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Perspectives on Meaning

So let us return to the Cluesrion of how to construct" a mental science

around the concept of meaning and the processes by which
meanings arc crc:lt'cd and llcgouat'cd wirhin a comlllunity.

.-- ]cnnllc /}rflllel; 1990

YJRVNER'S CALL FOR constructing a mental science

around the concept of mCilning inlplies two centr,,1 i(!cas: that me.lning

is crucial in understanding how hU1l1;;111 minds "work," and that mcrlll­

ings are created by communities and not only by individuals. These are

powerful suggestions that point tow;lrd a new fOllndiltion for develop­

mental cognitive psychology. Bruner was of course one of the pioneers

of modern cognitive science ;lnd a major contrihutor to sttldies of in­

fancy and language acquisition from the l %05 through the l <J<JOs. In
the work quoted above he also notes th,lt contemporary cognitive sci­

cnce has left "unexplained and somcwhnt obscured the velY Inrge issues
that inspired the cognitive revnllltion l

' (p. 10). N[<l11Y of those issues in­
volve the social nnd cl'lltur~l bases of cugnition, tuw.lrd which lllllch of
Bruner's own work has been devoted.

In this chapter I begin by noting· the failings of cognitive science in

the eyes of its critics. I then consider $ome of the roots of a different,

more pragmatic nnd cultural-theoretical approach, connecting those

strands to contemporary work, evolution:lry, developl.nenral, nnd cul­

tural, with an emphasis on the systems approaches to thc(~ries in devel­

opmental psychology.

I-low Cognitive Science Missed the Meaning

vVhile Brllner, like many others, embraced cognitive psychology at its

outset, his expression of disenchantment reflects the sense that its in i-
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tial promise of uncovering the "thinking machine" behind hum::ll1 rlC­

tivity has been betrayed by its strict adherence to the computational

models of mechanics and operations. From its beginning in the 19505,

cognitive scicntists adopted the model of the digital computer, along

with information theory and theories of information processing that

take "inputs" and produce "outputs" through mechanical operations.
Both computation and information are meaning neutral, and deliber­

ately so. With this model, the processor passes information from one

state to another, but it cannot determine what is worth processing.

Meaning must therefore be imposed on the basic model from outside;
it cannot be derived fr0111 it.

The computational model is suited to the "solipsistic mind"

(Fodor, 1981), thot is, the mind os 0 unit to be studied independent of

its context in the body or its situation in the world. The underlying as­

sumption of cognitive theory hos olwoys been thot of a reol world of

preidentifiec1 objects, properties, and situations, independent of any ill­
dividuol's specifie point of view. This assumption supports the belief in

the correspondence between the real world and internal univers<1] con­

cepts. The ideal research gool in this paradigm is the discovery of gen­

eral operations that opply to any problem.

This model of cognition is flowed, however, ond especially so when it

is applied to the problems of cognitive development (see Clark, 1997;

Hutehins, 1996, for general eritiques). The computer model is not

suited to natural cognition in a number of ways: its assUlnption of uni­

versals does not take into account different perspectives and positions

with respect to perceptions and concepts of things in the world; it

leoves meoning ond eontent outside its neutml opemtions, to be added

on; it does not ollow for the influence of sociol ond cultuml conditions

on its operations, nor does it take account of embodiment. Moreover,
the computer model is a "top-down" process requiring the a priori

stipulation of rules and representations, but work in robotics has dem­

onstrated that knowledge of the environment em be assembled in a

i'hottom-up" process through action ill the environment. iVluch of hu­

man cognition t'lkes place in, terms of social problem solving, where

shared or situ:lted knowledg(.: processes arc in pl:Jy rather th:lIl individ­

u:l1 rlllt.: !c}llowing'.

'I'hl; "t:lns~d rllilld" vi!:\\' is IIrll;1l d('/'t'lldl'd lIn Illvtll1ldnlngiC:11

J.{I'ollndN I,y rlllml' who Hq.\\lt' linn In i1l'Il'!'Il1irl{' 1I1l' ptll'(lllll'll'I'S Wilhill

Looking Back: Is Pragmatism a Meaningful Alternative?

SOlne critiques of contempor'lry cognitive science look back toward

ideos thot flourished before the odvent of cognitive science and even

before behaviorism took over psychology anc1much of social thought.

They remind us thot the quest for on experiential psychology is not un­

precedented; it hos strong roots from which to graft a new plant, roots

that go back more thon 0 century.

A71le1'icrl/1 Pmgnzatis7Jl Then find Now

Ph ilosophical progmotisl11, the legocy of William James, C. S. Peirce,

:lI1d John Dewey ot the turn of the twentieth cenillry, ineorporoted key

ideas of nineteenth-century Darwinian evolution, Pragmatists viewed

human knowledge <1S deriving from the practical gools of everydoy exis­

ICIll':C, :llld n:j~ctcd r1w c1nssical idealism of Plato, Desc:Jrtes, and Kant.

FrOll1 the pr:lgJ1l:1tic perspective, knowing derives from :lction :lnd re­

In:1ins :ll.:tinn-nr'il.:nICd, c"'PI't.:~st.:d in the pl·:1gnl:ltisv.:' :lphol'ism "knnwl-

31Penpectjve~; OJI Nlermillg

which the mind operates, it i.s necessary to strongly constrain sources of

variability. But in the end the voriobility that oppears in the world ond

in the mind is nut explained, it is simply ignored, The most serious

problem, though, is that this model lies outside the natuml world; there

is no explanation of its biological evolution in the form of symbolic

representations (Bickhard, 2(02) or computations (Hendriks-Jansen,

1996), and there is no explanotion of its development. Computers do

not grow or change, but chiJdren do, For all of these reasons the COI11­

puter model is particularly ill suited to developmental purposes, how­

ever well it has served rese,lrch to c1ate £lnd continues to do so, now en­

riched with neufocognitive im::lging techniques.

A'lalysis of the psychoiogicli and sociological reasons for relying on

computational cognitive science 1l1OcleJs of cognitive development, as

well as its theoret.ic]1 appeal, would be a worthwhile pruject, but one

I con not undertake here. These developmental issues have been od­

dressed insig-btfi.dly by BickJlard (1987, 2002) ond by Hendriks-Jansen

(1996), ond from a more general perspective by CL,rk (1997) and

Hutchins (1996). I will return brieHy to the developmental implications

at a later point in this chapter,
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edge as use." Knowledge is "not a copy of something that exists inde­
pendently of its being known," but "~n instrument or organ ofsuccessful

action," It follows that things "are what they are experienced llS" (suc­

cessive quotes from Menand, 2001, p. 361). This aphorism places con­
cepts in the meaningful center of human goals and activities. And "c­
cause human activities are situated in communities of actors, meaning

belongs to the community as well as to the individual. More than a cen­
tury later, pragmatism still appears radical in its opposition to repre­
sentationalism and the dualisms of subject and object, mind and hody,
nature and nurture or genes and environment, all still present in cur­

rent theories and debates.
For the developmentalist, John Dewey is a critical figure in this tnl­

dition. Dewey asserted that experience is the basis for thought. In mod­
ern cognitive terms, this might be restated as a claim that procedural
knowledge (or implicit memory) precedes t.he capacity for the declara­
tive or meta representational knowledge (explicit memory) useful in
conscious thought processes such as problem solving. }-lowever, tile

distinction between conscious and unconscious processes \Vas not sig­

nificant for Dewey; thinking was presumed to be a characteristic of
consciousness. Reflective thought, Dewey asserted, is not ;111 apriority
to knowledge but a "vital activity" (Dewey, 1981, p. 200; original text
1910). In writings that seem to preiigure twentieth-century phenom­
enologists, Dewey took note of the "psychologist's fallacy," namely, the
"confusion of experience as it is to the one experiencing with what the

psychologist makes out of it with his reflective analysis" (I'. 165). This
fallacy~assumingone's own interpretive perspective to be the same as
that of one's research subjects-is all too attractive, even to develop­
mental psychologists today who are tempted to impose their own inter­
pretations of reality on the children they study.

vVil1iam]ames introduced the term "rndical empiricism" for the idea

that knowing is "a functional relation in experience" between a knower

and what is known, including relations as well as objens (Heft, 2001,
p. 37). The concept of e,<perience in Dewey or Jomes is equivalent to
the role th:lt I'activity" pbys in some lIlodern work,l.ji the older term has

t 11l.: ~lddcd :H[V:1 11 1ng'c of ell1phn~i'l,ing'~llhjcl:livity, widl l'I1C ndlllill"cd dis­
:ldv:lllt:lg'C of <Iccllll'ha~i'l,ing'nel inn. C:. S. Peirl'c, Ihe I hiI'd tlll'rnht.:1' or
the pr:lg'1n:lli.st gl'nllp, j,-; 1!lll'\{ 1l1}1:lldl' tlllW llS lht' /\llll'I'!c:111 fC1Ullth.:1' or

semiotics, the science of signs, ancl his work in this area rCJl1Hlns ~llive

today, often quoted if not widely re"d (see Chapter 5).
'To sum lip the pr<1gm<ltist's creed: knowing is derived from experi­

ence, not a copy of something independent of the experiencer but a

function of action, carrying meaning for the individual because of its

rebtion to his or her goals. This relation precedes rel1ective thought
directed to wh,H is known. 1 ...,his oricntntion is consistent with the Dnr­

winiall evolutionary theory that reigned nt110ng scientists of the early

twentieth century, and it remnins so today.

Lookingjor Meaning in PhelJo'lllen%gy

Ideas not dissimilar to those of the American pnlgmatists emerged
in Europe during the first half of the twentieth century in the philo­
sophical phenomenology of Hosserl, Heidegger, and Merleau-Ponty,
,llTIOng others. Heidegger's explication of the everydayness of "being

in the world," in contrast to the objective theoretical stance assumed

in classical philosophy, mirrored Dewey's theme of experience as prior

to reflective thooght. I-Ieidegger also pbced great emphasis on the
embeddedness of experience in culture and the social pnH.:t:ices of hu­

man life. Dreyfus (1991, p. 23) p"r"phrases this theme in Heidegger as
follows: babies "begin to exist. as they are soei'llized into the under­
standing of what it is to be a hUIl1<.l11 being th ..)t is already cont:;1ined in

social practices." I-Ieidegger viewed the b,lSic mode of being humnn as

"inhabiting" the world. Inhabiting implies that the world is not an ob­
ject but is part of the self, and thus transforms the relation of self to ob­
jects in the world. This mode of "being" in the world avoids the very
idea of a relation between a separate subject and object, as both "re part
of the same phenomenal position.

Nonetheless, Dreyfus comments, "if we step b;'lCk fn)lll involved ac­

tivity and become reflective, detached observers, we cannot help seeing
ourselves as subjects contemplating objects" (Dreyfus, 1991, p. 45, on
Heidegger). As the involved subject, the object is part of the involve­
lllent; one must remove oneself from the involved activity in order to

view oneself and the object as seporate. In contrast to the experien­
tinl knowing of inhahiting, the reflective st:1llce results in a mode of

l'heol'ctic<l I k"owledge-t.h e 1111 ,de Ih<II" 1I'od il"iOIl 'I I ph ilosophy (<I"d psy-
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chology) has attempted to explicate. Howevet, as Heidegger, Merleau­
Ponty, and Dewey all insist, theoretical or reflective knowing presup­
poses practical "involved" knowing. This claim is basic to the founda­
tion of an experiential or pragmatic psychology, with a special applica­
tion to development.

The French philosopher Merle'lU-Ponty elaborated similar ideas in
terms of the "primacy of perception": "The experience of perception is

our presence fit the moment when things, truths, values are constituted

for LIS; ... perception is n nascent logos; ... it summons us to the tasks of

knowledge and action" (Merleau-Ponty, 1964 p, xv). This proposition
is illuminated by MerJeau-Ponty's description of the development of
the layers or orders of consciousness in the infant and child. In this

, vein he proposed :111 e;lJ'ly order of organized experience COllstil11tcd

of whole configurations rather than or prior to an assembly of part'.
"\Nhat classical academic psychology calls 'functions of cognition'­
intelligence, perception, imagination, ctc.-when more closely exam­
ined, lead us back to fill flctivity tbflt is "rio1" to cogllitiou properly so
called, a function of organizing e:\:perieJlt.:es tlN11 imposes ou ce11/1in totfllities

tbe conjigurfltion fmd tbe kind ofequilibri1l11l thnt are possible under the
corporeal and social conditions of the child himself' (PI'. 98-99, em­
phasis added). Here Merleau-Ponty, like Dewey and Heidegger, makes
it clear that a level of organization precedes that of reflective cognition,
and he invokes the constraints of both the body (corpor~al) and the so­
cial world on what the child may make of the whole of an experience.

At the same time that the pragmatists and phenomenologists empha­
sized the basic level of direct perception and knowing that comes from
dwelling in the world as given, they also emphasized that for humans,
the world as given is constituted by culture realized through social
prnctices. The culture and the world are there before the individual ex­
periences them.

The later philosophy of Ludwig vVittgenstein, whose intellectual
roots were in pre"':\lVorid vVar 1 Viennn but whose mature linguistic
philosophy emerged in post-vVorldW"r II Cambridge (Witrgenstein,
1953), centercd 1:1I1gunge nnd mcaning in social practices. Unlike the
phenOl1lcnolngisf~:lnd pl':lg-m:llisls, he el1lph;\~izcd d,c futility of gain­
ing lrIeaning dll'Ollg'h illtn)spc<.:lillll ,)I' pl'iv:llC t1Hlllght. (;t':I~ping dlC
ll'l':l11ill~ Ill" a word, I'nHIl VVillJ.\'('II"l'l'iiJ'''; Pl'I"l'lTlivt:, is:1 111:1111.:1' or 01'­

glllli'l.ing (·1I.Pt'I·i~'lll·I"ll)l bll~,m,..w III "'I IIII,d "v ollte,. J/JI'I//..'I'J~I (Ch:lPI~:1'

5). But to grasp meaning in terms of the use of a word is in some way to
deny the personal meaning that a word might have for the individual.
Herein lies :1 dilemma that reverherates in the development of the
child. Each of the philosophers cited here confronted and nltimately
rejected the subject-object problem of c1assica' philosophy that serves
as the foundation for studies of cognition in psychology-including de­
velopmental psychology-up to the present time. Each also attempted
to reconcile the pbce of hUJn<lns within the biological evolutionary
scheme 'lI1d, at the S<lme time, within the cultural milieu <Jnd social
practices that constitute the "world" for humans. These nre hallmarks
of pragmatism, with its basis in experience.

Is tlm·r {/ RWllIfl1lt ofPrag1llfltic P.\ycbology TodflY?

Although pragmatism fell on hard ground when behaviorism took over
psychology during the early and middle years of the twentieth century,
remnants survived. G. H. Mead, a follower ofJames and Dewey at the
University of Chic,lgo, wrote <15 :l "social behaviorist" during the 19205
and 19305 (see Mead, 1934). His conception of the natunll and social
origins of the concept of self has continued to be influential through
most of the succeeding years. The roots of the ecological psychology of
]. ]. Gibson and his followers also appear to lie in James's pnlgma­
tism (Heft, 2001). Gibson's (J 979) theory holds that the visual and
other perceptual systems are designed to directly detect structure in
the world; thus percepulal knowledge of the environment needs no in­
termedi~te representation or categuricnl interpretation. Roger Barker's
psychology of everyday life and Fritz Heider's social psychology, both
worked out in the 1930s and 1940s, also reflect inBuences of early prag­
m:nism (I-left, 2001). Although Heider's work continues to be cited by
social psychologists, Barker's studies of the minutiae of daily life among
<.:hildren in the Midwest have largely vanished into time.'

vVith these partial exceptions, the psychology that might have Bour­
ished in the wake ofJames's and Dewey's cal1 for psychological pragma­
I ism W<1S aborted in the early decades of the twentieth century. Behav­
iOl'islI1, the new ruling psycholob'YJ rejected the dualisms of c1assic<ll
philosophy sil11l'ly by ruling- rhe l11ind nllt of psychology (\IVatson,
IVI:\). In COl1tT:,ISI', when Cllgrlilivc psychology \VOlll)!l! I)\ICI' hch:1vi()1·­
I.... tll in lht., 11)60~, i! lOok n dif'f't.'I·CIll ruUle by I'ldint' 0111 lhe hody :ll1d
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keeping only the mind. More recent calls for an "embodied cognition"
or "situated cognition" have attempted to keep the mind in place while

adding to it the body and its functions, as well as the environment.
However, simply adding the body and the social or material cnviron­
ment to a preexisting mind is insufficient for a developmental psychol­
ogy. Evolutionary theory also disappeared from psycholof,'Y after the
early years of the twentieth century and did nOt reappear in lorce until
sociobiology emerg'ed, in the form of a radical evolutionary psychology
during the 1980s.

Its contemporary absence in psychology notwithstanding, pragma­
tism has experienced a revival over the past twenty years in the so­

cial sciences and humanities, as both philosophy and social movement

(Dickstein, 1998). Despite the difference in emphasis between the orig­
inal propositions of]ames and Dewey and those of toclay's pragl1lfltism,

which has strong connections to postlllodernism, they do share COI11­

mon themes and great strengths. Kloppenberg (1998, p. Ill) charac­
terizes these as pragmatism's "deni<ll of absolutes, its ndmission of UIl­

certainty, and its resolute commitment to the continuing vitality of the

ideal of democracy as a way of life." Whereas historians, political scien­
tists, sociologists, humanists, and philosophers of science, ..1rt, p()liti<..:s,
and language are all represented in the Dickstein (1998) volllllle on the
reemergence of pragmatism, the absence of psychologists is striking.
Equally striking is the almost complete absence of references to pnlg­
matism in contemporary theoretical discourse in psychology.'

Nonetheless, despite the absence of a coherent theoretical move­
ment and the continued dominance of the solipsistic-mind model of
cognition, there are clear signals of a renewal of interest in experiential
ideas within psychology. Emphasis on the embodiment of cognition,
first asserted by Varela, Thompson, and Rosch (1991), has gained new
interest from neurocognitive research connecting cognition to emo­
tion (Damasio, 1999), action (Clark, 1997), consciousness (Edelman
;lnd Tononi, 2000), and self (LeDoux, Debiec, and Moss, 2002). Robot
designs en'lbling the establishment of "knowing" without represent:l­
lion, through action in environrnents, :111d rhe I'cl;Hion or this work to

dyn:lrnicsystcllls in gC!l(.;r;l1 :ll1d hlllll;\n dcvcl()I"'H.:nt ill p:ll'ticlllar, have
had quite :1 wide imp;lcL, in I'"l'l 01 leost tht'nll[~h <:Iol'i"H (1')')7) pre­
~t.'lltnti()tl of till' cvit!<..'llclo:. 11l{Il..Td IlIll' ('1111 find illllil.'UH' l'flnlll'(,;liol1S
ill lilt, 1'l.."'lwwrd illlt'H"1\ III I'VlIllltltllllll)' l.1lt1llgy wlh'llll'I' 1'1'0111 n 'loci..

obiologiC:lJ perspective or a more companltive and cultund one-with
a broadened idea of cognition that emphasizes the place of the cognizer
as agent in the ecological world.

Preceding these recent trends nre seven1J strands of Hcontexmalism"
(e.g., Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 1998; Lerner and Kauffman, 1985),
citing the relevance of social contexts for development, learning, and
thought. Contexnlalism rests on the prc!lumption that hehavior is modu­
lated by its context, where context may be very sm'll1-scale, in terlllS
of <1 particular discourse, or as large as a clllturalmilicu. This perspec­
tive provides an important constraint on the universality of behavioral
rules, but it does not reach into the actual construction of thuught, of
concepts, categories, rules, rehltiolls-all of the cognitive baggnge that
people carry with them across contexts. Contextualislll has now been
adopted into the larger world of cognition in the idea of "sinl:.ltcd cog­
nition," with roots in a number of different tnlditions,

Several other revisions of the cognitive model have been put forth in
recent years. The ecological position taken by followers of Gibson
places emph'lsis on the structured environment and the perceptual sys­
tems that are designed to "pick up" its strncture (Heft, 2001; Reed,
1996). In a related view, Barsalou proposes that "a perceptual theory of
knowledge can implement a fully functional conceptual system" (1999,
1'.577, abstract; see also Prinz, 2002). Others put emphasis on action
(Glenberg, 1997; McClnmrock, 1995). These proposals addreHs basic
issues brought out in Hendriks-Jansen's (1996) critique of contempo­
rary computational cognitive science, as well as Bickh:ml's (2002), but

they do not converge on developmentrtl solutions to the general cogni­
tive problem.

In brief, the many proposals for "fixing" the colltemporary field of
cognitive science all tend toward a sitlHlted, embodied pragmatics, My
contention is that such a move must involve a full-bodied experiential
developmental psychology wherein perception and cognition are the
evolved tools of adaptation to varied environments. I-Iuman self-inter­
'Hts are conditioned on the realities of ecolog.ical, social, and cultural
·xpcrience. Following the lead of Hendriks-Jansen, Bickhard, and oth­
TS, a development"l pHyehological pragmatics must emphasize expe­
rience from the perHpeetive of the individU;11 agent (child or adult),
providing nil inlcgr:Hcd pcrspCCl ivc lh:lt is missing frol11 cognitive de­

\,t:lnllnl~nl thc,,'()I'ics th:ll (llllllw thl..: IH':I'.'lpl:l'livc.. fl'l.,'l' 1II'inL'illil'S :ll,tic-
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