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veyed - would indicate which of the various
options I have listed he finds closer to his
work. If any at all, that is. It is perfectly pos-
sible that I have completely misunderstood
him, and our (failed) interaction would per-
haps provide implicit support for one of my
alternatives.
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>Upshot - Siegfried J. Schmidt’s timely
article offers a fresh look at radical con-
structivism with an emphasis on con-
textually and culturally located action
as an expression of knowing. Perhaps it
remains cautious in making connections
with neighbouring philosophical ap-
proaches. Two areas that are largely un-
mentioned are the issue of viability and
the conceptual analysis, which remained
largely on the sidelines in von Glasers-
feld’s later work.

«1» Radical constructivism, as pre-
sented by Ernst von Glasersfeld (1996), em-
phasised two principles: that knowledge is
actively built by the individual, and that the
function of knowledge is adaptive and serves
the organization of the experiential world
rather than the discovery of ontological real-
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ity. Von Glasersfeld applied his understand-
ing of constructivist ideas as a philosophical
clarification to work in cognitive psychology,
linguistics, and education. This philosophi-
cal emphasis underplays the psychological
and cognitive side of constructivism that
originated in Ceccato’s operational analysis
(1961) of meaning with its cybernetic ap-
proach to process, though there were some
papers that emphasised this type of analysis
(see Gash & Riegler 2011).

«2» A similar conceptual model with
an emphasis on action is brought out and
highlighted in Siegfried J. Schmidt’s proposal
to rewrite radical constructivism as action in
social contexts (§59-62). However, my read-
ing of Schmidt’s proposal is that the action
proposed is primarily at the level of interper-
sonal action rather than the intrapersonal
actions or operations outlined, for example,
in von Glasersfeld’s analysis of concepts of
cause (1974a). In what follows, I comment
on the helpfulness of this fresh approach to
constructivism in relation to the points made
above and suggest it remains cautious in its
move to include other thinkers.

«3» Constructivisms emphasis on the
organisation of the experiential rather than
the ontological world has generated much
discussion and when it is first met often re-
mains a difficult idea to appreciate. Reality
and truth remain vitally important to many
people, and the epistemological problems
associated with knowing a fully structured
world that is independent of any experienc-
ing and knowing subject remain ignored. As
a result, arguments that attempt to trivialise
constructivism are not infrequent in the edu-
cational sphere (Kirschner, Sweller & Clark
2006; Tobias & Dufty 2009; Larochelle &
Désautels 2011) and in the humanities (Zim-
merman 2006). These criticisms seem to
have ignored the concept of viability, which
seems to be an effective way to counter
charges of relativism. In addition, Alexan-
der Riegler (2007) suggests that order arises
from internal considerations, based on work
on formal networks. Given the varieties of
interpretation surrounding reality and radi-
cal constructivism, it is not surprising that
Schmidt raises this issue in the introduction
to his paper.

«4» Schmidt suggests that reality may
remain crucial in philosophy today (§2)
because of the varieties of realities (§3) in

media-culture societies. An alternative is
that living systems are hard-wired to find
solutions to mismatches between what is
expected and what is experienced. Another
suggestion is that reality is a useful heuris-
tic or cognitive shortcut people use to make
sense of experience (Shweder 1977). One
way to evaluate Siegfried Schmidt’s article is
to see how the constructivist procedures he
outlines may contribute to discussions of dif-
ference between individuals or groups. In the
case of reality, for example, Humberto Mat-
urana (1988) has previously emphasised the
importance of process in distinguishing be-
tween reality and “reality in parenthesis.” In
the latter case, the observer’s cognitive pro-
cesses were taken as part of the “reality” con-
strued; in the former, these processes were
ignored. Siegfried Schmidt’s proposal to re-
write radical constructivism by moving from
objects to processes follows this tradition.
His work is timely, coming in the year fol-
lowing the celebration in this journal of von
Glasersfeld’s life and work. And Schmidt’s
approach differs in providing more helpful
details to consider when there are differences
in opinion. Disagreements arise between in-
dividuals or groups when the assumptions
made differ (§23). The emphasis on process
entails that reality is replaced by what we
do to make something real (§16). These are
helpful details for structuring discussions
about differences in understanding between
individuals or groups. Further, cultural is-
sues are clearly involved in that the actions
are part of the processes that occur in com-
munities with cultural conditions (§35).

«5» A recurring difficulty in talking
about systemic approaches to knowing is
that the speaker describing process is caught
up in the process in the act of communicat-
ing. Consequently, listeners with different
points of view - that is, with different posit-
ings (choices) and presuppositions (§22) in
Schmidt’s article - have inevitably conserved
and prioritised some other part of the sys-
tem. Schmidt’s discussion (§22-30) on ways
of describing an individuals point of view
in terms of presuppositions and choices al-
lows a mechanism for the specification of
the observers point of view. One interest-
ing measure of the success of this approach
to resolving differences in perspective will
depend on its viability. A function of art is
to present ideas in new ways that capture the
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imagination and I find that Schmidt’s article
achieves this aim. His proposal to “dissolve
reality” by emphasising the role of cognitive
process is, to my mind, an exciting metaphor.
I hope that Schmidt’s fresh approach will al-
low these debates to move to a higher level
through its re-emphasis on process as that
which constitutes objects (§31).

«6» One of Schmidts aims is to link
radical constructivism with recent devel-
opments in philosophy. Von Glasersfeld’s
(1974b) criticisms of philosophy were of
classical philosophy and its unwillingness to
deal with the dualism implied by matching
experience with objects. In Ernst’s last paper,
written with Edith Ackermann (2011), he re-
turns to the themes of his early papers in re-
lation to the importance of cognitive activity
in knowing and the importance of the know-
ing subject in organising experience. Yet,
from the time of Theodore Mischel’s (1971)
book on genetic epistemology, philosophers
were beginning to see connections between
philosophy of science and epistemology
(Kitchener 1987). A major stumbling block
to integrating cognitive development with
epistemology was the so-called “genetic
fallacy;” according to which development
was irrelevant to the study of the roots of
and the validity of knowledge. Hamlyn
(1978) was one who championed this posi-
tion. However, this view took knowledge to
mean completed knowledge, and when one
takes a long-term view of knowledge, as in
the history of science, knowledge develop-
ment becomes important to epistemology.
So questions were raised about the different
types of genetic progressions and sequences
in knowing, and if “genetic’ means a se-
quence of stages that are related to one an-
other conceptually and rationally then this
would constitute important epistemological
information (Kitchener 1987). Perhaps with
the broader platform offered by Schmidt for
radical constructivism it will be possible to
make further links with recent trends in phi-
losophy and epistemology.

«7» I want to add a final point to
Schmidt’s discussion of action and its rela-
tion to knowing. This emphasis on socially
and culturally embedded action is welcome
and seems to link with the activity theory
that developed from work by Vygotsky and
Leontev. However, I have been struck by
the work Ernst and others have done on op-

erational analysis as an unexploited tool for
modelling emerging thoughts. This model
goes unmentioned by Schmidt and may
form a useful tool for future work in radical
constructivism.
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>Upshot - My suggestion is that the
shift from objects to processes can be
seen as grounded in the processes of
self-generation common to all living or-
ganisms. Specifically human cognition is
a subsequent evolutionary emergence.

«1» Siegfried J. Schmidt makes the
point that as constructivists we should fo-
cus on processes rather than objects. I quite
agree with this; but my comment is that
whereas Schmidt’s discussion is focussed al-
most exclusively on human knowledge and
actions, it can be interesting to enlarge the
discussion to the realm of the “lived worlds”
enacted by all living organisms. What fits
well here is that living organisms are par
excellence processes and not “things” It is
failure to properly appreciate this that has
led contemporary mainstream biology to
declare that “life does not exist.”"” Living or-

17| Quoting the biologist Szent-Gyorgyi,
Henri Atlan proclaims: “Life as such does not ex-
ist, no-one has ever seen it... The noun ‘life’ has
no meaning, for such a thing does not exist” (At-
lan & Bousquet 1994, my translation). The point,

ganisms, then, are processes; but processes
of a very particular kind, since they have
the key property of producing themselves;
this is the meaning of the term “autopoi-
esis” coined by Humberto Maturana and
Francesco Varela (1980).

«2» In this approach, Maturana and
Varela propose to consider that “cognition”
is not the exclusive privilege of human be-
ings, but is grounded in the biological facts
of life. What is it that all living organisms
— even the lowliest bacteria — “know”? Well,
it is not so much a question of “knowing
that but rather of “knowing how” — know-
ing how to act in a given situation, on the
basis of sensory input, in such a way as to
remain viable.

«3» This approach is beautifully il-
lustrated by the classical work of Jakob
von Uexkiill (1909), who describes and
analyses the “world of the tick” The tick is
a tiny animal that feeds exclusively on the
blood of mammals. The tick is blind, deaf,
and able not to fly but only to crawl slowly;
how can such an animal catch a mammal
immensely bigger than itself? The answer is
the following. First, the tick climbs to the
end of the branch of a bush and .... waits,
for days, weeks, months if necessary, until it
smells a whiff of butyric acid in which case
it lets itself fall. (This makes sense when we
know that butyric acid is emitted by the
sweat-glands of mammals, and in this con-
text only by them). If the tick falls onto a
furry surface, it crawls until it comes upon
a smooth surface (in context, this will be
the bare skin of the mammal); whereupon
it sticks its proboscis through the surface,
and if it finds a liquid underneath at 37°C,
it sucks up this liquid to satiety (in context,
this liquid will indeed be the blood of the
mammal). In this example, it is quite clear
that the basic “knowledge” possessed by all
living organisms is not a question of mental
representations, nor of “knowing that...” in
the form of propositional statements; the
knowledge in question is literally embodied,
in the form of the repertoire of actions (in
the case of the tick, crawling, falling, crawl-
ing again, piercing a surface, and sucking
a liquid); the repertoire of sensory inputs
(olfaction that is specifically sensitive to bu-

of course, is that “life” is not “a thing,” but a pure
process.
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