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Overview 
n  Aim of the research 
n  Ostension to oneself : definition 
n  Theoretical background 
n  Hypotheses 
n  Methods 
n  Coding criteria 
n  Forms and functions of ostensions to oneself  
n  Toward a model of analysis rooted in Peirce’s 

semiotics 



Aim of the research 
n  What are the earliest ostensions to oneself 

produced by children ? 
n  How can we study them ? 

n  How do they develop between 8 and 16 months 
from the onset of the use-of-object appropriation to 
first language ?  
n  Is there an evolution in the forms and functions of 

ostensions to oneself ? 
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Ostension to oneself (e.g. Moro, 2000, 
2012 ; to appear ; Moro et al., in prep) 

n  Working definition. :  
n  « A sign that exists only insofar as it has a 

context » (Eco, 1992, p. 12) 
n  « A catch-call sign that works precisely because of its 

vagueness » (Eco, 1992, p. 12) 
n  « to present an object to oneself » (a gestural sign 

which involves object) 
       
-> Importance in early development : premices of 
reflexivity before language (cf. Vygotsky, 1925/1994 
in the communication with oneself, but only 
language) 
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Ostension to oneself  : Cyril 10 months 
(screenshot) 
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Ostension to oneself  : Cyril 10 months 
(video extract 1) 
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Ostension to oneself  : Cyril 10 months 
(video extract 2) 
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Theoretical background  
Pragmatics of Object   

n  Pragmatics of object (from 1979 to 2013, 
e.g. Moro, 2011 ; Moro & Rodríguez, 2005) 
n  Extension of 2nd Vygotsky’s historico-cultural 

and semiotic paradigm to preverbal 
development (only language) 

n  Preverbal development through the object 
artifact is the result of semiotic constructions in 
adult-object-child (7 to 13 months old) triadic 
interactions 



Canonical use of the object Nathalie 12 
months (video extract)  
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Symbolic use of the object Nicolas 20 
months (video extract) 
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Theoretical background (cont.) 
Ostensions to oneself : new theoretical 
aspects 

n  2nd Vygotsky’s paradigm Social origins of 
cognition and consciousness through signs (only 
language) 
n  Pivotal status of sign 

n  Communication towards other people 
n  Communication towards oneself 

n  Vygotsky, Thought & Language, 1934/1997 
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Hypotheses 
n  General hypothesis : ostension to oneself : 

premises of reflexivity and consciousness 
according to Vygotsky 
n  « Consciousness is a contact to 

oneself » (Vygotsky, 1924/1994, pp. 90-91)  
n  Existence of different levels of consciousness 

((Vygotsky, 1925/2003, pp. 78-79)  
n  -> Action is under the control of attention 
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n  Operational hypotheses 
n  Development of ostensions to oneself are first 

grounded in movement and rythm of action 
(Prechtl, 2001; Sheets-Johnstone, 2011; 
Trevarthen, to appear) 

n  There is a first bifurcation when the infant begins 
to use the object in a conventional way (we will 
focus on that first bifurcation in my talk today) 

n  There is a second bifurcation when the infant 
enters into speech production  
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Methods 

n  6 children observed at age 8 - 12 -16 
months old  

n  Video recorded adult-object-child 
interactions in a home environment (30 
min per observation) 

14 



Coding criteria 

n  Criteria (coding manual)  
n  Moro, Dutrannois, Fardel & Piguet, in prep.) 

n  1. definition of ostensions 
n  2. forms and functions of ostensions 
n  3. conventional uses (both canonical & symbolic) 

performed by children 
n  4. adult’s signs performed (ostension & pointing) 
n  … 

n  All data is coded with ELAN software 
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Forms and functions of 
ostensions to oneself  

n  Illustrations (at 8, 12, 16 months old) 
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SI - 8 months  
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S1 -12 months 
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S1 - 16 months 
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S2 -16 months  
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A model of analysis rooted in 
Peirce’s semiotics 

n  Peirce’s semiotics : 3 levels of 
interpretation 

n  1) « Iconicity »  
n  2) « Indexicality » 
n  3) « Symbolic » 
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n  Corroborated by two other analyses  
n  Use of object evolution (non-canonical, 

premices, canonical or symbolic) 
n  Adult’s signs (see Pragmatics of object):  

n  importance of adult’s ostension to infant at 8 
months old 

n  Importance of adult’s pointing at 16 months old 

22 



n  Thank you for your attention ! 
n  Christiane.Moro@unil.ch 

23 


