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S Y M P O S I UM 

Grounding, Situatedness, and Meaning 

Organizers : 

Othe r  participants : 

Geor g Dorffne r  an d Eric h P r e m ,  Universit y o f  V i e n n a 

Michae l  Gasser ,  Indian a Universit y 

Steva n H a m a d ,  Princeto n Universit y 

Rodney Brooks, Massachusetts Instutute of Technology 

Mor te n Christianse n an d N ic k Chater ,  Universit y o f  Ed inburg h 

Geo rg e Lakoff ,  Universit y o f  California ,  Berkele y 

Dav i d Touretzky ,  Carnegi e Me l lo n Universit y 

A b s t r a c t 

This symposium is concerned with the 
notion s o f  groundin g an d situatednes s an d thei r 
relevance  t o cognitiv e theorie s i n general ,  an d t o 
theorie s o f  meanin g i n particular .  Groundin g i s 
t o b e understoo d a s th e linidn g o f  system-interna l 
object s (suc h a s symbol s o r  concepts )  wid i  th e 
externa l  object s the y ar e about ,  throug h th e 
system' s sensorimoto r  interactio n wit h them . 
Situatednes s i s t o b e understoo d a s th e immediat e 
couplin g o f  th e system' s action s wit h it s 
environmen t 

The discussio n wil l  b e organize d aroun d th e 
followin g questions : 
1.  H o w muc h doe s th e concep t  o f  groundin g 

contribut e t o theorie s o f  meaning ? 
2.  I s  groundin g importan t  fo r  understandin g 

natura l  cognitiv e system s and/o r  fo r 
designin g artificia l  ones ? 

3.  I s i t  possibl e t o accommodat e differen t 
notion s o f  groundin g (e.g. ,  Hamad' s an d 
Brooks' s senses )  i n a  unifie d frameworic? 

4.  Wha t  i s neede d t o exten d curren t  model s o f 
groundin g s o tha t  the y g o beyon d simpl e 
wor d semantics ? 

S.  Shoul d groundin g b e inextricabl y tied  t o 
situatedness ? I s th e notio n o f 
representation  incompatibl e wit h th e sor t  o f 
dynamica l  syste m tha t  seem s t o b e calle d 
fo r  i n a  situate d mode l  o f  cognition ? 
The participant s cove r  a  wid e rang e o f 

view s o n thes e issues .  Touretzk y an d 
Christianse n &  Chate r  challeng e th e usefulnes s 
of  th e symbo l  groundin g idea .  Touretzk y argue s 
tha t  th e groundin g o f  symbol s i n perceptio n ha s 

littl e t o sa y abou t  wha t  shoul d b e o f  mos t 
interes t  t o cognitiv e scientists :  ho w conceptua l 
structure s ar e constructe d ou t  o f  symbols . 
Christianse n an d Chate r  conside r  th e 
contribution s o f  th e notio n o f  symbo l  groundin g 
and o f  philosophica l  theorie s o f  meanin g t o eac h 
other .  Thei r  positio n i s tha t  th e forme r  ha s mor e 
t o lear n from  th e latte r  tha n vic e versa . 

The othe r  speaker s com e ou t  o n th e sid e o f 
one o r  anothe r  sor t  o f  groundin g approac h bu t 
disagre e o n whethe r  symbol s a s suc h ar e 
necessar y an d o n th e promis e o f  connectionis t 
approache s t o grounding .  H a m a d argue s tha t 
symbol  groundin g i s  indee d a  proble m an d 
among severa l  candidat e approache s h e advocate s 
a hybri d analog/connectionist/symboli c on e 
becaus e connectionis m alon e doe s no t  see m t o b e 
abl e t o d o th e job .  Brook s propose s a n 
engineerin g approac h t o grounding :  buil d a 
syste m base d o n som e notio n o f  physica l 
groundin g an d se e h o w muc h furthe r  i t  ca n b e 
take n tha n existin g system s base d o n th e 
Physica l  Symbo l  Syste m hypothesis .  Lakof f 
argue s tha t  recen t  wor k o n th e groundin g o f 
spatia l  predicate s b y Terr y Regie r  provide s th e 
foundation s fo r  grounde d concept s withou t 
symbols .  Dorf&ie r  an d Pre m mak e th e cas e tha t 
a radica l  for m o f  connectionis m ca n addres s bot h 
groundin g an d situatednes s an d tha t  grounde d 
symbols ,  whil e no t  require d fo r  intelligen t 
behavior ,  ca n enhanc e th e performanc e o f 
autonomou s agents .  Gasse r  argue s tha t  alongsid e 
th e proble m o f  groundin g atomi c symbols ,  ther e 
i s tiie  proble m o f  groundin g th e structur e o f 
concepts ,  whic h canno t  b e handle d b y a  symbo l 
syste m alone . 
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