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d. 13 April 1945, New York, USA

Life and Work

Cassirer was born into a well-to-do Jewish family in Breslau. His study of philosophy
with Hermann Cohen (1842-1918) in Marburg soon led Cassirer to have intense
discussions on the work of Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). Kant’s analyses of
consciousness, human acting and artistic taste led Cassirer to work historically and
publish about the roots of Kantian thought (Descartes, Leibniz, the Enlightenment,
the ideal of knowledge in philosophy and science, British empiricism). Cassirer
became a professor of philosophy in Hamburg in 1919 but had to flee in the 1930s.
First to England (Oxford), then to Sweden (Gothenburg) and later to the United
States (New Haven and New York). Cassirer’s linguistic work centers around his
Philosophy of symbolic forms, which developed from the criticism of knowledge which
he formulated in 1910 in his work Substanzbegriff und Funktionsbegriff , a systematic
account of the notions of substance and function. The discussion between the
adherents of an ontological basis of language and those who started off with a
conceptual system that underlies the structure and use of language became a
serious problem in philosophy, psychology and linguistics. According to Cassirer
there is no reality which coincides with linguistic forms but this reality is a theoretical
construction formed in their cultural or scientific development. By means of symbols,
i.e. objectivations of our conceptual grasping of “reality”, we pretend to be able to
represent a reality. But these symbols or concepts cannot be but interrelated

linguistic forms. This point of view is embedded in German linguistic thought of the
18th and 19th centuries (Johann Gottfried Herder, Wilhelm von Humboldt) and on
Cassirers understanding of scientific research (physics, chemistry). The activity of the
mind creates different systems of sensuous symbols which are used in scientific
research. These systems, however, should be interpreted critically in specific
branches of experience like linguistics, psychology, science or philosophy. Therefore,
in his philosophy of symbolic forms, Cassirer analyses different levels of abstraction
in language, religion, myth and knowledge just to make his point clear that the
meaningfulness of symbols (words, pictures, gestures, imitations, representations
etc.) is linked to the context of their interpretation.
In his later philosophy of culture, published as an Essay on Man (1944), Cassirer
tries to overcome the crisis in anthropology by re-stating the cultural achievements of
man by his symbolic activity. This activity frees mankind from a historical “essence”
which is re-phrased in his cultural activities and forms of expression.
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