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Introduction

Motivating Question

How does the language we use to talk about
artificial intelligence shape or influencewhat

people believe about AI?

Motivating Question
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Introduction

Two Forms of Ambiguity

Innocent Polysemy
• Normal feature of language
• Context-dependent
• Usually harmless

Strategic Polysemy
• Exploited ambiguity
• Serves rhetorical goals
• Canmislead

Two Forms of Ambiguity
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Introduction

Strategic Polysemy in AI

• Agent
• Alignment
• Artificial intelligence
• Chain of thought
• Hallucination
• Learning
• Reasoning

narrow,
technical
meaning

ordinary,
colloquial
meaning

Strategic Polysemy
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Glosslighting

Definition

Glosslight (Definition):
Glosslighting (verb) is the practice of using technically
redefined or polysemous terms to evoke familiar meanings
—often emotionally or cognitively powerful ones—while
preserving the ability to deny thosemeanings through retreat
into specialised, context-bound reinterpretations.

Glosslighting
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Glosslighting

Example 1 : Chain of Thought / Reasoning

Glosslighting Example 1
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Glosslighting

Example 1 : Chain of Thought / Reasoning

“Intermediate token-sequence prompting produces multi-step
pattern completion in autoregressive text-generation models”

Intermediate natural-language token sequencesgenerated to improvenext-token prediction

Multi-step
pattern completion

over learne
d representat

ions;

heuristic se
arch through statisti-

cally associ
ated transformations

Autoregressive text-
generation models

Glosslighting Example 1
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Glosslighting

Example 1 : Chain of Thought / Reasoning
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Glosslighting

Additional Examples

Term Non-glosslighting interpretation
Agent Model wrapped in a control loop with memory,

tools, and a task-selection policy
Alignment Software defect / objective mismatch
Attention Weighted similarity operations
Chain of Thought Intermediate token sequences for next-token

prediction
Emotion Vector Fitted activation direction linked to a�ect-

related concepts
Hallucination Output divergence from fitted data patterns
Introspection Prompting a model to query and output state-

ments about its internal processes or states.
Reasoning Multi-step pattern completion over fitted rep-

resentations; search over statistically associated
transformations

Sleep O�ine recurrent consolidation and state-
update phase
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Glosslighting

Social and Normative Consequences

AI Hype Cycles
• Researchers benefit from attention and funding.
• Companies benefit frommarketing and product di�erentiation.
• Journalists benefit from compelling narratives.
• Investors benefit from stories of transformative innovation.

Epistemic Harms
• Makes it harder for the public to understand AI systems.
• Encourages exaggerated beliefs about capabilities.
• Obscures limitations and failure modes.

Moral Harms
• Distortion of trust and accountability.

Structural Harms
• Those who control AI have power over how it is understood.

Social and Normative Consequences
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Glosslighting

Language and Power

• Linguistic conventions in AI are an ethical and political
practice that shapes knowledge, trust, and power.

• Responsible scientific communication demands the
resistance of using strategically ambiguous terminology.

• Without linguistic transparency, those who control the
language of AI also control how its risks, benefits, and
failures are understood, and by whom.

An Issue of Power



Constructive Compliments: travis.lacroix@durham.ac.uk
More Information: travislacroix.github.io

Thank You

[After Yang (2022) – Dir. Kogonada]


	Introduction
	Motivating Question
	Two Forms of Ambiguity
	Strategic Polysemy in AI

	Glosslighting
	Definition
	Example 1 : Chain of Thought / Reasoning
	Example 2 : Agent / Agentic AI
	Example 3 : Hallucination
	Example 4 : Alignment
	Additional Examples
	Social and Normative Consequences
	Language and Power


