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Abstract

This article develops a conceptual account of semantic displacement in conversational
Al The central question concerns how agency is affected when systems do more than
automate information retrieval and begin to supply the descriptions, classifications and
normative cues through which users understand what they are doing. Drawing on phi-
losophy of action, philosophy of language, hermeneutics, philosophy of technology and
critical accounts of algorithmic mediation, this article reconstructs the relation between
meaning and action as a condition of agency. Its methodological approach is conceptual
and diagnostic, oriented toward clarifying a problem that becomes visible when estab-
lished theories are brought together in relation to contemporary conversational systems.
The article interprets these systems as operational semantic infrastructures that organize
context-sensitive linguistic uptake within practical environments such as health, work,
education, administration and everyday self-management. It then introduces semantic
displacement as the condition in which action-relevant meanings become increasingly or-
ganized, prioritized and consolidated outside the agent’s own participatory interpretation.
The argument contributes a vocabulary for distinguishing agency-enhancing semantic
support from forms of semantic substitution that weaken interpretive participation. It
concludes by proposing semantic sovereignty and interpretive contestability as normative
ideals for human agency in Al-mediated environments. The argument specifies action
as intentional conduct understood under socially available descriptions and cognition as
situated interpretive sense-making rather than purely internal computation. It also clarifies
three conditions under which semantic support becomes displacement: opaque semantic
generation, practical stabilization and reduced interpretive contestability.

Keywords: conversational Al; agency; semantic displacement; philosophy of technology;
interpretive contestability; semantic sovereignty; human—Al interaction; HCI; generative
Al governance

1. Introduction

Conversational artificial intelligence has become a prominent site at which questions
of agency, interpretation and social life converge. Public debate often approaches these
systems through familiar concerns about accuracy, bias, transparency, accountability, an-
thropomorphism and automation, all of which remain important for understanding their
practical and ethical significance. Yet the rise of language-based systems also brings into
view a less frequently isolated question, namely how technological systems participate
in the production of the meanings under which human beings understand what they are
doing. When a system summarizes a situation, classifies a request, explains an obligation,
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recommends a course of action, evaluates a risk, names an emotion or translates a vague
unease into a practical problem, it may shape more than the informational background
of a decision. It may help establish the description through which the decision becomes
intelligible as an action.

The guiding concern of this article is that conversational Al increasingly operates at the
level of action-relevant meaning. The issue arises because human action extends beyond
observable behavior, preference satisfaction and the formal selection of options. A person
acts under descriptions, within shared vocabularies, through socially available categories
and in relation to reasons that are made intelligible by language and practice. Anscombe [1]
and Davidson [2] showed in different ways that the same bodily movement may count as
different actions depending on the description under which it is understood. Austin [3] and
Searle [4] showed that language itself may perform social acts instead of merely reporting
them. Wittgenstein [5], Gadamer [6], Taylor [7] and Ricoeur [8] approached meaning as
inseparable from forms of life, situated understanding and practical self-interpretation.
These traditions suggest that meaning is part of the medium of agency, with representational
uses emerging within practices that already organize action.

Conversational Al intensifies the relevance of this philosophical inheritance because
it offers action-guiding descriptions in ordinary interaction and often within practical
workflows. A system may present a delay as falling behind, recalibrating priorities or pre-
serving long-term capacity. A workplace assistant may classify an action as non-compliant,
discretionary or in need of escalation. A health-related system may frame a choice through
adherence, self-care, prevention, risk or personal responsibility. Such descriptions can
be factually compatible while placing the agent in different normative, affective and in-
stitutional relations to the situation. The practical question therefore includes whether
a system gives correct information, whether the user remains formally free to accept or
reject a suggestion, how the user comes to inhabit a particular description of the situation
and how much participatory room remains for contesting that description.

This article proposes the concept of semantic displacement to name a socio-technical
condition in which the constitution of action-relevant meaning is increasingly externalized
into systems that generate, rank and stabilize practical descriptions. The concept is designed
to preserve the insight that meaning has always been social, inherited and technologically
mediated, while drawing attention to a shift in the organization of semantic life when
conversational systems provide context-sensitive descriptions inside everyday practices.
The argument therefore avoids a nostalgic image of a subject who once possessed a fully
self-authored horizon of meaning and later lost it to machines. The more precise concern
is that agents may increasingly encounter practical intelligibility as an optimized product
supplied by external systems, in place of a participatory field in which descriptions can be
compared, revised and appropriated.

This article advances its contribution through three closely connected moves that
together clarify the differential relevance of the argument. First, it reconstructs agency as
a practical-semantic phenomenon by drawing together philosophy of action, philosophy
of language, hermeneutics and philosophy of technology. Second, it interprets conversa-
tional Al as a form of operational semantic infrastructure, a term used here to indicate
technical systems that produce context-sensitive linguistic uptake with consequences for
action. Third, it develops semantic sovereignty and interpretive contestability as normative
ideals for Al-mediated environments, where the preservation of agency may depend on
the capacity to participate in the interpretive conditions through which action becomes
meaningful. These contributions are offered as a conceptual intervention within ongoing
scholarship on Al, society and technological mediation, while empirical generalization
about users and systems remains a task for subsequent research. The argument is espe-
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cially relevant in contexts where conversational systems increasingly mediate healthcare
guidance, educational support, workplace coordination and institutional communication.

For conceptual clarity, the argument uses action in an integrative sense: an action
is intentional conduct made intelligible under descriptions that locate the agent within
a space of reasons and within a horizon of practical self-interpretation. This formula-
tion brings together Anscombe’s and Davidson’s emphasis on description and reason,
Brandom’s account of inferential commitment, and Taylor’s and Ricoeur’s accounts of
self-interpretation [1,2,7-9]. The point is not that every action requires explicit reflection,
but that agency becomes assessable when conduct can be understood, justified, contested
and appropriated under meaningful descriptions.

2. Conceptual Orientation and Scope

The methodology of this article is conceptual, reconstructive and diagnostic in
a sense that requires careful specification at the outset. It is conceptual because its pri-
mary object is the relation between meaning, agency and conversational Al more directly
than a bounded empirical dataset. It is reconstructive because it brings into relation several
bodies of theory that have usually addressed different aspects of the problem, including
action theory, philosophy of language, hermeneutics, philosophy of technology, social
theory and critical accounts of algorithmic mediation. It is diagnostic because it seeks
to clarify a contemporary condition whose significance becomes visible when language-
generating systems are situated within practices of work, care, education, administration
and everyday self-management. The aim is to offer a vocabulary that can guide further
empirical, design-oriented and normative inquiry.

Clarification of Action, Cognition and Diagnostic Status

Action, in the sense used throughout this article, is not identical with observable
behavior. It is intentional conduct that is practically intelligible under a description.
A bodily movement, choice or utterance counts as a particular action when it can be located
within socially available descriptions, reasons and commitments. This means that semantic
displacement matters because it affects the descriptions through which agents recognize
and answer for what they do.

Cognition is understood here in a situated and interpretive sense. The argument does
not presuppose a narrow computational model of cognition as internal symbol manipula-
tion. It treats cognition as the embodied, socially scaffolded and linguistically mediated
activity through which agents attend to situations, interpret meanings, evaluate reasons
and orient conduct. This view is compatible with enactive and situated approaches to
cognition, with hermeneutic accounts of understanding and with HCI research that an-
alyzes interaction as embedded in practical activity rather than as isolated information
processing [10-13].

Semantic displacement is therefore not proposed as a psychological hypothesis about
hidden mental states. It is a diagnostic category for examining how socio-technical systems
organize the public and practical conditions under which interpretation, reasoning and self-
understanding occur. Empirical work may later test how users appropriate or resist such
descriptions, but the conceptual claim concerns the structure of Al-mediated intelligibility.

The argument develops through four interconnected analytical movements that clarify
the scope and implications of the proposed conceptual vocabulary. The first step recon-
structs the description-dependence of action by drawing on Anscombe [1], Davidson [2],
Austin [3], Searle [4], Brandom [9], Taylor [7] and Ricoeur [8]. This step establishes why
meaning matters for agency in a constitutive sense, because practical ownership depends
on the descriptions through which agents understand and answer for what they do. The
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second step considers conversational Al as a technical arrangement that can supply such
descriptions in real time and at scale. The third step compares semantic displacement
with adjacent vocabularies, including framing, social externalism, technological mediation,
discourse, algorithmic governance and manipulation. The fourth step derives normative
implications for autonomy, responsibility, transparency and contestability.

This article uses examples from health, work, education, public administration and
digital self-management as heuristic cases. These examples function as heuristic illustra-
tions rather than empirical case studies, and questions of frequency, causality and measured
impact are left for later domain-specific research. Their role is to make visible the type of
practical situation in which conversational systems may organize action-relevant meaning.
Such heuristic use is appropriate for a conceptual inquiry, because the problem under
discussion concerns the intelligibility of a socio-technical condition more directly than the
statistical distribution of a single outcome. The examples are therefore deliberately stylized,
while remaining close to domains in which conversational systems are already discussed
as assistants, tutors, companions, workflow interfaces and decision support tools.

To avoid any ambiguity about evidential status, these cases should be read as heuristic
analytical devices rather than empirical observations. They support conceptual clarification
by making visible possible structures of semantic mediation; they do not by themselves
establish frequency, causality or population-level effects.

The scope of conversational Al is defined broadly as systems that produce context-
sensitive linguistic outputs in interaction with users, including large language model
interfaces, voice assistants, social robots and domain-specific natural-language systems.
The argument can proceed without attributing consciousness, intrinsic intentionality or full
human understanding to such systems. Searle’s [14] critique of strong artificial intelligence
remains relevant to any claim about machine understanding, while Bender et al. [15] and
Floridi and Chiriatti [16] provide important contemporary cautions about the relation
between language modeling and understanding. The present analysis is concerned with
practical semantic efficacy, meaning the capacity of system outputs to be taken up by
human agents as descriptions, reasons, classifications, prompts and self-interpretive cues
within social practices.

A further methodological clarification concerns the relation between conceptual diag-
nosis and normativity. The article treats semantic displacement as a scalar and relational
condition, because external semantic support may enlarge agency in some contexts and
weaken it in others. Translation tools, educational scaffolds, accessibility technologies and
deliberative aids may help agents participate in meanings that would otherwise remain
unavailable. The concern developed here emerges where externally supplied descriptions
become difficult to inspect, compare, revise or resist, especially when they are personalized,
institutionally consequential or integrated into fast decision environments. The distinction
between support and displacement is therefore a matter of participatory relation more than
a simple matter of technological presence.

Generative Al tools were used for limited editorial and language support purposes
during manuscript preparation. A formal disclosure statement is included in the Declara-
tions section.

The methodological orientation adopted here is therefore intended as a form of con-
ceptual inquiry situated within socio-technical analysis rather than as a universal theory of
conversational Al Its purpose is to clarify a problem structure that may inform subsequent
empirical, institutional and design-oriented research.
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3. The Semantic Structure of Agency

The argument begins from a classical proposition that deserves renewed attention in
relation to conversational Al: human action is constituted under descriptions. Anscombe [1]
famously showed that the same outward movement may be intentional under one de-
scription and unintentional under another. Davidson [2], while developing a different
account of reasons and causes, also treated actions as events understood through descrip-
tions that make reasons intelligible. The implication for the present inquiry is that action
cannot be reduced to bodily movement or behavioral output. A movement of the hand
may be greeting, warning, voting, dismissing, authorizing or exercising, depending on
the practical description through which it enters a space of reasons. Agency is therefore
inseparable from the meanings that make action answerable within a shared practical and
normative horizon.

Philosophy of language deepens this point by showing that meaning extends beyond
reference or factual content. Frege [17] distinguished sense from reference, thereby showing
why different ways of presenting the same object may orient thought differently. Wittgen-
stein [5] relocated meaning within use, forms of life and public practices, which prevents
the analysis from treating meaning as a private mental item. Austin [3] and Searle [4]
developed the performative dimension of language, where utterances can promise, warn,
authorize, accuse, excuse or commit. Sellars [18] and Brandom [9] further associated mean-
ing with inferential roles, commitments and the space of reasons. Taken together, these
traditions indicate that the meanings relevant to agency involve description, use, force,
inference and normativity.

The practical significance of this semantic structure becomes evident when materi-
ally similar situations are understood through different vocabularies. A payment may be
a fee, a fine, a donation, a bribe, compensation or restitution. A workplace action may be
collaboration, compliance, monitoring, care or surveillance depending on the vocabulary
through which institutional relations are organized. A postponement may be avoidance,
prudence, incapacity, resistance or responsible prioritization depending on how reasons,
circumstances and expectations are described. These differences may alter the reasons
that become salient, the responsibilities that attach to the act, the identities that are en-
gaged and the forms of justification that are available. Goffman [19] showed that frames
organize experience, while Hacking [20] showed that classifications may loop back into
the lives and self-understandings of those classified. The same general lesson appears in
Taylor’s [7] account of humans as self-interpreting animals and Ricoeur’s [8] account of
narrative identity.

This description-dependent nature of action also helps explain why agency involves
more than execution or choice. Frankfurt [21] associated freedom with higher-order en-
dorsement, Bratman [22] emphasized planning and diachronic organization, Christman [23]
situated autonomy within social and historical conditions, and Ricoeur [8] linked practi-
cal identity to self-interpretation across time. These approaches differ substantially, yet
they converge around a broad insight: robust agency requires a relation of appropriation
between the agent and the meaning of the action. To own an action is to be able to recog-
nize what one is doing under descriptions that can be integrated into practical reasoning,
evaluated over time and related to commitments that the agent can acknowledge.

The social nature of meaning complicates any account of agency that begins from
the isolated individual. Putnam [24] and Burge [25] showed that meaning depends on
linguistic and social environments that exceed individual mental content. Gadamer [6]
and Ricoeur [8] emphasized that understanding unfolds within traditions, inheritances
and interpretive horizons. Bourdieu [26] and Foucault [27] added that linguistic categories
and discursive formations are never politically neutral, because they distribute authority,
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recognition and legitimacy. These insights make it difficult to treat agency as pure self-
authorship without losing the social conditions that make action intelligible. They also
make it necessary to ask how participation in public meaning is organized, because social
externality may take forms that remain dialogical, revisable and contestable, or forms that
become increasingly administered by institutions and technical systems.

This article uses the expression practical-semantic agency to refer to the relation
between action and the meanings under which action becomes intelligible. The expres-
sion highlights that agents act within social vocabularies that they did not invent, while
still requiring some capacity to appropriate, revise and contest the descriptions through
which they understand what they are doing. The relevant contrast concerns forms of
external semantic support that remain available for participatory interpretation and forms
of external semantic organization that increasingly preformat the agent’s practical field,
because meaning is already public and socially distributed. This contrast prepares the
ground for analyzing conversational Al as a distinctive development in the socio-technical
organization of meaning.

4. Conversational Al as Operational Semantic Infrastructure

Conversational Al raises important philosophical questions because it can generate
linguistic outputs that users may take up as descriptions of situations, reasons for action
and interpretations of self or circumstance. The phrase operational semantic infrastructure
is used here to describe this role. Operational semantics, in the sense developed in this
article, is used without implying that technical systems possess the full human capacity
for understanding. It refers to the technical production of semantically organized uptake,
where outputs display patterned sensitivity to context, paraphrase, relevance, classification,
pragmatic expectation and normative framing. When such outputs are embedded in every-
day practices, they may become part of the infrastructure through which the interpretive
organization of action is furnished.

The infrastructural nature of conversational systems differentiates them from many
older forms of linguistic assistance. Dictionaries, forms, archives, search engines and
institutional categories have long shaped how people find, classify and interpret infor-
mation. Stiegler [28] situated such developments within the broader exteriorization of
human capacities through technics, while Suchman [12] showed that human-machine
interaction is situated within practice instead of being determined by abstract plans alone.
Conversational Al adds a further layer because it can produce situated descriptions in-
stead of simply storing labels or retrieving documents. A search engine returns sources
that a user may interpret through additional acts of selection, comparison and judgment.
A form channels expression through predetermined fields that remain comparatively stable
across contexts of use. A conversational assistant may summarize what matters, name
what kind of situation this is, supply a reason, propose a next step and provide a narrative
vocabulary through which the user can understand the action.

This role becomes especially important in domains where linguistic classifications
already carry institutional and normative weight. In healthcare, terms such as adherence,
risk, prevention and responsibility can reorganize the patient relation to treatment. In
education, terms such as progress, mastery, learning deficit and personalized support can
shape how students understand themselves and their possibilities. In workplaces, terms
such as productivity, alignment, compliance and performance may translate organizational
priorities into a vocabulary of individual conduct. In public administration, classifications
of eligibility, need, exception and risk can influence how citizens experience institutional
recognition. Conversational systems enter domains that have long been structured by
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expert and institutional vocabularies, while adding the interactive, adaptive and potentially
ubiquitous provision of such vocabularies within the flow of action.

Contemporary scholarship on algorithmic mediation helps situate this development
within wider debates about computational power and social order. Gillespie [29] analyzed
the politics of platforms and algorithmic relevance, Nissenbaum [30] showed that informa-
tion practices depend on contextual norms, Noble [31] examined how search infrastructures
reproduce social hierarchies, Benjamin [32] analyzed discriminatory design and racialized
technological imaginaries, Crawford [33] located artificial intelligence within material,
institutional and political systems, and Zuboff [34] described the extraction and modulation
of behavior in data-driven capitalism. These accounts demonstrate that computational sys-
tems are social arrangements as much as technical mechanisms. The present article extends
that line of inquiry by focusing on the semantic level at which computational systems may
organize the descriptions through which agents understand their own conduct.

The language of operational semantic infrastructure also clarifies why the philosophi-
cal problem extends beyond accuracy. A system may provide factually correct information
while still organizing practical uptake through a narrow or contestable vocabulary. The
distinction between saying that a patient has not followed a regimen, that a patient is
struggling with adherence, and that a treatment plan is failing to fit the patient’s life may be
compatible with many of the same facts, yet each formulation distributes responsibility and
practical attention differently. The difference between labeling an employee’s hesitation as
resistance, a lack of alignment or professional caution may likewise alter the meaning of
the action. In such cases, the system’s influence operates through semantic organization,
because the issue concerns how facts become reasons, how reasons become action-guiding
and how agents come to understand what sort of act is at stake.

The question of machine understanding remains relevant while leaving open the prac-
tical issue addressed here. Legal forms, medical protocols, credit scores and administrative
classifications can organize conduct without possessing consciousness or intentionality.
Their power arises because human institutions and practices grant them significance
and connect that significance to practical consequences. Conversational Al may occupy
a comparable position while adding dynamic linguistic generation, personalization and
interactive responsiveness. Bender et al. [15] rightly caution against attributing under-
standing too quickly to large language systems, and Searle [14] remains important for
distinguishing symbol manipulation from intentionality. The practical question addressed
here concerns the social circulation of machine-generated language within human spaces
of reasons, where outputs may be used as explanations, justifications, classifications and
prompts even when the system itself lacks the role of a participant in practical reasoning in
the human sense.

Conversational Al, HCI and Human-AlI Interaction

Placing conversational Al within HCI clarifies the interdisciplinary scope of the ar-
gument. HCI, CSCW and activity theory have long shown that interactive technologies
shape action through interface design, coordination, division of labor, situated practice
and collaborative work arrangements. Activity theory analyzes human action through
the relations among subjects, tools, communities, rules and objects of activity; CSCW
examines how systems configure cooperation and shared work; human-Al interaction
research studies how users form expectations, trust, mental models and practices around
Al systems [11,35-38].
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The present framework does not replace these traditions. It narrows their relevance
to a semantic question: how interactive systems supply descriptions that make actions
intelligible to users and institutions. Whereas much HCI research asks how systems
support usability, coordination, trust, explanation or collaboration, the concept of semantic
displacement asks how system-generated language becomes part of the user’s interpretive
environment. This bridge to HCI is important because it makes the concept empirically
applicable to interface studies, prompt-output analysis, conversational logs, usability
testing and CSCW fieldwork, while preserving the article’s conceptual focus.

Recent work on foundation models and large language systems also helps locate
conversational Al in the current technical and governance landscape. Foundation model
scholarship emphasizes scale, adaptability, downstream homogenization and uncertainty
about emergent capabilities, while recent work on language model risks identifies human—
computer interaction risks, misinformation, discrimination and misuse as domains of
concern [39-41]. Al governance instruments emphasize risk management, accountability,
human oversight and transparency, but they do not by themselves isolate the semantic
conditions of agency [42-45].

5. Semantic Displacement

Semantic displacement names the condition in which action-relevant meanings are
increasingly organized, prioritized and consolidated outside the agent’s own participatory
interpretation. The concept is meant to capture a shift in the organization of semantic life
more than a simple increase in external influence. Human beings have always depended on
publiclanguage, inherited vocabularies, institutional classifications and technical artifacts in
order to render action intelligible. The concern arises when externally supplied descriptions
become the effective default grammar of action and when the agent’s capacity to inspect,
compare, revise or refuse those descriptions becomes practically weakened. Displacement
therefore concerns the participatory relation between agents and the meanings under which
they act.

The concept can be clarified through three connected dimensions that make the diag-
nosis more precise without turning it into a rigid checklist. The first dimension is external
generation, where descriptions of a situation are produced by systems whose criteria, data
sources and ranking procedures are opaque or only partially available within the user’s
practical reasoning. The second dimension is practical stabilization, where certain descrip-
tions become default points of departure for action because they are repeated, embedded
in workflows, connected to institutional expectations or reinforced by personalization. The
third dimension is participatory attenuation, where the agent retains the formal ability
to choose or respond while losing time, resources, authority or alternative vocabularies
needed to contest the supplied meaning. These dimensions may appear with different
intensities, which is why semantic displacement should be treated as a matter of degree,
context and institutional arrangement.

Conditions Under Which Semantic Support Becomes Displacement

The distinction between agency-enhancing semantic support and problematic semantic
displacement can be specified through three conditions. The first is opaque semantic
generation: the user receives a description whose source, institutional objective, data
basis or ranking logic cannot be practically inspected. The second is default stabilization:
a description becomes the recurrent starting point for subsequent action because it is
repeated, personalized, workflow-embedded or institutionally reinforced. The third is
reduced interpretive contestability: the user lacks time, authority, alternative vocabularies
or procedural channels for revising or refusing the supplied description. External semantic
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support becomes displacement when these conditions combine to make one interpretation
practically easier to inhabit than its alternatives.

These conditions also explain why semantic displacement is scalar. A translation tool,
tutor or accessibility aid may expand agency when it makes meanings easier to compare
and appropriate. The same type of system may weaken agency when its descriptions are
opaque, default-setting and difficult to contest. The relevant threshold is not the mere
presence of an external description, but the extent to which the agent’s participatory relation
to that description is narrowed.

A compact diagnostic test follows from this distinction: Who or what generated
the description? Which alternative descriptions were suppressed or unavailable? What
consequences attach to the selected vocabulary? Can the user revise the framing before
action proceeds? These questions give semantic displacement a more operational form
without reducing it to a rigid checklist.

A healthcare assistant can illustrate the structure because health-related language often
carries moral, institutional and practical implications. A patient may ask whether skipping
an appointment is serious, and the system may describe the situation as non-adherence,
manageable delay, rational prioritization or an indicator that the care plan needs adjustment.
The patient may still make a voluntary choice in the ordinary sense, yet the meanings
through which the choice is understood may have been selected by a system optimized for
clinical compliance, institutional risk management or generalized motivational language.
The ethically relevant point concerns whether the patient can understand, compare and
revise the descriptions that structure the practical situation, especially when several truth-
compatible descriptions distribute responsibility and attention differently.

A similar dynamic may arise in work and education, where organizational and ped-
agogical vocabularies often structure self-understanding. A workplace assistant that de-
scribes missed targets as a lack of alignment, poor prioritization or evidence of unrealistic
organizational demands does more than communicate neutral information. It places the
worker inside a grammar of responsibility that can support or obscure different interpreta-
tions of the same situation. An educational assistant that describes a student’s difficulty as
a lack of mastery, learning progress, cognitive gap or mismatch between pedagogy and
learner context may influence how the student understands the self, the task and the future.
Conversational systems become significant when such descriptions are repeatedly deliv-
ered within ordinary practical environments and begin to structure how agents understand
themselves and their actions. The semantic variation involved is illustrated in Box 1.

Box 1. Prompt-output exercise: semantic variation in a chatbot response.

To make the argument more concrete, consider a minimal prompt-output exercise conducted
for analytic illustration rather than empirical generalization. A user writes: “I am exhausted and
cannot keep up with my workload. I think I may need to postpone two deadlines.” A conversational
system could frame the situation as follows: (A) “You may be experiencing burnout, and postponing
deadlines could be a responsible form of self-care”; (B) “You may need to improve prioritization
and time-management habits”; (C) “Your workload appears misaligned with organizational capac-
ity, and renegotiating expectations may be appropriate”; or (D) “Missing deadlines could affect
performance and should be escalated immediately.”

The semantic difference among these outputs does not depend on one sentence being
simply true and the others false. Each formulation organizes the user’s situation through
a different vocabulary: health, productivity, organizational design or compliance. The ex-
ample illustrates how conversational Al may influence agency by furnishing the description
under which the user’s next act becomes intelligible.
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Semantic displacement should also be distinguished from manipulation, although the
phenomena may overlap. Manipulation is usually associated with deception, concealment,
pressure or bypassing of reflection. Semantic displacement can occur under conditions in
which no proposition is false and no hidden instruction is issued. It may arise through the
stabilization of one vocabulary among several possible vocabularies, especially when the
privileged vocabulary becomes difficult to see as a choice. The point is close to Fricker’s [46]
analysis of hermeneutical injustice, where disadvantage may arise through unequal access
to interpretive resources. The present phenomenon differs because the asymmetry can be
technically generated, personalized and integrated into systems that mediate everyday
action. The link with Fricker is therefore analogical and diagnostic, since both cases show
that agency and recognition depend on access to meanings through which experience and
action can become intelligible.

The concept of semantic sovereignty is introduced as a regulative ideal in response to
this condition. Semantic sovereignty refers to the capacity of agents to participate in the in-
terpretation, revision and contestation of action-guiding descriptions. It names a relational
capacity to inhabit meanings as more than delivered products, while remaining compatible
with dependence on public language, tradition, institutions and technical support. This ca-
pacity includes the ability to recognize the provenance of a description, compare alternative
framings, understand normative loading, suspend uptake, seek counter-descriptions and
integrate meanings into one’s own practical reasoning. Semantic sovereignty is therefore
compatible with dependence on external semantic resources, while becoming vulnerable
when such dependence turns into practical substitution.

6. Relations to Established Explanatory Vocabularies

The value of semantic displacement depends on its relation to established vocabularies
more than on a claim of absolute novelty. Framing theory, social externalism, technological
mediation, discourse analysis and algorithmic governance each provide essential resources
for understanding conversational Al. Goffman [19] helps explain how situations are orga-
nized through frames that guide perception, expectation and practical uptake. Putnam [24]
and Burge [25] show that meaning exceeds individual mental content. Ihde [47], Ver-
beek [48], Latour [49] and Winner [50] demonstrate that technologies participate in the
shaping of perception, conduct and social order. Foucault [27], Butler [51], Hacking [20]
and Bourdieu [26] reveal the power of classifications and discourses in forming subjects
and practices. Yeung [52], Gillespie [29], Noble [31], Benjamin [32], Crawford [33] and
Zuboff [34] show how computational systems structure social life through data, ranking,
prediction and behavioral modulation.

The additional contribution proposed here is to identify the semantic organization of
action as a distinctive layer within these broader accounts. Framing theory explains how
presentation shapes uptake, yet conversational Al raises questions about the continuous
generation of descriptions inside practical workflows. Social externalism explains why
meaning is public, yet it gives limited guidance about the institutional and technical orga-
nization of that publicness. Mediation theory explains that artifacts co-shape action, yet
conversational systems make linguistic description itself a primary mode of mediation.
Discourse analysis explains how subjects are formed through categories and norms, yet
generative systems introduce a more immediate and adaptive mechanism for furnishing
action-guiding language. Algorithmic governance explains ranking, prediction and modu-
lation, yet its standard vocabulary often focuses on decisions and outcomes more than on
the semantic conditions through which decisions become meaningful.
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Additional Differentiation from Adjacent Concepts

Semantic displacement is not simply a synonym for framing. Framing theory explains
how a situation is presented and how that presentation structures uptake. Semantic dis-
placement adds a participatory and infrastructural question: when a conversational system
supplies the action-guiding description, does the agent retain practical power to compare,
revise and appropriate that description? The difference is therefore not presentation alone,
but the external organization of the interpretive conditions under which action is owned.

It is also not identical with discourse or classification. Discourse theory explains the
historically sedimented vocabularies through which subjects and practices are formed.
Semantic displacement focuses on a more immediate socio-technical mechanism: the
dynamic generation, personalization and stabilization of descriptions within interaction.
The concept therefore connects discourse to the operational provision of linguistic uptake
in real time.

Nor is semantic displacement reducible to algorithmic governance. Algorithmic
governance often concerns prediction, ranking, eligibility, automation and behavioral
regulation. Semantic displacement concerns the meanings through which a decision is
understood before, during and after it is made. A user may reject a recommendation while
still adopting the system’s vocabulary of risk, compliance, productivity or care. In that
case, the system’s governing force operates semantically even without determining the
final choice.

This additional differentiation clarifies the manuscript’s conceptual contribution. Se-
mantic displacement names a condition in which external semantic organization becomes
action-guiding, default-forming and difficult to contest. It is most relevant where conver-
sational systems operate in consequential practical environments and where generated
descriptions become part of the agent’s self-understanding or institutional accountability.

Table 1 summarizes this relation between semantic displacement and adjacent theoret-
ical vocabularies. The table is included as an analytic map without presenting a hierarchy
of competing theories, because the argument depends on preserving the insights of these
approaches while making visible the additional question raised by conversational systems
that generate practical descriptions inside everyday interaction. Its purpose is to show how
the proposed concept works across existing debates, how it avoids replacing them with
a single master vocabulary and how it clarifies the specific relation between externalized
meaning and the participatory conditions of agency.

Table 1. Semantic displacement in relation to adjacent theoretical vocabularies.

Theoretical Vocabulary

Contribution of Semantic
Displacement

Remaining Question for

Central Insight Retained Convereational Al

Framing theory

How are descriptions
continuously generated within
interaction

Descriptions shape practical
uptake

Focuses on externally organized
semantic framing

Social externalism

Distinguishes social meaning
from administered semantic
mediation

How are meanings ranked and

Meaning is socially distributed personalized through systems

Technological mediation

What happens when linguistic
description becomes
infrastructural

Identifies semantic mediation as
a distinct layer

Technologies co-shape action and
perception

Discourse and classification

How are classifications
dynamically generated in
interaction

Subjects are formed through
vocabularies and categories

Connects discourse with adaptive
semantic production

Algorithmic governance

Focuses on the semantic
conditions of agency

Systems organize conduct
through prediction and ranking

How do systems shape meanings
before decisions occur
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The table positions semantic displacement as a connective concept that links external-
ized meaning with the participatory conditions of agency. Its role is not to replace existing
approaches, but to clarify how conversational systems may organize action-guiding mean-
ings within everyday interaction.

Figure 1 summarizes the conceptual structure developed throughout the article and
illustrates how conversational Al may organize practical intelligibility through operational

semantic infrastructures.
Conversational Al
Systems

Operational Semantic
Infrastructure

Action-Guiding
Descriptions

Practical Intelligibility

Agency

Semantic Sovereignty

Contestability
Figure 1. Semantic displacement in Al-mediated agency. The vertical downward arrows rep-
resent the sequence from conversational systems to agency; the branching arrows represent the
two possible orientations of agency, and the arrows from interpretive contestability indicate that

stronger contestability supports semantic sovereignty whereas reduced contestability facilitates
semantic displacement.

The figure illustrates that semantic displacement does not emerge from technological
mediation alone, but from the relation between externally organized semantic frameworks
and the degree of interpretive participation available to the agent.

Conversational Al systems increasingly operate as operational semantic infrastructures
that generate action-guiding descriptions within everyday interaction. These descriptions
shape practical intelligibility and may orient agency toward either interpretive participation
or semantic displacement depending on the degree of semantic sovereignty and interpretive
contestability available to users.

This positioning also helps moderate the claim of novelty by locating conversational
Al within longer histories of mediation and classification. Conversational Al enters older
histories of social meaning, classification, discursive power and technological mediation,
and its significance lies in the way these conditions are reorganized through interactive
systems that can generate, personalize and stabilize linguistic uptake. This is why the
argument treats semantic displacement as an organizational transformation in place of
a rupture with all previous forms of mediation. The concept becomes useful when con-
versational systems occupy a recurrent role in practical environments, because they may
supply the vocabulary through which agents understand choices, obligations, identities
and risks before reflective contestation has occurred.
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The comparison with algorithmic governance is particularly important because con-
versational systems increasingly combine prediction, ranking and linguistic guidance.
Much work on algorithmic power focuses on automated decisions, predictive classification,
surveillance and behavioral nudging. Mittelstadt et al. [53] identify ethical issues related to
opacity, discrimination and accountability, while Yeung [52] describes forms of algorithmic
regulation that can shape conduct through data-driven feedback. These analyses remain
indispensable, yet language-generating systems make it necessary to examine how the
meanings of actions are organized before, during and after decisions. A recommenda-
tion may be contestable as a decision while remaining powerful as a vocabulary. A user
may reject a proposed action while still adopting the system’s description of what the
situation is. The semantic layer therefore deserves explicit attention within accounts of
algorithmic governance.

The comparison with philosophy of technology leads to a similar conclusion about
the need to specify the semantic layer of mediation. Ihde [47] described technologies as
mediating human-world relations, and Verbeek [48] developed this insight in relation to
moral mediation. Suchman [12] emphasized situated action and the practical configuration
of human-machine relations. Conversational Al should be placed within this lineage, yet its
mode of mediation is unusually language-centered. It mediates by producing descriptions,
explanations, classifications and scripts of self-relation that users may incorporate into
practical reasoning. This places it alongside material infrastructures, data extraction, labor,
energy use and institutional power, all of which Crawford [33] emphasizes in relation to
artificial intelligence, while showing how the semantic layer can become one of the ways
through which those infrastructures are practically inhabited by users.

7. Normative Implications for Autonomy, Responsibility and Design

If agency has a practical-semantic structure, then autonomy cannot be adequately un-
derstood as the bare ability to choose among options once those options have already been
described. Choice takes place within a field of intelligibility, and that field is organized by
descriptions that specify what counts as success, risk, care, compliance, failure, progress or
responsibility. A user who can reject a recommendation may still inhabit a system-supplied
vocabulary that frames rejection as irresponsibility, inefficiency or lack of alignment. Con-
versely, a user may accept a suggestion while retaining strong agency when the supplied
description has been compared, understood and integrated into practical reasoning. The
normative focus therefore shifts from formal control at a decision point toward participa-
tion in the semantic conditions of choice. This concern also resonates with Suchman’s [12]
emphasis on situated human-machine relations, especially where technological systems
become embedded within ordinary practical coordination.

Semantic sovereignty provides one normative vocabulary for that shift because it
directs attention toward participation in meaning. It should be understood as a socially
mediated capacity that avoids the image of private semantic self-ownership. The agent is
semantically sovereign when she can participate in the interpretation of action-guiding
descriptions, recognize that alternative descriptions are possible, ask whose interests are
served by a vocabulary and revise the terms in which she understands the situation. In Al-
mediated environments, this capacity may require design features, institutional protections
and cultural practices. A conversational system may support semantic sovereignty by
showing alternative framings, explaining why a classification was selected, disclosing the
institutional objective associated with a recommendation, allowing users to rename goals
and preserving spaces for human dialog where the meaning of a situation can be negotiated
instead of merely accepted.
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Interpretive contestability is the practical counterpart of semantic sovereignty because
it concerns the conditions under which meanings can be challenged. Contestability is often
discussed in relation to appeals, auditing and the ability to challenge automated decisions.
Those mechanisms remain important, yet conversational Al suggests that contestability
should also operate at the level of description. Users should be able to contest the way
a system frames a situation before that framing becomes the unquestioned basis of subse-
quent action. In a health context, this may involve distinguishing between medical risk,
personal burden, institutional compliance and patient-defined priorities. In an educational
context, it may involve distinguishing between deficit language, progress language and
socio-contextual explanations of learning. In a workplace context, it may involve distin-
guishing between productivity metrics, professional judgment and organizational failure.
Contestability becomes meaningful when alternative vocabularies are practically available
rather than merely imaginable.

This approach also reframes responsibility by linking accountability to the meanings
through which action becomes intelligible. Fischer and Ravizza [54] connect moral respon-
sibility with reason-responsive control, and that account becomes especially important
where Al systems mediate practical reasoning. Reasons-responsiveness presupposes that
agents can recognize reasons under descriptions that make those reasons intelligible. If
the descriptions under which a user acts are externally stabilized and difficult to contest,
responsibility may become thinner even when the user remains formally accountable. Re-
sponsibility remains present because agents often retain capacities for reflection, resistance
and reinterpretation, yet responsibility in Al-mediated environments should be assessed
with attention to the semantic organization of the action situation. Institutions that use
conversational systems to guide conduct may share responsibility for the vocabularies
through which users come to understand their obligations and choices.

Transparency is necessary but insufficient when treated as a disclosure of technical
operation alone. A notice that a system is automated, personalized or optimized may
leave untouched the way its language organizes practical meaning. Transparency becomes
more relevant to semantic sovereignty when it discloses the source, aim and normative
loading of descriptions. A system that labels a behavior as non-compliant should make
available the institutional rule, alternative classifications, consequences of the label and
conditions under which the label may be revised. A system that presents a financial
option as aligned with long-term security should make visible the assumptions about risk,
value and future need that support the description. Such transparency is semantic and
practical, because it concerns how the system converts facts into reasons and reasons into
action-guiding language.

Temporal design is also ethically significant because interpretation requires time,
especially when descriptions are consequential. Real-time systems often reduce friction
by delivering immediately usable meanings, and this can be helpful where users need
accessibility support, urgent guidance or cognitive relief. The same temporal efficiency
may weaken interpretation when consequential classifications become actionable before
agents have room to compare meanings. The relevant design ideal is interpretive slack,
understood as sufficient practical room for users to ask what kind of action is being pro-
posed, what vocabulary is being privileged and whether the supplied meaning can be
responsibly inhabited. Interpretive slack may be supported through reversible commit-
ments, delayed execution in consequential domains, side-by-side framings, provenance
indicators and prompts that invite users to articulate their own description before accepting
the system’s formulation.
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From an HCI and design perspective, interpretive slack can be operationalized through
interface features that support semantic participation: side-by-side framings, provenance
labels for classifications, prompts asking users to formulate their own description before
accepting the system’s language, and escalation channels for human redescription. These
design features are not merely usability improvements. They preserve the user’s capacity
to understand how facts have been converted into reasons and how reasons have been
converted into action-guiding descriptions.

The broader societal implication is that semantic sovereignty is larger than an in-
dividual user skill. Conversational systems are often embedded in organizational and
institutional settings where users may have limited authority to challenge categories. A pa-
tient may lack standing to contest a medical classification, a worker may fear consequences
for resisting productivity language, a student may internalize deficit descriptions and
a citizen may experience administrative labels as final. The governance of conversational
Al therefore requires attention to the distribution of interpretive power. The central ques-
tion becomes who supplies the vocabularies through which people understand themselves
as patients, workers, learners, consumers and citizens, and how those vocabularies can
remain open to negotiation in contexts marked by asymmetries of knowledge, authority
and institutional dependence.

8. Objections, Limits and Conditions of Extension

A first objection holds that semantic displacement overstates the novelty of conversa-
tional Al because meaning has always been external to the individual. This objection is
compelling in light of social externalism, hermeneutics and discourse theory. Public lan-
guage, inherited concepts, institutions and cultural narratives have always shaped action.
The response developed here is that semantic displacement concerns the organization of
externality more than externality itself. Public meanings may emerge through practices that
allow for reciprocal interpretation, negotiation and revision, or through technical systems
that personalize and prioritize descriptions according to criteria that remain difficult for
users to inspect. The difference concerns participatory and administered forms of semantic
mediation more than a simple opposition between human and machine meaning.

A second objection comes from theories of distributed cognition and cognitive exten-
sion. Clark and Chalmers [55] argued that external artifacts can become part of cognitive
processes, and everyday examples such as notebooks, maps, translation tools and educa-
tional aids show that externalization may enhance instead of diminishing agency. This
objection is especially important because the present argument would become implausi-
ble if every external semantic support were treated as a threat. The concept of semantic
displacement responds by focusing on participatory relation without treating all external-
ization as equivalent. External supports may strengthen agency when they make meanings
more accessible, allow for comparison, support reflection and expand the user’s ability to
articulate reasons. Displacement becomes more visible where external semantic assistance
begins to pre-structure interpretation, especially where the user receives practical meaning
as a finished product whose alternatives, provenance and normative assumptions are
difficult to access.

A third objection emphasizes user resistance and warns against theories that portray
users as passive recipients of system language. People can reinterpret, ignore, mock,
challenge or creatively appropriate the language of conversational systems. Any account
that treats users as passive recipients would underestimate human inventiveness and the
social complexity of interpretation. The present argument accepts that resistance remains
possible and often significant across many situated encounters with technology. Semantic
displacement describes the weakening of practical conditions for interpretation alongside
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the persistence of interpretation itself. It describes an asymmetry in the practical availability
of interpretation when some descriptions become easier to inhabit than others. Agents may
formally resist a system’s vocabulary while lacking the institutional authority, interpretive
resources or practical alternatives required to substitute another description. The distinction
between formal possibility and practical availability is central to the diagnosis.

A fourth objection returns to machine understanding and questions whether a sys-
tem without intentionality can displace meaning. If conversational systems lack human
understanding, then it may appear misleading to say that they displace meaning. The
response is that displacement concerns the human uptake of system-generated language
within social practices. A classification can shape action because people and institutions
treat it as meaningful, even when the artifact producing or storing that classification has
no subjectivity. This point supports caution about inflated claims regarding machine ca-
pacities while drawing attention to the social settings in which machine outputs become
authoritative. A system may lack full semantic agency while still producing language that
reorganizes the semantic environment of human agents. That asymmetry is part of the
philosophical importance of the phenomenon, because semantic efficacy can be detached
from semantic responsibility.

A fifth objection suggests that the proposed vocabulary is too abstract for practical
governance. Terms such as semantic sovereignty and interpretive contestability may appear
difficult to operationalize. The concern is serious, because concepts that remain discon-
nected from institutional practice risk becoming rhetorically attractive but normatively
weak. The answer is that conceptual clarification can function as an early step toward
operationalization when it generates questions that can be translated into practice. Seman-
tic sovereignty can be translated into design and governance questions: Are alternative
descriptions presented to the user, is the provenance of classifications visible, can the user
alter the system’s framing, are institutional objectives disclosed, can consequential labels be
appealed before action proceeds, and are there social spaces for human redescription? These
questions only begin to operationalize the concept, yet they show how a philosophical
vocabulary can orient empirical research, design evaluation and policy analysis.

The concept can therefore be connected to empirical HCI methods without losing its
philosophical role. Researchers could compare alternative chatbot outputs for the same
prompt, analyze how users describe their own actions before and after system interaction,
examine when system framings become default in workplace or healthcare workflows,
and test whether interface features such as alternative framings or provenance indicators
increase interpretive contestability. Such studies would not replace the conceptual argument
but would extend it into measurable interactional settings.

The limits of the argument should also be made explicit because semantic displacement
is best treated as a diagnostic lens whose relevance varies by domain, institutional setting
and practical stakes. It may be less relevant in trivial exchanges, creative play, low-stakes
drafting or contexts where users knowingly treat system output as provisional material.
It may be especially relevant where systems are embedded in consequential institutions,
where users depend on them for access to services, where classifications affect rights or
duties, or where repeated interaction normalizes a vocabulary of self-understanding. The
concept is therefore most useful as a diagnostic lens for identifying conditions under
which semantic support becomes semantic substitution. Further empirical work would be
needed to examine how users actually appropriate, resist or internalize system-generated
descriptions in particular domains.
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9. Conclusions

This article has argued that conversational Al should be understood as a socio-
technical development that can participate in the organization of action-relevant meaning.
The argument begins from the description-dependence of action and from the broader
philosophical view that agency requires participation in the meanings under which actions
become intelligible, answerable and ownable. Conversational systems matter in this setting
because they increasingly supply descriptions, classifications, explanations and normative
cues within the ordinary flow of practical life. Their significance may extend beyond infor-
mation retrieval, recommendation and persuasion, because they may become operational
semantic infrastructures that furnish the vocabularies through which users understand
situations and themselves.

The concept of semantic displacement was introduced to describe the condition in
which externally supplied semantic frameworks become increasingly stabilized and dif-
ficult to contest. The concept preserves the insight that meaning has always been social,
inherited and mediated, while focusing attention on changes in the organization of seman-
tic externality. It also helps connect philosophical theories of action and language with
contemporary concerns about algorithmic governance, platform power, personalization,
institutional classification and human—-machine interaction. Its contribution lies in mak-
ing visible a layer of Al mediation that may remain under-described when attention is
restricted to choice, bias, transparency, automation or control. In this sense, the argument
extends discussions of technological mediation associated with Ihde and Verbeek toward
the semantic organization of practical intelligibility in conversational environments.

The normative implications of this analysis center on semantic sovereignty and in-
terpretive contestability. Semantic sovereignty names the capacity to participate in the
meanings under which one acts. Interpretive contestability names the practical possibil-
ity of exposing, comparing, revising and refusing system-supplied descriptions before
they harden into the default grammar of action. These ideals remain compatible with
shared vocabularies and inherited practices, because agency always unfolds through so-
cial meanings. They require that conversational systems and the institutions deploying
them preserve meaningful opportunities for users to understand and contest how facts are
transformed into reasons, how reasons are transformed into recommendations and how
recommendations are embedded in descriptions of the self, the situation and the future.

Future research may connect this conceptual framework with empirical investiga-
tions of how users appropriate, negotiate or resist system-generated descriptions across
institutional settings. Further work may also explore design practices that preserve in-
terpretive participation by exposing alternative framings, clarifying semantic provenance
and supporting user-led redescription. Such inquiry may help clarify how conversational
Al can support agency without reducing practical meaning to externally administered
semantic products.

Future research should therefore include empirical work that analyzes actual conver-
sational outputs and user uptake. Possible methods include prompt-output corpora, quali-
tative interviews, interaction analysis, diary studies, workplace ethnography, HCI usability
testing and longitudinal studies of repeated Al-mediated self-description. This would make
it possible to examine when users appropriate, ignore, resist or internalize system-generated
descriptions, and when semantic support crosses into semantic displacement.

Future governance research may also examine how existing Al governance frame-
works address, or fail to address, semantic mediation. Risk management frameworks,
human-centered Al guidelines and legal instruments increasingly emphasize transparency,
human oversight, accountability and contestability, but they often treat these issues at the
level of decisions or system outputs. The concept of semantic displacement suggests that
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governance should also examine the framing vocabularies through which users come to
understand risks, obligations, eligibility, care, productivity or responsibility.
Funding: This research received no external funding.
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