
The Semiotically Extended Mind: on the notion of ‘coupling’ in the cognitive sciences

Recently, in philosophy of mind and the cognitive sciences, a lot of attention has been 
devoted to discussions of extended, distributed and enactive approaches to cognition (cf. 
e.g. Hutchins 1995; Clark 1997; Clark and Chalmers 1998; Clark 2006; Clark 2008). Two 
central tenets are often promoted: 1) Rather than ‘processes in the head’, cognition should 
be thought of as ways we dynamically couple with various aspects of the material and 
social environment in pursue of local contextualized needs, 2) such smooth, functional 
couplings enhance performance in the cognitive tasks at hand (and cognitive powers 
more generally). The notion of ‘coupling’ is thus central, but rarely reflected upon. Often 
an analogy is made to manual tool use: In repeated/successive smooth engagements with 
manual tools they tend to become an integrated part of our body schema. Temporarily, the 
tool/body boundary is wiped out and attention is allocated to the direct object of the aided 
activity. Such procedural couplings can be experimentally measured (Farnè, Serino et al. 
2007; Dotov, Nie et al. 2010). However, there are profound limitations to the proposed 
analogy in relations to the true objectives of the extended mind theory. In order to 
adequately account for observations of how higher-order human cognition extends into 
the material and social environment, we need to elaborate and operationalize a radically 
different notion of  ‘coupling’ and here semiotic considerations are warranted. In the 
paper, I will make an attempt to unfold such considerations and elaborate a notion of 
‘semiotic coupling’ that stress how - in various meaning-making activities - we exploit 
the mediating, representational powers of the surrounding material environment. It will 
be argued that in (some of) these cases, contrary to procedural couplings, we do not look 
‘through’ the tool to the meaning, but actually attend to and manipulate the material 
properties of the medium to explore its meaning-making potentials.   
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