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Chapter 8

reface 
The question of who I am has never been a merely theoretical problem for me. It 
presses itself upon me in my speaking, my acting, and in the way I relate to the 
world. Time and again I experience that this question arises not outside of 
language, but exclusively within it. I can understand myself only by speaking and 
writing, and it is precisely there that I am confronted with a fundamental tension: 
language makes self-understanding possible, yet at the same time resists any 
definitive fixation. 
In the course of my research, I have made use of a wide range of approaches —
ranging from logical analysis and empirical research to philosophical reflection —
in the hope of gaining clarity about meaning, knowledge, and subjectivity. These 
methods have taught me how descriptions function and how the “I” as a knowing 
and acting subject can be articulated. But they have also repeatedly confronted me 
with a persistent experience: no description can lay claim to final or foundational 
validity. Every attempt at definition turns out to be a linguistic act itself, 
embedded in a context that it cannot transcend. 
This insight forms the point of departure of this book. Gradually, it became clear 
to me that this incompleteness is not a deficiency that must be overcome, but a 
principled feature of natural language. Meaning does not arise through reference 
to fixed essences or external foundations, but exclusively in use. Words acquire 
their meaning within practices of speaking and acting, and every definition relies 
on other words that must in turn be interpreted. There is no context-independent 
meta-level from which language —and thus the “I” that speaks within it— can be 
definitively grounded. 
This has profoundly changed my understanding of self-inquiry. I no longer regard 
the self as something that is fixed in advance and then described, but as something 
that co ntinually takes shape within linguistic practices. The “I” is not a stable 
object behind the words, but manifests itself in and through speaking itself. Self-
knowledge is therefore not an endpoint, but a movement: a continual re-
positioning within changing contexts of meaning. 
With this book, I aim to make this movement explicit. I investigate how the 
insight that language lacks a closed foundation need not lead to relativism or 
meaninglessness, but instead creates space for a different way of understanding —
one in which the limits of language are not denied, but acknowledged as 
constitutive of what understanding can mean at all. I invite the reader to approach 
this book not as an attempt at closure, but as a shared inquiry into what it means to 
understand ourselves in and through language —situated, provisional, and 
principially unfinished. 
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 1 Introduction  
This treatise departs from a fundamental question: how is meaning possible? This 
question does not concern language in a narrow sense alone, but touches upon the 
way we understand and describe the world and situate ourselves within it. 
Whether we are dealing with logical structures, mathematical objects, physical 
theories, biological processes, or mental states, knowledge always unfolds within 
language. Language does not merely function as the medium through which 
knowledge is transmitted, but as the practice in which meaning arises, is 
stabilized, and is again called into question. 
In many scientific disciplines, this role of language remains implicit. Language 
functions there as a self-evident background: an instrument presumed to precede 
knowledge and transparently represent it. This treatise problematizes that self-
evidence. Its point of departure is that language does not stand outside or prior to 
meaning, but constitutes its condition of possibility. Meaning arises exclusively in 
use, and every attempt to fix meaning —through definitions, axioms, or formal 
systems —is itself a linguistic act that already presupposes meaning. 
This commitment has far-reaching consequences. When I make a statement within 
logic or mathematics, for example, “A triangle has three sides,” I presuppose that 
terms such as “triangle” and “side” already function meaningfully. That meaning 
is not grounded by the statement itself, but rests on shared practices of use. The 
same holds for formal systems: symbols and rules are meaningful only within a 
linguistic framework that they cannot themselves justify. 
In the natural sciences as well, knowledge operates within such frameworks. 
Concept s such as “force,” “mass,” “energy,” or “spacetime” are not purely 
empirical data, but theoretical constructs that derive their meaning from their 
place within a linguistic and historical practice. No experiment can step outside of 
language in order to fix these concepts definitively. Empirical confirmation 
already presupposes a meaningful conceptual apparatus. 
The same applies to disciplines that take the human being itself as their object, 
such as neuroscience and evolutionary theory. When mental processes are 
described in terms of neuronal activity, or behavior is explained through 
evolutionary mechanisms, this necessarily occurs within language. Concepts such 
as “consciousness,” “information,” “function,” or “adaptation” are not raw natural 
facts, but concepts that function within specific scientific practices. They cannot 
be reduced to the processes they describe without losing their meaning. 
These observations form the point of departure of this treatise. Rather than 
treating language as a transparent medium that merely transmits knowledge, the 
present inquiry investigates to what extent language itself imposes principled 
limits on description, explanation, and self-understanding. It argues that these 
limits are not contingent, but constitutive: they belong to what it means for 
meaning to be possible at all. 
The central thesis of this treatise is as follows: 
Because meaning arises exclusively in use and every definition is itself a 
linguistic act, a natural language —and thus the “I” that speaks within it—
cannot be described in a context-independent or foundational manner from a 
supposed external meta-level.  
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