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THE CONTINUITY BETWEEN ART AND EVERYDAY COMMUNICATION 

 

Whereas various cognitive approaches to art have focused on the perceptual dimension of art 

experience (Cavanagh, 2005), I argue that the reception of artworks is better conceptualised as 

a particular form of communication. I show that the main mechanisms that frame our 

engagement with artworks are those involved in the understanding of acts of “weak 

communication,” paradigmatically metaphors, as defined by the relevance theory of 

communication (Sperber & Wilson, 1995). However, in order to correctly account both for 

everyday weak communication and art reception, relevance theory has to be slightly modified. 

More precisely, it has to be “grounded”: i.e., reanalyzed in light of the grounded cognition 

paradigm (Barsalou, 1999). I conclude that one of the main functions of art is to permit the 

exteriorization and reconstruction of “analog” mental states that are particularly remote from 

any possibility of explicit verbal formulation. Artistic means of expression enhance the power 

of everyday weak communication in allowing the exteriorization of mental states that could 

not have been exteriorized using more economical modes of expression.  

 

1. Art and communication 

From an evolutionary perspective, it is unlikely that a cognitive process has evolved 

specifically to underlie our ability to create and appreciate art (Pignocchi, 2009). Thus, the 

task for a cognitive approach to art is to explain how our artistic practices recruit 

psychological mechanisms that have not been selected for it. In order to do so, cognitive 

approaches have to describe how our artistic practices are in continuity with other everyday 

cognitive activities that rest on dedicated processes, while describing what is specific in our 

artistic practices as compared with those other cognitive activities.  
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The intuition that has motivated the work exposed in this paper is that, contra most 

existing studies in this domain (Cavanagh, 2005), the most relevant and fruitful analogies to 

understand art reception have not to be drawn with simple perceptual activities, but with 

communication. More precisely, I will argue that the mechanisms that frame our engagement 

with artworks are the same as those involved in the understanding of acts of communication 

that have a loose, fuzzy and hard-to-paraphrase kind of meaning, such as some acts of 

pointing and some metaphors.  

Imagine that during an enjoyable walk with you, I ostensively point to a nice landscape 

with a smile, in order to exteriorize what I am feeling in this moment. Or, imagine that after 

the walk, I try to describe explicitly, with precise words, what I have felt when looking at the 

nice landscape and that, after failing to do so, I find a creative metaphor that seems to be more 

efficient. Neither with the pointing gesture nor with the metaphor do I expect you to 

reconstruct my impression with much precision. I only expect that you will be able to form a 

loose, but sufficient, approximation of it. The thesis that I will elaborate in this paper is that 

there is no clear cut-off point between the understanding of these simple forms of loose 

communication and the reception of artworks. The obvious and numerous differences 

between your understanding of my pointing gesture or of my metaphor and the reception of a 

great painting, movie or novel lie mainly in the degree of sophistication of the mental states 

involved, not in the nature of the underlying psychological processes.  

Defending and operationalizing this claim require, firstly, a precise account of loose 

communication. I will build it, in the following sections, using relevance theory (Sperber & 

Wilson, 1995). In fact, as opposed to many others theories of communication that have 

focalised on verbal and straightforward communication, relevance theory has dedicated much 

energy in describing non-verbal and loose forms of communications.  
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2. Relevance Theory: first sketch of the communication model of art reception 

According to relevance theory, communication is fundamentally a process of mind-reading, 

during which a communicator ostensively “provides evidence of her intention to convey a 

certain meaning, which is inferred by the audience on the basis of the evidence provided” 

(Wilson & Sperber, 2002, p. 607). This account is not limited to verbal communication, since 

there is an infinity of non-verbal ways to ostensively provide evidence of an intention to 

convey a certain meaning. And it is not restricted to straightforward forms of communication, 

since the evidence can be loose and allusive.  

Our cognitive systems process their input following a principle of relevance, defined as a 

trade-off between cognitive benefit and processing effort. Perceptual systems, for instance, 

have been shaped by evolution and learning to pick out in the environment the input that 

might provide the greatest cognitive benefit while requiring the smallest processing effort. 

During communication, a communicator provides evidence (an utterance, for instance) that is 

expected to be processed by the receiver. So he tacitly assumes that his utterance is relevant 

enough to be worth processing, i.e. that it will provide to the receiver, in a given context, 

cognitive benefits that justify the cost of processing it. According to relevance theory, we are 

equipped with processes of mind-reading that have specifically evolved for communication 

and that exploit this principle of relevance (Sperber, 2000). When processing a 

communicative act, those mechanisms use as a heuristic the tacit assumption that the 

communicator implicitly believes that, in a given context, his communicative act can provide 

cognitive benefits that justify the effort invested in its processing. For instance, if I point 

something that is behind you, you will turn your head and expect to see something that I 

believe is relevant for you, i.e. that you will learn something that justify the effort of turning 

your head, visually processing the scene and inferring my intentions. If you cannot see what I 
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point by just turning your head but need to move a bit more, the effort being a bit greater you 

will implicitly expect to see something that will provide a bit greater cognitive benefit.  

Relevance theory allows to quite easily draw an analogy between understanding a 

simple communicative act and receiving an artwork: during reception of an artwork, the 

spectator tacitly considers the artwork as a means that the artist uses to ostensively manifest a 

piece of information that he/she believes is relevant. The situation is comparable to the one 

where I direct your attention to a nice landscape by pointing, to make an impression manifest. 

In the case of art, the artist has him/herself conceived—sometimes over a long time and at the 

cost of much effort—the object that he/she metaphorically points out to an audience (except 

in the case of ready-mades). The situation is thus far more complex than the case of my 

simply pointing to a landscape. But the difference might well be only one of complexity. 

The artist may have no one in particular in mind when conceiving a work (or have only 

him-/herself as the main addressee of the work), and the spectator may have no idea of who 

the artist is; but these and other differences that might be pointed out between art reception 

and standard communication do not challenge the general claim that an artwork is 

fundamentally received as a means used to ostensively manifest something that the artist 

believed to be relevant.  

In order to clarify this claim—hereinafter the “communication model” of art—and to 

specify what is specific to art reception in relationship to the reception of simpler 

communicative acts, I look in the next section at what I take to be the two main objections 

that can be raised against this view.  

 

3. Two objections to the communication model 

Claiming that the reception of artworks is fundamentally comparable to that of standard 

communicative acts as conceptualized by relevance theory has some consequences. The main 
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one is that the reception of an artwork is fundamentally a process of attributing mental states 

to the artist. In the same way that we cannot pay attention to a sentence without guessing 

(often unconsciously) what its producer has in mind—i.e., what the speaker wants to make 

overtly manifest—we cannot pay attention to an artwork without (often unconsciously) 

attributing mental states to the artist. This view subordinates other aspects of our relation to 

artworks—such as the perceptual effects studied in many cognitive approaches—to the 

process of attributing mental states to the artist. According to this view, those perceptual 

effects have the same status as the one that relevance theory assigns to the vocabulary and 

syntax of natural language: they are tools, shared by a producer and a receiver, which the 

former uses to overtly manifest the content of some mental states and the latter uses to guess 

what that content might be.  

Thus, the communication model is related to classical intentionalist theories of art, 

according to which artworks have a meaning (Danto, 1981) which is related in some way to 

the actual intentions of the artist (Carroll, 2000; Levinson, 2010; Stecker, 2006). This 

acquaintance is only partial, however. Firstly, the communication model is concerned with the 

attribution of mental states in general, and not only with intentions—at least if intentions are 

conceived as conscious and verbalizable mental states (Pignocchi, 2010, 2012; 2014b). As 

shown by relevance theory, we communicate emotions, impressions, bodily sensations, and 

many other kinds of mental states that are difficult or impossible to verbalize. Secondly, 

unlike many existing accounts in the philosophy of art, the view defended here is descriptive 

and psychological, and not normative or metaphysical (Pignocchi, 2014a).  

Nevertheless, this affinity with classical intentionalism may seem to open up the 

communication model to the kind of objections that are traditionally raised against 

intentionalism. Adapted to the present—psychological, descriptive—debate, the two main 

objections are as follows:  
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(1) Plurality of interpretations. A given artwork (at least a successful one) seems to give 

rise to a plurality of (sometimes incompatible) interpretations (Gadamer, 1975; Ricoeur, 

1976). This would not necessarily be a problem for the view defended here if those various 

interpretations always emanated from different interpreters, since a communicative act can 

give rise to contrasting interpretations depending on who interprets it. But a given artwork can 

generate multiple interpretations even in a single interpreter. Moreover, a single interpreter 

can interpret and reinterpret a given artwork indefinitely. This seems to stand in clear contrast 

to standard communicative acts. At first sight, it seems that a sentence, in an everyday 

conversation, even when imbued with particularly rich implicit meaning, can be paraphrased 

in a way that is quite precise, unique and definitive.  

(2) Verbal explanation by the artist. Artists’ public explanations of an artwork often 

have only a marginal impact on our engagement with it (Beardsley, 1958) or, at least, they 

almost never assume more importance than the work itself (Wollheim, 1987). For instance, 

Levinson (1996) notes that “When a poet vouchsafes us, in plain language, what some 

enigmatic poem of his might mean, we don’t react by then discarding the poem in favor of the 

offered precis” (p.177). This trivial observation seems incompatible with the communication 

model, since when the author of a standard communicative act explains what he wanted to 

say, his explanations are generally decisive (Levinson, 1999).  

These two objections share a common principle: artworks seem to display a peculiar 

resistance to paraphrase. When a given person tries to put words to the meaning that she has 

attributed to an artwork—or to what the artwork did to her, on what it expresses, etc.—the 

task seems potentially endless. Moreover, attempts to translate the reception of an artwork 

into words seem themselves to enrich this reception, which may motivate continued striving 

to put words to it, etc. This observation seems to reveal a difference in nature between 

artworks and standard communicative acts. It is as if we spontaneously approached artworks 
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as objects that have no definite meaning, in opposition to standard communicative acts. Thus, 

it seems unlikely that a common framework—relevance theory or any other—could ground 

the empirical investigation of both art and standard communication.  

To answer this objection, it first has to be noticed that many standard communicative 

acts also resist paraphrase and are interpretable and reinterpretable, even if it is to a lesser 

extent than great artworks.  

 

4. Weak and strong communication 

Relevance theory distinguishes between weak and strong communication. An act of 

communication is strong when its relevance comes from one, or few, strongly implicated 

implications. An act of communication is weak when it evokes a loose array of weakly 

implied implications. In an act of weak communication, each implication alone would be 

insufficient to satisfy the receiver’s expectation of relevance, but collectively they do end up 

satisfying it. If, during a diner, I point to the salt cellar because I want it, my communicative 

act is strong, since its meaning, even if implicit, can be easily paraphrased by explicating the 

main and strongly implicated implication: “please could you give me the salt cellar”. If 

instead, during a walk, I point with a smile to a nice landscape, my communicative act is 

weak since it evokes an array of implications, such as “this landscape is nice,” “the light is 

very pleasing,” “I’m happy to be here with you,” “I would like to continue the walk,” etc. In 

this case your expectation of relevance is satisfied by an accumulation of this kind of weak 

implications, which are linked to my mood, the landscape itself, our common plan, etc. An act 

of strong communication gives the impression of being clear and precise, because the 

receiver’s expectation of relevance is satisfied by one or few implications. An act of weak 

communication, in contrast, appears looser and its meaning is fuzzier, given the plurality of 

implications that it conveys. 
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According to relevance theory, the meaning of an act of strong communication is 

generally quite easy to paraphrase explicitly. The meaning of an act of weak communication 

in contrast, is generally much harder, and sometimes even impossible, to paraphrase. 

Commenting on an example in which Mary appreciatively and ostensively breathes the fresh 

air of the seaside where she has just arrived with Peter, in order “to share an impression with 

[him]” (p.58), Sperber and Wilson (1995) claim that Mary could not have communicated the 

same impression with words. Relevance theorists are particularly explicit on the impossibility 

of exhaustively paraphrasing an act of weak communication when they analyze the case of 

metaphor, which they take to be paradigmatic of weak communication. Wilson (2009) writes 

for instance that a metaphor “cannot be paraphrased in literal terms without a loss of 

meaning” (p. 41). This claim echoes various authors who have insisted on the impossibility of 

exhaustively verbalizing the meaning of a metaphor. For instance, Davidson (1978) notes that 

the task of paraphrasing a metaphor seems endless, and that this is why “most attempts at 

paraphrase end with ‘and so on’” (p.46). 

If standard communicative acts can display the same resistance to paraphrase as 

artworks, then the idea of a continuity between art and communication can be maintained. 

The claim is simply a bit further specified: art reception is in continuity with the 

understanding of standard acts of weak communication. Now, to reinforce this view and to 

carefully answer the two objections discussed in the preceding section, the task is to explain 

where the resistance to explicit paraphrase comes from. Given the claim that art is in 

continuation with everyday weak communication, it may suffice to adapt the explanation 

provided by relevance theorists to the more sophisticated case of art reception. The problem is 

that in its present state, as we shall see now, relevance theory is unable to explain why the 

content of an act of weak communication is hard or impossible to verbalize explicitly.  
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5. Weak communication and explicit verbalization: why don’t we speak more clearly? 

According to relevance theory, the reason why an act of weak communication gives an 

impression of looseness and fuzziness is because it conveys many implications. The plurality 

of implications also explains why an act of weak communication is hard, and sometimes 

impossible, to paraphrase explicitly. As we have seen, an act of weak communication can for 

instance communicate what Sperber and Wilson call an “impression.” In their view, an 

“impression” is “a noticeable change in one’s own cognitive environment, a change resulting 

from relatively small alterations in the manifestness of many assumptions.” Those 

assumptions can potentially be verbalized, so that the “very vagueness of an impression can 

be precisely described” (Sperber & Wilson, 1995, p. 59).  

This account of weak communication, however, does not explain why the meaning of 

an act of weak communication is hard to paraphrase. In fact, if the various intended 

implications can all be verbalized, it should be possible to verbalize them all, even if there are 

many of them. A somewhat deeper concern targets the very relevance of weak 

communication: if the various implications of an act of weak communication can be 

verbalized, why exteriorize them through an act of weak communication instead of 

formulating them more explicitly? Arguably, an explicit formulation of the same implications 

would provide the same cognitive benefits while requiring less processing effort than an act of 

communication that requires the receiver to infer them all. In other words, explicit 

formulation should be more relevant than loose evocation. As speakers, in order to be 

relevant, we should always prefer to explicitly verbalize the various implications that might 

be conveyed by an act of weak communication, instead of evoking them loosely. I should 

have said “This landscape is nice,” “I would like to continue the walk,” etc. instead of 

pointing to the landscape with a smile and thus leaving you with the burden of making the 

efforts required to reconstruct the various implications of my communicative act.  
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Sperber and Wilson (1995) claim that in order to represent a set of implications we do 

not need to represent them all individually, and that a representation of the set may suffice. 

But how is it possible to represent a set of implications without representing each of them? 

And, if it is possible, the set of implications of an act of weak communication should 

constitute its meaning. Thus, the problem is the same: it should be easy to paraphrase the 

content of an act of weak communication by simply verbalizing the set of its implications. 

Similarly, in order to be relevant, we may verbalize the representation of the set of 

implications of an act of weak communication instead of evoking them loosely.  

 

6. The case of metaphor 

The problem raised by the account based on relevance theory’s notion of weak 

communication is particularly clear in the case of metaphor. Wilson and Carston (2006) and 

Sperber and Wilson (2008) analyse the following examples:  

 

Caroline is a princess 

Robert is a bulldozer 

My surgeon is a butcher 

Sally is a block of ice 

 

Relevance theorists argue that the hearer draws relevance-guided inferences leading her to 

spontaneously understand that the speaker means that Caroline is spoiled, pampered, etc., that 

Robert is forceful, stubborn, persistent, etc., that my surgeon is incompetent, dangerous, etc., 

and that Sally is reserved, impassive, unemotional, etc. (the “etc.” in these examples plays the 

same role as the “and so on” noted by Davidson, 1978). But again: if all the implications of a 

metaphor were verbalizable, it should be possible to actually verbalize them all. Moreover, 



 

 11

why say that Caroline is a princess instead of saying that she is spoiled, pampered, etc.? Why 

is a metaphor more relevant than an enumeration of its implications?  

To answer these questions, the only solution for relevance theory is to claim that at least 

part of the implications of an act of weak communication are incompatible with explicit 

verbalization. Otherwise it would always be more relevant to express those implications 

verbally and explicitly instead of evoking them loosely. The most straightforward solution to 

the problem of explaining why an implication can be incompatible with verbalization is to 

exit the language of thought paradigm, which thus far has been endorsed by relevance theory, 

adopting instead at least some of the assumptions of the grounded cognition paradigm.  

  

7. Language-like vs. analog mental states 

Explicitly in their core book Relevance (Sperber & Wilson, 1995) and more implicitly in later 

writings, relevance theorists endorse the paradigm of the “language of thought,” which has 

long been the dominant paradigm in cognitive science. According to this paradigm, human 

thinking is “language-like,” i.e., it is underlain by a set of atomistic, discrete and amodal 

representations that are combined in accordance with a set of syntactic rules (Fodor, 1975; 

Jacob, 1997; Pylyshyn, 1973). On this account, the representational format used by the mind 

is compatible with verbal language. Thus, there is no a priori reason why the implications of 

an act of weak communication should resist direct verbalization. Those implications might be 

hard to verbalize explicitly in practice but, theoretically, nothing would prevent the 

production of a straightforward verbal formulation of their content. To remain in this 

paradigm, relevance theory would have to produce an ad hoc argument explaining why the 

implications of an act of weak communication resist verbalization despite compatibility of 

format.  
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In the last few decades, however, a number of different voices have challenged the main 

claim of the language of thought, viz. that our mental representations are language-like 

(Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Barsalou, 1999; Prinz, 2004). According to the theories of 

“embodied” or “grounded” cognition, the majority of our mental representations are not 

encoded in a format that is comparable to language. Instead they are encoded in an analog, 

modal, and continuous format, which is more akin to perception, sensation, emotions, or 

images than to words and sentences. Analog representations can be implemented, for instance, 

by simulations: i.e., by reactivations of pieces of past experiences in modal areas of the brain. 

The concept of a chair, for instance, is not a fixed and discrete symbol, but a fuzzy and ever-

changing set of simulations that, according to the task that the concept is recruited for at a 

given time, combine visual simulations of different aspects of chairs in different contexts, 

simulations of the sensation of sitting in a chair, and so on. Crucially, advocates of the theory 

of grounded cognition argue that analog mental states can be propositional and combinable. 

Furthermore, analog mental states can enter into complex inferential chains and represent the 

most abstract and complex concepts (Barsalou, 1999; Prinz, 2004). There is no reason, in their 

view, to believe that these fundamental cognitive abilities require digitalization.  

According to the theory of grounded cognition, the combination of analog 

representations rests not on the application of syntactic rules, but on the construction of new 

simulations that combine elements extracted from different experiences. It is possible, for 

instance, to combine a visual simulation of the shape of a chair with the color and texture of 

another chair, or with colors and textures that have never been combined in the experience of 

an actual chair. More creatively, it is also possible to combine the visual appearance of a chair 

with that of an animal running, to obtain a visual simulation—and an ad hoc concept—of a 

running chair (Barsalou, 1999).  
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A growing body of evidence supports the claim that many, if not all, mental operations—

including the manipulation of abstract concepts—relies on analog mental states (see Barsalou, 

2008, for a review). In the domain of social cognition, conceptual and empirical arguments 

suggest that our ability to read the minds of others is based in some measure on our own 

ability to act, feel, perceive, imagine, etc.—i.e., to form what seem to be paradigmatic analog 

mental states (Goldman, 2006). Some experiments even suggest that very peripheral 

sensations play a crucial functional role in the attribution of mental states to others (Ackerman 

et al., 2010; Bosbach et al., 2005; Niedenthal et al., 2001; Oberman et al., 2007).  

Endorsing the claim that analog mental states underlie a significant part of our mental 

activity makes it possible to explain why some implications of an act of communication can 

resist verbalization. It is that, because of format incompatibility, the content of an analog 

mental state cannot be exhaustively translated into words and sentences. Trying to verbalize 

the content of an analog mental state raises the same problem as trying to verbalize the 

content of a picture: any description, even thousands of pages long, necessarily fails to convey 

an important part of the information contained in the picture.  

 

8. Grounding relevance theory 

“Grounding” relevance theory—i.e., claiming that at least part of the implications of a 

communicative act can be encoded in an analog format—makes it possible to solve the 

problems faced by its account of weak communication. The meaning of an act of weak 

communication is hard to paraphrase because of an incompatibility of format between the 

mental states that it exteriorizes and verbal language. Any paraphrase, however sophisticated, 

fails to capture some meaning, for the same reason that the verbal description of a picture can 

never be exhaustive: because of an incompatibility of format. In the same way, an act of weak 

communication is more relevant than an attempt to express its implications verbally, because 
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those implications are at least in part analog, and thus cannot be transmitted efficiently using a 

more explicit form of expression. Contrary to the standard account of acts of weak 

communication, they do not convey a set of language-like implications that could have been 

formulated explicitly. Instead, an act of weak communication conveys implications that could 

not have been expressed otherwise, because of their analog format. 

If this view is correct, at least a portion of the various language-like implications that 

relevance theorists postulate when analyzing acts of weak communication are not conveyed 

by the act of communication itself. Instead they are byproducts of linguistic analysis—i.e., of 

the theorist’s translation into words of a meaning that is not language-like but analog. And, at 

least in some cases, the impression of looseness and fuzziness is a byproduct too: in the 

example of the nice landscape that I point out to you with a smile, you may have the 

impression of perfectly understanding the state of mind that motivated my communicative act. 

The meaning of my communicative act appeared quite clear during your first, spontaneous, 

interpretation of it. Only if you try to put it into words for one reason or another do you 

discover that its meaning is hard to verbalize. Then, and only then, you may be moved to 

enumerate a set of sentences that may seem to systematically fail to convey part of the 

meaning of my communicative act.  

On this alternative account, the impression of looseness and fuzziness often appears 

only with the discovery that what seemed quite clear is hard to verbalize. During your 

spontaneous interpretation of my pointing gesture, you simulate a sensation, an impression, 

maybe the visualization of our program, and attribute the general state of mind resulting from 

the combination of these simulations to me—i.e., you interpret my communicative act by 

attributing to me analog representations that you reconstruct in the same analog mode. It is 

only in a second, non-mandatory, phase of interpretation—i.e., a phase where you try to put 
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words to the meaning of my communicative act—that you translate these analog 

representations into a loose array of linguistic implications as best you can.  

The fact that at least a portion of the implications of an act of weak communication are 

analog is clearer in the case of metaphor. The standard account of metaphor cannot explain 

why the meaning of the examples quoted above (Caroline is a princess; Robert is a bulldozer; 

my surgeon is a butcher; Sally is a block of ice) is hard to paraphrase, and why those 

metaphors are more relevant than an explicit formulation of their implications. According to 

the view defended here, those implications are at least in part analog: to some extent, we see 

Caroline with a crown behaving like a princess, we see a kind of hybrid between Robert and a 

bulldozer demolishing a construction, we see my surgeon with a butcher knife in his hand and 

blood splashed on his apron, and we feel that if we touched Sally her skin would be cold and 

unyielding (Ritchie, 2009). This is all the more clear if we put these metaphors in context, as 

relevance theorists do in describing the process of understanding. “Caroline is a princess” can 

for instance be an answer to the question “Will Caroline help us clean up the flood damage?” 

To understand that the intended answer is “probably not,” we do not need to activate a set of 

language-like representations of the kind “Caroline is a spoiled and pampered girl.” We just 

see her dressed and behaving like a princess, and directly realize that this vision does not fit 

with the scenario of clearing up flood damage.  

It might be objected that we do not need conscious visualization to understand the above 

metaphors. It might even be claimed that visualization, at least for some people, only happens 

as a consequence of a particular effort of attention and imagination. However, analog 

representations can be unconscious (Barsalou, 1999). Thus, the above argument is that when 

we consciously visualize the content of a metaphor, we bring to the surface of consciousness a 

representation that would otherwise remain unconscious—maybe in a simpler form, but it 
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nonetheless underlies the process of understanding. The claim here is not about phenomenal 

experience, but about the format of the underlying representation, at a functional level.  

The view defended here does not imply that a metaphor or any other act of weak 

communication communicates only one analog mental state: an act of communication can 

exteriorize an array of quite distinct mental states. Moreover, analog and language-like mental 

states can cohabit within this array. In other words, I do not want to say that an act of weak 

communication cannot have language-like implications at all. In order to explain why an act 

of weak communication is relevant and why its content is hard to paraphrase, it is sufficient to 

claim that some of its main implications are analog. Those analog implications can interact 

with language-like implications. During the process of interpretation—especially when a 

particular effort is made, for instance because the metaphor is encountered while reading a 

poem—analog representations may interact with linguistically encoded ideas, and both kinds 

of representations may enrich one another. Consider the two first lines of Sandburg’s poem 

“Fog,” which was discussed by Sperber and Wilson (2008):  

 

The fog comes 

on little cat feet. It sits looking 

over harbor and city 

on silent haunches 

and then moves on    

 

Sperber and Wilson note that “‘on little cat feet’ evokes an array of implications having to do 

with silence, smoothness, stealth. Taken together with the following four lines, the phrase 

evokes a movement which appears both arbitrary and yet composed, so that it is tempting to 

see it not as random but rather as guided by mysterious dispositions” (p.102). It is tempting to 

see a mixture of analog and language-like representations behind this evocation. An image of 



 

 17

a giant and shadowy cat made of fog, a set of bodily sensations linked to what it could feel 

like to walk with cat feet made of fog, could for instance be activated jointly with the 

contradictory and linguistically encoded idea that fog is not an intentional creature, which 

could further activate the idea that it is tempting to think that we just don’t understand its 

dispositions. This linguistically encoded idea can activate other images and sensations, which 

can evoke other linguistically encoded ideas, etc.  

The importance of analog mental states in the interpretation of metaphor may be made 

clearer by considering cases where the metaphor itself is presented in an analog format, such 

as in the case of metaphors in movies. The clearest metaphors in movies exploit the resources 

of editing, as when Fritz Lang, in Fury, uses a splice to associate a group of women talking 

together and a group of hens, or when Chaplin, in Modern Times, compares a group of 

workers going to the factory with a group of sheep. A somewhat more subtle metaphor, at the 

beginning of Kubrick’s 2001 Space Odyssey, shows us a furious ape throwing a bone into the 

air, and then, as the camera follows the bone, a cut establishes a link with a space ship. 

Movies can also establish metaphorical links inside a single shot: for instance, between a 

character’s personality and his house (as in Hitchcock’s Psycho or Rebecca) or between the 

action and the scenery within which it takes place. For instance, the properties of different 

kinds of love stories can entertain metaphorical links with the properties of the scenery where 

they take place (a teenage love story with a wild river, an adult love story with an artificial 

and highly structured swimming place, as in Mia Hansen-Love’s Un amour de jeunesse). To 

produce an effect on the audience, these metaphors need not be explicitly identified as 

metaphors, nor, probably, need they activate any kind of language-like representations 

(Pignocchi, 2015). 

 

9. Analog mental states and the function of art 
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As argued by relevance theorists, strong and weak communications are not categories with 

clear cut-off boundaries: the strength of communication is a matter of degree. Relevance 

theorists claim that what determines the position of a given communicative act along this 

continuum is the number of its language-like implications. According to the view defended 

here, the dimension that determines the position of a given act of communication along the 

continuum between weak and strong communication is not the number of its implications, but 

the remoteness of its implications from the possibility of straightforward verbalization. 

If I say “this lemon is very sour,” or “this pan burned my hand,” or “I am happy,” “sad” 

or “melancholic,” the mental states that motivate my communicative acts are arguably analog 

(they are akin to sensations and emotions). However, these communicative acts can be quite 

strong, if I do not need you to precisely reconstruct these mental states. If, for instance, I say 

that this lemon is sour because I want sugar, or that this pan burned my hand because I want 

you to bring me ointment, it would be irrelevant for you to reconstruct the precise intensity 

and the nuances of my sensation, the precise part of the hand that was burned, etc. Instead, if I 

say the same thing but in a context where my aim is for you to understand with some 

precision what I feel, my communicative act is weaker, since what it conveys is harder to 

paraphrase. If for one reason or another I want to be more specific, I may enrich my sentence 

with a particular tone of voice or a facial expression. In this case, my weak communicative act 

becomes richer, since you will be able to imagine a bit more precisely what I feel. If I want to 

be even more specific—i.e., if I want you to be able to reconstruct what I feel with greater 

precision—I may describe the context of my situation, clarify its causes and consequences, or 

use a metaphor or any other kind of more evocative communicative act.  

As suggested by Hoefstatder and Sander (2013), analog mental states can be very 

complex. As the mental states that I want to manifest become more remote from any 

possibility of direct verbalization, my communicative act becomes weaker. In other words, the 
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sparser lexical entries in the area of a given person’s conceptual space where the analog 

mental state that he/she wants to exteriorize happens to be, the more he/she will have to use a 

form of weak and indirect evocation to make this mental state manifest. At some point of 

complexity, the tools of everyday weak communication may become insufficient. This is 

where artistic means of expression may become essential.   

Thus, if one end of the continuum is occupied by strong communication, the other end 

is the realm not of everyday weak communication, but of artistic expression. Artistic modes 

of expression are tools that allow people to enhance the power of everyday communication 

and exteriorize analog mental states that could not have been exteriorized using other more 

economical and straightforward forms of expression, or at least not without a major loss of 

content.  

In everyday conversation, when an act of communication is implicit and allusive 

whereas we have the impression that its message could have been expressed more explicitly 

without any significant loss of meaning, we judge it as lacking relevance, since we have the 

impression that we could have obtained the same cognitive benefit at a lesser cognitive cost. 

For the same reason, a communicative act that uses an artistic mode of expression is judged to 

lack relevance if we have the impression that its content could have been expressed, without 

significant loss of meaning, using ordinary verbal language or any form of expression that 

would have required less processing effort. At a larger scale, this principle might have been 

and might still be a driving force behind the appearance, evolution, and stabilization of artistic 

means of expression: artistic means of expression have developed to enhance our capacity to 

exteriorize analog mental states that could not be exteriorized using a more explicit and 

straightforward form of expression, or at least not without significant loss of meaning. 

Progressively, this use of artworks may have been culturally internalized as a core function of 

art, so that an artwork that seems to exteriorize only mental states that could have been 
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exteriorized using a more explicit and economical form of expression is not only seen as 

irrelevant but also as running against one of its raisons d’être qua art (Pignocchi, 2012c). 

Notice that the precise relation between a set of mental states and the means of 

expression that could permit their exteriorization depends on each person’s vocabulary and 

knowledge. Thus, the evaluation of the relevance of a given artwork also depends on these 

parameters. Knowledge of other artworks, in particular, is determinant, since it can provide 

linguistic shortcuts to approximately designate complex mental states that would otherwise 

escape words. The expression “la madeleine de Proust,” for instance, makes it possible to 

approximately evoke a feeling of reminiscence activated by a perceptual stimulus that 

establishes a memorial connection with a remote and long-dormant memory. As illustrated by 

this attempt at verbal description, this feeling would be hard to exteriorize (and even to 

notice) for someone who has not read In Search of Lost Time.   

The idea that art allows artists to express something that could not have been expressed 

otherwise, and particularly not with words, is not new. This “something” has been related to 

intuitions (Croce, 1903), expressed emotions (Collingwood, 1938), deep feelings (Tolstoy, 

1898), and deep self (Proust, 1954). In addition to a cognitive description of this “something,” 

the originality of the view defended here is that it translates a metaphysical claim into a 

descriptive theory of engagement with art: we necessarily receive artworks as means that the 

artist uses to express something that could not have been expressed using more explicit forms 

of expression. The remoteness of the mental states that we attribute to the artist from any 

possibility of verbal and more direct characterization is a crucial dimension of our positive 

appreciation of the work. 

This view does not deny that some of the motivations behind an artwork can be 

language-like and, thus, easily verbalizable. Language-like and analog mental states interact 

and complement one another in the mind. What the view sketched here predicts is that 
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someone who recovers only language-like motivations behind an artwork, and who thus has 

the tacit impression that the artist could have expressed the same thing while requiring less 

processing effort, will judge the artwork as lacking relevance.  

This idea can be tested experimentally. It predicts that one key factor in the positive 

appreciation of an artwork should be that it induces the attribution of mental states whose 

content is particularly hard to paraphrase. More precisely, the prediction is that to be 

appreciated by a given receiver, an artwork (1) has to activate a rich attribution of mental 

states (Jucker & Barrett, 2011; Jucker et al., 2014), and (2) the content of these mental states 

must be hard to paraphrase, otherwise the artwork will be judged poor, weak, uninteresting, 

etc. This prediction might be tested by adapting the paradigm used by Jucker and colleagues 

(2014) which measures the impact of different titles on the appreciation of a given work. The 

prediction is that a title will enhance the appreciation of a work if its relationship to the work 

seems both comprehensible and hard to explain: i.e., if it stimulates the attribution of mental 

states that resist verbalization to the artist.  

Although this hypothesis has not been directly tested, note that it explains why various 

studies have found an unexpected negative impact of some kind of contextual information on 

art appreciation (Belke et al. 2006; Bordens, 2010; Cupchik et al. 1994; Leder et al. 2006; 

Temme, 1992). In fact, according to the hypothesis defended here, some kinds of contextual 

information can inhibit the attribution of analog mental states (for instance by activating the 

attribution of language-like mental states instead) and/or digitalize the mental states that the 

subject has or would have spontaneously attributed to the artist. As a consequence, the work is 

judged less relevant and the subject likes the work less.  

In the absence of more direct empirical verification, the main conceptual argument that 

can be given for the version of the communication model defended here is that adopting it 

makes overcoming the two objections raised in section 3 a straightforward task.   
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10. Plurality of interpretations and artist’s explanations 

According to the communication model developed in this paper, the main mechanisms that 

frame our reception of artworks are the same ones that are involved in our understanding of 

everyday weak communication. In other words, an artwork is spontaneously received as a 

means that the artist has used to ostensively manifest a set of mental states that could not have 

been exteriorized using more economical means of expression. The concept of analog mental 

state was introduced to explain the origin of the resistance to more economical modes of 

expression, and in particular direct verbalization.                                                                                                                                                                                                            

This analysis makes it possible to answer the two objections raised in section 3. 

Consider the first: a given artwork can generate multiple interpretations even for a single 

interpreter. In this objection, the term ‘interpretation’ refers to the verbal translation of the 

meaning that a given interpreter attributes to an artwork. According to the communication 

model, a crucial component of the positive appreciation of an artwork is the attribution to the 

artist of mental states that could not have been expressed more economically, in particular not 

by means of direct verbal designation. This resistance to direct verbalization comes from the 

fact that the expressed mental states are sophisticated analog mental states for which language 

does not provide even coarse approximations. Trying to verbally describe an intentional 

process involving mental states of this kind is tantamount to trying to describe a movie—each 

frame, each camera movement, each sound, etc. Any verbal description, even if it is thousands 

of pages long, would leave room for thousands of other equally long accurate descriptions. 

This account not only explains why an artwork can generate multiple interpretations and why 

the task of interpreting it can give the impression that we are facing a Danaides’ barrel into 

which words be poured forever, but also why this situation is generally considered as a 

symptom of success.  
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It may still be objected that a successful artwork can stimulate completely distinct 

interpretations, even for a single interpreter, and not only various approximations of the same 

array of analog mental states. However, as seen in the analysis of Sandburg’s poem, an act of 

weak communication can exteriorize a complex array of quite distinct mental states. In 

everyday communication, when acts of weak communication involving multiple analog 

mental states are produced in the flow of conversation, those states generally have some close 

coherence. In an artwork, which can be worked and reworked sometimes for years, it is much 

more common for quite distinct clusters of mental states to be expressed. A given interpreter 

can alternatively explore each of these clusters using words, thus generating quite contrasted 

pieces of verbal interpretation.  

Consider the second objection: artists’ public explanations of an artwork often have 

only a marginal impact on our engagement with it. Again, the core of the answer is provided 

by the idea that an artwork expresses what could not have been expressed using more 

economical communication tools: the artist, like anyone else, is unable to translate the 

complex analog mental states that he/she managed to exteriorize through the work into words. 

This is why the artwork itself remains essential even when an artist makes special and sincere 

efforts to verbally explain the intentions behind the artwork.  

However, it may still be objected that this view wrongly predicts that the artist’s verbal 

explanation should nonetheless always have a deep impact on our engagement with an 

artwork, because they should always enrich the analog mental states that we are able to 

attribute to the artist. First, this objection must not be pushed too far. The impact of artists’ 

verbal explanations on personal engagement with the artworks they produce is an empirical 

question that has begun to be explored, and it seems that at least sometimes the impact is a 

major one (Specht, 2010). Danto (1981) even described a thought experiment wherein two 
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identical artworks are appreciated in a somewhat opposed manner given the different 

explanations provided by their creators. 

Second, it may be remarked that the incompatibility of format between analog mental 

states and verbalization is not the only barrier separating the artist’s verbal explanation from 

the mental states that actually played a role in the production of the work. Cognitive science 

has shown how remote the verbal explanations that individuals give of the reasons for their 

behavior can be from its actual causes. This is true even if the person is perfectly sincere: in 

many situations, the verbal explanations we give of our own behavior are unconsciously 

motivated by the public image that we want to display and, in particular, by a search for 

apparent coherence, rather than by an introspective search for the actual causes of our 

behavior (Von Hippel, & Trivers, 2011; Kurzban & Aktipis, 2007). This phenomenon of self-

deception might be particularly deep in an artistic context, since many artists, as any other 

public people, are particularly concerned with their public image. Most of us might not be 

aware of this phenomenon of self-deception, and might not be able to explicitly reason about 

it. We nevertheless spontaneously behave in accordance with it, by not taking people’s verbal 

reports about the causes of their behavior as definitive proofs. An example helps to clarify the 

application of this idea to art reception.  

At a conference, a movie critic offered an interpretation of Hollywood Westerns, and in 

particular of the tumbleweeds that in many Westerns regularly cross the screen, pushed and 

rolled by the wind. The critic argued that in many such films, in particular those of John Ford, 

the tumbleweeds symbolize the first covered wagons of settlers exploring the Wild West, 

which, like tumbleweeds, followed an uncertain path, and finally stopped to put down roots 

when they had found a watering place. The critic claimed that one argument in favor of this 

symbolic interpretation comes from a film of Ford's in which John Wayne plays the role of a 

pioneer who has grown old and who has difficulties finding his own place in the newly 
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industrialized west. In one of the movie’s crucial scenes, a tumbleweed is artificially stuck 

just in front of John Wayne, symbolizing him settled somewhere at the cost of his liberty, and, 

perhaps, against his true nature.  

If we watch a John Ford Western with this theory in mind, our experience of each of 

these tumbleweeds might now be quite enriched. In particular, if we see the scene with the 

tumbleweed stuck at the feet of John Wayne, our interpretation of it will spontaneously be 

enriched by a symbolic component that it probably would not have had if we had not heard 

the critic's suggestion.   

Now, imagine that John Ford himself is in the conference room, that he raises his hand 

to protest, sincerely, that he never had any such complex symbolic intention. The 

tumbleweeds in his movies, he says, have no other function than to give an impression of a 

remote, wild, and hostile West. This public statement, however, would not invalidate a 

symbolic interpretation of the tumbleweeds in John Ford’s Westerns. If we have the critic’s 

theory in mind when we see a tumbleweed crossing the screen, or when we see the 

tumbleweed stuck at Wayne’s feet, we will spontaneously attribute metaphorical content to it 

despite Ford’s denial of symbolic intent. It is tempting to conclude from this kind of 

observation that the mental states that we attribute to the artist do not constrain our 

spontaneous interpretation of the artwork.  

The explanation favored here is that, in this case, we spontaneously consider that Ford’s 

verbal declarations are not reliable cues to access his mental states, at least not those that 

actually played a role in the creation of the movie. There are two complementary reasons for 

this: first, the mental states responsible for the presence of the tumbleweeds includes 

sophisticated analog mental states that established, in Ford’s mind, metaphorical connections 

between filming tumbleweeds in the way that he did and other motivations that were at play 

in the creation of his movie. Those relations are non-verbal in nature, and they can play a 
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causal role in the creation of the movie without the artist himself being aware of them. 

Secondly, we spontaneously consider that Ford’s protest against the symbolic reading of the 

stuck tumbleweed was motivated, without Ford himself noticing it, by the public image that 

he wants to present—i.e., that of a forthright director who does not imbue his movies with 

esoteric meanings—rather than by introspective access to the mental states that actually 

played a role in the creation of the movie.  

In further support of this interpretation, imagine that another person raises her arm in 

the conference room and explains that she was the sound person on the movie with the stuck 

tumbleweed, and that she stuck it there herself simply in order to hide a microphone. In this 

case, it would become quite hard to maintain the symbolic reading of that tumbleweed. When 

we watch this Western again, we will spontaneously see that tumbleweed as a device to hide a 

microphone rather than a symbol of the situation of John Wayne's character. Of course, it 

could still be claimed that Ford chose this scene instead of another without the stuck 

tumbleweed for relevant reasons, and that we can implicitly see his choice as unconsciously 

driven by the symbolic virtue of the tumbleweed, but the symbolic interpretation has been 

significantly weakened. If the anecdote continued in a way that does even more to undermine 

the view that the artist’s mind, even in its most unconscious recesses causally intervened by 

virtue of such metaphorical content, the symbolic interpretation would be further weakened as 

a consequence. 

This view explains why, as noticed for instance by Collingwood (1938), artists 

themselves may consider their work as more reliable cues to their own mental states than what 

they think their mental states are. In fact, artworks can help artists to clarify mental states of 

their own that they could not verbalize. In the same way as writing a philosophical 

dissertation helps its author organize and enrich his/her language-like mental states, the 
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creation of an artwork could work as a thinking tool to clarify the artist’s own analog mental 

states (Pignocchi, 2015).   

 

11. Conclusion  

This paper has tried to clarify the link between art reception and everyday communication. I 

have argued that, from a psychological point of view, the reception of an artwork is closely 

related to the understanding of everyday acts of weak communication, such as metaphors. The 

difference, I contend, is mainly a matter of sophistication, but the psychological processes are 

the same: in both cases, mind-reading processes drawing on the communicative principle of 

relevance infer the mental states that an agent wants to ostensively manifest.  

If this view is correct, then the study of art could directly benefit from progress made in 

theories of human communication, as it has benefited from progress achieved in theories of 

perception (Cavanagh, 2005; Livingstone, 2002) and emotions (Robinson, 2005). And, 

conversely, the study of art could inspire progress in the understanding of human 

communication, as it has inspired progress in the domain of perception—e.g., in the domain 

of shadow perception (Casati, 2004). 

This paper is a first illustration of this kind of exchange. On the one hand, I used 

relevance theory to discuss classical topics in the philosophy of art: namely, the plurality of 

interpretations of artworks and the role of artist’s verbal explanation. On the other hand, 

focusing on art revealed a weakness of relevance theory, and the need to accept that the 

implications of an act of weak communication can be encoded in an analog format. In other 

words, it showed relevance theory’s need for some degree hybridization with grounded 

cognition paradigm. Since this kind of connection generally benefits both sides, grounded 

cognition might benefit from the establishment of this connection. In particular, thanks to the 

communication model, the reception of artworks may provide grounded cognition with useful 
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case studies to explore one of its more controversial and essential claims: namely, that analog 

mental states can produce inferences.  
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