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3 Ernst von Glasersfeld’s Philosophy of
Language: Roots, Concepts, Perspectives

S.J.Schmidt

The development of linguistics and of the philosophy of language since the late
1950s can roughly be characterized by an increasing understanding of the
cognitive as well as the social aspects of language and communication. This
cognitivist and sociological turn took place in strict opposition to the two
paradigms which had dominated the intellectual life in the United States until
then, viz. behaviorism and first order cybernetics. And one of the most consistent
protagonists in this consequential turn has undoubtedly been Ernst Glasersfeld.
Glasersfeld describes the situation at the end of the 1930s as follows:

The bulk of linguistic research, having chosen to follow Bloomfield—rather
than Sapir, his teacher—developed a militant disregard for the function of the
phenomenon it was studying. Interest was focused on those manifestations that
could be called directly observable or physical. Phonology thrived and
semantics, the study of meaning, which is at the core of the communicatory
function of language, was thwarted. (1975, p. 2)

From its very beginning, Glasersfeld’s interest in language and communication
has been motivated by an epistemological position which he himself named
radical constructivism, which he saw embedded in the skeptical and
instrumentalist traditions of European philosophy (since Democritus and
Sextus Empiricus), in the psychology of Jean Piaget or George Kelly, and in
Silvio Ceccato’s and Heinz von Foerster’s second order cybernetics. Radical
constructivism,1 in Glasersfeld’s view, is essentially a theory of knowing which
has helped to draw up a coherent and homogeneous approach to language,
communication, and epistemology.2 In what follows I shall concentrate on the
essentials of this approach.

Basic Concepts

The basic concepts and arguments of Glasersfeld’s theory of language and
communication can be found in an article published in 1974, ‘Signs,
communication, and language’. As the starting points of his argumentation,
Glasersfeld provides a thorough and, above all, a very fair reading of
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S.Langer’s, N.Wiener’s, C.Shannon’s, and C.Cherry’s ideas about language
and communication, in which he concentrated on the following issues:

N.Wiener made the point that ‘…it is completely impossible to understand
social communities…without a thorough investigation of their means of
communication….’ (Glasersfeld, 1974a, p. 466)

C.Cherry emphasized that communication is ‘…the establishment of a social
unit from individuals by the use of language or signs’, where communication is
characterized by ‘the sharing of common sets of rules, for various goal-seeking
activities. (There are many shades of opinions).’ (Cherry’s italics) (ibid.)

Langer stressed the difference between the use of a significatory item as an
instrument of action and its use as an instrument of reflection and contrasted
‘signs’ with ‘symbols’: ‘To conceive a thing or a situation is not the same as to
“react toward it” overtly or to be aware of its presence. In talking about things we
have conceptions of them, not the things themselves; and it is the conceptions,
not the things, that symbols directly “mean.”’ (Langer’s italics) (ibid., p. 472)

By reformulating A.Hofstadter’s assumption that a teleological actor is
characterized by the inseparable combination of ends, sensitivity, and
technique, in cybernetic terms (with end=reference value, sensitivity=sensory
function, and technique=effector function), Glasersfeld prepares the ground for
defining communication as an instrumental, goal-directed, and therefore
purposive process.3 He thus overcomes the behaviorist banning of goals and
purposes without simply returning to outdated teleological positions
(Glasersfeld, 1975, p. 3).

Through an analysis of C.Hockett’s once well-known thirteen descriptive
criteria of language as well as of S.Langer’s concept of symbol, Glasersfeld
reaches his own definition, which reads as follows:

To sum up this discussion of linguistic communication, I would suggest three
criteria to distinguish ‘language’, all of which are necessary but individually
insufficient:

(1) There must be a set (lexicon) of communicatory signs, i.e.
perceptual items whose meaningfulness ‘semanticity’ is constituted
by a conventional tie ‘semantic nexus’ and not by an inferential one.

(2) These signs must be symbols, i.e. linked to representations,
‘symbolicity;’ therefore they can be sent without reference to
perceptual instances of the items they designate, and received
without ‘triggering’ a behavioral response in the receiver. As
symbols they merely activate the connected representation.

(3) There must be a set of rules ‘grammar’ governing the combination
of signs into strings, such that certain combinations produce a new
semantic content in addition to the individual content of the
component signs. (1975, pp. 20ff.)
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Reference and Representation

Glasersfeld’s cognitive approach to language and communication concentrates on a
new theoretical modeling of basic semantic problems, above all of the problems of
reference and representation. Of the problem of reference, Glasersfeld states that
‘The theory of reference, according to which questions about the meaning of words
can be answered only by answering questions concerning things in the “real
world”, still casts a potent spell over semantic analysis’ (1972a, p. 90). Contrary to
this seemingly plausible assumption, Glasersfeld holds the view ‘that the analysis
of meaning must, under all circumstances, be closely linked to an analysis of
concepts or mental constructs’ (ibid., p. 91). He agrees with the assumption shared
by researchers like Piaget, Ceccato, Kelly or Bridgman ‘that the objects and events
we “perceive” or “know”, and that is the objects and events we refer to when we
communicate linguistically, are constructs or, in other words, are the result of
mental operations’ (ibid.).4 Objects, for example, are regarded as constructs (at
least for an organism) because they have to be actively abstracted from a sequence
of experiences in such a way as to keep stable a finite/definite but flexible
constellation of characteristic features (which in themselves admit some variation).
According to Glasersfeld (1979), most psycholinguists believe that a child must
first produce/build a concept before it can associate a name with it. Accordingly, in
all kinds of translations ‘there is no way of passing from the surface structure of
one language to the surface structure of another without delving into the substrate
of conceptual understanding’ (Glasersfeld, 1972a, p. 92). It follows from these
assumptions that semantic analyses should be performed in terms of cognitive
analyses, looking for ‘the conceptual items the linguistic statements invoke and the
relations that are posited between them’ (ibid.), instead of looking for objects or
truth values as the only proper aims of semantic analyses.

As Glasersfeld demonstrates in his own analyses, the specification of a
verb’s meaning or translation has to dig out the specific characteristics of all
the situations to which the verb is applicable. By ‘situation’, Glasersfeld means
‘conceptual situation’:

i.e. a structure made up of certain items and certain relations, whose locus is
the language user’s mind regardless of whether the structure could be said to
have originated in perception, in imagination, or even as an illusion.
(Glasersfeld, 1972a, p. 93)

In a more detailed analysis of the relation between reading, understanding, and
conceptual situation, he comes to the conclusion that

in order to understand even relatively simple sentences we must integrate
such information as the sentences yield, with information that we have to
provide ourselves. This additional information need not be linguistic
information…. It frequently is, and sometimes can only be, experiential
information. (1972b, p. 122)
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And he sums up his analyses by saying:

For the crucial step in the interpretation of…language is not the step from one
linguistic structure to another, but the step from a linguistic expression to a
non-linguistic conceptual representation, (ibid., p. 126)

In other words, ‘To understand a text means to be able to map information
gathered from single words or phrases onto larger pre-existing conceptual
structures’ (ibid., p. 127).

In a seminal paper on problems of representation, Glasersfeld specifies
concepts as those conceptions that

have been honed by repetition, standardized by interaction, and associated with
a specific word. (1987b, p. 219)

And he underscores the fact that concepts or mental representations must be
thought of as dynamic in terms of

relatively self-contained programs or production routines that can be called up
and run. (ibid.)

This outline of a cognitivist semantics has also served as a basis for
computational analyses of linguistic structures, called ‘the correlational approach
to language’.5 Whereas in traditional grammars the lexical items of a natural
language are classified and described according to their morphological features
and generic syntactic functions, in correlational grammar they are classified

exclusively according to the actual roles they can play in phrase or sentence
structures—and these roles are differentiated and described by reference to the
items (concepts) the words designate and to the relations into which they are
put. (Glasersfeld, 1970, p. 393)

Such a grammar is not designed for the generation of sentences, but for their
interpretation. I cannot go into the technical details of this kind of grammar.6

Its design, however, makes quite clear that the epistemological focus on
cognitive construction in and by the individual redirects research from the
allegedly objective structures or entities of behaviorism to their active
construction by individuals in experiential situations they share with others.

Evolutionary Aspects of Language

Since Glasersfeld explicitly relates linguistic elements and their ‘meanings’ to mental
constructs or cognitive representations,7 the question poses itself how these constructs
arise in the course of human evolution. With regard to evolutionary aspects,
Glasersfeld offers the following argument: Although we do not yet have any real
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evidence for the origin of language, we can look for basic preconditions of its
emergence. Among these preconditions, Glasersfeld counts (a) the embedding of one
feedback loop8 in another (which, for instance, allows tool-making), and (b) the
creation of a reference item that is a representation. A representation is defined as

a cluster of recorded signals which, though originally composed of perceptual
material, need no longer be identical with the signals that are at present
available in the channels of sensory perception. (Glasersfeld, 1975, pp. 10f.)

Once this level of evolution has been reached, communicative signs can emerge
as tools for coordinating the activities of two or more agents, and for
organizing the division of tasks, thus providing the basic precondition of larger
social communities. This hypothesis rests on comparable views formulated by
B.Malinowski as well as by C.Cherry.9

According to this view, communicatory behavior is a mode of action, its
function is to link concerted activity, and it is indispensable because without
these links there could be no unified social action. Thus it is an instrument,
which is to say, a tool, (ibid., p. 12)

In other words, what led to the evolution of language was its instrumental function,
not its function as an instrument of reflection which it acquired later. For
Glasersfeld, the most important feature of language is its symbolic capacity to
evoke ideas of things, actions, and situations in the speaker apart from actually
experiencing them. The elements of language are symbolic, i.e. they are arbitrarily
chosen to stand for something else. According to Glasersfeld, a ‘something else’ is
not an object in the real world, but a segment of experience. In other words: signs
or symbols are regarded as unitary experiential items intended to refer to a
‘segment of experience that, also, has been isolated from the rest of experience as a
discrete and distinguishable piece’ (Glasersfeld, 1987b). Without this mechanism
no semiotic relation could ever have been established.

Based on these hypotheses, Glasersfeld rejects N.Chomsky’s belief that the
acquisition of language is genetically caused by an innate capacity of homo
sapiens. He holds, furthermore, that language did not in any way significantly
contribute to the survival of primitive man (Glasersfeld, 1992, p. 7). On the other
hand, there is no doubt that the human species has demonstrated the power of
language as a tool. But, as Glasersfeld skeptically remarks, ‘[I]f, today, we look
at what we have done with the help of that splendid tool, one may begin to
wonder whether, at some future time, it will still seem so obvious that language
has enhanced the survival of life on this planet’ (Glasersfeld, 1975, p. 23).

Indeterminacy in Linguistic Communication

As I have tried to demonstrate, Glasersfeld relates semantics to representations in
the sense of cognitive constructs in the individual. This basic constructivist
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hypothesis, however, immediately raises the question of how communication and
understanding can be explained (or at least theoretically modeled) in such a
subject-oriented conceptual framework. Glasersfeld is, naturally, aware of this
problem when he writes: ‘There seems to be a blatant contradiction between the
claim of “communication” and the apparently irrefutable subjectivity of meaning’
(Glasersfeld, 1983a, p. 211). Before we look at Glasersfeld’s attempt at resolving
this contradiction, let us first examine his claim that meaning is irrefutably
subjective. According to Glasersfeld, the proof is provided by the process of
language development in children, that is, by the fact that children gradually
acquire the meaning of a word by abstracting elements from their variable
experiences (activities, interactions, communications) (Glasersfeld, 1990a, p. 35).
The child must accommodate his or her concepts to the use of related words in
diverse contexts. ‘In fact,’ Glasersfeld concludes, ‘the process of accommodation
and refinement of the meaning of words and linguistic expressions continues for
each of us throughout our lives and no matter how long we have spoken the
language, there will be occasions when we realize that we have been using a word
in a way that turns out to be idiosyncratic in some particular respect’ (ibid., p. 36).

Once we realize the inescapable subjectivity of linguistic meaning, we
have to abandon the notion that words convey ideas or knowledge—an insight
which C.Shannon had already reached—and that understanding means forming
similar conceptual structures.

Instead, we come to realize that understanding is always a matter of fit rather
than match. Put in the simplest way, to understand what someone has said or
written means to have built up a conceptual structure that, in the given context,
appears to be compatible with the structure the speaker had in mind. This
compatibility, as a rule, manifests itself in no other way than that the receiver
says and does nothing that contravenes the speaker’s expectations. From this
perspective, there is an inherent and inescapable indeterminacy in linguistic
communication. (Glasersfeld, 1990a, p. 36)

Whereas in technical signaling systems the identity of code and meaning can be
assured by means that lie outside the communication system, this is not the case
in non-technical systems. Here the receiver of a piece of language has to build up
its meaning out of conceptual elements which he or she already possesses. This
meaning can fit into the meaning the speaker or writer had in mind only insofar
as both have built up a consensual domain (in H.R.Maturana’s sense), i.e. a
domain in which both (together with other native speakers) have adapted their
conceptualizations to those of others by a succession of interactive experiences.
The appropriate category for comparing these conceptualizations can never be
sameness, but at best compatibility or viability. Glasersfeld concludes:

We believe to have ‘understood’ a piece of language whenever our
understanding of it remains viable in the face of further linguistic or
interactional experience. Only a subsequent statement or a speaker’s reaction to
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our response can indicate to us that an interpretation we have made is not
compatible with the speaker’s intended meaning. (1983a, p. 213)

But however often we encounter situations where the meaning we have
attributed to a word or a linguistic expression seems to fit a speaker’s intention,
this is neither a proof of the conventional meaning nor does it demonstrate that
our understanding actually matches a speaker’s intended meaning. This is to
say that ‘a linguistic message, under any circumstances, can be interpreted only
in terms of the receiver’s experience’ (ibid., p. 212). Consequently, successful
communication presupposes comparable experiences of the communicators
within a consensual domain. Conventional rules of language use resulting from
social interaction are produced in a consensual domain, rules which orient
communicators in their uses of language. In the context of this argument,
Glasersfeld (ibid.) introduces the important distinction between what a text
says and what a text means. He argues that knowing the conventional linguistic
meaning of a sequence of words does not imply that we are also able to
interpret them. For that purpose we need further information regarding the kind
or type of text we encounter, the communicative context,10 or the experiential
world the communicators share. Accordingly, there is no true meaning in/of a
text, and the reference to an author’s intended meaning remains spurious.

Due to the essential and inescapable subjectivity of meaning, and,
consequently, to the inherent indeterminacy in linguistic communication,
conceptual discrepancies generate perturbations in the interaction, particularly,
of course, when a conversation turns to abstract matters. These discrepancies
remain insurmountable unless the participants take something like a
constructivist view, only if they begin by assuming that ‘a speaker’s meaning
cannot be anything but subjective constructs’, and that ‘a productive
accommodation and adaptation can mostly be reached’ (Glasersfeld, 1990a, p.
36). Thus, a constructivist theory of meaning can provide a theoretical
explanation for the many communication difficulties we experience daily, and
it can at the same time change education in order to help students build their
own viable cognitive constructs.

Linguistic Competence

A good deal of Glasersfeld’s scholarly work has been devoted to the analysis
of primates’ communicative abilities in the Lana Project (Glasersfeld, 1973,
1992). In his reports on this project, Glasersfeld underscores that any answer
to the question whether or not primates or other animals, e.g. bees, have
developed a language, essentially depends upon a sufficiently clear definition
of ‘language’, so that one could induce their linguistic competence from the
observation of their behavior. Neither the learning of conventional reactions
to specific triggers nor the learning of conventional behavior in search of
specific environmental conditions proves linguistic competence, since either
may result from mere association. According to Glasersfeld, linguistic



30

S.J.Schmidt

competence can be attributed to animals only in cases where the organism is
able to apply a learned sign under new conditions and with respect to new, i.e.
non-conventional, reactions of others or of the environment. Only then does a
sign become a symbol (in the sense specified above). This is the reason why
bees, for instance, have developed an elaborate system of communication but
no language.

[T]he messages are always produced with reference to a specific target location
from which the sender has just returned and to which the recruits are to go….
To qualify as language, the bees’ dance would have to be used also without this
one-to-one-relation to a behavioral response…. In short, a communicative
system that allows for imperatives only…should not be called a language.
(Glasersfeld, 1977, p. 65)

With regard to chimpanzees, the Lana Project has indicated that chimpanzees
indeed possess the neurophysiological prerequisites for linguistic
competence. Nevertheless, they have obviously not developed a language
although they are able to learn and use a communicative system which they
find in their environment. Quite obviously language is neither a necessary
precondition for surviving nor for living together in relatively stable
communities (Glasersfeld, 1992).

Summary

Although Glasersfeld has never presented a fully elaborated theory or
philosophy of language, his ideas on this topic, scattered throughout a large
number of articles and conference papers, have deeply influenced recent
constructivist efforts in this field. The brief review of his pertinent ideas which
I have tried to give in this chapter shows that he has been among the first
scholars to have realized that language and communication have to be
described in terms of the purposive behavior of communicators in their praxis
of living who, as H.R.Maturana has formulated, are always immersed in
language (or languaging).11

According to Glasersfeld, meaning is not contained in texts or utterances
and simply transported by communication from speakers to listeners or from
writers to readers. Instead, it has to be attributed to linguistic items through
interpretation, i.e. through relating linguistic items to cognitive constructs
(concepts), and this can only be performed by active cognitive systems. Thus,
on the one hand, Glasersfeld emphasizes the subject-dependency of all
meaning without falling prey to blatant subjective idealism; on the other hand,
however, he makes it perfectly clear that concept formation in autonomous
cognitive systems can only happen in social interaction and must rely on viable
experiences within consensual experiential domains.

Recent efforts to elaborate a more detailed constructivist theory of
language and communication12 follow this path of argumentation linking both
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evolutionary and structural perspectives. In light of this argumentative strategy
it turns out that the seeming contradiction between cognitive autonomy and
social control, between the subjectivity of cognition and the intersubjectivity
(or sociality) of communication, can be resolved by showing how, in the
phylogenesis of mankind as well as in the individual’s ontogenesis, the
construction of personal as well as of social experiential worlds is interwoven.
Linguistic items turn out to be semiotic materializations of social experiences
resulting from interactions, and they in turn ‘impregnate’ the individuals’
linguistic and non-linguistic experiences throughout their lives. Consequently,
the cognitive construction of meaning strictly relies on personal experiences
and takes place in autonomous cognitive domains. But the rules and constraints
of this fabric follow social rules, expectations, and legitimations which are part
of the overall system of symbolic orders we may call the culture of a society
(Schmidt, 1992). Thus language—as an important mechanism of culture and
society—is imperative with regard to the set of possible selections (in terms of
meaning-production), but at the same time leaves space for subjective creativity
in selections and combinations in the ever varying contexts of living.

As far as I can see, a comprehensive philosophy of language and
communication would be well advised to observe and to analyze its subjects
under a fourfold perspective, viz. a biological, a psychological, a sociological,
and a culture-theoretical one, integrating genetic and structural points of view,
respectively. The man who has paved the way to this important insight is Ernst
Glasersfeld. He has been the trailblazer out of the behaviorist desert into
cognitive constructivist pastures with inspiring new perspectives, and an
abundance of new interesting problems. I think Ernst Glasersfeld has proved
that radical constructivism is much more than one approach among others: it is
a philosophy which opens up the way to a better, more human way of living—
a truth that Ernst Glasersfeld himself has impressively verified.

Notes

1 For a detailed presentation of his radical constructivism, see Glasersfeld (1987a).
2 See Glasersfeld’s preface to the German collection of his articles (ibid.).
3 ‘For a long time, any mention of “purpose” was considered taboo by many

scientists. …The concept of “purpose” is essential for the definition of
communication, and the purpose has to be on the side of the source or sender’
(Glasersfeld, 1977, p. 61).

4 ‘[W]hat the observer calls an “object”, is for the organism an inseparable
component of an activity cluster’ (Glasersfeld, 1975, p. 8).

5 For a description of the progression of this approach, derived from the pioneering
work of Silvio Ceccato, see Glasersfeld (1970a).

6 See e.g. Glasersfeld (1970a, 1970b, 1972a).

7 ‘I want to emphasise that ‘representation’ in the constructivist view never refers to a

picture of an experience-independent ‘outside’ world; instead it is intended literally
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to indicate a re-construction of something that has been constructed at some prior
experiential situation. Although the word ‘concept’ must not be understood in the
way which it has frequently been used by learning psychologists, i.e., as referring
simply to a perceptual dimension such as colour, shape, size, etc.; instead,
‘concept’ refers to any structure that has been abstracted from the process of
experiential construction as recurrently usable, for instance, for the purpose of
relating or classifying experiential situations. To be called ‘concept’ these
constructs must be stable enough to be represented in the absence of perceptual
‘input’. (Glasersfeld, 1982, p. 194, fn 6)

8 Note that Glasersfeld—in accordance with e.g. McKay or Powers—views
organisms as ‘hierarchical systems of control loops, in which the reference value of
one unit is itself controlled by another’ (1977, p. 63).

9 ‘B.Malinowski said: “Speech is a necessary means of communion; it is the one
indispensable instrument for creating the ties of the moment without which unified
social action is impossible.” And Cherry defined the term “communication” as “The
establishment of a social unit from individuals, by the use of language or signs. The
sharing of common set of rules, for various goal-seeking activities.”’ (Glasersfeld,
1975, p. 11)

10 ‘Context’ is defined by Glasersfeld as ‘aspects of his [the receiver’s] own present
state, aspects of the sender’s state, and above all an implicit or explicit hypothesis
as to why the message was sent’ (Glasersfeld, 1977, p. 60). Normally the
communicative context reduces potential meanings to one—cases of unresolvable
ambiguity are very rare.

11 See Glasersfeld (1990b).
12 See e.g. S.J.Schmidt (1994).
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