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Per Durst-Andersen* and Stine Evald Bentsen

The word revisited: Introducing the CogSens
Model to integrate semiotic, linguistic, and
psychological perspectives

https://doi.org/10.1515/sem-2019-0041

Abstract: The paper develops a new holistic theory of the word by integrating
semiotic, linguistic, and psychological perspectives and introduces the Cogitative-
Sensory Word Model, the CogSens Model, that unites the human mind and body.
Saussure’s two-sided sign is replaced by a Peirce-inspired three-sided conception
in which the expression unit mediates two content units, namely, an idea content
connected to the humanmind and an image content linked to the humanbody. It is
argued that it is the word that makes human language a unique tool of commu-
nication. Moreover, it is demonstrated how words interact with grammar to create
an utterance. Finally, it is suggested that speech perception, i.e., fission of idea and
image content, is the mirror image of speech production, i.e., fusion of idea and
image content.

Keywords: icon, index, and symbol, arbitrariness,motivatedness, and convention,
impotence, pluripotence, and omnipotence, dichotomy versus trichotomy, lexicon
and grammar, fusion and fission

1 The aim of the paper

Theword can be regarded as (1) a semiotic entity with emphasis on the relationship
between expression and content; (2) a lexical-semantic entity with the focus on the
content side; and (3) a psychological entity that – as part of an actualized utter-
ance– is transferred from themental universe of the speaker to themental universe
of the hearer with the subsequent neurophysiological effect inside the mind of the
hearer. Hitherto, the three perspectives have been employed separately and in
isolation from each other by different scholars with corresponding profiles. As a
result, semiotically oriented, semantically oriented and psychologically oriented
scholars have been concerned each with their own specific point of view and
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published their results in topic-specific journals with the consequence that very
little or no information has been exchanged across disciplinary borders. This
atomistic approach has provided great insights into each area, but since it would
appear that scholars have as yet not attempted to combine the three specific
approaches by employing a holistic view, the relationships between the three
parts, as well as the whole created by them, have been neglected. For some reason
the need for an external perspective with interdisciplinary links has been over-
looked. It is our aim to offer a holistic framework for describing the word in its
different contexts, a theory that explains both its function as an entity in a dic-
tionary and in an utterance, and to offer a model of the word that combines the
three perspectives, i.e., three models-in-one. We term it the CogSens Model
(the Cogitative Sensory Model for Words, see Figure 3). The brief history of each of
the three perspectiveswill be examined below in order for the reader to understand
the background against which our model has been developed. As a matter of
course, the examination will not be exhaustive or in any way detailed, since this
would take us far beyond our goal: to describe and explain the need for and the
advantages of a new understanding of the word and a newmultimodal model of it.

2 Background

2.1 The traditional view of language as a semiotic tool with
focus on the word

Saussure was the first to look at theword as a semiotic unit. He regarded theword as
a two-sided linguistic sign consisting of a sound-image (the expression of the sign)
and a concept (its content). The relationship between what he called signifiant, the
signifier, and signifié, the signified, was considered arbitrary and established by
convention (Saussure 1916: 66). Saussure’s dichotomic sign theory has been the
starting point for all existing theories and, hitherto, its basic assumptions have not
yet been challenged. Language is argued to consist of words or lexemes which are
traditionally called symbols (for Saussure’s theory, see Holdcroft 1991). Later Bühler
(1934) stated that what he called the far most important function of language,
i.e., the representative function (Darstellungsfunktion), was grounded in words as
well as sentences all being symbols (for Bühler’s theory, see Innis 2013 [1982];
Werner and Kaplan 2014 [1984]). Even Peirce who operates with a sophisticated
classification of signs stated that “every word is a symbol. Every utterance is a
symbol” Peirce 1931 (Peirce 1931–1966, Vol. 4. p. 447, hereafter CP 4.447).
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The Bühler-like view is found in Cognitive Linguistics in which it constitutes a
theory in itself that all linguistic entities, i.e., lexemes, grammemes, and senten-
ces, are symbols (Lakoff 1987; Langacker 1999, 2008; Talmy 2001). In the same
vein, other linguistic traditions regard words as symbols, but have very little to say
about the semiotic interaction of grammemes with lexemes during communica-
tion. This concerns all varieties of old structuralism (the Prague School, see
Jakobson 1971; the Copenhagen School, see Hjelmslev 1943; the Russian tradition,
see Serebrennikov 1973; the Tartu School, see Lucid 1977; and the American
structuralist tradition, see Bloomfield 1935; Hockett 1958). It is also true of the
different varieties of neostructuralism such as Transformational Grammar
(Chomsky 1957) and its various offshoots in the 1960s (e.g., Generative Semantics)
and 1970s (e.g., Space Grammar), Government and Binding and other formal
grammars (Chomsky 1981, 1986), and all varieties of Functional Grammar (Dik
1989; Givón 1979; Halliday 1975; Hengeveld 2004). However, there is one important
difference: the old structuralist tradition paid a lot of attention to the phonological
and morphological levels of language, while the new structuralist tradition chose
to concentrate their attention on syntax alone or its relations to semantics. In other
words, the interest went from the simple sign to the complex sign (Durst-Andersen
2008). Thus since the beginning of 1960s linguists have focused on Morris’s three
dimensions of semiosis, namely, syntax, semantics and pragmatics (Morris 1938).
However, the study of the complex sign itself and the interaction between the
complex and the simple signs, i.e., the semiosis process, has been ignored. In this
respect, Saussure’s well-known phrase that language is un système où tout se tient
(‘a system where everything holds together’) remained a programmatic idea that
was never carried out (for a discussion of the actual author of this phrase, see
Koerner 1996).

The conclusion is that Saussure’s dichotomic approach to the linguistic sign
and his concepts of arbitrariness and convention have been taken for granted.
Moreover, except for sporadic attempts to view various linguistic units as indexes
or icons (Andersen 1981; Contini-Morava et al. 2004; Jakobson 1962; Shapiro 1983,
2003; Tobin 1990), the general conception has been that human language differs
from other communication systems by having two articulations, i.e., words and
sentences (Martinet 1949), which are both symbols, i.e., arbitrary and conventional
signs. There are, however,many problemswith this view. Some of themore serious
ones are discussed below.

First of all, the word is defined completely intrinsically with no connections to
the language users and their interaction with the surrounding world (for a dis-
cussion of this, see Sun 2005; Taddeo and Floridi 2005; Vogt 2002). This might be
the reason why nobody ever attempted to employ a holistic approach to the word
integrating semiotic, linguistic and psychological perspectives. We adhere to the

The word revisited 3



principle of inclusion, which says that a research object should always be included
into the whole that it is part of. Since words are part of sentences and since
sentences are produced by human beings, any definition or model of the word
should take this into account.

Secondly, the failure to define the semiotic status and function of grammemes
makes it impossible to account for the hearer’s reception of words in an utterance
in communication. Moreover, when language is used in communication in a
certain setting and context, it makes no sense to argue that an utterance is a
complex symbol. A symbol, in the traditional understanding, is a static entity. It
does not move and cannot move by itself. All words are definitely symbols and
therefore have to be learnt by heart one by one by the child (Hoff 2009: 169; Kany
and Schöler 2014). Words have a life outside communication and are found in
actual and mental dictionaries, where they live a quiet life until somebody uses
them. Utterances cannot live a life outside communication (see Durst-Andersen
2008, 2009; Harris 2009). If an utterance were to be taken as a complex symbol
consisting of simple symbols, then a child would have to learn all possible utter-
ances by heart in order to be able to reproduce them later on in a specific
communication situation. This view contradicts common sense and undermines
what is traditionally referred to as the productivity of language – a distinctive
feature of human language (Martinet 1949): through grammar, a language may
express any old or new thought, and, other things being equal, all utterances can
be understood by hearers, if they have a sufficient vocabulary of the language in
question and master its grammar. Hearers need not have previously heard a spe-
cific utterance in order to understand that utterance or, as speakers, to produce it
(Hockett 1963; Jakobson 1971 [1968]; Lyons 1977: 76; for a general discussion, see
Baggio et al. 2012). In short, sentences cannot be symbols. Theymust be something
else in order to be able to account for the dynamicity of human communication and
for their ability to affect hearers (cf. the language functions proposed by Bühler
1934; Halliday 1975; Jakobson 1960). The only thing that makes sense is that an
utterance functions as a prime index which, at the same time, points to the situa-
tion referred to, the speaker and the hearer (Durst-Andersen 2011: 128–129; Durst-
Andersen and Cobley 2018).

In connection with the problems mentioned above, we pose the following
questions: Why are words arbitrary? Are arbitrariness and convention two sides of
the same coin? What is the function of words and grammemes in communication?
Andwhy does human language need two articulationswhen other communication
systems, for instance, gestures, do not? An attempt to answer these questions is a
prerequisite for being able to shed new light on the semiotic nature of language
and to understand how language is able to carry out its communicative function.
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2.2 Various approaches to the word as a lexical-semantic
entity

If we consider works in lexical semantics, we once again find the dichotomic
approach to words. This means that, in addition to the expression side, lexical
semanticists operate with a content side which is treated in various ways. In the
componential approach (see, for instance, Nida 1975), which is inspired by
Jakobson’s distinctive phonological features, the focus is on words belonging to
the same category or subcategory and how they can be differentiated semantically
from one another. Within relational semantics (Lyons 1963, 1977, 1981) the main
interests are synonymy, antonymy, hyponymy and hyperonymy. In neither of the
approaches is there any attempt to describe the entire lexical meaning of a single
word, because, as structuralists, they believe that the meaning of a word is
dependent on the subsystem of which it forms part (the so-called holistic view).

By contrast, in Wierzbicka’s lexical-semantic theory (Wierzbicka 1996) a
search for the exact meaning of a single word is pursued (the so-called localist
view). She applies paraphrases which only make use of words from the Natural
Semantic Metalanguage (NSM), a basic lexicon containing around 66 semantic
primes that are assumed to exist as ordinary words in any language of the world
and therefore considered to be universal. No doubt, the NSM approach has pro-
duced a lot of interesting results, but it can be criticized for not having an overall
paraphrase model with its own syntax. The result is that if one wants to use NSM,
the onlyway to learn it is by looking at earlier attempts, which are not at all uniform
(see Goddard and Ye 2016; Levisen 2012). Moreover, it becomes obvious from the
paraphrases of emotion words such as happy that they are treated as mental
reactions to feelings in the sense that the feeling of happiness itself is described in
conceptual terms, not in perceptual or sensory terms (seeWierzbicka 1997: 52). We
would argue that in the NSM approach both emotion and non-emotion words are
treated as ideas (thoughts), not as images (emotions). The same kind of approach is
found in the Meaning ↔ Text Model developed by Mel’chuk and Apresjan
(Mel’chuk 1999 [1974]; Apresjan 1995). Here we find a certain kind of structure, but
there is not a fixed mental lexicon. When reading the semantic explications of
specific words, one is left with the impression that everything that comes to the
researcher’s mind has been paraphrased, thus not drawing a sharp distinction
between the lexical-semanticmeaning of theword and the associations it evokes in
the mind of the researcher.

Pustejovsky’s Qualia Structure (Pustejovsky 1995) is an attempt within the
generative framework to structure lexical meaning in a more formal way through
four aspects of lexical meaning: (1) Formal (What x is), (2) Constitutive (What x is
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made of), (3) Telic (The function of x) and (4) Agentive (How x came into being).
These more or less correspond to Aristotle’s four causes. Despite the advantages it
has as part of an overall structure of a sentence involving semantic roles and
syntactic functions, it is obvious that this approach exclusively focuses on the
conceptual level of language. Thismeans that all human senses have been ignored
and words are thought of as being identical to concepts, i.e., what people know
about certain objects. The same view is particularly evident in Jackendoff’s Con-
ceptual Semantics, a modernized version of the componential analysis which has
been adapted to generative semantics. Theword is the expression unit, whereas its
content is equivalent to the corresponding concept in the humanmind (Jackendoff
1992). Such a view makes it extremely difficult to account for lexical-semantic
differences between languages which are due to culture.

A similar approach is found in Cognitive Semantics where the meaning of a
word corresponds with a concept in the human mind, albeit based on a personal
understanding. Both in the case of Prototype Theory (Rosch 1975) and Image
Schema Theory (Johnson 1987; Lakoff 1987) we find an initial grounding in human
senses, although almost exclusively focussing on the sense of vision. In short, the
prototypes and the image schemas are considered embodied prelinguistic struc-
tures based on human experience. Cognitive Linguistics should be credited for
assigning to the human body a crucial role, but it is problematic that the final
products arrived at by cognitive semanticists are conceptually based and
described as such. The consequence is that what could have been two types of
interrelated types of content, i.e., percepts (images) and concepts (ideas), have
been reduced to one type, named conceptualizations (for a detailed description of
the various theories, see Geeraerts 2010).

There can be no doubt that each of the approaches above has made a
considerable contribution to our understanding of the lexical semantics of words.
Nevertheless, we are still left with observations which, because of a lack of theo-
retical tools, cannot be described properly, nor explained in a natural and intui-
tively adequate way. This concerns, for instance, the following important
observationmade by Baron andHerslund (see Baron andHerslund 2005; Herslund
and Baron 2003).

Some languages, for instance, English, have a single name for the collective
concepts of “chairs” or “bowls” and the two so-called hypernymes are used for
specific varieties of chairs and bowls in specific communication situations. Other
languages, for instance French, more or less consistently lack names for collective
concepts and, instead, have different names for different chairs and bowls. They
have names for the hyponyms and use these when communicating (for experi-
mental evidence that documents the difference between hypernymes and hypo-
nyms, see Gerlach 2008, 2009). The existing theories can describe and explain the
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English naming strategy: different chairs are united in terms of serving a common
function (providing a seat for a person, usually with a back and four legs) and
different bowls are united in terms of serving a common function (providing a
container for various sorts of items). However, they have difficulty in describing
and explaining the naming strategies found in French. In French, artefacts, but not
nature facts, are named by means of hyponyms: chaise ‘dining chair’ and fauteuil
‘easy chair’ (and these are used to derive further subtypes of chairs that look like
‘dining chairs’ and ‘easy chairs’); and, for instance, saladier ‘salad bowl,’ sucrier
‘sugar bowl,’ and bol ‘(punch) bowl’ (and these are used to derive further subtypes
of bowls that look like ‘salad bowls,’ ‘sugar bowls’ and ‘(punch) bowls’).

Although we are here focussing on nouns, in this connection it seems
appropriate to mention verbal names. In Chinese, if a sentence denotes an action
(e.g., ‘Give sb. food’ or ‘Go to Paris’) it is not composed of one verb, because
Chinese is a languagewith so-called serial verb constructions.Can you giveme some
food? could correspond to the following Chinese utterance (Durst-Andersen and
Barratt 2019): ‘you go take bring come giveme food?.’ Chinese names every activity
involved almost as a photographic representation of eachmovement: the hearer is
asked by the speaker to leave him, take some food, returnwith it, and approach the
hearer so that the food goes from the hearer to the speaker (for further examples,
see Peyraube 2006). The problem is the same as above. In English the verb give
functions as a kind of collective concept that can be used about all varieties or
manifestations of what is considered to be ‘to give sth. to sb … ’ In Chinese, you
name the specific components of the situation involving giving. Again, previous
theories need not explain why English does it in the way described, because the
theories are constructed on the basis of the axiom that nouns and verbs name
collective concepts and are used for all their instantiations in reality. However,
they do not have the theoretical apparatus that can account for a fundamentally
different or alternative approach to lexicalization. In short, they are able to account
for idea-based lexicalization patterns, but not for image-based ones.

2.3 The approach to the word as a psychological entity

The modern neuropsychological approach goes back to Semon (1921), who
postulated that ensembles of neurons serve as memory traces (called mnemes) in
the brain. He termed these neurophysiological entities engrams. For many years it
was impossible to find evidence for the hypothesis (see, for instance, Dudai 2004;
Lashley 1950), but with modern experimental technology it has been shown both
in animals and human beings that engrams do indeed exist in the long-term
memory, but as a kind of mini networks consisting of neurons linked to one
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another by synapses (the latter was not part of Semon’s theory). It has further been
demonstrated that these engrams can be modified during learning (Josselyn 2010;
for the state of art and for further references and documentation, see Poo et al.
2016).

Because engrams are found in long-term memory, it goes without saying
that the stimuli that created an engram must have gone through different
stages corresponding to the three traditionally recognized kinds of memory,
i.e., sensory memory, working memory, and long-term memory, which together
form a three-staged memory model (Atkinson and Shiffrin 1968; Cowan 2008;
Schweppe and Rummer 2014). In other words, an external stimulus of some
type must have gone through (1) sensory memory, which forms a necessary
input to the human mind because without any input nothing can be stored; (2)
working memory, which forms the intake, i.e., the mental understanding of the
sensory-based input (cf. Johnson-Laird 1983) before it ended in (3) long-term
memory as the total outcome of the sensory input and the mental intake (cf.
Durst-Andersen 2012; Durst-Andersen and Cobley 2018). The total psychologi-
cal or mental outcome is exactly what from a neurophysiological point of view
is called an engram. The engram is thus a neurophysiological sign that consists
of three sides: (1) the sign itself, i.e., the expression unit that can be detected,
for instance, by fMRI technology, (2) the sensory input, and (3) the mental
intake. The engram incorporates two different kinds of psychological content, a
perceptually-based content linked to our bodies and a conceptually-based
content connected to our minds (they are traditionally named emotions and
thoughts in psychology, Nussbaum 2001; Solomon 2004). This processing is
extremely important for our understanding of the child’s gradual acquisition of
the lexical-semantic content of words, which in many ways is reminiscent of
Piaget’s three functions, i.e., identification, assimilation and accommodation
acquired in exactly that order (Piaget 1954; Piaget and Inhelder 1966). First, the
child acquires the content connected to sensory memory. This happens auto-
matically and the child needs no learning, only its senses. This type of content
is sufficient to effectively communicate with parents. Later in its cognitive
development the child acquires the necessary tools of the working memory in
order to really understand what it once only sensed. Finally, the word in long-
term memory can be said to incorporate the two contents mediated by the
expression unit. All this is summarized in Table 1, where all internal entities
presuppose external stimuli (see Table 1).

We thus stipulate that words must be stored in long-term memory in a place
traditionally called the mental lexicon. It is concluded that all words must reflect
these three stages of processing. Hence, the content of a word must possess two

8 P. Durst-Andersen and S. E. Bentsen



sides, namely, some image content caused by the input and some idea content
generated by the intake.

3 From Saussure to Peirce in a modified and
updated version

It is impossible to spot essential differences in categorization and naming between
languages and impossible to see the vast difference in scope between arbitrariness
and convention, if one takes the starting point in Saussure’s definition of the lin-
guistic symbol as two-sided, i.e., as consisting of an expression unit and a content
unit in which there is an arbitrary and conventional relationship between the two
sides (Saussure 1916). The reason is that Saussure had a dichotomic approach to
languagewhere everythingwas reduced to two things (also called binary thinking)
and that he operated only with one content unit. However, if one adopts Peirce’s
trichotomic view, a new world opens up, so to speak, and something that was
hidden is revealed. Moreover, things that were placed in the same category can
suddenly be seen as things in their own right.

Peirce was a semiotician and not a linguist (see, however, Jakobson 1977; Nöth
2002) and therefore saw everything in the world as signs (for an introduction to
Peirce as a semiotician, see Ransdell 1977; Short 2004). For Peirce any sign was a
three-sided phenomenon, namely, representamen, the sign itself, its object, and its
interpretant. The last two entities have in common that they both designate some
content and that they are linked together by representamen (for a detailed account
where the difference between immediate and dynamical is examined, see Durst-
Andersen 2009, 2011: 135–138). He distinguished three important sign types on the
basis of the relationship between representamen and its object: (1) icons where
there is a relationship of equality; (2) indexes where there is a relationship of
proximity; and (3) symbolswhere there is a relationship of arbitrariness. They also
enter into an order of presupposition with noticeable implications. Icons are

Table : Interdisciplinary connections.

Memory stages Mental
products

Psychological
entities

Our
terms

Piaget’s three
functions

Sensory memory Input Percept Image Identification
Working memory Intake Concept Idea Assimilation
Long-term
memory

Outcome Engram Word Accommodation
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Firstness, indexes are Secondness, and symbols are Thirdness. This means that a
symbol incorporates an index that incorporates an icon, but not the other way
round (Peirce 1953). Peirce was a phenomenologist in his point of departure, and
reality as such was not described, for instance, from the point of view of a posi-
tivist. He called reality zero-ness indicating that he was not interested in reality as
such (for an introduction to Peirce as a philosopher, see Parker 1997; Sheriff 1994).
Therefore, his (immediate) object cannot be taken to be a physical object in the
external world–which onemight be tempted to think on the basis of the triangle of
reference by Ogden and Richards (1989 [1923]) – but must be the corresponding
immediate and automatic reflex in human beings. The (immediate) interpretant,
on the other hand, is the understanding of this reflex. In Peirce’s view the object is
Firstness, the interpretant Secondness and the representamen, which mediates the
object and the interpretant is Thirdness. Since Peirce’s category of Firstness has to
do with experiences, his object is more or less similar to what we prefer to call
image, covering all experiences connected to the human senses, i.e., sight, hear-
ing, touch, taste and smell (for experimental evidence for visual images,
i.e., prototypicalized pictures in the child, see Krampen 1986, 1990; Ritchey 1980).
Since Peirce’s category of Secondness has to dowith the effect of the experiences in
the humanmind, his interpretant is directly related towhat we prefer to name idea,
involving the mental understanding of the experiences of the human body. Since
Peirce’s category of Thirdnessmediates Secondness and Firstness by viewing them
in totality from an external point of view, his representamen is similar to our
expression unit which is argued to mediate the idea side and the image side,
i.e., two different kinds of content (for a modification of this, see below; Durst-
Andersen 2009, 2011: 143–148). It is important to underline that Peirce’s
phenomenological approach implies a strong focus on the human body at the
expense of the human mind (see Violi 2008). In this respect, Peirce’s approach is
reminiscent of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology (see Merleau-Ponty 1945).

In short, a word is a symbol that incorporates an index that itself incorporates
an icon. It consists of an expression unit, some image content and some idea
content. Note that the word is not identical to the expression unit. The word is
made up of an expression unit and two content units. That is why the word is
Thirdness. The relationship between expression unit and image is Firstness, the
relationship between the expression unit and the idea is Secondness, and the
relationship between the expression unit, on the one hand, and image and idea, on
the other, is Thirdness. We argue that this relationship is carried by the word in its
totality, not by the expression unit as suggested by Peirce (see Figure 1).

The double nature of the content side of words explains in a natural way why
and how people can relate entities in external reality and in their minds to
linguistic entities, and vice versa. When receiving a visual picture of a certain

10 P. Durst-Andersen and S. E. Bentsen



physical entity, e.g., “book,” in a normal world anyone is able to describe it as
<an object consisting of bound pages with words written on them or pictures
drawn on them> and apply the right name, <book> – the linguistic equivalent to
the so-called transduction problem (Barsalou 1999). Similarly, if a person hears a
description of a physical entity s/he will be able to draw a picture of it and at the
same time name it – the linguistic equivalent to the so-called grounding problem
(cf. Harnad 1990; see also Vogt 2002). And last, but not least, when one hears a
word, one is able to draw a picture thatmatches its referent and give a description
of it. It is not possible to account for all this by using the traditional approach
which involves only an expression unit and a content unit. We explain all this by
arguing that a word carries three entities, i.e., an expression unit which is an
auditory schema that mediates two types of content, image and idea, or – in
psychological terms – percept and concept. For ease of reading, in the following
we shall use < > to denote the expression unit of aword, although, technically, the
right way would have been the following: <word> that evokes an auditory image
schema /word/ (with phonemes and their distinctive features).

4 Image and idea – The two content units of the
word

4.1 Preliminary remarks

As the discussion in the previous section showed, much may be gained by moving
from a Saussurean dichotomic approach to signs to a Peircean trichotomic view.
However, as suggested above, Peirce’s object-interpretant-representamen terms are
not considered themost suited ones for describing the linguistic sign (for a detailed
account of previous understandings of Peirce’s terms, see Durst-Andersen 2009).
Instead we consider the linguistic sign, the word as a whole, as consisting of an
expression unit, which would be similar to Peirce’s representamen, and two con-
tent units: an image-like content, similar to Peirce’s object, and an idea-like
content, which is similar to Peirce’s interpretant (see also Durst-Andersen 2011;
Durst-Andersen and Cobley 2018).

Figure 1: The word and Peirce’s categories
of mode of existence.
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The division of the semantic content into two separate, though nevertheless
interrelated types of content, assigns a new role to the expression unit. Whereas
the word itself incorporates three sides, namely, the expression, the image and the
idea, the expression unit, seen isolated, has two functions. On the one hand,
the expression unit of the word can be said to carry the two types of content. On the
other hand, the expression unit of the word can be said to mediate the two types of
content. This dynamic aspect becomes particularly evidentwhenwords are used in
communication (see Figure 2 where the CogSens Model appears in its schematic
form).

From the point of view of encoding, the speaker chooses the specific expres-
sion unit that is capable of making the right fusion (combination) of what s/he
experiences (its image content) and thinks (its idea content) about the object
denoted by the word. From the point of view of decoding the message containing
that expression unit, the hearer must make a fission (splitting up) in order to arrive
at the corresponding model of the speaker’s experiences (on the basis of its image
content) and thoughts (on the basis of its idea content). In other words, from a
purely linguistic perspective the word carries some content, but from a psycho-
logical point of view the wordmakes the humanmind and the human body a unity

Figure 2: Words in communication.
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bymediating idea and image. As should be evident from the bottomof Figure 2, it is
suggested that speech perception is the mirror image of speech production. That is
to say, every time the speaker utters an utterance, s/he actuallymakes a journey by
going forwards, and every time the hearer hears an utterance, s/he actually makes
the same journey but this time by going backwards. In this way, the speaker and
the hearer meet one another in communication (see Bentsen 2018).

4.2 Illustrating the constitutive parts of the image and the idea

The easiest way to illustrate the profound role of our senses in the make-up of the
content side of words is by looking at the way children acquire them (for an
overview, see Barrett 1996; Ebbesen and Olsen 2018; for experimental evidence for
iconicity and images with respect to the sense of vision, see Krampen 1986, 1990;
Ritchey 1980). Let us use <bread> in native British English as an illustrative
example.What exactly happenswhen the small child is first presentedwith a piece
of freshly baked bread and hears its mother say <bread>?

The child learns that its mother has given the name <bread> to the object
“bread.” In exactly the same context the child sees the piece of bread, smells it,
touches it, tastes it, weighs it, sizes it up with eyes and hands, feels its surface and
texture in the mouth, and feels it physically by playing with it. All these different
experiences are sensory impressions corresponding to concrete pictures received
by the child. This means that for the child there is an iconic relationship, i.e., a
relationship of equality, between the expression unit <bread> and the various
concrete pictures it has perceived of “bread” and stored afterwards. The child is
then presentedwith another piece of bread, this time a store-bought piece of bread,
similar but also somewhat different to the first. Again it hears its mother call it
<bread>. And once again the child uses all senses to receive various concrete
pictures that match that “bread.” Again, if presented with a piece of stale bread,
the child will hear that it is called <bread> and fit it into the images that correspond
with “bread.”Over time, this process repeats itself and the child slowly changes its
perception of <bread> as having an iconic relationship to the sensory experiences
evoked by “bread” to having an indexical relationship, i.e., a relationship of
proximity: <bread> is something that looks like, smells like, feels like, tastes like
the first piece of bread the child had and stored the experiences of. As the small
child’s world expands and it experiences many different varieties of “bread” in
different shapes and forms and in different places, it realizes that the relationship
between <bread> and the bundle of experiences received by the child from various
pieces of “bread” is completely arbitrary. In other words, the child has learnt that
the expression unit <bread> involves an image that lives its own life, also outside
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the child’s internal world, and is not identical to a specific picture of “bread,” but
may be used of any picture of “bread.”We admit that we have no way of knowing
how the visual, olfactory, gustatory, somatosensory, etc. images are represented in
the child, but since children at a young age are able to identify different pieces of
‘bread’ as <bread> and are able to differentiate between what is and what is not
<bread>, we stipulate that they exist and constitute the image side of the expres-
sion unit <bread>. At this stage of development, the child can easily communicate
with other people even though the idea side is missing.

Having created a generalized and abstract image, a percept, the child is ready
to learn the idea behind the word and connect it with its image. It goes without
saying that the child’s experiences of different kinds of bread has provoked pos-
itive or negative feelings in the child, but it is important to underline that these
feelings (which are found in Peirce’s interpretant) have nothing to do with the
meaning of the word <bread>, but have something substantially to do with the
child’s attitude towards different types of ‘bread.’Consequently, they have nothing
to do with the word as a linguistic sign. If they had, we could not speak of
convention. However, these feelings may appear as associations when the child is
facedwith words for different kinds of bread.When interacting with other children
and adults and when communicating with them, the child gradually learns the
idea behind the image. Unlike the acquisition of images, we stipulate that, other
things being equal, this process in the child is neither automatic, nor subcon-
scious, but dependent on its background and its context in the broadest sense of
the word.

We suggest that it is necessary to distinguish between three supercategories,
namely, naturefacts, artefacts and mentefacts, since a specific supercategory sets
the frame for the corresponding repertoire of descriptors, such as Category, Type,
Function, Form, Ingredients, Location, Goal, Instrument, etc. The idea is a
sequence of understandings of relationships of the word to other words, such as
which category it belongs to, which function it serves, how it is made, etc. In terms
of <bread> the idea could be described as follows: ‘Artefact, a kind of food, made
for human consumption, used separately or as part of a meal, in its basic form
made of liquid and flour, finally baked in an oven’ (see Figure 3).

This would constitute the structured idea behind the image of the word
<bread> or the concept behind the percept. From this it appears that the word is
neither identical to its image or percept, nor to its idea or concept. The word is
something beyond that. The word as such is external to its speakers and extrap-
olated from its physical and psychological context and precisely because of that, it
is a symbol that in combination with grammar can function as a means of
communication. The word’s corresponding unit in the human mind is the engram
(cf. Dudai 2004; Jocelyn 2010; Poo et al. 2016), not the concept, not the percept, but
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that mini-network that activates both the percept and the concept. In other words,
during communication the expression unit ends up functioning as a switch in the
hearer’s mind, which activates not only a generalized image and idea (in order to
identify what we are talking about), but also a succession of stored sensory pic-
tures in the hearer or the hearer’s model of them if stored in the speaker (see
below).

The distinction between image and idea makes it natural to consider what is
culturally determined and what can be taken as universally given. Since our
sensory impressions are formed in a cultural landscape, the suggested approach
also allows for the influence of culture in language. And since our generalizations
are formed on the basis of images, and not specific experiences, in a cognitive
landscape, the ideas must necessarily be formed against a universal cognitive
background in the shape of basic categories such as function, form, purpose,
place, time, etc. Let us take a short look at the relationship between language and
culture in relation to words.

Figure 3: The image and the idea of <bread> in the CogSense Model.
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4.3 The acquisition of words by children in various cultures

Since the image content of a word is deeply anchored in time, place and space, it
goes without saying that what we traditionally understand as culture, i.e., both the
material and immaterial aspects of it, plays a certain role, although the perceptual
apparatus of all human beings is universal. Consider, for example, a French child’s
acquisition of <pain> ‘bread.’ As with the British child, when the French child is
presented with a piece of “pain” and hears its mother call it <pain>, the child will
see it, smell it, feel it, play with it, etc. It will use all its senses and link “pain”with
this and only this kind of ‘pain’ with the expression <pain>. Since “pain” is very
different from “bread,” the sensory impressions which shape the concrete pictures
that come to form the basis of the generalized image of <pain>will also be different.
“Pain” looks, smells, feels, and tastes different from “bread,”whichmeans that the
stored sensory impressions triggered by the expression unit <pain> are not the
same as those triggered by the expression unit <bread>, even though one might
argue that the abstract and generalized idea content of the two names is the same
(see Figure 4 where the visual image stands for the specificity of <pain>).

Figure 4: The image and the idea of <pain> in the CogSens Model.
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The same applies to the German word <Brot> ‘bread’ and the Russian word
<xleb> ‘bread.’ Though the mental idea content may be very similar, the cultural
context surrounding the process of acquisition means that the sensory image con-
tent will be different. In other words, the visual images of <bread>, <pain>, <Brot>
and <xleb>, respectively, will be different, the way they smell, taste, and feel like in
themouth and in the hand will be different. If we argue that this type of content has
nothing to do with the linguistic content of words, we, at the same time, deprive
ourselves of the possibility of describing and explaining the communicative func-
tions of language (cf. Bühler 1934; Halliday 1975; Jakobson 1960).

4.4 Do all words have an image and an idea side?

The theory that a word consists of an expression, an image and an idea content
seems quite evident for artefacts encapsulated by the idea of bread, in which
sensory and cultural links are easily imaginable. The same goes for artefacts which
are typically culturally embedded, such as different kinds of food (sausages or cuts
of meat, cakes or sweets, stews, etc.) or different kinds of utilities (cutlery, vases,
cups, plates, etc.) or furniture. Nonetheless, the image-idea pairing and their
connection to body and mind is found with words of all kinds, including nature-
facts and mentefacts. For instance, <beach> share the same idea characteristics as
<plage> in French, <Strand> in German or <plazh> in Russian, i.e., ‘a plain location
where the sea meets the land which is suitable for human activities such as
swimming, playing and sunbathing.’However, if we look at them from the point of
view of image content, it is most likely that they differ from one another because
the words have been acquired in different surroundings, in different kinds of
temperatures, different kinds of smell, different kinds of sound, anddifferent kinds
of landscapes, where the position of the sun in the sky is different with the sub-
sequent effects it has on plants, appearances of colours, etc.

Along the same lines, an abstract notion such as the mentefact <fairness> may
seem to relate only to the idea content describing the prototypical dictionary-like
understanding of it. However, just as with artefacts and naturefacts, mentefacts
have an image side which consists of the generalized sensory image of the many
concrete sensory impressions of ‘fairness’ and ‘unfairness’ that a child has expe-
rienced and stored in its body when being faced with the word – first based on a
relationship of equality, then gradually elaborated into a relationship of index-
icality and finally into a symbolic relationship. The important point here is that
even for a word, which we consider a construct of the mind, our body stays con-
nected through our many experiences. Note that mentefacts such as ‘injustice,’
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‘problem’ or ‘conflict’ arefirst identified on the basis of feelings, i.e., they are bodily
identified, but only later understood.

In relation to emotion words one might be tempted to think that they only
involve an image, because they denote pure emotions. But they too create an idea
on the basis of an image. Let us take a specific example, this time an adjective,
namely, <ashamed> (see Figure 5). Because it is an adjective, we are dealing with a
quality that partly requires other types of descriptors than would a noun. And
because we are concerned with an emotion word, the descriptor for feelings has
several manifestations. As can be seen from Figure 5, <ashamed> denotes a com-
plex kind of feeling in the human body, i.e., feeling responsible, sick inside,
remorseful, unworthy and powerless, but it also denotes the idea of being guilty
(which may have a retroactive effect on the human body) and being publically
judged by other people and a wish that the action that somebody performed could
be undone. The concrete manifestations of each descriptor, for instance, Feeling,
are with Bally’s words called semantemes (Bally 1944: 287) which thus correspond
to minimal ideas and minimal images, i.e., the building blocks of the lexicon of a
language. Semantemes will turn into asserted mini propositions when the word

Figure 5: <Ashamed> in the CogSens Model.
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<ashamed> is part of an actualized utterance (see Figure 6). Thus when uttering <I
am ashamed of myself> the speaker asserts the following mini propositions which
are linked to the idea: ‘I know that I am guilty; I know that I performed an action
against the law of society; I wish the action undone.’Moreover, the speaker asserts
the following mini propositions which are connected to the image: I feel respon-
sible; I feel sick inside my body; I feel remorseful; I feel unworthy of my family; I
feel powerless’ (for experimental evidence, see Mosekjær 2016). As it appears from
Figure 6, these mini propositions are all understood by the hearer as being
asserted. This is partly the reason why a parent will be affected if her/his child
utters this utterance. The parent is capable of putting herself/himself in the child’s
place, because the parent has the same neurophysiological mini network attached
to <ashamed> as the child has. In other words, the CogSens Model makes it
possible to turn potential semantic content (semantemes) into a number of mini
propositions that are asserted to be true with respect to several kinds of internal
situations. In this way, the word model is directly applicable to explorations into
the semantics of a sentence. It is assumed that the mini propositions enter a
hierarchy that might involve logical concepts such as presupposition, logical
entailment or standard implicature.

The image-idea pairing seems to be so consistent that even personal names,
which are claimed to be without any content at all, may be associated with both an
image and an idea, which together yield a type of characterization. Potential

Figure 6: The actualization of <ashamed> in a specific communicative setting.
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examples with certain connotations are Wayne or Dwayne in British English. But,
in principle, all personal nouns can be used to provide a characterization, for
instance, She is a typical Mary or He is a typical John. In this type of utterance, the
speaker turns certain idea semantemes and certain image semantemes into
propositions that are asserted. In other languages we find other personal names
that have specific ideas and specific images attached to them, althoughwe are told
that they have no content at all. In principle, this is true, but the fact that some
personal names carry a specific idea and a specific image should be accounted for.
This is possible if we assume that the content side of a word prototypically is an
image-idea pair.

5 The notions of symbol, arbitrariness, and
convention revisited

5.1 Preliminary remarks

As mentioned above, the Saussurean sign conception including arbitrariness and
convention has been taken for granted with the predictable result that it has not
been questioned (see, however, Benveniste (1966: 47–48) who seems to replace
‘arbitrariness’ by ‘necessity’). Jakobson (1962, 1971 [1963], 1971 [1965], 1977) criti-
cized Saussure for considering language an arbitrary system, but all his counter-
examples are taken from grammar, which means that he did not provide answers
to the following questions:Why arewords arbitrary?What is the purpose of having
expression units that have nothing to do with their image content, for instance,
what they look like or how they taste or smell?What is the purpose of having a store
of arbitrary entities, i.e., pure symbols? (for the research history of arbitrariness,
see Liefschitz 2012). This, surprisingly enough, also concerns Jakobson himself,
who advocated a teleological approach to language and wanted to develop a
means-end model for language (Jakobson 1971 [1963]).

5.2 Discussing arbitrariness between expression and image –
Symbols versus gestures

While the lexicon of a language consists of lexemes that constitute an open class or
an additive system, its grammar consists of grammemes that constitute a closed
class or a structured system. The lexicon contains names for three different things:
(1) names for objects in the form of nouns; (2) names for situations in the form of
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verbs; and (3) names for qualities in the form of adjectives. Without a grammar, no
lexeme would be able to point outside itself – the collective name <book> will
create an image, but certainly not a specific picture of a particular book, and will,
simultaneously, create an idea, but certainly not concrete thoughts of a certain
book. The word itself is with Peirce’s own words impotent (CP 3.419). However, the
abstract capacity of <book> enables it to refer to any book in the past, present and
future, be it in a realworld or in an imaginedworld.We call this specific andunique
capacity of all words in a lexicon their omnipotence. All lexemes possess this
capacity simply because they are symbols where there is an arbitrary relationship
between the expression unit and its image content. Let us illustrate this by the
following example (Durst-Andersen 2011: 145–147).

The word <morning> can be used about any morning in the past, present and
the future– there are no limitations at all. In the sameway,Morning! can apply as a
greeting every morning and among most people in an English-speaking commu-
nity. If we look at the corresponding non-verbal greetings such as kissing,
embracing, handshaking, nodding one’s head and waving one’s hand (all func-
tioning as so-called emblems or intentional gestures (Kendon 1995, 2014; McNeill
1992), none of themwould possess the sameuniversal character or omnipotence as
the verbal greeting, because – and this is crucial – they are all indexes and icons.
They are not arbitrary signs like words. Words are impotent by themselves and
therefore need a grammar. Gestures are potent by themselves and therefore do not
need a grammar. Whereas words are omnipotent, gestures completely lack this
feature and tend to be pluripotent, i.e., they apply in specified situations, but not in
all situations.

In a non-verbal greeting situation, all greeting-like gestures can be said to
involve two types of content (Jensen 1999). First, they involve the symptom ‘I hereby
show you my respect’ as well as the signal ‘I want your reaction to that’ – shown by
the gesture itself and its pointing forwards and backwards at the same time. Sec-
ondly, they all involve ‘Wehereby confirm ourmutual relationship (again)’which is
the result of the receiver’s reaction to the sender’s message. The point is, however,
that although all people can say Morning! to their partner, to their friend, to their
colleague, to a person they pass every day in the underground and to a total stranger
whom they see for the first time in their office, people cannot use any of the non-
verbal greetings in all the above-mentioned situations. They cannot give a good
morning kiss to a personwho is a complete stranger, or a good-morningnodwith the
head to their wife, or give a good-morning handshake to the person they pass every
day in the underground. Each of the non-verbal greetings is limited in use, because
they are non-arbitrary: there is a diagrammatic, i.e., a kind of iconic relationship,
between the signifier and the signified. The physical distance between the sender
and the receiver reflects the intimacy or the depth of their mutual relationship. In
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other words, if their relationship is intimate or deep, they will, other things being
equal, use a gesture with no distance; if their relationship is non-intimate or non-
deep, they will use a gesture with some distance. The point is that because of that
none of the gestures can be said to be omnipotent in the same way as the verbal
greeting. The iconic elements make them speak with a specific voice, and the
indexical elements make them goal-directed and dynamic. It is not possible to
separate the code/grammar from the actual signs used. The code is an inherent part
of the emblems themselves, because they are inherently indexical and iconic,
although they can be said to have a symbolicmeaning as well. They are pluripotent,
but not omnipotent. All this also concerns other non-verbal communication sys-
tems. In short, the omnipotence of words is a defining and distinctive feature of
human language without which language could not be used as a global means of
communication. The omnipotence of words is a result of their arbitrariness.

The arbitrariness of words is therefore a must for a communication device that
is used globally. According to Martinet (1949), it is exactly the internal make-up of
words in the second articulation system of language that makes the linguistic sign
arbitrary and guarantees the economy of language. However, an arbitrary sign,
i.e., a symbol, is static in itself, helpless and powerless in a communication situ-
ation that is dynamic per se. Therefore, a symbol needs a vehicle, i.e., a grammar,
that can lead it to the proper place. This is why grammemes cannot be symbols too.
If they were, they could not help words to become dynamic and goal-directed and,
for instance, create an effect inside the body and mind of the hearer. If one looks
into a dictionary and sees <fool> or <idiot>, nobody will be offended, angry or sad,
but if they are used in utterances (e.g., You are a fool or You are an idiot), the hearer
may be offended, angry or sad or feel sorry for the speaker speaking as s/he does. In
short, grammemesmust be indexes that point to something and create an effect on
the hearer which stands in an iconic relationship with a specific feeling in the body
of the hearer.

It is interesting to note that Peirce himself states that icons belong to the past,
indexes to the present and symbols to the potential future (CP 4.448). This explains
in a precisewaywhy icons (i.e., the visual, gustatory, olfactory and somatosensory
experiences of an object) must be stored in the body of the human being and
therefore must belong to the past. It explains why symbols are omnipotent
and always ready to be used in any kind of future communication situation and
therefore belong to the potential future. And it explains why indexes (grammemes)
are used in a specific communication situation to bring symbols to life via the
already embodied icons.

We conclude that the reason for the arbitrariness of words is that it allows a
word to be omnipotent, i.e., able to refer to any object denoted by the word. The
result of the word being omnipotent is its loss of dynamicity and its capacity to
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serve as a communication tool by itself. In that respect, the word is impotent and
omnipotent at the same time.

5.3 Discussing motivatedness between expression and idea

Saussure uses the termmotivated in his book (Saussure 1916: 131). He applies it to
onomatopoetic words (Saussure 1916: 69–71), i.e., expression units that acousti-
cally resemble the sound of their denoted object whereby the relationship between
the signifier and signified cannot be claimed to be arbitrary, but is clearly moti-
vated. But he also applies it to certain compounds such as dix-neuf, i.e., ‘19’ in
French, where he sees some motivatedness. The problem is, however, that he sees
arbitrariness andmotivatedness as a continuum, whichmeans that if something is
motivated, then it loses someof its arbitrariness and vice versa. This is inevitably so
because his dichotomic sign model has only room for one relationship, i.e., the
relationship between the signifier and the signified. We will extend the term to
cover, at least, compound nouns (for an even broader approach, see Kowalewski
2015, 2017). Although we argue that arbitrariness exists between the expression
unit and its image content, we will also argue that this need not be the case
between the expressionunit and its idea content. Admittedly, it is impossible to see
any trace of this relationship if we are dealing with non-compound nouns such as
<golf>, <course>, <rice>, <pudding>, <water>, <tank>, <table> or <control>. It is only
in connectionwith compound nouns such as <golf course>, <rice pudding>, <water
tank>, <dining table> and <remote control> that the traces of the idea content
become transparent (Schäfer 2018; see Table 2).

If we look at Table 2, which in a structured way represents the idea content of
<golf course> for lay people, it does not seem to be completely accidental that “golf

Table : The idea content of <golf course>.

Supercategory Artefact

Category Place for rule-based activity
Function Sport activity for human beings
Location Open ground
Instrument Club
Patient Small white ball
Goal  holes placed in different locations in a certain order
Purpose Make the ball roll in hole on location b, b… b by hitting it from location a,

a… a and all necessary locations between a, a… a and b, b… b
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course” was given the name <golf course>. <Golf course> appears to be a combi-
nation of three descriptors, namely Category, Function, and Goal – or, in other
words, the specific Place is named through Category and Goal (in bold-faced type
in the table). Since both <golf> and <course> point to the Function and Goal, and
since the two parts together tell a complete story, it is impossible to claim that the
relationship between the expression unit and the idea content is arbitrary. Both
from the point of view of the idea content of <golf course> and of the lexicalization
patterns of English we are talking about the relationship ofmotivatedness (see also
Panther 2013). All compound nouns tell a fragmented story, but the fragments are
enough to lead the members of the English speech community to the right object.
‘Rice pudding’ is called <rice pudding> in English to tell the story that this specific
type of pudding is made of rice. ‘Water tank’ is called <water tank> to tell the story
that this specific type of tank contains water. ‘Dining table’ is called <dining table>
to tell the story that this specific type of table is used when dining. And ‘remote
control’ is called <remote control> because this type of device is used to control
something from a remote place. All these compound words need not be acquired
and learnt by heart by people in order to understand them and be able to refer to
their denoted objects (formore examples of transparent compounds in English, see
Schäfer 2018). We admit that not all compounds tell a comprehensible fragmented
story, but many do having learnt how to read them, i.e., as indexical signs. For
instance, <Germanmeasles> seem to be completely arbitrary, but knowing that it is
a name for a disease that has a certain naming standard, one is able to read it as ‘a
certain type of disease that looks likemeasles andwas discovered by a doctor from
Germany.’

5.4 Discussing convention between expression and the image
and idea content

We believe that arbitrariness and convention should be kept strictly separate,
which has not been the case so far. In any textbook of linguistics and semiotics it is
possible to read that the relationship between the signifier and the signified is
arbitrary and conventional. The important conventional side or rule-bound aspect
of language should be understood in a far broader sense than arbitrariness, since it
concerns not two sides, but all three sides of the word. The fact that specific
expression units are linked to specific images as well as specific ideas in a specific
language community is due to convention. The conventional relationship concerns
the entire word, not two parts, but all three of its parts (see Figure 7). When it is
stated thatmembers of a speech community share a common lexicon, itmeans that
they share identical engrams: the use of a word in a communication situation
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presses identical buttons in the mind of human beings and in this way the same
neurophysiological mini network is automatically activated, which ensures effi-
cient communication between speaker and hearer. That members of the same
speech community, other things being equal, have almost identical mini networks
is crucial, because it directly refers to the so-called binding effect of language: not
only does it bind participants in a communication situation, but it also binds the
members of a society speaking the same language. This is not, of course, tanta-
mount to saying that language itself cannot be distance-creating (Luhmann 1995)
or conflict-creating (Habermas 2012).

6 The interaction of words and grammemes in
communication

As stated earlier, Peirce considered icons to be Firstness, indexes Secondness and
symbols Thirdness. This means that a symbol presupposes an index and that an
index presupposes an icon. In other words, any sign symbol is based on an index
and this index is based on an icon. We tried to demonstrate what this means when
we examined the English child’s acquisition of <bread> (Section 4.2). This story
stays hidden in the body of each person and is only actualized when the word is
used in an utterance. The meaning of a word is linked to the symbol, but due to its
hierarchical structure the indexical and iconic components are onlyfilled in during
communication – by the speaker during speech production and by the hearer
during speech perception. The hierarchical semiotic structure of any word can be
illustrated in the following way (see Figure 8).

Our point is that any symbol must possess the inherent properties of an index
and an icon, not only in order to be learnt by the child, but also to be understood
properly during communication. The journey from being an icon to becoming a
symbol is a kind of extrapolation. Although, for instance, theword <kiss> leaves the
child’s body by becoming a symbol, it nevertheless remains in the child’s body in

Figure 7: The three kinds of relationship of
the word.

Figure 8: The inherent properties of a symbol.
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the form of iconic pictures with indexical ties. One could argue that Thirdness
covers something general, which at any moment in time can be repeated as
something concrete or, as Peirce would put it, as a replica of the symbol (see Durst-
Andersen 2011: 160–161).

Let us use <kiss> in a specific utterance. Wemust attach the grammemes the or
a to the noun <kiss> to be able to talk about a specific kiss in a concrete situation. If
somebody says to his wife: <A kiss from you would make me happy>, the speaker
takes his starting point in an experience of his wife kissing him in an imagined
world and by using the indefinite article the speaker shows her that he is talking
about a ‘kiss’ that she has no experience of. In other words, the symbol <kiss> is
actualized in the speaker’s mind in a particular place, and that particular place
forms the starting point of its semiotic direction towards its goal, a potential place
in the mind of his wife. The goal is achieved, because the wife creates a similar
‘kiss’ in her imagined world that is related to how she normally kisses her husband
to make him happy.

Let us now look at Figure 9 and consider what happens if the speaker says to
his wife: <The kiss from youmade me happy>. The speaker takes his starting point
in an experience of his wife kissing him in a real world, and by using the definite

Figure 9: Communication, actualization and understanding.
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article the speaker shows her that he is talking about a ‘kiss’ that she has an
experience of too. In other words, the symbol <kiss> is actualized in the speaker’s
mind in a particular place, and this particular place forms the starting point of its
semiotic direction towards its goal, a specific place in themind of thewife. The goal
is achieved, because there is a similar experience in her mind. In that way it turns
out that when the word is used in an utterance, it leaves the body of the speaker
carrying its indexical and iconic elements. By using a concrete grammeme,
i.e., <the kiss>, in the utterance, theword points to the hearer’smind and the hearer
automatically finds her own stored memory of the ‘kiss’ referred to, which is an
icon of the real ‘kiss.’

In other words, we see a kind of repetition or recapitulation: the inherent
properties of a symbol are repeated as external functions of the grammeme, but in
the order of amirror image –what was exteriorized from the human bodywhen the
word became a symbol is – to use Vygotsky’s words (Vygotsky 1962) – interiorized
in the human body, when the word is actualized in an utterance (see Figure 10).

The result iswhatwe call communication: the speaker and the hearermeet one
another in an iconic relationship. This means that the indexical and iconic roles of
grammar are necessary for language to function as ameans of communication. The
fact that any symbol needs a vehicle (an indexical sign) to point to the semiotic
direction taken by the symbol, and the fact that any symbol carried from a starting
point in a particular direction needs an indication of whether or not there is a
counterpart in the hearer’s mind, is not a coincidence – it tells the hearer what to
do. This vehicle, grammar, is necessary because symbols, words, are extrapola-
tions of something concrete or an abstraction whereby the symbol loses all its ties
to concrete objects or situation-bound elements. In order to be omnipotent,
nothing in its expressionmust be bound to, or completelymirror, its original basis.
The omnipotence makes word a potential powerful and global communication
tool. In order to function in communication, however, the word has to be taken out
of its isolated and abstract world and be brought back to ‘real life.’ This restoration
process is handled by grammar. In short, a child learns the meaning of a name on
the basis of iconic and indexical elements, but the properties are extrapolated from
a concrete world to any possible world by which the name becomes a symbol.

Figure 10: The semiotics of the actualized
word.
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These properties are repeated as external functions in grammar in order to make
the static symbol dynamic, i.e. goal-directed, and in order to give the voiceless and
mute symbol a voice with specific information, enabling it to reach its ultimate
goal: establish mutual understanding.

Since, for instance, English is used as a lingua franca in the ordinaryworld and
in the businessworld by people having acquired it either as theirmother tongue, as
a second language, or as a foreign language, it goes without saying that mutual
understanding is a relative notion in this context. If the speaker and the hearer
have English as their first language and are brought up in the same environment,
we will be dealing with full understanding or something close to that. However, if
the speaker and the hearer do not have English as their mother tongue, and,
moreover, have different mother tongues, but use English as a lingua franca, then
we are not necessarily dealing with full understanding but, probably, with a
certain degree of comprehension. Full understanding between two interlocutors
presupposes that the same engrams in their body are pressed by the same words
and that the grammemes activate exactly the same semiosis process. In short, full
understanding presupposes identical lexicon and identical grammar. If neither the
lexicon nor the grammar are in the blood of the communicating persons, there will
be many potential stumbling blocks for achieving actual mutual understanding
(Bentsen 2018).

7 Conclusion

Wehave just described themain components of a new theory of theword seen both
as a dictionary unit, which is the traditional view, and as part of an actualized
utterance, which is new. The theory was formed by applying a holistic view to the
word integrating semiotic, linguistic and psychological perspectives. Saussure’s
two-sided sign model was replaced by Peirce’s three-sided sign model having one
expression unit and two content units, called object and interpretant, respectively.
Since Peirce developed his termswithout being able to anchor them in psychology,
which only became a scientific discipline at the time of his death, and since his
(internal) object is easily confused with (external) “object” (which would go
directly against his phenomenological approach to reality), we have replaced
object with image, i.e., some bodily anchored content, and interpretant with idea,
i.e., the subsequent effect of the image created by human beings in their mind. The
new terminology allowed us to analyse the word not only from a semiotic and a
psychological perspective, but also from a purely linguistic perspective. Thus our
proposed CogSens Model actually represents three models-in-one (see Figure 11).
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First, it is a semiotic model that shows that the expression unit mediates the
image and the idea content, making the word a symbol with three distinct types of
relationship: (1) an arbitrary relationship between the expression unit and the
image part; (2) a potentially motivated relationship between the expression unit
and the idea part; and (3) a conventional relationship that covers all three parts of
the symbol (see Figure 11). In other words, whereas the two-sided sign conception
allows for only one type of relationship, the three-sided sign conception allows for
three types of relationship. Behind the image and the idea, however, we may also
find the learnt indexes and behind them we also find the icons stored on the basis
of specific past experiences. This is the case because any symbol presupposes an
index that itself presupposes an icon. This hidden hierarchy explains how theword
as a symbol is extrapolated from the human body and subsequently lives its own
life without losing its ties to the human body. But it also explains how it is possible
for the actualized word to get access to the hearer’s body. It is thanks to Peirce that
we are able to understand that the word lives in a potential world that can be
actualized in any utterance. However, he was not able to explain exactly how this
takes place because he was not concerned with grammar at all. We argue that the
inherent semiotic properties of theword, i.e., icon→ index→ symbol, are repeated
as external functions of the grammeme, i.e., symbol→ index→ icon, thus making
the semiotic process of the grammeme amirror image of the semiotic process of the
word. In short, everybody knows that behind a present signal onewill alwaysfind a
past symptom. We would argue that studying communication without applying
semiotics would be a futile exercise (cf. Durst-Andersen and Cobley 2018).

Secondly, the CogSens Model is a lexical-semantic model of words that clearly
demonstrates the various descriptors of the idea and the image in a hierarchical
and structured way (see Figure 11). As demonstrated, the semantemes of the

Figure 11: The CogSens Model as three models-in-one.
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various descriptors of the word turn into asserted mini propositions in an actual-
ized utterance. In this way, the word model is directly applicable to explorations
into the semantics of a sentence. Our view challenges the traditional view in formal
semantics in which a proposition such as <I am ashamed of myself> is true with
respect to an internal situation in which ‘I am ashamed of myself.’ From our point
of view, the correspondence between a statement and the situation referred tomay
be a far more complicated matter.

Thirdly, the CogSens Model (see Figure 11) is a psychological model that links
the bodily anchored experiences to the thoughts created in the mind via the
expression unit thus matching the neurophysiological engram that creates a mini
network in human beings when the right button is pressed.

This combined semiotic, lexical-semantic and psychological model of the
word makes it possible to describe and explain how a single expression unit can
carry such complex content as a lexical unit and evoke an entire neurophysio-
logical network in the hearer as part of an utterance – as if an uttered word
automatically and subconsciously presses a single button that immediately cre-
ates a complex sensory experience as well as a complex mental understanding at
the very same moment. This capacity of the word is exactly what makes human
language a unique communication tool. At the same time, it definitely seems to
assume a crucial role in the development of the human capacity for theory of mind
(Wimmer and Perner 1983).

It is our hope that the theory outlined above, including its models, will be
further explored through experiments or other empirical studies in order to
attempt to falsify it (Popper 1959). It is also our hope that further investigation can
contribute to the development of a language for describing all the senses and
feelings of humanbeings.Wehave at our disposal a fairlywell developed language
for describing concepts in our mind, but this definitely does not hold for the
language to describe what is going on in our body.
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