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Embodied approaches to perception and understanding, and ultimately 
communication, maintain that meaning-making is rooted and 
emergent within our very embodied experience. Such approaches 
require a shift away from linguistically regulated models of 
experience, as seen in semiotics, in which we derive our meaning not 
from reality but from a linguistic, sign based context, to more 
contingent models culled from the ecological sciences and philosophy. 
This paper is concerned with the nature of meaning making and 
communication in light of this shift in approaches to perception and 
meaning brought about within an animal-environment systems theory 
approach. It aims to outline a thesis into which models of meaning 
making can move beyond a linguistic constraint of direct human 
experience, to embrace a more ecologically contingent methodology. 
An ecologically contingent model of meaning making through 
essences is outlined. This model is then contrasted to linguistic 
meaning making models used within current linguistic models, 
highlighting a fundamental flaw within the latter to successfully 
communicate our emergent contingent human experience. It concludes 
with an intervention arguing for more generative, ecological models of 
meaning making that go beyond current semiotic models. 

 
 
This paper is concerned with the ontological nature of meaning making (and 
ultimately communication) as a contingent and emergent act, in light of 
ecologically defined models of reality (Stoffregen 2005).It first focuses on 
the notion of `Affordance` (Gibson 1986) as a process of meaning making, 
that has been argued to be central to an ecological approach to 
perception.(Gibson 1986) It then highlights a current philosophical turn away 
from the formal definition of Affordance as environment based (Gibson 
1986), to newer models of `emergent affordances` as part of an animal-
environment system (Stoffregen 2005), in which it is the enactive body, as 
part of the environment as a system that is regarded as the creator of and a 
structuring of our very meaningful function. Through Correlating this notion 
to the phenomenological notion of the body Schema; ‘the incorporation of 
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various significant parts of the environment into our own organisation’ 
(Gallagher 2005, p.139), it is argued that it is our very being in the world, 
that creates, structures our contingent meanings, as such, a shift from the 
original concept of affordance to more a philosophical concept of essence 
(Merleau-Ponty 1964) is suggested. This notion of contingent meaning 
making through `essences` of experience (Merleau-Ponty 1964), is then 
shown to directly inform elements of human communicative gesture and 
expression. Evidence drawn from phonology from the field of linguistics 
(Jakobson and Halle 2002), highlighted by the poetic `sound posturing` of 
Robert Frost (Newdick 1937), further outline a situation in which our 
creation and use of our expressive speech gestures, used within human 
communication, can be shown to be directly motivated by our bodily 
experience of being in the world. This ecologically defined model of meaning 
making is highlighted as being at odds with linguistic models of difference 
used within a culturally relative analysis` such as semiotics, in which it is 
shown that meaning is derived not from reality, but from a cited linguistic 
system of difference (Vasterling 2003) that lies outside of direct human 
experience. It is argued, therefore, that linguistic models of meaning making 
neglect an essential aspect of human agency; that of our bodily ability to 
create, structure and express meanings through the very act of being in our 
environments. A model of emergent, generative meaning making is proposed 
in which the linguistic analysis of experience is abandoned in favour of a 
philosophical approach that aims to access this` rich soil of human 
experience` (Merleau-Ponty 1964). In highlighting these claims, the paper 
concludes by arguing for the contingent nature of meaning making and 
questioning the nature of current design communication theories of meaning 
making, in which linguistic models such as rhetorical (Buchanan 2001), 
social semiotic (Van-Leeuwan andKress 2006) or open (Eco 1989) privilege 
the linguistically defined concept over other forms of emergent sensory 
experience within meaning making and communication. 
 
 
A question of Affordance?  
 
The concept of Affordance is central to J.J Gibson’s original ecological 
approach to perception, understanding and meaning making, in which it is the 
environment of a given animal that affords possibilities for action to that 
animal.1 Current literature in and around ecological approaches to perception 

                                                      
1When we talk of affordances in Gibsonian terms, we must talk of the environment 
affording possibilities to the animal that are `independent of the current needs of the 
person and independent of his or he abilities.’ (Gibson 1986) Gisbonian affordances 
are thus seen as objective properties inhering in the environment, they are external to 

 



     WOODWARD      178 
 

are questioning the nature of the concept of Affordance (Bonderup-Dohn 
2003; Turvey 2003; Stoffregen 2003), Stoffregen notes that Gibson’s formal 
definition of affordance is built around a Materialistic metaphysics which 
privileges the environment as provider of our perceived meaning and order, 
as such it is inconsistent with accepted characteristics of the ecological 
approach to perception which includes the active agent. (Stoffregen 2003) In 
contrast, Stoffregen proposes an Animal -Environment system that takes into 
account the active agent as a necessary part of the meaning production with 
the environment. Affordances here are an emergent property of the animal 
environment system, and they exist only at a level of the animal environment 
system (Stoffregen 2008). The Animal-Environment system is a 
correspondence between animal and environment, a system that has emergent 
properties characterised as affordances, not inherent in either animal or 
environment considered separately, which emerge through the interaction of 
each other, a symbiotic correspondence between agent and world. These 
emergent affordances are now no longer seen as a property of the 
environment exclusively, but emergent dependent upon the current needs of 
the acting agent and his or her abilities in the environment. This notion is 
complimentary to Merleau-Ponty’s notion of embodiment2 in which we are 
always already in the world, as a vital part of the construction of meaning and 
knowledge. Illuminative of Gibson’s original attempt to transcend the 
subject/object dichotomy, Merleau-Ponty proposes a pre-reflective 
correspondence between body and world that defines meaning through 
action. The body schema is central to his embodiment, and to the nature of 
meaning production itself. 
 
The body schema is `the way one has and one knows one’s body in action, 
through the demands and possibilities of the situation and the task one is 
undertaking in it` (Bonderup-Dohn 2006, p.6). Our bodily experience and 
movement provides us with a way to access the world and the object with a 
certain `Praktagnosia` which ‘has to be recognised as original and perhaps as 
primary’ (Merleau-Ponty 1964, p.124). It is an unconscious, primary 
practical knowledge that is obtained through the body acting in the world. As 
such, the agent acting in and with the world has their own role in the creation 
of an unconscious basic practical knowledge;  
 

                                                                                                                  
the animal, and the animal’s intentions, and are understood only through the animal’s 
perception of them during action. 
2 Merleau-Ponty’s notion of Embodiment is framed in terms of a body-world 
correspondence; the body entwined with its environment frames his notion of 
Embodiment. 
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My body has its world, or understands its world without having to 
make use of my symbolic or objectifying function (Merleau-Ponty 
1964, p.162) 

  
As Gallagher notes, it is ‘the bodies non-conscious, sub-intentional 
appropriation of postures and movements, its incorporation of various 
significant parts of the environment into its own organisation’ (Gallagher 
2005, p.139). The body schema signifies that the world is meaningful 
because of what we can do with it, how we move in it as a part of our own 
individual organisation. It is recognition that it is the body acting in as well as 
with the environment as a system that constitutes our primary experience and 
our knowledge of that experience. As such, our subconscious Knowledge and 
meanings depend greatly on knowledge and meanings of the body in action 
symbiotically attached to the world. This bodily knowledge cannot be 
formulated in detachment from the infinite amount of possible bodily efforts 
with the world, but as emergent with them. When we begin to talk of 
meaning making within this ontology, we must acknowledge the emergent, 
bodily/world-contingent nature of meaning, that is; the very act of being-in-
the-world is a fundamental resource of meaningful structuring of our basic 
human knowledge and understanding, in a pre-reflective, non-
representational correspondence between the body and the world it exists in. 
 
What are termed Affordances, then, are now seen as actionable meanings of 
objects for a particular agent, a subjective essence of a subject that is relative 
to our infinitely possible actions and interactions. It is this essence our own 
rich soil of human experience that motivates our contingent meaning making 
and understanding of the world. As such a move beyond the more material 
ecological notion of affordance, to a more emergent, fluid, generative and 
subjective notion of essence is suggested.  
 
This shift in focus to essences of experience has some implications to the 
nature of expression and communication of these experiences. To Merleau-
Ponty, our expressive gesture outline the `essence` of the experience of the 
subject itself, who’s ‘function is to represent things, […] literally express 
their emotional essence’ (Merleau-Ponty 1964, p.217), suggesting that it is 
through these emotional essences that we gesturally communicate our 
meanings to others, as opposed to through conventional languages. The 
nature of this essence of experience and gesture, is explored in the next 
section. 
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A question of the Essences 
 

How real existence is to be studied or discovered is, I suspect, 
beyond you and me. But we may admit so much that the 
knowledge of things is not to be derived from names. No; they 
must be studied and investigated in themselves. (Sedley 2003, 
p.165). 

 
The nature and origin of our subjective knowledge of experience lies in the 
experiences themselves, as Merleau-Ponty showed, the essence of the subject 
lies in our subjective contingent bodily experience of it. Plato showed 
(above) that in order to understand our subjective experience, we have to dig 
below the layer of conventional language that we impose upon it. To him, 
conventional words are merely a fixed and objective form of our natural 
expression. This natural expression is far more subjective and expressive than 
the fixed words could fully convey. In order to discover real existence, what 
I`m calling essence, we have to work below the level of convention. In the 
Phenomenology of perception Merleau-Ponty suggests we can access the rich 
soil of bodily contingent human expression through a method of 
introspection. In doing this, he strips language of its conventional, linguistic 
layer, describing the phenomenon of subjective speech as generative act with 
situated meaning. In doing so he posits a notion of speaking speech, in which 
it is our active body schema in action with the world that motivates, or 
speaks, our experience through our gestural ability. By working below the 
conventional, arbitrary layer of linguistic meaning, Merleau-Ponty describes 
his phenomenology of speech as an emergent, self-generative process born 
out of the specific bodily act of meaning making by an active speaking 
subject. To Merleau-Ponty it is the body that speaks, that is, the body is an 
Intentional and expressive body, a direct source of emergent meaning that 
speaks its intentions through its gestures. 
 

[W]ords, vowels and phonemes are so many ways of singing the 
world, and their function is to represent things, […] literally 
express their emotional essence’ (Merleau-Ponty 1964, p.217) 

 
It is our individual bodily behaviour that creates meanings, and these speech 
gestures (words) we create are a part of so many ways that our bodily 
behaviour can express, or literally sing, its experience of the world. What we 
encounter through these speech gestures, is not a sign of thought, in which 
‘the bond between signifier and signified is arbitrary’ (Saussure 1986, pp.67-
68), but a speaking subject, with their own schema of experience in which 
they sing their own subjective experience through their motivated expressive 
gestures. In experiencing the speaking subject, others comprehend meaning 
by the contingency of joining in with the singing, a shared system of singing, 
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in which the bodies share their essences of experience. What we perceive as 
words are pure gestures, who`s vowels and phonemes, are a part of so many 
ways that we can sing the world`s essences, a part of so many ways we can 
interact with the world, and we communicate the essence of that interaction 
through the contingent act of joining in with the song. Our subjective bodily 
expression, our own `singing of the world`, here is argued to be the essence 
of our gestural communicative ability. Our choice and use of certain 
phonemes, vowels, and words may be motivated by our very experience. 
How our experience is sung by these gestures, how we may sing and are sung 
to, may be unpacked, through an analysis of Phonology and poetics, here 
applied to the word `lap`. 
 
 
A singing of the world; an essence of Lap 
 

When I use a word’, Humpty Dumpty said, in rather a scornful 
tone, ‘it means just what I choose it to mean, neither more nor less. 
(Carroll 1960, p.46) 

 
Lewis Carroll was aware of the subjective nature of the way we choose and 
create words within our everyday experience. Outlined as a conversation 
between Alice and Humpty Dumpty, Humpty Dumpty scornfully argues that 
the words he uses mean just what he wants them to mean. Carroll`s use of 
such subjective malapropisms can be seen in within his nonsense poem 
Jabberwocky.3 Words such as Brillig are constructed words made out of 
meaningful parts of other words placed together to communicate the essences 
of the original individual words. The resulting verse appears to be nonsense, 
but manages to construct a description that we can imagine. The essences of 
experience, are used here to construct a new sense of an experience when 
read. 
 
The American Poet Robert Frost also focused on this sense of the sound of 
words, arguing that this construction and expression of essences is how 
language functions (Newdick 1937). He noted that we do not need the whole 
of words or even sentences to ascertain a meaning from a conversation or 
speech. To Frost, the word has a sound posture, calling this process sound-
posturing or getting the `sound of the sense` (Newdick 1937). Only a small 
amount of the word or sentence is needed to be experienced in this case, he 
alludes to a gestural meaning, giving quality, or essence, of speech that is 
illuminative of Merleau-Ponty`s speaking subjects. The study of phonology 
Investigates this meaning attributed to phonemes and word structures within 

                                                      
3.“Twas Brillig, and the slithy toves Dis gyre and gimble in the wabe: All mimsy were 
the borogoves, And the mome raths outgrabe” 
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language. Jakobson and Halle (1956) describe basic features of phonemes4 
which they can use to describe every word in the English Language. They, 
however, did not regard these features as meaningful in themselves, only 
meaningful as part of a larger system of conventional language. Three of 
these features that could be used to give meaning to the word Lap, for 
example, are Flat, Plosive and Continuous consonants (plosive phonemes 
have an interruption in the flow of air, continuous phonemes let the air flow 
continue un-interrupted, flat / plain consonants have downward shift or 
weakening of upper Frequencies causing a flat sound – see Figure 1). 
 

 
 

Figure 34. Plosive and continuous phonemes (adapted from Jackbson 
and Halle 1956 (2002)). 

 
These features can be linked directly to the notion of essences outlined 
above; that is they are essences of actionable meanings of objects used to 
communicate meaning. The relevance of Plosive and continuous consonants 
can be seen in the work of The philosopher Peter Hadreas (Abram 1999, 
pp.279-280) who sampled words used for the concepts of ‘ground’ and ‘sea’, 
from numerous western and eastern languages, analysing the phonemes 
within these words. Hadreas, cited in Abram (1999), notes the relevance of 
the features of Plosive and Continuous consonants when associated with the 
experience one may have when encountering them (Figure 2). The Plosive 
phonemes are more commonly used in the words for ‘ground’, whereas the 
continuous phonemes are more common in the words for ‘sea’. He remarks 
that:  

                                                      
4 Flat, Plosive and Continuous consonants are a part of a group of 11 basic features 
that can describe all words in the English language. These comprise of; Vocalic, 
Consonantal, Compact, tense, voiced, Nasal, (Dis)continuous (Plosive – Continuous), 
Strident, Checked, Grave and Flat. (Jackobson and Halle 1956 (2002)) 
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the sea as we move over or through it does not involve an 
obstruction of movement; whereas the earth or ground, at least 
insofar as it breaks our fall, always does (Abram 1999, p 280). 

 

 
 

Figure 35. Plosives and continuous phonemes in the words for 'ground' 
and 'sea'. (Hadreas 1986) 

 
The words for ground all employ plosives, while the words for sea employ 
only continuants, (even the apparent exceptions of Turkish and Arabic, the 
words for sea are relatively less plosive than those for earth) suggesting that 
it is the experience of the event itself (e.g. the physical stoppage of the 
ground) that motivates a gestural quality or essence that is vocalised to 
describe the experience. The continuous [a] of lap suggest an essence of 
continuation, or space, whilst the plosive consonant [p] suggests this essence 
of stoppage of a surface. A Lap`s essence then, could be construed as a flat 
surface, of ample size, upon which to rest an object such as a book, as 
communicated through the gestural quality of the essence of the phonemes 
themselves. 
 
It is suggested here every that meanings have a particular `sound posture`, 
that exists as a small part of conventional words. The essence of every 
meaning has a particular sound posture which each individual can be 
intrinsically familiar with through experiencing the essences of the world 
they share, rather than just through understanding the words each other says. 
These speech gestures outline an individual’s essences of an intentional 
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object, gesturally bringing certain perceptible bits of the world to our notice 
(Merleau-Ponty 1964). These words, vowels and phonemes then, are 
possibilities of so many ways of ‘singing the world’ through vocal gesture 
attuned to essences of experience.  
 
The way we create and use words is subjective, emergent and contingent. 
However, our experience of the world is mediated by linguistic systems of 
meaning making (Vasterling 2003) that privilege a model of meaning making 
that lies outside of contingent human experience, regulating our direct 
experience of the world. The next section will outline this concern, focusing 
on the shortfalls of linguistic models of communication to accurately 
communicate our direct, emergent experiences. 
 
 
Where does lap go when you stand up?  
 

We possess within ourselves ready-made meanings. They arouse 
in us only second order thoughts, these in turn are translated into 
other words which demand from us no real effort of expression 
and comprehension. (Merleau-Ponty 1964, p.213). 

 
When seated and reading a book that is rested upon our lap, we are aware of 
the presence of the lap’s ability as a flat surface upon which to rest the book. 
However, change the situation by standing and our lap appears to disappear. 
Merleau-Ponty notes that our ability to sing our world through spoken 
gesture is restricted through conventional language. What he calls second 
order thought, expressions that are already constituted `signs` of an already 
sung experience, are cited when we use them to describe our own experience. 
As they are already sung, these signs demand from us no real effort of 
expression or comprehension on the part of ourselves when used, and so 
experience is restricted to what is already sung. (Merleau-Ponty 1964). 
Concurrent with concerns regarding the limitations of linguistic models of 
reality, (Vasterling 2003; Massumi 2008), in which linguistically constructed 
realities have a tendency to reduce our contingent experience to a product of 
a linguistic system; the subject is reduced from a producer of meaning to a 
product of a linguistic construction. (Vasterling 2003) Our linguistically 
restricted experience obtained from standing up from a seated position in 
which we originally rested a book on our lap, now no longer allow us to 
express a subjective essence of the newly produced relationship with where 
the lap originally was, linguistically constrained, it appears to disappear. 
Such Linguistic systems of communication currently dominate 
communication studies, from linguistics to visual communications (Crow 
2003; Van-Leerwen and Kress 2006; Buchanan 2001; Eco 1989) These 
models, at their core, focus upon linguistic models of sign based meaning 
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making, such as a code (Saussure 1986), social code (Van-Leerwe and Kress 
2006), an encyclopaedia (Eco 1989) or rhetoric (Buchanan 2001). As such 
our Individual ‘singing the world’ and meaningful interaction within such 
systems of communication is severely reduced in everyday interaction due to 
a reliance on a linguistic meaning system which negates the full potential of 
the body schema in singing its experiences. Our ability to fully express and 
contingently assemble, meaning, based upon our essences of experience, is 
diluted. What we communicate and experience through the conventional 
language we use might not be our natural generative experience, merely an 
artificial process of codes, in which no real effort of our bodily expression 
and comprehension is demanded from us in the use of these conventional 
words, necessarily neglecting an essential aspect of our human agency; that 
of our bodily ability to create, structure and express meanings through the 
very act of being in our environments.  
 
 
Conclusions 
 
Within ecologically defined models of reality we actively construct meanings 
through our interactions in and with the environment as a contingent system. 
Our expressions, gestures and ultimately our communicative ability, is rooted 
within emergent meaningful essences of our direct bodily/world experience. 
These essences are the core of our communicative ability to sing our 
experience of the world, rooted directly into the soil of our subjective 
experiences, our creation, structuring and expression of meaning is rooted 
within our direct experience of the world. The mediated regulation of this 
experience through pre-constructed, conventional language of linguistic 
models of difference, however, negates the body’s ability to fully express its 
own experience directly through communicative gesture, privileging a pre-
established, arbitrary sign based system, thus restricting the phenomenon of 
subjective human expression and its ability to express its own experience. In 
such systems of linguistic difference then, a fundamental aspect of human 
agency, that of the body’s ability to create and structure our meanings, is 
neglected in favour of a system that lies outside of direct human experience. 
Meaning, expression and communication within such models of difference 
therefore can hardly be seen as natural human communication at all, only the 
product of an artificial process of symbols and codes. If meaning and 
expression are emergent and contingent, and our communicative ability is 
rooted within this expressive ability, the fundamental aspects of expression 
and comprehension proposed by the ecological model in this paper are 
restricted by linguistic models which rely upon pre-existing, pre-expressed 
meanings. A move beyond the linguistic, to embrace phenomenological, 
ecological or enactive models, may allow us to understand and build models 
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of ‘communication’ that are not restricted by models of difference but allow 
the natural expressive nature of the whole of human agency.  
 
It is suggested that by focussing attention on the emergent meaningful 
essences or relations between subjects and subjects as appose to the objective 
/materialistic meanings supplied through linguistic models, that a re-
invigoration of our natural expressive ability to communicate contingently, 
and expressively and as a more fulfilling experience, may be applied to (or 
instead of) current and traditional models of communication theory.  
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