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The Problem 
In different situations of life, both common and 
institutional, it happens that some people negotiate the 
meaning of terms and sentences. This negotiation occurs 
both in situations where it is necessary to resolve 
controversy (e.g. in law courts) and also when there is no 
strong reason or apparent motivation present (e.g. in 
pub). But if the meaning is conventional, then why do 
we negotiate it? Is it not enough to refer to the 
conventions?  

Domain of Research 
The research investigates the meaning negotiation 
processes. In particular, negotiation processes produced 
by agents who are collaborative (contract), but then they 
become conflicting (controversy). The interdisciplinary 
plane of research is composed from several disciplines: 
sociology of knowledge, philosophy of language and 
knowledge, logic, theory of decisions and artificial 
intelligence. The case-study concerns contracts of 
employment, in particular ambiguous clauses.  

The Kind of Approach: The Problem of 
Plausible Meaning as Problem of Decision 

The problem of meaning, namely the problem of 
determining the ‘correct’ meaning of a sentence, is a key 
topic in the study of language and linguistic processes. 
The kind of approach that we believe plausible to the 
problem of meaning in meaning negotiation processes 
turns on the idea that to determine which is the plausible 
meaning we must have recourse to a decision. In our 
view, this decision is founded on what the agents take to 
be their interests (Cruciani, 2006).  

Outline of the Poster 
In the first frame: Theoretical view, some fundamental 
concepts are sketched out. We relate them with respect 
to some disciplines. In the second: Case-study: 
ambiguous clause, we report a real case: an ambiguous 
clause and the kind of dispute. In the third: Features of a 
model: ordinary tools are not powerful enough, we show 
how dictionaries, encyclopaedias and knowledge domain 
are not effective in determining some meanings (Eco, 
1997; Marconi, 1997). In the fourth: Interest and 
decision, we propose the main thesis of the research, and 
preliminarily we sketch out the notion of relation 
between interest and meaning (via preferences). In the 
fifth: How interests are socially connected to meaning, 

we consider a certain kind of social dynamics. These 
work on meaning, but are driven by underlying interests 
(Latour, 2005). We sketch out the connection of a local 
network of social relations, produced by certain social 
dynamics, with the determination of a referent for a 
contract’s ambiguous sentence. In the sixth: Features of  
a model: interest, preference and choice, we describe the 
individual process of choice of meaning using some 
formal concepts from decision theory – e.g. relation of 
preference (Myerson, 1991; Colombo, 2003). In the 
seventh: Knowledge representation, we present the 
Theory of cognitive contexts. The cognitive context is 
viewed as partial and approximate theory that an agent 
uses to resolve a problem in a specific situation.  This 
approach captures the compatibility between different 
representations of agents with respect to the same 
sentence, also when there is epistemic asymmetry 
between agents (Giunchiglia, 1993; Bouquet, 1998). In 
the Semantic agreement we present a modified version 
of the model Semantic coordination (Bouquet & Serafini 
& Zanobini, 2003; Zanobini, 2006) adding a strategic 
level in linguistic interaction, because in the case-study 
interests are conflicting.                 
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