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Comments on Newton’s Mid-South Conference paper


Newton’s complex paper raises many issues which I cannot discuss in my brief commentary, so I want to focus on her view that cognitive processes involve affective processes.  I want to argue that her case for this view runs afoul of the very causation-constitution (or coupling-constitution) fallacy that she sees the advocates of extended cognition committing.  In other words, the advocates of extended cognition sometimes commit a causation-constitution fallacy and so does Newton.


Consider first the difference between causation and constitution.  It is possible to give a philosophical characterization of these, but examples are almost certainly more illuminating.  What is nuclear fission?  What constitutes nuclear fission?  Answer: the splitting of an atomic nucleus.  What might cause nuclear fission?  Answer: bombardment of an atomic nucleus with a neutron.  We have to distinguish nuclear fission from what might trigger, or cause, nuclear fission.  Similarly, in psychology, we have to distinguish cognitive processes from things that might trigger cognitive processes.  Recognizing a dog is a cognitive process, but it is a cognitive process that might be triggered by the movement of a dog in bright light in one’s visual field.  The dog’s movement might trigger the cognitive process of recognition, but it is not a part of that cognitive process.  So, in general, we have to draw a distinction between being a process of type X, on the one hand, and triggering or being triggered by a process of type X.  

Newton seems to be willing to invoke this kind of distinction at one point in her paper.  She writes,
One could say, therefore, that the book is an aid in supplying or forming a mental representation that is used in cognition. It would take further argument to claim that because mental representations are essential for problem-solving, anything that aids in forming such representations are themselves parts of the cognitive process. If that were true, my coffee, which keeps me alert enough to form and retain the representations, would be as much a part of the cognitive process.

The idea is that the coffee a causally essential aid to cognitive processing, but it is not constitutively essential.  It could be some cause that is necessary for triggering cognitive processing, but it is not part of the cognitive processing.

Here, now, are a few instances where it seems to me that the advocates of extended cognition commit the causation-constitution fallacy.

In these cases, the human organism is linked with an external entity in a two-way interaction, creating a coupled system that can be seen as a cognitive system in its own right.  All the components in the system play an active causal role, and they jointly govern behavior in the same sort of way that cognition usually does.  If we remove the external component the system’s behavioral competence will drop, just as it would if we removed part of its brain.  Our thesis is that this sort of coupled process counts equally well as a cognitive process, whether or not it is wholly in the head (Clark & Chalmers, 1998, p. 2).

The windsurfer continually affects and is affected by the set of the rig, so the behavioral intention to successfully windsurf emerges as a result of the interaction between the person and environment.  Focusing on the agent alone, or on how the agent responds to the environment, fails to capture the complex nuances of windsurfing behavior.  Just as it is important to understand the significance of paper and pencil when one does long division, where the cognition of doing long division is in part “offloaded” into the environment, the intentionality in windsurfing is best understood as a distributed cognitive behavior involving a person, a device, and the environment (Gibbs, 2001, pp. 117-118).

We solve the problem by continually looking back to the board and trying to figure out sequences of moves that will get us closer to our goal, all the time exploiting the structure of the environment through continual interaction with it.  We look, we think, we move.  But the thinking, the cognitive part of solving the problem, is not squirreled away inside us, wedged between the looking and the moving …(Wilson, 2004, p. 194).

If we review what Newton has to say about the role of affective processes in cognitive processing, we can see that it is ambiguous.  It is not clear whether she wants to maintain the relatively weak claim that cognitive processes are caused by, or causally interact with, affective processes, or whether she wants to maintain the relatively strong claim that cognitive processes are, in part, constituted by affective processes.  Consider a few passage:
both [Clark and Chalmers] and [Adams and Aizawa] miss a crucial factor in cognition: the essential role played by affective influences in cognitive activity. (p. 2)
What does “essential role” mean?  Do affective influences merely influence (or cause) cognitive processes or are they constitutive of cognitive processes?  
Both groups [Clark and Chalmers and Adams and Aizawa] are presupposing an outdated and simplistic model of cognition: that it consists of information-processing by means of the manipulation of content-bearing symbols. ...  In what follows it is argued that this model cannot account for human cognitive activity, which entails affective or emotional aspects.  Without these or some as-yet undeveloped analogue, symbol manipulation, whether in the head or out of it, is blind and mechanical, with no recognizable human-like qualities of philosophical interest.
Here the point seems to be that cognition does not consist of (just) symbol manipulation; it instead consists of something with affective or emotional aspects.  In other words, it looks like Newton hypothesizes that cognitive processes are constituted, in part, by affective or emotional processes.  Or take one final example,
Cognition not only manipulates symbols in solving a puzzle, but more essentially (1) sees a situation as a puzzle needing a solution in the first place, and (2) relies upon positive and negative affective signals in the course of finding a solution.

Here again, it looks as though the claim is that cognition is not mere symbol manipulation, but symbol manipulation that includes seeing things in a particular way and involving affective signals.


Despite the ambiguity in Newtons’ claims, it seems that we must read her as taking the stronger constitutive reading of the relationship between cognition and affective processing.  Surely anyone who believes in the existence of affective processes believes that they causally interact with one’s cognitive processes.  That’s not controversial or surpsing.  That’s mundane.  The bold claim has to be that cognition is constituted, at least in part, by affective processes.  That’s not at mundane.  

So, we have some reason to think that Newton is claiming that cognition is constituted by affective processes.  What reason is there to think that she (fallaciously) adduces causal considerations in favor of this constitutive hypothesis.  It is to be found beginning on p. 4 when she discusses a passage from Clark and Chalmers.  The passage begins, 
The assumption that cognition is equivalent to the manipulation of (perceived) symbols or objects puts the cart before the horse. 
Consider these italicized words:

A person sits in front of a computer screen and is asked to answer questions concerning potential fit ... to assess fit, the person must mentally rotate the shapes ... [italics added]

Every one of them refers to an action or state of affairs that the cognizer must find significant or acknowledge, in order for the manipulation to proceed. When a person is asked to solve a problem, first she must understand the request, which involves not just knowing the meaning of the words used; it requires background understanding of the social context and why she is in a position to be asked. Then, on the basis of her motivations in that context she decides whether to comply with the request
Here Newton is apparently appealing to the fact that understanding the request is causally necessary before a subject will begin the task.  Understanding the background is causally necessary for performing the task.  Being motivated to perform the task is causally necessary to complying with the request.  She cannot be appealing to the (putative) fact that these are constitutively necessary for complying with the task, for that is what she is supposed to be arguing for.  Similarly, in the next paragraph, when Newton is describing the role of psitive affect, a sense of satisfaction, etc., she is evidently drawing attention to a causal role that these affective features have in cognition.  But, a causal role does not establish a constitutive role.  To think otherwise is to commit the causation-constitution fallacy.
