787, Prep N 
ze wstydem 223, ze wstydu 473). 

5 See (Bednarek, 2008) for a differentiation between the language of emotions and emotional talk. 

http://tnij.org/slopeq1
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ly with a more constrained use of explicit emotion terms. The present work 

contains some observations and examples drawn from the PELCRA English-

Polish and Polish-English parallel corpora to provide relevant materials for 

the juxtaposed English and Polish discourse strategies in use. 

Another word of caution referring to frequencies of the reaction types 

should also be added in connection with the corpus methodology. Corpora 

have their limitations. There are tools available to generate frequencies of 

individual items and phrases, concordances with expanded contexts, colloca-

tions and keywords. There are also encouraging results of automatic meta-

phor identification (e.g., Gries, Stefanowitch, 2006). However, when it comes 

to semantic and pragmatic annotations of meanings in use, particularly in 

large corpora, adequate corpus tools have not yet been fully developed.   

 
 

3. EMOTION CLUSTERS 

 

By comparing the FEAR, COMPASSION, LOVE/JOY, and PRIDE clusters in Brit-

ish English and Polish, the aim is to determine how these differ in terms of 

both external vs. internal influences and intra- vs. inter-cluster relationships.  

 

3.1. Fear 
 

The online emotions sorting data show that British English and Polish 

FEAR clusters are similar. The British English FEAR cluster comprises fear, 

dread, horror, fright, hysteria, shock, alarm, panic, and terror. Similarly, 

the Polish FEAR cluster contains strach “fear,” hysteria “hysteria,” 

przestrach ”fright,” groza “awe, dread, terror,” panika “panic,” trwoga 

“alarm,” and przerażenie “dismay, terror, horror, torment.”  

Fear is a response that enhances one’s survival chances when faced with  

a physical threat (Beck et al., 2005; Öhman, 2008) and comprises three main 

types, fight, flight (both coined by Canon (1932)) and fright. Fight is a more 

active response to fear, in which an organism fights the source of danger.  

According to Eilam (2005), the fight response involves a direct attack aimed 

at the source of fear in order to dissuade it from launching its own offensive, 

and it occurs when it is not possible to freeze or flee. In contrast, flight in-

volves the organism escaping from the source of threat (Eilam, 2005). Fisz-

man et al. (2008) explain that fright “is a reflexive and involuntary defensive 

response characterized in several species by profound motor inhibition, lack 

of vocalization, tremors, and analgesia, with evidence of preserved awareness 

of the environment” (193–194). In a broader context, LeDoux and Gorman 

(2001) explain further that in more everyday situations the behavioral corre-

lates of fright are becoming withdrawn, avoidant, and sometimes despondent. 

An individual with the fright response experiences a paralyzing effect and 

feels weak, submissive, passive and controlled by fear. 
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In terms of the GRID analyses, whereas fight is characterized by a feeling 

of power that corresponds to the high POWER GRID features, fright is asso-

ciated with feelings of weakness and submission, as well as impulses to re-

frain from action and is consistent with low POWER GRID features.  

Although both British English and Polish conceptualizations of fear com-

prise fight, flight and fright, the results showed a clear pattern of differences 

between these languages in terms of fight and fright. As can be seen in Table 

3 the GRID and corpus results are consistent in showing that whereas fear is 

characterized more by fight/high POWER than strach, strach is more associ-

ated with lower fright/low POWER than fear. Specifically, Table 3 shows that 

the significantly higher ratings for fear (mean, 6.11) in comparison with 

strach (mean, 5.09) on the high POWER GRID features, is reflected in the 

corpus results, with fight scenarios being more salient for fear (41.8%) than 

strach (24.3%). The greater difference between the low POWER features and 

the high POWER features for strach (means of 6.02 and 5.09, respectively) in 

comparison with fear (means of 5.97 and 6.11, respectively) in the GRID 

results was even more pronounced in the corpus results (whereas strach is 

characterised by more fright scenarios (47.1%) than fight scenarios (24.3%), 

these scenario types are comparable for fear (39.8 for fright scenarios ver-

sus 41.8% for fight scenarios)).  

The top collocational patterns (Tables 1 and 2) of Verbs in English and 

Polish also confirm the GRID and scenario preference data. 

 

Table 1. English fear – Verbal collocations (BNC) 
 

# Collocate POSa Ab TTESTc MI3d 

1 express V% 128.0 10.54 17.87  

2 allay V% 61.0 7.78  20.44  

3 overcome V% 49.0 6.65  15.59  

4 confirm V% 45.0 5.78  13.83  

5 raise V% 55.0 5.55  13.55  
 
POS: part of speecha, A: raw frequencyb, TTEST: t-testc, MI: Mutual Informationd 

 

Table 2. Polish strach   “fear” – Verbal collocations (NKJP) 
 

# Collocate POS A TTEST MI3      Eng. equivalents 

1 pomyśleć verb 493.0 21.69 23.34   think 

2 czuć verb 258.0 14.42  19.31   feel 

3 budzić verb 225.0 14.39  20.25   wake  

4 żyć verb 204.0 12.60  18.43   live 

5 paść verb 166.0 12.37  19.40   fall 

6 trząść verb 136.0 11.55  20.93   tremble 
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Table 3. Comparison of fright/low POWER and fight/high POWER in corpus and GRID 
results 
 

 Fear Strach 

Corpus Methodology – fright Scenario (%) 39.8 47.1 

Corpus Methodology – fight Scenario (%) 41.8 24.3 

GRID Methodology – Low POWER (means) 5.97 6.02 

GRID Methodology – High POWER (means) 6.11 5.09 

 

 
 

An attempt at gaining an understanding why strach is characterized by 

relatively low POWER/fright in comparison to fear requires an assessment of 

the inter-cluster relationships between the STRACH and FEAR clusters and 

their respective SADNESS clusters.  
 
 

3.1.1. Fear and sadness 
 

An understanding how the pattern of relationships between the FEAR and 

SADNESS clusters might influence the differences in low POWER/fright versus 

high POWER/fight that were shown for British English and Polish above 

might be gained from the results of the online emotions sorting study and 

the correlational analyses performed on the POWER dimension GRID data. 

There were lower interconnections between the British English FEAR and 

SADNESS cluster emotions than between the corresponding Polish clusters, 

STRACH and SMUTEK, respectively. For the purposes of comparison, Figure 1 

presents superimposed representations of the relationship between the Eng-

lish and Polish FEAR clusters and their corresponding sadness variants at the 

centre. It can be seen, for example, that the co-occurrence values between 

fear and sadness (10), and alarm and sadness (11) are lower than the values 

between strach “fear” and smutek “sadness” (22) and trwoga “alarm” and 

smutek “sadness” (25). These results highlight the possibility that the sali-

ence of low POWER/fright in strach is due to the relatively closer proximity 

between the STRACH and SMUTEK cluster emotions. Further analyses on the 

GRID data suggests that this propinquity is possibly underscored by the 

GRID POWER dimension. Specifically, Table 4 shows that the correlation 

between strach and smutek on the GRID POWER dimension is significantly 

higher than between fear and sadness. 

Although correlation analyses do not allow firm inferences to be made 

regarding directionality in relationships, it could possibly be deduced on the 

basis of the greater prevalence of sadness and depression among Poles com-

pared with a greater tendency towards happiness in the British (e.g., Step-

toe, Wardle, 2001; Mikolajczyk et al., 2008) that it is smutek, which is char-

acterized by a similar low POWER as other variants of the sadness emotion, 
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that causes the relatively low POWER/fright in strach and that this is central 

to the observation of the relatively close relationship between the STRACH 

and SMUTEK clusters. 

 
Table 4. Correlations between British English vs. Polish Fear and Sadness on 
the GRID POWER Dimension 
 

 fear-sadness 

British English 

Polish 

sadness-fear (0.00) 

smutek-strach (0.46*) 

 
* significant at 0.05 level 

 

 

Figure 1: Interconnections between FEAR cluster emotions and sadness in English  
and Polish 
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3.2. Empathy/sympathy/compassion 
 
The online emotions sorting data show that British English and Polish 

EMPATHY/SYMPATHY/COMPASSION clusters are similar in terms of their rela-

tively small size. A major difference between the British English cluster and 

the Polish cluster is that in the case of the latter the Polish equivalent of 

sympathy, sympatia, possesses uniquely positive VALENCE and is more  

of a member of the Polish LOVE cluster rather than the Polish 

EMPATHY/SYMPATHY/COMPASSION cluster. This is clearly demonstrated in the 

comparison in Figure 3 between the relatively higher co-occurrences be-

tween sympatia “sympathy, fondness” and miłość “love, affection” (32) and 

between sympatia “sympathy, fondness” and lubienie “liking, fondness” 

(43) vis-à-vis the lower interconnections between sympatia “sympathy, 

fondness” and empatia “empathy” (28) and between sympatia “sympathy, 

fondness” and współczucie “compassion, sympathy” (16), and the opposite 

pattern in Figure 2: lower interconnections between sympathy and love 

(21), and between sympathy and fondness (27), compared with higher in-

terconnections between sympathy and empathy (48), and between sympa-

thy and compassion (39). 

One of the most interesting features of the EMPATHY/SYMPATHY/ 

COMPASSION cluster is the VALENCE of compassion. Although compassion is 

similar to sympathy in that it is evoked in response to the plight of others, it 

is associated with relatively more negative states as well as with a more posi-

tive, active response that is characterized by a desire to help, which may or 

may not be manifested behaviorally (Gladkova, 2010). There is an apparent 

paradox between the association of positive feelings (e.g., warmth) and neg-

ative feelings (e.g., sorrow and sadness) that can both be characterized by 

compassion. As Fontaine and Scherer (2013) note, whereas the negative 

VALENCE inherent in compassion is based on the reaction to the plight of 

others, the positive VALENCE that additionally characterizes this emotion 

derives from the possible interpersonal bond that one might develop with 

the suffering individual and the possible help offered. 

The online emotions sorting, GRID, and corpus linguistics methodologies 

are consistent in showing that British English compassion has a more posi-

tive VALENCE than współczucie. In terms of the former methodology, the 

relatively greater positivity of compassion is demonstrated in the compari-

son between British English and Polish compassion and their respective 

HAPPINESS, SADNESS and LOVE clusters. Despite compassion and współczucie 

having similar co-occurrences with their respective HAPPINESS cluster emo-

tions (e.g., compassion—joy (8) compared with współczucie—radość “joy, 

glee, delight” (7)), the relatively higher interconnections between LOVE clus-

ter emotions and compassion (e.g., compassion—love (25) in comparison 

with współczucie—miłość “love, affection” (6)) is consistent with the more 
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positivity of compassion. This is corroborated by the relatively lower inter-

connections between SADNESS cluster emotions and compassion (e.g., com-

passion – depression (0) vis-à-vis współczucie—depresja “depression” (8)). 

The more negative valence of Polish współczucie can also be demonstrat-

ed in terms of parallel language data (paralela tools), in which the Polish 

term, apart from the frequent English lexicographic equivalents compassion 

and sympathy, corresponds to a range of English cluster members of  

a somewhat more negative character,  e.g.: 

(1) 

Eng. with which he habitually covers up his sympathetic impulses of 

mirth and pity 

Pol. którym zazwyczaj pokrywał pogodne i pełne politowania współczuc-

ie,  lit. “which covered jolly and full of denigrating pity—compassion” 

(2) 

Eng. Have compassion on my great need  

Pol. Ulituj się mej ciężkiej niedoli, lit. “Have pity on my hard misfortune” 

 

A likely possible source of the cross-cultural variation in the VALENCE of 

compassion is the cultural dimension of individualism-collectivism (Hof-

stede, 1980). The main feature of individualism vs. collectivism that is rele-

vant to the present discussion is self vs. other focus of orientation, respec-

tively. Whereas self-focus in individualism is characterized by personal au-

tonomy, personal goals, personal attitudes, and individual responsibility for 

actions, other-focus in collectivism is underscored by the focus on interper-

sonal ties, common goals and the maintenance of good relations (Hofstede, 

1980; Triandis, 1995; 2001; Choi et al., 1999, and Markus, Kitayama, 1991). 

The greater focus on interpersonal relationships in relatively more collec-

tivistic cultures such as Poland would probably engender an outward focus 

on the suffering person and hence the more salient meaning of compassion 

is likely to be the negativity associated with sorrow, sadness or distress. The 

focus on independence and autonomy in individualistic cultures such as 

Britain means that the British are more likely to focus on themselves when 

confronted with an individual who is suffering, which makes the possible 

help and control that they will provide in that situation more conceptually 

salient to them, and it is hence more positive. 

The second possible facet of the explanation regarding British English vs. 

Polish differences in the VALENCE of compassion concerns the relatively 

more positive VALENCE of sympatia. Specifically, as discussed above, sym-

patia is conceptually closer to the MIŁOŚĆ (love) cluster rather than the 

WSPÓŁCZUCIE (compassion) cluster, while English sympathy, which does 

include the positive elements of liking, when used in the negative sense, 

typically refers to Emotion Events expressing an irreversible loss (grief), 

similar to Polish współczucie. The absence of a direct equivalent of sympa-
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thy in the Polish EMPATHY/COMPASSION cluster means that the conceptual 

space of this cluster differs to that of the English EMPATHY/SYMPATHY/ 

COMPASSION cluster. In comparison with sympathy, which absorbs some of 

the negative meaning in the English EMPATHY/ SYMPATHY/COMPASSION clus-

ter, it is possible that współczucie has a wider conceptual space within the 

Polish EMPATHY/COMPASSION cluster that encompasses some of the negative 

meaning that would have been the domain of sympatia were it present in 

this cluster as an equivalent of sympathy. To conclude, it is possible that the 

meaning of sympatia exerts an inter-cluster effect of a relatively close prox-

imity between this emotion and the MIŁOŚĆ (love) cluster, which we argue 

could influence the intra-cluster relations of współczucie in the Polish 

EMPATHY/COMPASSION cluster. 

The third possible reason for the relatively more positive VALENCE of 

compassion concerns the association between współczucie and politowanie 

that was has been shown in the online emotions sorting and the corpus data. 

As politowanie is expressed by the experiencer who has a sense of superiori-

ty or even contempt toward the person s/he pities, thus also showing ele-

ments of negative pride (Polish pycha), it is clear how a degree of conceptual 

proximity between współczucie and politowanie, as shown in the intercon-

nection (19) between these two emotions in Figure 3, can make the former 

more negative. 

 
Figure 2: British English EMPATHY/SYMPATHY/COMPASSION Cluster 
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Figure 3: Polish EMPATHY/COMPASSION Cluster 

 

 
 
 
 
 

3.3. Love, Happiness/Joy, and Self-achievement 
 

It is initially important to consider the general structure of the LOVE, 

HAPPINESS/JOY, and SELF-ACHIEVEMENT clusters. The online emotions sort-

ing data provide information about the content of these clusters in British 

English and Polish. Overall, the content of these clusters appears to be simi-

lar in the two languages. The British English HAPPINESS/JOY cluster contains 

emotions such as happiness, joy, cheerfulness, pleasure, excitement, ecsta-

sy, euphoria, jubilation, delight, and enjoyment. Similarly, the Polish Eng-

lish HAPPINESS/JOY cluster includes emotions such as szczęscie “happiness,” 

radość “joy, glee, delight,” wesołość “gaiety, merriness,” pogoda ducha 

“cheerfulness,” ekstaza “ecstasy,” euphoria “euphoria, exhilaration,” and 

entuzjazm “enthusiasm.” In terms of the LOVE cluster, both languages have 

emotions that represent romantic love (British English: lust, passion, infat-

uation, arousal, attraction, and desire; Polish: żądza “lust, desire,” 

pożądanie “desire, lust,” namiętność “passion,” zauroczenie “infatuation,” 

fascynacja “fascination,” and zachwyt “fascination, enchantment”) and 

companionate love (British English: love, fondness, affection, tenderness, 
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adoration, attraction, and devotion; Polish: miłość “love,” podziw “adora-

tion, admiration,” uwielbienie “adoration, admiration,” czułość “tender-

ness,” ciepło “warmth,” sympatia “sympathy, fondness,” przyjaźń “friend-

ship,” delikatność “gentleness, kindness,” and bliskość “closeness”). In the 

results of their sorting study, Uchida and Kitayama (2009) showed that the 

personal achievement cluster comprised features related to achieving goals, 

optimism, and self-esteem. The data from our online emotions sorting study 

have similarly produced British English and Polish clusters pertaining to 

these features: the British English SELF-ACHIEVEMENT cluster comprises 

contentment, satisfaction, hope, relief, peacefulness and serenity; and 

spełnienie “fulfilment,” zadowolenie “gladness, contentment,” optymizm 

“optimism,” nadzieja “hope,” ulga “relief” and  spokój “serenity, peaceful-

ness” form the Polish SELF-ACHIEVEMENT cluster.   
 

Adjectival collocational patterns of joy in English (Table 5) show some 

differences in the degree of joy, described in terms of adjectives denoting 

more intensive expressive force in Polish (Table 6). 

 
Table 5: English joy – Adjectival collocates (BNC) 
 
# Collocate POS A TTEST   MI 
1 great AJ% 91.0 8.21 1.45 
2 sheer AJ% 31.0 5.46 4.48  
3 full AJ% 35.0 4.55 3.15  
4 pure AJ% 20.0 4.25  2.10  
5 parliamentary AJ% 18.0 3.94  2.08  
6 christian AJ% 17.0 3.68  5.81  
7 greatest AJ% 14.0 3.34  1.34  
8 holy AJ% 11.0 3.05  2.54  
9 surprise AJ% 10.0 2.86  4.76  
10 real AJ% 18.0 2.70  4.24  

 
 
Table 6: Polish radość “joy” – Adjectival collocates (NKJP)   
 

# Collocate POS A TTEST MI English equivalents 

1 wielki Adj 1211.0 29.06  2.60    great 

2 ogromny Adj 364.0 17.67  3.76    huge 

3 pełny Adj 245.0 12.91  2.51    full 

4 wieczny Adj 136.0 11.19  4.64    eternal 

5 prawdziwy Adj 158.0 9.92  2.25    true 

6 mój Adj 321.0 7.19  0.74    my 

7 szczery Adj 49.0 6.45  3.67    sincere 

8 nieopisany Adj 32.0 5.60  6.86    undescribable 

9 spontaniczny Adj 33.0 5.50  4.60    spontaneous 

10 jaki Adj 263.0 5.44  0.58    what 
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On the basis of the greater emphasis on interpersonal harmony in collec-

tivistic cultures, one would expect a relatively closer conceptual proximity 

between the SELF-ACHIEVEMENT cluster and the LOVE cluster for the relative-

ly more collectivistic Polish in comparison to the more individualistic  

British. Clearly, if one values close interpersonal relations with significant 

others one is likely to gain a sense of accomplishment from this. In compari-

son with the GRID results, which were ambivalent with respect to expecta-

tions, the online emotions sorting results produced results that were more 

consistent with predictions. In contrast with the British English personal 

achievement emotions that have relatively low interconnections with the 

British English LOVE cluster, the Polish personal achievement emotions have 

relatively high co-occurrence connections with Polish emotions related to 

love. For example, it can be seen in Figure 5 that the interconnections be-

tween miłość “love, affection” and personal achievement emotions such as 

spełnienie “fulfilment” (28) and zadowolenie “gladness, contentment” (18) 

are higher than the corresponding co-occurrences between love and satis-

faction (9), and between love and contentment (11) (see Figure 4).  

The individualistic-collectivistic dimension also predicts differences be-

tween the British and the Polish in terms of the inter-cluster relationships of 

the HAPPINESS cluster. Specifically, from the greater importance of interper-

sonal harmony in collectivistic cultures one would expect a relatively closer 

conceptual proximity between the HAPPINESS cluster and the LOVE cluster for 

the relatively more collectivistic Polish, but a closer conceptual propinquity 

between the HAPPINESS cluster and the SELF-ACHIEVEMENT cluster for the 

more individualistic British, who place more emphasis on accomplishment 

and autonomy. Our results showed more evidence for the former than the 

latter. The closer relationship between the Polish relative to the British 

HAPPINESS and LOVE clusters is demonstrated in the interconnections in the 

online emotions sorting data. For example, compared with the relatively 

close interconnections between miłość “love, affection” and szczęście “hap-

piness” (36), and between miłość “love, affection” and radość “joy” (29) (see 

Figure 5), there were lower co-occurrence values between love and happi-

ness (11), and between love and joy (11) (see Figure 4). In contrast, the SELF-

ACHIEVEMENT clusters in Polish and British English were similar in their 

proximity to their respective HAPPINESS clusters. For example, it can be seen 

in Figure 4 that the interconnections between contentment and happiness 

(32), and contentment and joy (26) are similar to those between zadowole-

nie “gladness, contentment” and szczęście “happiness” (28), and between 

zadowolenie “gladness, contentment” and radość “joy” (27) (see Figure 5). 

The results suggesting an interpersonal basis to happiness in the more 

collectivistic Polish culture is consistent with other evidence. For example, 

the more collectivistic South African participants in Pflug’s (2009) study 

characterized happiness in terms of close family bonds and harmonious 
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interpersonal relations. Uchida and Kitayama (2009) similarly report that 

their Japanese respondents associated hedonic experience with social  

harmony. Uchida et al. (2004) also note that happiness is based on social 

harmony in East Asian cultures and Kwan et al. (1997) similarly showed that 

relationship harmony was a greater predictor of life satisfaction in a rela-

tively more collectivistic Hong Kong sample than a US sample. In their  

sorting study, Uchida and Kitayama (2009) observed that the Japanese clas-

sified the general hedonic state of happiness in terms of social harmony. 

Ford et al. (2015) also underscore a collective source of happiness that is 

based relatively more on social engagement. With regard to an interpersonal 

basis to happiness extending to romantic relationships, Lu and Gilmour 

(2004) showed that Chinese students conceptualized happiness in terms  

of both their love for their lover/spouse as well as for friends and family.  

The derivation of happiness from romantic love can also be seen in young, 

relatively more collectivistic Bangladeshi women who describe how crucial 

their marital relationships are for their happiness (Camfield et al., 2009). 

The importance of good family relationships, including those between  

romantic partners, is also at the heart of happiness for the Inuit (Kral, 

Idlout, 2012), a people who have been identified as highly collectivistic 

(Beckstein, 2014).  
 

 

Figure 4: Selected Emotions in the British English LOVE,  
HAPPINESS and SELF-ACHIEVEMENT Clusters 
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Figure 5: Selected Emotions in the Polish LOVE, HAPPINESS and SELF-
ACHIEVEMENT Clusters 

 

 

 

3.4. Pride 

 

Pride is generally considered to be a self-conscious emotion that can low-

er the risk of social rejection by enhancing one’s acceptance and social status 

within a group (Leary et al., 1995). The expression of pride bolsters self-

esteem and conveys the message that one is worthy of praise and increased 

status (Tracy, Robins, 2008). More recent research argues against the tradi-

tional view of pride as a single emotion. Tracy and Robins (2004) propose 

two distinct facets of pride—authentic pride, which is the more positive pro-

social form that is associated with enhancement of self-esteem and status 

outlined above, and a hubristic type of pride that is characterized more by 

narcissism, which can lead to aggression, as well as disharmony in interper-

sonal relationships (see also Bushman and Baumeister (1998) and Paulhus 

et al. (2004)). 

Although the online emotions sorting data show that PRIDE clusters in 

British English and Polish are similar in terms of their relatively very small 

size (the British English PRIDE cluster comprises pride, triumph, enthusiasm 

and satisfaction (see Figure 6), and the Polish PRIDE cluster contains duma 

“pride,” triumph “triumph, jubilation” and podziw “adoration, admiration” 

(see Figure 7)), it should be noted that there are a variety of different cultur-

al and linguistic types of pride in both languages. In Polish there are three 

concepts duma, pycha, and próżność, which correspond to the two English 

notions pride and vanity. While Polish duma is conventionally considered 

as authentic pride, at least more frequently than English pride, both 

próżność and pycha possess clear negative connotations and can be consid-

ered variants of hubris. Although both Polish próżność and its English lexi-

cographic equivalent vanity denote excessive pride in both languages, it is 

Polish próżność that is primarily associated with the meaning of mental 

emptiness (superficiality, stupidity). Both refer to excessive pride, self-

conceit and too much concern with oneself. Nevertheless, the causes (stimu-
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li) of vanity/próżność in Polish and English Emotion Events (see Lewan-

dowska-Tomaszczyk and Wilson (2013) for a discussion of Emotion Events) 

are not necessarily identical. 

The variation of pride in Polish and British English is underscored by 

both cultural and semantic influences. Regarding the former, an important 

differentiating feature of pride in individualistic and collectivistic cultures is 

self versus other orientation, respectively. Whereas collectivists are relative-

ly more likely to be proud of significant others, the value placed on self-

fulfilment that is associated with a more personal type of this emotion is 

more likely to be salient in individualistic cultures (e.g., Stipek (1998);  

Ogarkova et al. (2012)). With respect to the latter, it is important to not only 

consider British English pride and its widely accepted Polish equivalent 

duma, but also hubristic pride, which is represented in Polish by próżność 

and pycha. While próżność is most frequently rendered as English vanity, 

pycha – sharing the equivalence space with the more positive duma – can 

be deemed to be close to English pride in some contexts.  

The results from the three methodologies showed evidence that the Brit-

ish English and Polish clusters of PRIDE are influenced by both cultural and 

semantic influences. The former centers on pride of self vs. others in indi-

vidualistic vs. collectivistic cultures. Specifically, the more positive VALENCE 

of duma in comparison with pride might be due to the former being more 

communal in nature as one would expect in a relatively more collectivistic 

culture such as Poland. One interpretation of the relatively strong intercon-

nection between podziw “adoration, admiration” and duma (22) (see Figure 

7) shown in the online emotion emotions sorting study results is consistent 

with this. This relatively high co-occurrence, in comparison to that between 

pride and adoration (10) (not shown in Figure 6 due to the low co-

occurrence value), possibly shows the relatively greater salience of commu-

nal pride of others in the DUMA cultural schema. 

Possible semantic differences in the meaning of pride between the two 

languages are shown in the corpus data. The data revealed asymmetries in 

the distribution of the pride-related linguistic collocates between English 

and Polish particularly in the collocation patterns of the PRIDE cluster mem-

bers. Polish duma (Table 7) combines with positively charged collocates, 

while both pycha and próżność display their clearly negative character. 

Moreover, duma is more frequently combined with the nouns of a collective 

type (naród “nation,” rodzina “family,” etc.). Pride in English shows either  

a negative or a positive charge and the most characteristic use in its negative 

polarity is reflected in its religious occurrence, in which it is singled out as 

one of the seven main/deadly sins, while in Polish this role is taken over by 

pycha (Table 8), an instance of hubristic pride. The concept of vanity and 

its close counterpart próżność (Table 9), on the other hand, are other in-

stances of hubristic pride, although in this case the metaphorical sense of 



 Cognitive Structure and Conceptual Clusters of Emotion Terms 117 

emptiness, present in the semantic content of these terms in both languages, 

uncovers the epithet of “mental emptiness” underlying their meanings.  

Hubris in Polish then has two manifestations, namely pycha and próżność, 

linked with loftiness and stupidity (mental emptiness), respectively. 

 
Figure 6: British English PRIDE Cluster 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Polish PRIDE Cluster 
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Table 7: Polish duma “pride” – Top Verbal collocates 

# Collocate POS A TTEST MI3        Eng. equivalents 

1 mówić Verb 466.0 18.53  20.54      talk 

2 podkreślać Verb 152.0 11.99  19.68      emphasize 

3 pokazywać Verb 138.0 11.39  19.25      show  

4 rozpierać verb 109.0 10.43  23.91      burst with 

5 urazić verb 94.0 9.66  21.36      hurt 

 
 
Table 8: Polish pycha “hubristic pride” – Verbal collocates (considered one 
of the deadly sins in Catholicism) (NKJP) 
 

# Collocate POS A TTEST MI3       Eng. equivalents 

1 grzeszyć verb 24.0 4.89  18.56    sin  

2 unosić verb 17.0 4.07  14.46    float in air (metaphor) 

3 zgubić verb 16.0 3.96  14.74    lose 

4 ukarać verb 14.0 3.68  13.64    punish 

5 zgrzeszyć verb 9.0 2.99  15.70    sin 

 

Table 9: próżność “vanity” – Verbal collocates (NKJP) 

# Collocate POS A TTEST MI3     Eng. equivalents 

1 łechtać verb 21.0 4.58  22.27  tickle (metaph. ‘trigger’) 

2 połechtać verb 17.0 4.12  21.52  as above (Perfective) 

3 zaspokajać verb 11.0 3.30  15.54  satisfy 

4 zaspokoić verb 6.0 2.42  12.13  as above (Perfective) 

5 pozbawić verb 6.0 2.34  9.78    deprive 

 
  
 

4. CONCLUSIONS  

 

By comparing a number of British English and Polish emotion clusters 

we have demonstrated that the differences in emotions within these clusters 

between these two languages are determined by varying degrees of both 

external vs. internal influences and intra- and inter-cluster relationships.  

A potential explanation for the relatively low POWER/fright in strach in 

comparison to fear centers on the relationship between the FEAR and 

SADNESS clusters. Specifically, it is possible that the low POWER/fright in 

strach is influenced by the closer relationship between strach and smutek 

on the POWER dimension, especially as sadness and depression appear to be 

more prevalent among Poles than the British.  

When one compares compassion with współczucie one can observe the 

effects of both external vs. internal influences as well as intra- and inter-

cluster relationships. Regarding external effects, the more positive VALENCE 
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of compassion is consistent with this emotion being a more inward-oriented 

emotion than the more negative, outward-oriented współczucie. Both intra- 

and inter-cluster relationships can be seen as a consequence of the lack of an 

equivalent emotion in the Polish EMPATHY/COMPASSION cluster to English 

sympathy (recall that sympatia possesses a uniquely positive VALENCE in 

Polish). It is possible that współczucie has a wider conceptual space within 

the Polish EMPATHY/COMPASSION cluster that encompasses some of the 

negative meaning that would have been the domain of sympatia were it 

present in this cluster as an equivalent of sympathy. The effect of intra-

cluster relationships can also be seen in the third possible reason for the 

relatively more positive VALENCE of compassion. The rather close relation-

ship between współczucie and politowanie means that the sense of superi-

ority or even contempt associated with politowanie can make współczucie 

more negative.  

The external influence of individualism vs. collectivism would appear to 

exert a profound influence on the intra- and inter cluster structure pertain-

ing to love, happiness and self-achievement. The online emotions sorting 

results show that both the Polish SELF-ACHIEVEMENT and HAPPINESS clusters 

have relatively high co-occurrence connections with the Polish LOVE cluster, 

resulting in one LOVE/HAPPINESS/SELF-ACHIEVEMENT cluster in Polish com-

pared with two clusters in British English—a LOVE cluster and a HAPPINESS/ 

SELF-ACHIEVEMENT cluster. 

The PRIDE clusters in British English and Polish show yet another pattern 

that is underscored by external vs. internal influences on intra-cluster rela-

tionships. The external influence is characterized by the possibility that the 

more positive VALENCE of duma is due to the relatively greater salience of 

communal pride of others in the DUMA cultural schema as a consequence of 

the relatively more collectivism in Polish culture. The internal influence 

centers on some asymmetries in the English and Polish lexical systems. 

Polish has a larger set of PRIDE cluster members than English, which allows 

a more granular classification of shades of pride in Polish than in English. 

Out of the basic three in Polish, it is duma which is most positive (neutral 

and weakly negative in some contexts), while the other two, próżność and 

pycha, involve a negative charge in all contexts. English has two corre-

sponding word forms for pride, which makes the comparison non-

symmetric, and hence the distribution of their positive and negative evalua-

tive aspects is distinct from that in Polish. 

To recapitulate, as was signaled in Section 5 and elaborated on in the 

analyses of the selected examples of emotion clusters in Section 7, the con-

cepts people use in communication exchanges are usually only partially 

overlapping and the cross-linguistic comparison confirms the inherent 

asymmetry and absence of full calibration of senses in the case of emotion 

concepts. Both in monolingual communication and in translation, people 
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often seek emotion lexical labels in the pool of associated emotion cluster 

members rather than resorting to one, usually prototypical, lexicographic 

equivalent.      

The study reconfirms the presence of the crucial parameter of semantic 

approximation, connected with the language typological parameter—the 

linguistic type a given system represents, in which some ontological catego-

ries are verbally marked and can be expressed, while some others are absent 

or left non-verbalized in the system.   

The conclusions of this discussion also confirm the thesis of Cluster 

Equivalence across languages. Human cognition and communication, either 

in the case of the same language or a translation, do not engage the use of 

identical single-word meanings but are based rather on semantic clusters, 

or mental areas, structured around similar, albeit not identical, content.        
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ABSTRACT 

 

This paper aims at elaborating the concept of linguistic self with regard to its 

twofold existence modes, namely as a physical person and as a mental subject, 

being shaped by external and internal dialogs in interpersonal and intersubjec-

tive communication. These dialogical encounters, constantly changing the reali-

ty of everyday life, are based, on the one hand, on the observable multi-

textuality of narratives, and on the other, on the multi-voicedness of opinions. 

As such, it lays emphasis on the need for a holistic approach to human beings as 

a psychosomatic unity, taking part in cognition with their minds and bodies, 

and developing itself both in-and-with the physical and logical domains of their 

surrounding ecosystems. In view of the private and public character of the self, 

the author postulates to consider in future studies the achievements of personal 

and social constructivism. 

Keywords: cognition, consciousness, intersubjectivity, language, the dia-

logical self. 

 
 
 

1. DEFINING THE NOTIONAL AND METHODOLOGICAL 

FRAMEWORKS OF THE STUDY 

 

The subject matter of this paper comprises the linguistic properties of the 

human self whose dialogical nature results from the fact that it takes an  

active part as a member of a society in observable interpersonal and assum-

able intersubjective relationships. Alluding to the notion of selfhood, bor-

rowed from philosophy and psychology, the paper departs from the view 

about the two existence modes of communicating individuals: (1) the self as 

a subjective knower, or the “I”, and (2) the self as an object that is known, or 
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the “Me.” Accordingly, it points out to consequences resulting, for research-

ers of language communication, from the distinction between: (1) a mental 

subject, i.e., the “I” as an internally conceivable experiencing agent who 

formulates and interprets its thoughts in sign patterns, and (2) a physical 

person, i.e., the “Me” as an externally observable object of experience who 

sends and receives its messages through sign-processing activities. In this 

context, particular attention is payed to the diversity of the linguistic proper-

ties of human selves who are able to speak different languages and their 

varieties as the basic means of signification and communication. This 

statement entitles the author of the following paper to propose the concept 

of the linguistic self being accessible as an object of potential investigations 

on the basis of significative-communicative acts performed in different do-

mains of its everyday life. In particular, the mental significative-cognitive 

processes of humans and their manifestations in social and cultural practic-

es should be exposed through resorting to knowledge coming from cognitive 

sciences and semiotic phenomenology. Special emphasis deserves here  

a holistic approach to human cognition for which not only human mind is 

responsible but the whole body of a cognizing subject as a biological organ-

ism and psychological being. What underlies an examination is how human 

beings form themselves in-and-with-their-surroundings as a result of multi-

voicedness and varivoicedness of opinions or beliefs intermingling in their 

external and internal dialogs. This formation occurs when human selves are 

engaged not only in monological but also in dialogical forms of communica-

tion by the employment of narrative patterns, as, for example, personal-

subjective narratives, social-cultural narratives, and metalinguistic or meta-

scientific narratives.  

Emphasizing the dialogical nature of human mind, this paper aims at 

showing how dialogs involve consequential exchanges of mutually influenc-

ing voices. The dialogical nature of the self is assumed to be a universal 

property of humans when they are aware of themselves in relation to others 

regardless of their culture and societal experience. Dialogicality is exposed 

as one of basic human features, which is relevant especially for therapists, 

clinical psychologists, brain researchers, literary scientists and semioticians 

of art, or theologians, taking into account such notions as transcendence, 

interaction, responsiveness, interchangeability of sender-and-receiver or 

author-and-addressee roles. Hence, from the perspective of transcendental 

dialogism, the human self is regarded as a complexity of multiple voices of 

internal participants who continuously communicate with each other and 

who anticipate even the responses to possible questions, thus emerging and 

developing thanks to such socially conditioned interactions. 
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2. TOWARDS A UNIFIED CONCEPTION OF THE LINGUISTIC SELF 
 

2.1. Substantiating the notion of the linguistic self 
 

The notion of the linguistic self has been proposed in some of my articles 
and conference papers which are currently worked out in a newly prepared 
book Linguistic Dimensions of the Self in Human Communication (to be 
published by the Adam Mickiewicz University Press in Poznań) reporting on 
steps of my argumentation which allowed me to propose the notion of the 
linguistic self that is approachable from the viewpoint of the significative-
communicative acts performed by humans in their life-worlds, expounding 
on selected philosophical outlooks on man and his mental endowment re-
sponsible for the emergence of language. In particular, the subject of delib-
erations constituted such terms as conceptual and methodological tools, as 
(1) the ecology of organisms from biology, (2) existence and transcendence 
from phenomenology, (3) the distinction between the physical and logical 
domains from human linguistics, and (4) forms of beings of the subject and 
modalities of their expression in verbal and nonverbal means from existen-
tial semiotics (cf. Wąsik, 2017). 

In this context, attention is payed to the multiplicity of linguistic properties 
of human selves, able to speak different languages and their varieties which 
constitute for them most important systems of signification and communica-
tion. It is assumed that the linguistic self is accessible as an object of potential 
studies solely indirectly on the basis of significative-communicative acts that it 
performs in different domains of its everyday life. Concluding about mental 
significative-cognitive processes of humans and investigating their manifesta-
tions in social and cultural practices presupposes resorting to the knowledge 
about human cognitive processes and theories elaborated in semiotics. Indis-
pensable is the awareness of the holistic nature of human cognition for which 
not only human mind is responsible but the whole body of the cognizing subject 
as a biological organism and psychological being. The evolutionary-phenome-
nological-semiotic approach to the study of communication in general proposed 
by Jordan Zlatev (2009) cannot be passed over for consideration of linguistic 
and communicative properties of human individuals. Discussing the achieve-
ments of the philosophy of biology and philosophy of mind, Zlatev has present-
ed a hierarchy of levels at which the organization of meaning occurs in semiot-
ics; in this hierarchy, the linguistic self is located at the top the semiotic ladder. 

The first level constitutes here biological organisms as living systems 

(that function only within an Umwelt) are distinguished by autopoiesis, i.e., 

the ability of self-organization,1 at the second level, the minimal self is 

————————— 
1 Against the background of Jordan Zlatev’s reference to the term autopoiesis, being widely 

known from the common work of Chilean biologists Humberto Romesin Maturana and Francisco 
Javier Varela García Autopoiesis and Cognition: The Realization of the Living, edited in 1980, it is 
worth adding that it has been introduced by Maturana, in his report from 1970 under the title “Biol-
ogy of cognition,” “Biological Computer Laboratory Research Report.” Cf. Maturana, 1980 (1970). 
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equipped with the ability to act intentionally in its directly perceived natural 

Lebenswelt, at the third level, the enculturated self acts in a culturally medi-

ated Lebenswelt, and finally, the linguistic self, situated at the fourth level, 

resorts to manipulating “a conventional-normative semiotic system for com-

munication and thought” (Zlatev, 2009, 186). As Zlatev claims, “spoken, 

signed and written languages (and derivative forms, such as mathematical 

and logical notations) are […] the only ‘conventional-normative semiotic sys-

tems’ that are known” (2009, 187) to humans. As a result of this belief, life 

and language are to be placed on the opposite poles of the four levels. Conse-

quently, the four levels might be shown in the hierarchical order as embedded 

layers in the terms of ontological emergence or logical implication, where each 

of them rests on the previous level as well as makes possible the attainment of 

the next. And therefore life emerges from consciousness, consciousness from 

sign function, sign functions from language, and equally language implies sign 

function, sign function implies consciousness and consciousness implies life 

(cf. Zlatev, 2009, 189, especially Figure 3 there). With reference to Zlatev’s 

typological proposal, one has to explicitly notice that both reflexivity and dia-

logicality of the self can develop only along with language, even though all 

semiotic processes, commencing with the biological level, are tightly interre-

lated in the formation of self-awareness. 

 

2.2. Approaching human selves as persons and subjects  

in physical and logical domains 
 

While focusing on language as a relational property of communicating 

individuals who take part in group communications, one departs from the 

assumption that its basic function is to establish homogeneous communities 

of meaning cognizers and meaning knowers, as well as meaning producers 

and meaning interpreters among communication participants. Since the 

linguistic properties of people may be deduced from communicative interac-

tions that can be observed and inferred on the basis of observations, it is 

possible to isolate such properties of language that unite the particular hu-

man selves as communicating individuals in their natural and socio-cultural 

environments into communicating collectivities, based on the realization of 

their common tasks. The fulfilment of communicative tasks depends in fact 

on whether individual selves take an active part as members of societies in 

(1) observable, i.e., physical, interpersonal relationships, and (2) conclud-

ed/assumable, i.e., psychological, intersubjective relationships (details are 

discussed in (Wąsik, 2007; 2010b). 

To be exact, regardless of forms of communication, communicating indi-

viduals are, on the one hand, linked by sound waves playing the role of ver-

bal messages as meaning bearers, as well as their surrogates being in turn 

transformed again into sound waves in the process of their reception, which 
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are accessible to empirical observation and experiment. That is to say, when 

people are engaged in the activities of sending and receiving messages, the 

existence of communicating collectivities is connected with the expenditure 

of certain amounts of energy that is measurable. On the other hand, com-

municating individuals enter into mutual intersubjective relationships when 

they cognize and interpret the meaning of verbal messages in the same or 

similar way in accordance with their referential value. These relationships 

between human selves as subjects are dynamic in nature; they find their 

reflection in the minds of communication participants in the form of 

changeable linguistic knowledge about the concluded reality (cf. Wąsik, 

2007). For estimating the agency role of communication participants, it is 

relevant to allude to the distinctions between the physical domain of empiri-

cal facts and the logical domain of theoretical notions (cf. Wąsik, 2010a)—

proposed in the book From Grammar to Science (1996) by Victor Huse 

Yngve, an American physicist and promoter of the so-called human linguis-

tics—in terms of which (1) the linguistic meaning bearers and (2) the ways in 

which communicating individuals refer the meaning bearers to the extra-

linguistic reality, i.e., understand and interpret them can be (or are) investi-

gated adequately. In accordance with methodological and practical conse-

quences resulting from Yngve’s investigative postulates, the parallel distinc-

tions between observable and concluded linguistic properties of communi-

cating individuals as well as between observable and concluded interperson-

al and intersubjective relations are treated as belonging to the physical and 

logical domains of human communication. 

Following the tradition of psychological thoughts, it seems legitimate, at 

this point, to refer to the inferable relationships between communicating 

individuals as to intersubjective relationships and to the perceptible rela-

tionships as to interpersonal relationships, while considering the two  

aspects of the human self, that is, the self as a mental subject, and the self as 

a person. Anyhow, such knowledge about the nature of human self appears 

to be decisive for understanding the communicative performances of com-

municating individuals. 

 
 

3. REVIEWING ASPECTUAL DIMENSIONS OF THE SELF  

IN THE LIGHT OF PSYCHOLOGICAL LEGACY 
 

To consider the features of the dialogical self, in the next part of this pa-

per, as the combination of continuity and discontinuity of internalized mul-

tiple voices of self-other interrelationships or interchangeability of speaker-

hearer roles, one has to make reference to William James, acknowledged as 

a father of psychology, who managed to practically explain the two existence 

modes of humans as psychosomatic beings and to present the idea of the 

social self originally in The Principles of Psychology (1890), and then in 
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Psychology. The Briefer Course (2001, first ed. 1892). Exactly, he defined 

the human self in keeping with its two aspectual dimensions: (1) the pure 

ego, i.e., the self as a subjective knower, or the “I,” and (2) the empirical self, 

i.e., the self as an object that is known, or the “Me.” According to James,  

a mental subject as an internally conceivable, experiencing agent who for-

mulates and interprets its thoughts in sign patterns, who sends and receives 

its messages through sign-processing activities, is always aware of him or 

herself, i.e., of his or her personal existence (as a physical person, i.e., as an 

externally observable object of experience). The mental subject acts towards 

constituents of the self that arouse the feelings and emotions (self-

appreciation); the acts to which they prompt are, from the perspective of the 

subject, self-seeking and self-preservation. The social character of human 

existence exposed by James has, in his opinion, its implications for the for-

mation and maintenance of one’s concept of the self, and definitively has 

consequences for human communicative behavior. 

According to James, the self as a person consists of (1) the “material” self 

(all physical objects that one strongly identifies with and considers as be-

longing to oneself, such as one’s body, possessions, immediate family, etc.), 

(2) the “social” self (self-concepts which arise in social interactions, and 

result from the adjustment of an individual to particular social contexts) and 

(3) the “spiritual” self (the inner, most intimate aspects of one’s self, such as 

personality traits, attitudes, beliefs, and values). 

These parts of the self are not static but develop dynamically in effect of 

communicative events in which he or she acts so that the image other people 

hold of them is reinforced and maintained. The I and Me aspects of one’s 

self constantly alternate between each other in the ever-changing, personal, 

and continuous stream of consciousness. 

It is worth summarizing James’s proposal of the division of the self into 

two dimensions, the I and the Me. The I dimension is equated with the self-

as-knower which has three features: continuity, distinctness and volition, 

where: (1) the continuity of the self-as-knower is characterized by a sense of 

personal identity, that is, a sense of sameness through time; (2) the feeling 

of distinctness from others, or individuality, also follows from the subjective 

nature of the self-as-knower, and (3) the sense of personal volition is re-

flected in the continuous appropriation and rejection of thoughts by which 

the self-as-knower proves itself as an active processor of experience. In turn, 

the Me is equated with the self-as-known which is composed of the empiri-

cal elements considered as belonging to oneself. What many researchers 

emphasize in this dimension is the fact that the empirical self is composed of 

those features which the person can call his or her own, namely “not only his 

body and his psychic powers, but his clothes and his house, his wife and 

children, his ancestors and friends, his reputation and works, his lands and 

horses, and yacht and bank-account” (quoted after: James, 2001, 44). 
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4. PORTRAYING THE DIALOGICAL MANIFESTATION  

OF THE HUMAN SELF AS A COMMUNICATING SUBJECT 

 

From among most interesting proposals of depictions of human subjec-

tivity in social encounters with others, an approach to the self as a semiotic 

structure, is worthy presenting, proposed by Norbert Wiley in his book The 

Semiotic Self (1994). Wiley defines the self as a semiotic triad and its con-

tinuous interpretation. In Wiley’s view (1994, 17), the self as a semiotic triad 

consists of the following three sets of three interrelated elements:  

(i) a sign, or meaning bearer, an object, and an interpretant, as well as  

(ii) the present, the past, the future, and also (iii) the I, the Me, and the You. 

Moreover, since it contains signs of, e.g., ethnic, religious, social identity, it 

may be as regarded as a continuous process of interpretation, in which the 

present self interprets, mostly linguistically, the past self for the future self. 

Interestingly enough, Wiley’s (1994, 14) view of the self refers to the Ameri-

can tradition of pragmatism as well, and in particular to Charles Sanders 

Peirce’s (1931–1958) idea of the sign as a unity and a triangular relation 

between its three parts, i.e., the perceptible meaning bearer, the represented 

object, and the interpretant.  

The three perspectives in the study of meaning, differentiated, inter alia, 

in the discussion about methodological approaches to the study of meaning 

presented by Jordan Zlatev (2009, 177–178) that are connected with the use 

of “subjective,” “intersubjective” and “objective” methods, characterize also 

the linguistic performances of communicating selves; they are communicat-

ed not only by personal pronouns. Pragmatically, they serve for the expres-

sion of values and attitudes toward self and the others and the so-called life 

position—while using the term introduced significantly earlier by Eric 

Berne, a Canadian-born psychiatrist, known as the creator of transactional 

analysis and the author of Games People Play: The Psychology of Human 

Relations (1964). In the transactional analysis, the human self, in other 

words “the moving self”, continuously moves between the three adapted ego 

states, such as the Adult who is concerned with transforming stimuli into 

information, and processing and filling this information on the basis of pre-

vious experience, the Parent who seeks to enforce borrowed standards in  

a judgmental and imitative way, and the Child who reacts abruptly on the 

basis of prelogical thinking and poorly differentiated or distorted percep-

tions (cf. Wąsik, 2010, 139–151). 

Among the various conceptualizations of the human self that remain in 

conformity with the theory of the self as a subject and object with precision 

expounded by James, a particular attention deserves the notion of the dia-

logical self. The dialogical nature of the human self is assumed to be a uni-

versal property of homo sapiens, who is, regardless of its cultural and socie-

tal embedding, aware of itself in relation to others. This view has been also 
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supported by Hazel Rose Markus and Shinobu Kitayama, contemporary 

American psychologists in the following way: “The way people […] most 

naturally or effortlessly perceive and understand the world is rooted in their 

self-perceptions and self-understandings, […] that are […] constrained by 

the patterns of social interactions characteristic of the given culture” 

(Markus, Kitayama, 1991, 246). 

Being interested in human psyche and culture, Markus and Kitayama 

propose to distinguish between universal and culture-specific properties of 

the self. In their estimation, the universal properties of the self-concept pro-

vide the individual with some awareness of his/her internal activities, such 

as dreams and continuous flow of thoughts and feelings, private to the ex-

tent that they cannot be directly known by others. Hereto belong, especially 

(1) the possession of the private (inner) self, (2) the understanding of oneself 

as a person being physically distinct from others, (3) the existence of a uni-

versal schema of the body that constitutes a support for individual identity 

in time and space, etc. Culture-specific properties of the self, developed on 

the basis of the universal ones, depend, however, on sociocultural back-

grounds, and therefore may be the cause of intercultural conflicts. Accord-

ingly, intercultural conflicts, being observable as tensions or struggles  

between groups, are indeed expressions of unobservable mental states of 

individuals who act as supporters of certain political movements, represent-

atives of certain regions, countries, ethnic, and religious communities, etc. 

However, external conflicts are mostly manifestations of mutual aversion 

and hostility among individuals who identify themselves with their territory, 

history, language, customs, and traditions, but who are insufficiently pre-

pared to confront their values with the values of others. 

Entering into interpersonal contacts, human individuals may thus feel 

threatened facing the events on a global scale, especially those which appear 

to menace their rights, liberties, and sense of security. Intrapersonal con-

flicts caused by the clash of internalized cultural values with unexpected 

experiences gained in new conditions can be considered in terms of in-

trapersonal communication or internal dialogism. Anyhow, the possession 

of the private or inner self, an understanding of themselves as physically 

distinct and separable from others and the existence of a general schema of 

the body that provided one with an anchor in time and space as well as some 

awareness of internal activity, such as dreams, continuous flow of thoughts 

and feelings, which are private to the extent that they cannot be directly 

known by others, are pondered as universal properties of the self-concept. 

The true concept of the dialogical self comes from Hubert J. M. Hermans, 

a Dutch psychologist. It has appeared as early as in 1987 with regard to the 

human individual who is engaged in an internal dialog and then has been 

put forward 1992 with reference to a person embedded in narrative activities 

(cf. Hermans, 1987; 1992a; 1992b). This topic in medias res regarding the 
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title of the publication as such has been subsequently summarized and en-

riched by historiographical source in the author’s joint publication with 

Harry J. M. Kempen and Rens J. van Loon (1992). 

The dialogical structure of the self has been uncovered and analyzed by 

Hermans in his very numerous (probably a few dozen when not hundred) 

works which he published by himself and together with other authors in 

several languages (not only in English). According to Hermans, the human 

self constitutes a complexity of multiple voices of internal participants who 

continuously communicate with each other and who anticipate even the 

responses to possible questions, thus emerging and developing thanks to 

such socially conditioned interactions. The dialogical nature of the self is 

understood as a universal property of humans because they are aware of 

themselves in relation to others regardless of their culture and societal expe-

rience. Exposing the dialogical functioning of the human mind, Hermans 

maintains that dialogicity: “implies interchange of mutually influencing 

voices” (1996, 31). 

Elaborating his conception about the way of internal development of  

a human individual from informational processing to dialogical interchange, 

Hermans was particularly inspired by the notion of the self, defined by Wil-

liam James in (Principles of Psychology 1890) and the concept of dialogism 

as well as the metaphor of polyphonic (i.e., multiple) voices proposed by 

Mikhail Mikhailovich Bakhtin, a Russian literary critic, in Problems of Dostoev-

sky’s Poetics (coming originally from the Russian text of 1929).2 As Hermans 

argues, whereas in James’s depiction, there are several characters (cf. also 

Hermans, 1996), which he sees as belonging to its Me dimension of the self, 

for example, “my wife and children, my ancestors and friends”, Bakhtin’s 

proposal to accept the idea of a “polyphonic novel” means that there are 

“several authors or thinkers, that is, characters […] put forward as inde-

pendent thinkers, each with his or her own view of the world.” In summariz-

ing words, he notices that what exist in a literary work “is a plurality of con-

sciousnesses and worlds instead of a multitude of characters and fates with-

in a unified objective world.” In developing his dialogical view of human 

mind, Hermans has borrowed from Bakhtin the conviction that the author 

of a novel may organize and contract in “a fully developed dialogue between 

two relatively independent parties […] temporally dispersed events […] into 

spatial oppositions that are simultaneously present.” What has appeared to 

————————— 
2 Regarding the criticism and interpretations of Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821–1881), see the first 

translation of 1963 original text collected and published in Russian: M. M. Bakhtin, Problems of 
Dostoevsky’s Poetics, translated by R. William Rotsel (1973, cf. also 1963; 1929) and the next one:  
M. M. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, edited and translated by Caryl Emerson, with an 
introduction by Wayne C. Booth, (1984, cf. also 1929). As Emerson writes in his Editor’s Preface on 
page xxix: “The text translated here (Problemy poetiki Dostoevskogo, Moscow, 1963) is the much-
expanded second edition of a book by Bakhtin which appeared more than thirty years earlier under 
the title Problems of Dostoevsky’s Art (Problemy tvorchestva Dostoevskogo, Leningrad, 1929).” 
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Herman as particularly productive for his theory is the idea that the “con-

struction of narratives in terms of a polyphony of spatial oppositions” in 

which “both interior and exterior dialogues” reveal “a multiplicity of per-

spectives” in terms of the “intersection, consonance, or interference of 

speeches” being present “in the overt dialog with the speeches in the heroes’ 

interior dialogs” that “are everywhere present” with reference to the “irre-

scindable multivoicedness and varivoicedness of the theme” (1996, 245). 

While it is true that Hermans has made his name famous with regard to 

the conception of the “dialogical self,” the question arises for the external 

observer of the distribution of scientific ideas how it could have occurred. 

Another question concerns the actual merit of the Dutch scholar himself. 

The answers may be found in the occurrence of parallel conceptions devel-

oped at the time when the dialogical view of interpersonal communication, 

and related theory of speech genres, represented by the followers of Mikhail 

Bakhtin (1986), was opposed to the monologist philosophy of language in 

which utterances of single performers were analyzed in the light of a prag-

matic theory of indirect and direct speech acts, initiated by John Langshaw 

Austin (1975) through How to Do Things with Words. 

 

 

5. CONSEQUENCES OF DIALOGISM FOR FURTHER STUDIES  

OF HUMAN COGNITION AND COMMUNICATION 

 

In the context of dialogicality of mind characterized in terms of polypho-

ny of voices accompanying the development of the individual as a social 

being through his or her participation in various environmental circles of 

culture and education, it seems essential to additionally postulate the appli-

cation of the perspectives of personal or social constructivism, and psycho-

physiological epistemologism (derived from the theory of knowledge or 

knowledge acquisition). What might be recommendable in the applicative 

domain of constructivism, following George Alexander Kelly (1955), is the 

acceptance of the assumption that subjectively perceived meanings of per-

sonal selves expressed in verbal forms may determine the character of their 

social behavior. The value of social constructivists, in turn, derived from the 

conceptions of Peter Ludwig Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1966), lies in 

the assumption that particular human individuals as organisms functioning 

with their environments shape, through interindividual communication, the 

reality of their life, the so-called human lifeworld, which is as such not iden-

tical with the real physical world. Combining both personal and social con-

structivism in one framework, radical scientific constructivists, as, inter 

alia, Ernst von Glasersfeld (1995), stress the role of cognizing selves who 

construe their scientific theories as models that are helpful in the apprehen-

sion of reality. By this, they mean that scientists as mind-dependent persons 



 Exposing the Dialogical Nature of the Linguistic Self … 135 

are only able to strive towards a subjective ordering of their experiential 

world while having no access to the objective world as far it exists beyond 

their ability of perception. 

As closely related to personal constructivism, one has to take into consid-

eration the perspective of experiential epistemologism assuming that every 

organism internalizes knowledge about the external reality in a subjectively 

differentiated way depending upon its physiological aptitudes and psycho-

logical capacity for cognition. Recalling here the viewpoint summarized and 

popularized in selected representative works of Alfred Korzybski (1933) and 

Gregory Bateson (1979), one can state that any epistemology is a personal 

thing; if there is a collective knowledge (or wisdom) than it results from in-

terpersonal communication. 

Finally, in reference to the dialogical structure of human consciousness, 

emerging and developing thanks to social interactions, the further studies 

on human communication from a cognitive perspective should expound on 

the ways and possibilities of understanding and interpreting verbal utter-

ances of communicating selves engaged in the roles of experiencers, inter-

locutors, observers and narrators. Their personal-subjective constructs are 

disseminated in the form of reported speech thus contributing to common 

understanding processes only as types of intersubjectively shared experienc-

es. What they mean is in fact not contained in words but rather determined 

by the distance between them as communication participants who talk oth-

erwise about themselves, about those with whom they communicate and 

about those about whom they communicate. It is their intentions which are 

attached to their utterances when they act according to their feelings and 

emotions, beliefs, attitudes, needs, and values in specific situational and 

social contexts. 
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EPISTEMOLOGY AS A SEMIOTIC CARTOGRAPHY  
OF HUMAN KNOWLEDGE AND COGNITION 

 

 

ABSTRACT  

 

The subject matter of this article constitutes the semiotic mapping of human 

of knowledge which results from cognition. Departing from the presentation of 

human subjects as world-model-builders, it places epistemology among the 

sciences of science and the sciences of man. As such the understanding of epis-

temology is referred either to a static state of knowledge or to a dynamic acquisi-

tion of knowledge by cognizing subjects. The point of arrival, in the conclusive 

part of a this article, constitutes the substantiation of the two understandings of 

epistemology, specified, firstly, as a set of investigative perspectives, which the 

subject of science has at his/her disposal as a knower on the metascientific level, 

or, secondly, as a psychophysiological endowment of a cognizing subject who 

possesses the ability of learning and/or knowing a certain kind of information 

about cognized reality.  

Keywords: cartography of ideas, epistemology, knowledge, cognition, se-

miotics. 

 
 

 
 

1. INTRODUCTORY REMARKS 

 

This paper elaborates the idea of epistemology as a semiotic mapping or 

modelling of objective knowledge about reality which constitutes the out-

come of subjective cognition. The paper is divided into three parts, devoted 

to the historical background of the study of knowledge, the presentation of 

(non)human subjects as semiotic world-vision modellers, and the place of 

epistemology among the sciences of science and the sciences of man. The 

first part departs from the statement that the notion of epistemology as  

a theory of knowledge or knowing has been referred, according to historio-

graphical testimony, either to a general state of knowledge or to specific 

consequences of cognizing and learning activities of the human subjects. In 

recalling their classical cradles, the author confronts the scientific inquiries 
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into the knowledge about physical appearances of accessible reality with  

the metaphysical reasoning about its inaccessible illusive existence. Accord-

ingly, he exposes a difference between the knowledge which is perceived 

objectively through material bearers and the knowledge which is assumed 

subjectively through metaphysical reasoning. On account of this distinction, 

the perceptual data as roots of experientially produced knowledge, being 

natural in origin, are counterpoised to the inferential constructs coming 

from communicational sources of apprehensively reproduced (artificial) 

knowledge, being artificially created. In the second consecutive part, a par-

ticular reference is made to modelling abilities of animals and humans in the 

extraorganismic perception and intraorganismic apprehension of their sur-

roundings. This part aims at confronting selected views developed in the 

philosophy of nature and culture on the subjective experience of reality, 

being interested how the semantic relationships of animals and humans to 

their existential universes are outlined in phenomenological approaches to 

individual experience which is consciously realized by senses in a subject-

oriented perspective. The point of arrival in the final part, being conclusive 

for the sake of a detailed substantiation of the purpose of this article, consti-

tutes the two understandings of epistemology specified, firstly, as a set of 

investigative perspectives, which the subjects of science have at their dis-

posal, on the level of the sciences of science or, secondly, as a psychical and 

physiological aptitude for cognizing and learning activities of a knowing 

subject who aims at achieving a certain kind of information about reality. 

Assuming that both the kinds of epistemology are related to the possession 

or acquisition of sign-mediated information about reality, in the static or 

dynamic sense, the paper ends with the postulate to regard knowledge and 

knowing in terms of a semiotic cartography of human cognition.  

 

 

2. HISTORICAL LAYERS IN THE STUDY OF EPISTEMOLOGY 

 

The origins of epistemology as a discipline should be searched for in the 

rise of the nineteenth theories of knowledge. One line of inquiry is to be 

tranced in the conception of knowledge coming from abstracting activities of 

cognizing subjects (Locke, 1975 (1690); Berkeley, 1734 [1710]; Ferrier, 1854; 

Bradley, 1897 [1893]; Mach, 1914; Whitehead, 1919; Berger, Luckmann, 

1966). Another line is noticeable in the successive borrowings of the famous 

statement “the map is not the territory” by scholars (Royce, 1900 [1889]; 

Korzybski, 1994 [1933]; as well as Bateson, 1987; 1979) who wrote mono-

graphs which made their names famous on the international scale.  
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2.1. Knowledge in the rationalist  

abstraction-related framework  

 

When speaking about generalizations of abstracted features as a source 

of knowledge, it seems important to recall the heritage of epistemology 

equated with a theory of cognition which relegates the knowledge about the 

being to metaphysics. As such, it is rooted in two beliefs from the end of the 

nineteenth century, namely, metaphysical epistemology and “scientificist” 

or scientific epistemology.  

The roots of the distinction between the knowledge in the materialist (ob-

jective realist) sense expressed in observable texts and the knowledge in the 

immaterialist (subjective idealist) sense formulated in inferable texts will be 

exposed on the basis of classical works by John Locke (An Essay Concern-

ing Human Understanding, 1690) and by George Berkeley (A Treatise Con-

cerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, 1710). Bearing this distinction 

in mind, it seems important to separately confront the perceptual data as 

roots of natural knowledge (while making reference, e.g., to Alfred North 

Whitehead’s. An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Natural Knowledge, 

1919) and the communicational sources of constructed knowledge, being 

artificially (on the basis of, inter alia, the work of Peter Ludwig Berger and 

Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality, 1966). The classical 

searches for the knowledge in the physical appearances of accessible reality 

or on metaphysical reasoning about its inaccessible illusive existence have 

found expressions towards the end of the nineteenth century in opposing 

metaphysical epistemology scientific (or “scientificist”) epistemology. Meta-

physical epistemology, in the appreciations of James Frederick Ferrier  

(Institutes of Metaphysic: The Theory of Knowing and Being, 1854), was  

a subject-oriented theory knowledge about the cognized things and states  

of affair based on the criterion of absolute truth. Perhaps, the best summary 

of scientific and metascientific interrelationships had been offered slightly 

earlier in Francis Herbert Bradley’s work (Appearance and Reality; A Met-

aphysical Essay, 1893, second revised edition with an appendix 1997). 

While scientific epistemology, considered as anti-metaphysical by St. George 

Jackson Mivart (The Groundwork of Science. A Study of Epistemology, 

1898), was associated with systematizing endeavours of scientists to achieve 

exhaustive knowledge about reality through sensorial observations and in-

tellectual inquiries. This kind of knowledge, which is declared to objectivize 

itself as a separate world of ideas made independent from cognizing subjects 

in social communication, according to Karl Popper’s conception (Objective 

Knowledge. An Evolutionary Approach, 1972) has been labelled evolution-

ary epistemology. 
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2.2. Fallacious knowledge of individual organisms  

in the light of empiriocriticism 

 

The subject-centred epistemology of organisms forming mental-sensorial 

consciousness in certain environments have been influenced by two philos-

ophers Ernst Mach and Jacques Loeb. The principal role in the formation of 

later propagated “fallacious epistemology” of human mind played two con-

tributions to the empiriocritical testing of sensory impressions of Ernst 

Mach, under one title Beiträge zur Analyse der Empfindungen (1886), and 

the treatise of Richard Avenarius on the critics of pure experience, Kritik der 

reinen Erfahrung (1888, 1890).  

While reading Mach (1914 [1897]), one could notice that the idea about 

the abstraction-oriented ability of humans which occurs in their perception, 

depending upon free will, was undoubtedly borrowed from him. According 

to Mach, man (under normal states of external conditions) is endowed with 

a gift to a self-governed and conscious determination of his own viewpoint 

(1914 [1897, 6]).  

As Mach noticed:  
 

“Man possesses in its highest form the power of consciously and arbitrarily 

determining his point of view. He can at time disregard the most salient fea-

tures of an object, and immediately thereafter give attention to its smallest 

details […], he can rise at will to the most general abstractions or bury himself 

in the minutest particulars. The animal possesses this capacity in a far less 

degree. It does not assume a point of view, but is usually forced to it” (Mach, 

1914, 6–7).  
 

However, “No point of view has absolute, permanent validity. Each has 

importance only for some given end” (Mach, 1914, 37). In the climate of 

opinions when Mach developed his ideas, there were two comparative works 

on the physiology of the brain and psychology published by Jacques Loeb 

under the common title Einleitung in die vergleichende Gehirnphysiologie 

und vergleichende Psychologie (1898) translated two years later as Com-

parative Physiology of the Brain and Comparative Psychology (1900).  

Being familiarized with Loeb’s title, Comparative Physiology of the 

Brain and Comparative Psychology, dedicated nota bene to Mach who es-

tablished as the first scholar, in the opinion of Loeb, the principles of “anti-

metaphysical epistemology,” one can encounter also the notion of “scientific 

epistemology” postulated by St. George Jackson Mivart in The Groundwork 

of Science. A Study of Epistemology (1898). Worth quoting is the statement 

of Loeb formulated in his “Preface” to Comparative Physiology of the Brain 

and Comparative Psychology: “Professor Ernst Mach, of Vienna, to whom 

this book is dedicated, was the first to establish the general principles of an 

antimetaphysical science” (Loeb, 1900, V–VI). 
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3. (NON)HUMAN SUBJECTS AS MEANING  

MODELLING ORGANISMS 

 

In the first part of this paper, the terms “Umwelt” introduced by Jakob 

von Uexküll (1864–1944), a Baltic German biologist and philosopher of na-

ture, and “Lebenswelt” put into the use by Edmund Husserl (1859–1938) 

are interpreted with regard to animal and human environments basing on 

their terminological applications and interpretation in existential phenome-

nology, philosophy of biology, and biological semiotics (for relevant details 

see (Wąsik, 2001; Sonesson, 2006), as well as, in relation to historical and 

typological outlines of the concept of meaning (Zlatev, 2007, 2009).  
 

3.1. Umwelt as a “subjective universe” and Umweltröhren  

as a sequence of environments  

 

The term “Umwelt” denoting the “surrounding world” derives its seman-

tic connotation from Jakob von Uexküll who has investigated how living 

organisms perceive their environment and how this perception determines 

their behavior. Pertaining to the subjective world of the organism, this term 

was coined by Uexküll in his book Umwelt und Innenwelt der Tiere in 1909. 

As Kalevi Kull remarked (1999b, 390), “in his article of 1907 he still uses the 

term ‘Milieu,’ as different from ‘Außenwelt’ ” (cf. Uexküll, 1907). Soon after-

wards in 1920 Uexküll’s framework was enriched with a new term Um-

weltröhre(n) “environmental pipe(s)” introduced in his Theoretical Biology 

(cf. Uexküll, 1926). Moreover, in the 2nd edition of Umwelt und Innenwelt 

der Tiere, a complementary term was added, namely, “Funktionskreis” 

(translated into English as “functional circle” or lately also as “functional 

cycle”), as a clue to the understanding of meaning in biological terms in the 

Umwelt of an organism (cf. Uexküll, 1921). Accordingly, metaphorically 

modelled as a “soap bubble,” Umwelt might be referred to a particular envi-

ronment of an animal acting at a given moment in a “functional circle” 

(Funktionskreis) of medium, food, enemy or sex (cf. Uexküll, 1982 [1940], 

59–60, especially 71), and Umweltröhren appear to be useful for showing  

a sequence of all environmental circles that the individual organism has to 

pass in a stroll throughout its whole life understood as a determined jour-

ney. This investigative method of pursuing and reconstructing the journey 

through invisible worlds is demonstrated in the works of Uexküll and Georg 

Kriszat (1992 [1934]) as well as in (Uexküll, 1936). 
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3.2. Lebenswelt as a conscious-existence mode in the universe  

of communication  
 

Another kind of subjective universe was proposed by Husserl under the 

label of Lebenswelt describing the pre-given world in which humans live. 

The spherical dimension of human surroundings is thus visible in Husserl’s 

definition provided in his lectures “Die Krisis der europäischen Wissen-

schaften und die transzendentale Phänomenologie. Eine Einleitung in die 

phänomenologische Philosophie,” held at Prague in 1935 and Vienna in 

1936, published for the first time in the German edition of 1957 and  

translated into English in 1970 as The Crisis of European Sciences and 

Transcendental Phenomenology: An Introduction to Phenomenological 

Philosophy):  
 

“In whatever way we may be conscious of the world as universal horizon, as 

coherent universe of existing objects, we, each ‘I-the-man’ and all of us 

together, belong to the world as living with one another in the world; and the 

world is our world, valid for our consciousness as existing precisely through 

this ‘living together’ ” (Husserl 1970 [1954], 108). 
 

In his manuscript of 1890 “Zur Logik der Zeichen (Semiotik)” [On the 

Logic of Signs (Semiotics)], Husserl (1970 [1890]) made some thoughts on 

the origins of sign-mediated behavior. His explanation may be summarized 

under four statements: Firstly, all animals react to phenomena as signs of 

existentially relevant objects or situations; secondly, when they are able to 

learn them then they usually chose causal or regular connections between 

some parts of situations as sign of the whole; thirdly, when communication 

occurs with the use of signs then it must be preceded by sign consciousness 

(Zeichenbewusstsein); and, finally, on further evolutionary steps, the users 

of signs must be aware of regular effects of their intended use(s).  

 

3.3. The reality of everyday life  

as a socially-created intersubjective world 
 

On the margin of the presentation of Husserl’s Lebenswelt, one should 

add that the term “life-world” used in mundane phenomenology as the 

translation from the German original was abandoned by representatives of 

social constructivism, Peter Ludwig Berger and Thomas Luckmann, in fa-

vour of the term “the reality of everyday life” (1966). Thus, Husserl’s idea of 

lifeworld has been rendered by Berger and Luckmann as a socially con-

structed world:  
 

“The reality of everyday life further presents itself to me as an intersubjective 

world, a world that I share with others. This intersubjectivity sharply 

differentiates everyday life from other realities of which I am conscious. I am 

alone in the world of my dreams, but I know that the world of everyday life is 
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a real to others as it is to myself. Indeed, I cannot exist in everyday life 

without continually interacting and communicating with others” (1966, 23). 
 

Following the conviction of social constructivists, society is the creator of 

knowledge, although it is the individual human being which as an organism 

experiences, de facto, the reality while receiving various kinds of infor-

mation from the environment. The stock of everyday knowledge is created 

due to social interactions; this knowledge is, as one can say after Berger and 

Luckmann (1966, 19–46), negotiated and approved by members of society. 

The individual can have access to the subjectivity of other individuals. 

Moreover, as Berger and Luckmann argued:  
 

“Human expressivity is capable of objectivation, that is, it manifests itself in 

products of human activity that are available both to their producers and to 

other men as elements of a common world. Such objectivations serve as more 

or less enduring indices of the subjective process of their producers, allowing 

their availability to extend beyond the face to-face situation in which they can 

be directly apprehended” (1966, 34). 
 

In the communication by voice, sound waves are objectivated as elements 

of common world:  
 

 “A special but crucially important case of objectivation is signification, that is, 

the human production of signs. A sign may be distinguished from other objec-

tivations by its explicit intention to serve as an index of subjective meanings. 

To be sure, all objectivations are susceptible of utilization as signs, even 

though they were not originally produced with this intention” (Berger, Luck-

man, 1966, 35). 
 

Thus, it is tangible that human expressivity manifests in products acces-

sible both to their creators and to other people: These real objects which are 

observable and which become symptoms of actions or their meaning-

bearers, Berger and Luckmann considered elements of the common world.  

 

3.4. Animal symbolicum on the evolutionary scale  

of communication systems 
 

While reading Husserl’s ideas pertaining to the awareness of signs, Ernst 

Cassirer created a phenomenology of symbolic forms (cf. 1955 [1923–1929]; 

1995). However, he had done it directly under the influence of his contem-

porary friend and scientific colleague Jakob von Uexküll. As Frederik Stjern-

felt pointed out when discussing the topic of simple animals and complex 

biology, Uexküll’s had a twofold influence on Cassirer’s philosophy. This 

influence was connected with the Umwelt conception and, following the 

account of Frederik Stjernfelt (2011), with the definition of man as a symbol-

ic animal.  
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Entering into the epistemology of biology, Cassirer poses a question: “Is 

it possible to make use of the scheme proposed by Uexküll for a description 

and characterization of the human world?”, and he answers: “Obviously this 

world forms no exception to those biological rules that govern the life of all 

the organisms. Yet, in the human world we find a new characteristic which 

appears to be the distinctive mark of human life […] a third link which we 

may describe as the symbolic system.” See Cassirer 1962 [1944], 24. As he 

explains furthermore:  
 

 “[M]an lives in a symbolic universe. Language, myth, art, and religion are parts 

of this universe […] Instead of dealing with the things themselves man is in  

a sense constantly conversing with himself. He has so enveloped himself in lin-

guistic forms, in artistic images, in mythical symbols or religious rites that he 

cannot see or know anything except by the interpretation of this artificial medi-

um. […] He lives rather in the midst of imaginary emotions, in hopes and fears, 

in illusions and disillusions, in his fantasies and dreams” (Cassirer 1962, 24).  
 

With regard to philosophical anthropology, Cassirer argued, basing on 

the research on the mentality of apes, that animal behavior includes only 

natural signals but not cultural symbols. Even when an animal is attributed 

to have a practical imagination and intelligence, it is only man who has pow-

er over of “a symbolic imagination and intelligence” (Cassirer 1962, 33). As 

he furthermore claimed, higher order apes may communicate symbolically 

under the specific conditions created by humans, and some birds are able to 

categorize different objects, to learn songs, while creating their varieties. 

However, at the same time a two or three year old child not only learns but 

also masters its own language. The range of symbolic forms and genres may 

include zoo-semiotic systems, but, on the other end of the evolutionary scale 

marking the first civilizations of humans, there is the development of math-

ematics and scientific knowledge. Mythical codes (belief systems, rituals, 

dances) could have existed before and at the same period that have wit-

nessed the growth of a full-fletched phonetic language.  

 

3.5. On three levels of modelling the mundane reality  

in the semiotics of nature and culture 
 

In conformity with Uexküll’s and Cassirer’s separation of animal and 

human universes based on the semiotic opposition between the signs of na-

ture and the symbols of culture while opposing to the distinction of primary 

and secondary modelling systems authored by Juri Lotman, Thomas A. 

Sebeok postulated to exhibit the existence of three levels of the modelling of 

reality, answering a question (posed at the Semiotic Society of America 

Meeting in 1987): “In what sense is language a ‘primary modelling system’?” 

(cf. Sebeok, 1991 [1988]).  
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In his theses on the place of art among other modelling systems, Lotman 

(2011 [1967], 250) describes the model as “an analogue of an object of per-

ception that substitutes it in the process of perception.” Accordingly, in his 

view: “Modelling activity is human activity in creating models. In order that 

the results of this activity could be taken as analogues of an object, they have 

to obey certain (intuitively or consciously established) rules of analogy and, 

therefore, be related to one modelling system or another” (2011, 250). Ac-

cordingly, “A modelling system is a structure of elements and rules of their 

combination, existing in a state of fixed analogy to the whole sphere of the 

object of perception, cognition, or organization. For this reason, a modelling 

system may be treated as a language” (Lotman, 2011, 250). 

Sebeok interprets, however, Lotman’s views in a different way. In his 

question, “In what sense is language a ‘primary modelling system’?”, he ba-

ses his modelling system theory on the discrimination between verbal and 

non-verbal communication systems. At the same time, he mentions that it is 

very likely that the Homo habilis had the capability of language without any 

verbal expression (Sebeok, 1991 [1988, 75]). What he observes, “Solely in the 

genus Homo have verbal signs emerged. To put it in another way, only hom-

inids possess two mutually sustaining repertoires of signs, the zoosemiotic 

non-verbal, plus, superimposed, the anthroposemiotic verbal” (Sebeok, 1991 

[1988], 55). According to Sebeok, what the Russo-Estonian semioticians call 

“primary,” i.e., the anthroposemiotic verbal, is “phylogenetically as well as 

ontogenetically secondary to the nonverbal; and, therefore, what they call 

‘secondary’ is actually a further, tertiary augmentation of the former” 

(Sebeok, 1991 [1988], 55). 

In his studies on the semiotic self under the title A Sign is Just a Sign, 

Sebeok (1991) postulates to exhibit three modelling systems of reality. Ac-

cordingly, following the semioticians of nature and culture, the primary 

modelling system (PMS) of reality is placed on the level of animals pos-

sessing the ego-quality which act through the mediation of effectors and 

receptors, i.e., on the level of indexical symptoms and appealing signals. The 

secondary model system (SMS) involves, in turn, the extralinguistic reality 

of everyday life construed by the use of verbal means of signification and 

communication, which occurs as such only in the realm of human organ-

isms. The tertiary modelling system (TMS), which includes the secondary 

one, is characterized as encompassing the whole semiosphere of language 

and culture and civilization where the representations of extrasemiotic reali-

ty are artificially created in accordance with axiological (value-and-good-

oriented) and praxeological (function-and-purpose-oriented) principles. 

Describing in terms of anthroposemiosis the triadic relationship between 

“developmental” stages of an individual organism, Sebeok and Marcel Dane-

si have recently maintained that (1) PMS is “the system that predisposes the 

human infant to engage in sense-based forms of modeling;” (2) SMS—“the 
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system that subsequently impels the child to engage in extensional and in-

dexical forms of modeling;” and (3) TMS—“the system that allows the ma-

turing child to engage in highly abstract (symbol-based) forms of modeling” 

(2000, 10). 

 

 

4. CONCEPTUAL INTERFACES BETWEEN METASCIENTIFIC  

AND PSYCHOPHYSIOLOGICAL EPISTEMOLOGY 

 

4.1. Ontological and gnoseological frames of reference  

in metascientific epistemology  
 

Epistemology is a theoretical discipline, inquiring what are the contents 

of the cognizing mind and what are the ways and limitations of the cognizing 

powers of man (cf. Wąsik, 2016, 56–57). It is thus a branch of philosophy 

interested in the nature and grounds of knowledge with regard to scopes and 

functional validity of investigative approaches used in particular scientific 

disciplines. The domain of epistemology embraces not only conceptual axi-

oms and hypotheses of a given type of science but also corresponding reflec-

tions upon operational methods and procedures. Consequently, (1) episte-

mology constitutes the highest level in the disciplinary matrix of metasci-

ence, i.e., succeeding (2) the object of study, (3) the description of its subject 

matter, and (4) the methodology determining its descriptive concepts. Its 

aim is a profound critique and verification of the methodological plane by 

testing its coherence and evaluating its adequacy in its relation to the de-

scriptive plane (cf. Wąsik, 2016, 56).  

The epistemological analysis of a given discipline consists in the exami-

nation of its ontological and gnoseological foundations to answer how far 

the commitment of scientists to their attendant views on their object of 

study corresponds to its investigative approachability. Hence, the study of 

epistemological positions of scientists is based on the conviction that the 

choice of a given investigative approach stipulates their outlook upon con-

ceptual and operational tools leading to the formulation of investigative 

postulates. On a metascientific level, the choice of an epistemological orien-

tation means the choice of an appropriate investigative perspective deter-

mined by both the accepted tasks of investigation and the nature of the in-

vestigated object (cf. Wąsik, 2016).  

The search for investigative perspectives, taking part in the specification 

of the subject matter of particular disciplines can start from the panorama of 

ontological beliefs, doctrines, and directions of scientific conduct. They are 

collected and defined in philosophical dictionaries or books on the episte-

mology of sciences under the names that refer to their notional contents, 

disciplinary provenance, authors and/or followers, etc. (cf. Wąsik, 2016, 58). 
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To appreciate the system of investigative perspectives characterizing par-

ticular branches of science, it is necessary to elaborate a typological matrix 

subsuming all actual and potential standpoints, doctrines, beliefs, or direc-

tives of study, and the like. In this system, the axis of time is unimportant. 

The only thing that might count would be a positive marker showing the 

occurrence of a given investigative perspective which has found its reflec-

tions in a given concept or a certain theory of the investigative object (cf. 

Wąsik, 2016, 62–64).  

 

4.2. “The map is not the territory”  

in the roots of psychophysiological epistemology 
 

Pursuing the development of psychophysiological ideas pertaining to 

man as a cognizing organism engaged in the acquisition of knowledge about 

reality it might be illustrative to check the road leading back from Gregory 

Bateson, over Alfred Korzybski to Josiah Royce. 

 

4.2.1. Josiah Royce on the idea of mapping the reality in relation  

to abstraction processes 
 

The idea of selective abstraction was exposed by Josiah Royce, in his 

work on The World and the Individual (1900 [1889]), through the idea 

about a mental mapping of an experienced reality in terms of correspond-

ence between and/or identity of represented objects, stating that: “In the 

very familiar case of a map, the parts of the map correspond to the parts of 

the object represented, in a manner determined by a particular system of 

projection or transformation of object into map” (Royce, 1900, 303).  

This identity, however, is doubtful, as far as “correspondence does not 

necessarily imply, just as it does not exclude, any such common characters 

in the two corresponding objects,” and one can therefore assume “that one 

of the two objects resembles the other in mere external appearance.” This 

identity results in the case of the situation where, as Royce states: “A photo-

graph looks like the man; a map may look, in outline, like the land mapped” 

(1900, 304). So far:  
 

“If our power to draw map contours were conceived as perfectly exact, the 

ideal map, made in accordance with a given system of projection, could be 

defined as involving absolutely the afore said one to one correspondence, 

point for point, of the surface mapped and the representation. And even if 

one conceived space or matter as made up of indivisible parts, still an ideally 

perfect map upon some scale could be conceived, if one supposed it made up 

of ultimate space units, or of the ultimate material corpuscles, so arranged as 

to correspond, one by one, to the ultimate parts that a perfect observation 

would then distinguish in the surface mapped” (Royce, 1900, 503).  
 



148 Zdzisław Wąsik 

 

In the review of his deliberations about an idea of absolute exactness in 

“the representation of one object by another,” Royce perceives “the problem 

of identity in diversity” while affirming, in the end, that: “For the map, in 

order to be complete, according to the rule given, will have to contain, as  

a part of itself, a representation of its own contour” (Royce, 1900, 504). 

 

4.2.2. “The map is not the territory”  

in Alfred Korzybski’s epistemology 

 

In Korzybski’s works, the investigative object of epistemology is a con-

scious organism integrated with its surrounding world through particular 

senses steered by nerve tissues from a central core in the brain. This organ-

ism functions as a result of adaptation to external physical factors and inter-

nal psychical impulses following certain patterns of behavior while forming 

itself through metabolism regulated by its biochemical constituents.  

Korzybski’s outlook on man as a cognizing organism is relevant for epis-

temology. The human being in comparison to the animal is characterized in 

this outlook through conscious participating in the processes of abstrac-

tions, accumulations of past experiences, imaginational binding of the past 

with the future, generational transmission of knowledge accumulated in 

language and culture, as well as multi-ordinal ascriptions of signification to 

hierarchically and contextually situated signifiers of reality (inter alia 

through terms, schemes, diagrams, models, or geographical maps, etc.).  

According to Korzybski, the basic content of knowledge is to be seen in 

the “structure of relationships.” As he maintains, the organism of a human 

being, coping with observed reality through perception, identifies only the 

form of objects which appears to be relevant for himself/herself from select-

ed points of view with regard to their multidimensional properties, without 

being able to reach the essence of things in themselves (being not cognized 

yet as experiential objects) so far as they do not appear on his senses (being 

apprehended as mental phenomena). 

In the sphere of contemplation about the role of abstraction and self-

reflectiveness, Korzybski has placed his famous dictum “The map is not the 

territory,” in the following way:  
 

“Two important characteristics of maps should be noticed. The map is not the 

territory it represents, but, if correct, it has a similar structure to the territory, 

which guarantees its usefulness. If the map could be ideally correct, it would 

include, in a reduced scale, the map of the map; the map of the map, of the 

map; and so on, endlessly. […] If we reflect upon our languages, we find that 

at best they must be considered only as maps. A word is not the object it 

represents; and languages exhibit also this peculiar self-reflexiveness, that we 

can analyse languages by linguistic means” (Korzybski, 1994 [1933], 58]). 
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Among relational properties of the human mind, the primary place occu-

pies, in Korzybski’s estimation, the metalinguistics reflexivity, relocating the 

consciousness of abstraction from the first order of effects “such as curiosity, 

attention, analysis, reasoning, choice, consideration, knowing, evaluation,” 

to the second order of effects where “curiosity of curiosity, attention of at-

tention, analysis of analysis, reasoning about reasoning, […] choice of choice 

[…] consideration of consideration […] knowing of knowing involves  

abstracting and structure, becomes ‘consciousness,’ at least in its limited 

aspect, taken as consciousness of abstracting; evaluation of evaluation be-

comes a theory of sanity” (Korzybski, 1994, 440).  

 

4.2.3. Gregory Bateson’s “the map is not the territory and the name  

is not the thing named”  
 

The subject matter of epistemology specified in Bateson’s Steps to an 

Ecology of Mind (1987, i.e., 1987 [1971], 1987 [1972], 1987 [1955]) and Mind 

and Nature (1979) is, in turn, an inquiry into the ways of how human organ-

isms arrive at their knowledge and what the limitations of their senses are in 

cognitive and communicational relationships with their environments. Be-

ing unified within a network of ecological conditionings, their (sometimes 

unconscious) convictions about the existence modes of their world is deter-

mined by the way of how they see it and how they function within it; and 

their perceptions of it, or their functioning within it, usually condition their 

convictions about its nature.  

 

4.2.3.1. The dependability of physiological and psychical endowments  

of human organisms in the acquisition of knowledge 
 

Epistemology takes into account those physiological and psychical condi-

tionings of individuals, which can also depart from commonly accepted 

norms. As such, epistemology, along with ontology, belongs to two kinds of 

problems, which philosophers, according to Bateson (1987 [1971], 319), de-

tach from each other while posing two kinds of questions. The first kind of 

such questions pertains to how the things are, what the given cognizing per-

son is, and what kind of actuality this world constitutes. The second kind 

includes queries about the nature and provenance of knowledge, i.e., how do 

people know anything, and, more exactly, how do they know what kind of 

world their reality is, as well as, what kind of beings the people are to know. 

In conformity with Bateson’s understanding, the natural history of the hu-

man organisms shows that ontology and epistemology cannot be separated 

from each other. 

In the glossary of human-centered epistemology, specified by Bateson in 

Mind and Nature (1979, 5), the question “how we can know anything?” 
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(1979, 4) belongs to elementary issues. Hence, he assumes that epistemology 

is: “A branch of science combined with a branch of philosophy. As science, 

epistemology is the study of how particular organisms or aggregates of or-

ganisms know, think, and decide. As philosophy, epistemology is the study 

of the necessary limits and other characteristics of the processes of knowing, 

thinking, and deciding” (Bateson, 1979, 228). 

Moreover, relevant is the relationship between knowledge and the acces-

sion of knowledge, what has been discussed in the previously published  

articles of Bateson on grace style and information in the primitive art (cf. 

Bateson 1987 [1972], 137–161). It is especially seen in his consequential in-

terpretation, where he notices, for example, “The word ‘know’ is not merely 

ambiguous in covering both connaître (to know through the senses, to rec-

ognize or perceive) and savoir (to know in the mind), but varies—actively 

shifts—in meaning for basic systemic reasons. That which we know through 

the senses can become knowledge in the mind” (Bateson, 1987 [1972], 143). 

At the same time, he stresses also the role of habit and adaptation: “The 

unconsciousness associated with habit is an economy both of thought and of 

consciousness; and the same is true of the inaccessibility of the processes of 

perception. The conscious organism does not require (for pragmatic pur-

poses) to know how it perceives— only to know what it perceives” (Bateson, 

1987 [1972], 146). 

Bateson shows in his 1950 studies how these discrepancies may be eluci-

dated when pertaining to the view of the world: (1) as the category of ob-

servables in opposition to mental phantasies, (2) as the social construct ac-

cording to which the interpretation of reality is determined by dissimilar 

viewpoints in different cultures, (3) as a set of personal knowledge about 

reality acquired through observation and formulated through mental propo-

sitions, (4) as the kind of living through and coping with the world of phe-

nomena on the basis of pleasure and gratification, (5) as a pre-given factual 

world based on communication in opposition to the artificially created mag-

ical world based on rituals (Bateson, 1951b, 239–242). 

 

4.2.3.2. The detachment of form from meaning in the individual  

and social interpretation of reality 

 

The basis for a solipsistic-collective epistemology of human beings con-

stitutes an assumption pertaining to the social nature of language, in which 

the meaning bearers belonging to a given language are detached form their 

referential meanings forming the domain of extralinguistic reality, governed 

by the principles: “the map is not the territory and the name is not the thing 

named” (Bateson, 1979, 28), and: “The name is not the thing named but is of 

different logical type, higher than that of the thing named” (Bateson, 1979, 

229). 
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An explicit allusion to Korzybski’s heritage is evident, firstly, in a hierar-

chical grasping of abstract levels, on which verbal communication occurs, of 

metalinguistic and meta-communicational kind (Bateson, 1987 [1955]), and 

secondly, in the detachment from what is treated as the thing in itself, exist-

ing independently of human cognition, from what is acknowledged as a cog-

nized thing playing a representational function: “The territory is Ding an 

sich and you can’t do anything with it. Always the process of representation 

will filter it out so that the mental world is only maps of maps of maps, ad 

infinitum.” (Bateson, 1987 [1966], 461), and linguistic utterances “the name 

is not the thing named, and the name of the name is not the name, and so 

on” (Bateson, 1987, 481).  

Discussing the case of map and territory on the basis of verbal communi-

cation, Bateson (1979) underlines that the “principle,” which has been 

“made famous by Alfred Korzybski,” has indeed “many levels.” As he main-

tains: “in a more abstract way, Korzybski’s statement asserts that in all 

thought or perception or communication about perception, there is a trans-

formation, coding, between the report and the thing reported, the Ding an 

sich.” In his opinion, “the relation between the report and that mysterious 

thing reported tends to have the nature of a classification, an assignment of 

the thing to a class. Naming is always classifying, and mapping is essentially 

the same as naming” (Bateson, 1979, 30).  

Korzybski’s attempt, according to Bateson, “to persuade people to disci-

pline their manner of thinking” in terms of the “distinction between the 

name and the thing named or the map and the territory” could not have any 

chance if one does not consider “the natural history of mental processes,” 

which come into being in dependence on the fact which brain hemispheres 

dominates (1979, 30). As he notices:  
 

“The symbolic and affective hemisphere, normally on the right-hand side, is 

probably unable to distinguish name from thing named. It is certainly not 

concerned with this sort of distinction. It therefore happens that certain 

nonrational types of behaviour are necessarily present in human life. […] 

Each hemisphere does, in fact, operate somewhat differently from the other, 

and we cannot get away from the tangles that that difference proposes” 

(Bateson, 1979, 30–31).  
 

Interesting enough is Bateson’s comment: “For example, with the domi-

nant hemisphere, we can regard such a thing as a flag as a sort of name of 

the country or organization that it represents. But the right hemisphere does 

not draw this distinction and regards the flag as sacramentally identical with 

what it represents” (1979, 31). Therefore:  
 

“If somebody steps on it, the response may be rage. And this rage will not be 

diminished by an explanation of map-territory relations. (After all, the man 

who tramples the flag is equally identifying it with that for which it stands.) 
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There will always and necessarily be a large number of situations in which the 

response is not guided by the logical distinction between the name and the 

thing named” (Bateson, 1979, 31). 
  

As Bateson assumes, when, for the neutrally minded the flag called “Old 

Glory” is only a representation of the United States, for other, who thinks 

emotionally, the flag can have a symbolic value pertaining to certain cultural 

values.  

 

4.2.3.3. Classificatory enumeration of Bateson’s understandings  

of epistemology 
 

For documenting the historical layers in Bateson’s statements about epis-

temology—as a way of acquiring information, exposing the unreliability of 

cognitive powers of human mind in the terms of epistemological errors  

and the solipsistic character of the epistemology of the human organism 

forming itself with the ecological surrounding, that is, the mind of the cog-

nizing individual as the epistemological subject attracting attention of re-

searchers being interested in the source of knowledge—it will be sufficient 

for the purpose of this paper to enumerate and discuss the issues found in 

his works. 

 (1) Epistemology is a set of theories about the nature of reality, in which 

humans live, and the theories on the subjective knowledge about the exist-

ence modes of this reality (Bateson, 1951a, 227). Such theories consisting in 

propositional judgements, expressed in a determined language, play a cer-

tain role in the life when their validity is the function of an individual’s belief 

in them (cf. Bateson, 1951a, 212).  

(2) The subject matter of epistemology is an inquiry into the ways of how 

human organisms arrive at knowledge, and the limitations of their senses in 

cognitive and communicational relationships with their environments. Be-

ing unified within a network of ecological conditionings, their (sometimes 

unconscious) convictions about the existence modes of their world is deter-

mined by the way of how they see it and how they function within it; and 

their perception of it, or their functioning within it, usually condition their 

convictions about its nature (cf. Bateson, 1987, 319).  

(3) Any epistemology resulting from cognition is a personal thing. There 

is no objective epistemology, as far as the knowledge acquired in the per-

sonal cognition is always subjective. It is only through the mediation of in-

terpersonal communication that this knowledge can have an intersubjective 

character. Since “All experience is subjective.” (1979, 31), therefore “episte-

mology is always and inevitably personal” (1979, 87–88). Following these 

paths of Bateson’s thought, human epistemology is formed on collective 

solipsistic constructivism approaching the surrounding world of everyday 

life through individual cognition and communication. In keeping with the 
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world constructed individually and socially, Bateson suggests an entirely 

new epistemology to be deduced from cybernetics and systems’ theory tak-

ing into account a new understanding of mind, self, interpersonal relations 

and power (1987, 315). 

(4) A base for a solipsistic-collective epistemology of human beings con-

stitutes the assumption pertaining to the social nature of language, in which 

the meaning bearers belonging to a given language are detached form refer-

ential meanings forming the domain of extralinguistic reality, governed by 

the principles that: “the map is not the territory and the name is not the 

thing named” (Bateson, 1979, 28) and that: “The name is not the thing 

named but is of different logical type, higher than that of the thing named” 

(Bateson, 1979, 229). 

(5) Epistemology pays attention to cognitive faculties of human minds to 

receive information in form of perceivable differences and consequently to 

the systematization of the world through comparisons of new objects follow-

ing the principle of similarity patterns. According to Bateson “perception 

operates only upon difference”, and consequently “all perception of differ-

ence is limited by threshold” (1979, 29).  

Exposing the idea of empirical or experimental epistemology, where 

knowledge about reality is based upon dissimilar perceptions, Bateson 

stresses that: “Differences that are too slight or too slowly presented are not 

perceivable”, and what persons may perceive, however, is “a function of the 

thresholds of” their “available means of perception” (1979, 29). 

(6) In the appreciation of truthfulness of psychophysiological epistemol-

ogy, knowledge achieved by the human organism is based on illusive princi-

ple of the infallibility of its senses. Accordingly, there is a stable need to re-

call the criteria of scientific research in permanent human strivings to cog-

nize the symptoms of truth in the reality of everyday life. The founding of 

knowledge on scientific criteria is faced with the inaccuracy of researcher’s 

perceptions.  

Being aware of the changeability of criteria determining what is scientific 

or unscientific and what has been investigated and what remains for further 

investigations, Bateson formulates in the end his confidence that “science 

like all other methods of perception, is limited in its ability to collect the 

outward and visible signs of whatever may be truth.” Therefore, he con-

cludes: “Science probes; it does not prove” (Bateson, 1979, 30). 
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5. CONSIDERING THE SEMIOTIC RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN  

“MAP AND TERRITORY” AS AN EPISTEMOLOGICAL 

CARTOGRAPHY OF HUMAN KNOWLEDGE AND COGNITION 

 

Merging the metaphorical matter “the map is not the territory” with the 

semiotic modelling of reality within the framework of epistemology related 

either to knowledge or knowing, this paper postulates to distinguish two 

understandings of epistemology. Epistemology, in the first “dispositional-

perspectivistic” understanding, defines knowledge as a set of investigative 

attitudes and/or investigative standpoints pertaining to the ways of how the 

investigated reality exists and what are the possibilities of its cognition. And 

the second understanding of epistemology refers to “cognitive-constructivists” 

apprehensions of reality through the acquisition of knowledge about its ob-

jects available through sensorial perception and mental reception.  

To recapitulate, it is assumed that both the indicated epistemologies, in 

the metascientific and the psychophysiological sense may be classified as  

a semiotic cartography of human knowledge and cognition, when the fa-

mous title of Francisco Javier Varela (García), “Whence perceptual mean-

ing? A cartography of current Ideas” (1981) is alluded.  
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Zakres tematyczny 
 

W czasopiśmie będzie prezentowana cała filozoficzna 

problematyka, która ma związki z nauką, a więc 
 

— problematyka filozoficzna asymilująca wyniki nauki jako 

przedmiot swych analiz, źródła informacji lub inspiracje;  
 

— epistemologia i metodologia;  
 

— dociekania nad filozofią projektowaną jako nauka;  
 

— rozważania nad relacjami pomiędzy nauką a światem 

życia, rzeczywistością społeczną i kulturą.  

 

Interdyscyplinarność 
 

Publikujemy także prace łączące wątki stricte filozoficzne 
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i płynność granic pomiędzy nauką i filozofią. 
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Nie wprowadzamy programowych metafilozoficznych 

ograniczeń. Czasopismo nie jest forum jednej tylko 

szkoły filozoficznej. Multiprogramowość jest 

promowana w czasopiśmie między innymi jako wyraz 

specyfiki obecnej filozofii. 
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