PAGE  
6

Clark Missed the Mark:

Andy Clark on intrinsic content and extended cognition

Andy Clark’s discussion in “Intrinsic content, active memory and the extended mind” suggests a need for clarifications in two areas.  First, we need to clarify, or reinforce, the position and arguments we developed in Adams & Aizawa, (2001).  Second, and more significantly, we need to clarify what seems to us to be the most pressing issues in the debate over extended cognition.

Clark’s paper begins with the claim that
Clark and Chalmers (1998) defend the view that the human mind need not be in the human head.  To speak more carefully, they defend the view that the material vehicles of cognition can be spread out across brain, body and certain aspects of the physical environment itself  (Clark, 2005, p. 1).

This is a plausible reading of what Clark and Chalmers had in mind at the time, but it is not the radical claim at stake in the extended cognition debate.
  It is a familiar functionalist view of cognition and the mind that it can be realized in a wide range of distinct material bases.  Thus, for many species of functionalism about cognition and the mind, it follows that they can be realized in extracranial substrates.
  And, in truth, even some non-functionalist views of cognition apparently allow for the possibility that cognition extends into the external world.
  So, the (logical, conceptual, or nomological) possibility of extended cognition seems to us not the kind of radical view the advocates of this view have often implied.  This is not, of course, to assess or pass judgment on the truth of these possibilities; it is only to note that they are not what most agitates people about the hypothesis of extended cognition.  Framing the radical extended cognition hypothesis is a more delicate matter than framing the modal extended cognition hypothesis, but something like the following is in the ballpark.  The radical extended cognition hypothesis maintains that, in many mundane cases of tool use, human cognitive processes extend into the tools.  The principal reason this hypothesis is so delicate is that there remains much room for dispute about what constitutes a “mundane” case of tool use, such as keeping a notebook at hand at all times, versus an exotic case of tool use, such as having a computer memory chip implanted in one’s brain.  Clark never in so many words defends the idea that there are actual cases of extended cognition.  Rather, his tacit commitment must be inferred from such things as his proposal that the brain is made to use tools, so we should view tools as part of the mind (Cf., Clark, 2005, p. 8ff.)

Clark can say that he only wants to argue that extended cognition is possible, not that it is actual or common.  We would be happy were he to do that, since that is our view.  In fact, we think we were pretty clear about this in our paper: “Our view is that, as a matter of contingent empirical fact, in all actual cases of human tool use brain-bound cognitive processes interact with non-cognitive processes in the extracranial world” (Adams & Aizawa, 2001, p. 46, but cf. p. 47, 51, 63).  Clark (2005) twice notes what our view is, but doesn’t really draw attention to the disconnection between the position with which he opens his paper and our position.
  Nor do we think he fully appreciates our position in replying to our argumentation.  We will return to this point presently.

Clark’s response to our paper addresses our claim that extracranial states and processes typically lack intrinsic content, “Whatever is responsible for non-derived representations seems to find a place only in brains” (Adams & Aizawa, 2001, p. 63).  It is worth mentioning, however, that our criticisms of extended cognition included the conjecture that cognitive processes should be individuated in terms of kinds of causal processes.  Part of what makes a process cognitive is being covered by a particular kind of law.  While Clark is free to respond to such components of our critique as he wishes, our appeal to kinds of processes is not idiosyncratic.  We find that Wilson, (2002), and Rupert, (2004), develop very sympathetic variations of this idea.  While Clark surely had little opportunity to review both of these other papers, there is just as surely a need to recognize this line of argumentation.

Consider how Clark proposes to rebut our claim that cognition involves non-derived representations.  His response has three components, none of which should be persuasive.  First, he claims that “it is unclear that there is any such thing as intrinsic content anyway”   (Clark, 2005, p. 1).  Why is this?  Three pages later, Clark claims that the distinction between intrinsic and derived content is unclear (Cf., Clark, 2005, p. 4.)  He does not, however, say why it is unclear.  In fact, he gives a reasonably clear account of the distinction.  More importantly, even if the distinct were not that clear, that would not suffice to show that there is no such thing as intrinsic content.
  So, we think Clark gives no good reason to think there is no such thing as intrinsic content.

Next, he claims that, “in so far as the notion [of intrinsic content] is intelligible at all, there is no reason to believe that external, non-biological structures are incapable of supporting such content”  (Clark, 2005, p. 1).  But, we think we were pretty explicit in maintaining that it is possible for external, non-biological structures to have intrinsic content.  Our view is simply that, as a matter of contingent fact, external, non-biological structures typically do not have intrinsic content.  And, Clark apparently knows this, for, after discussing some counterexamples, he says, “But since Adams and Aizawa stress that they are defending only a contingent, humans-as-currently constituted, form of cognitive intracranialism, I suspect that they will concede this general point without much argument” (Clark, 2005, p. 4).  Exactly!  Clark’s more interesting argumentation follows this observation.  It begins with the observation that humans can have mental representations involving Venn diagrams, which are surely conventional.  Clark’s observation adds a wrinkle to the basic story that cognition involves non-derived representations, but it does nothing more.  Venn diagrams mean what they do in virtue of Venn’s convention.  This is common ground between us and Clark.  When Gary imagines Venn diagrams, however, we think that his mental representation of the Venn diagrams means what it does in virtue of satisfying some conditions on non-derived representations.
  It doesn’t follow from the fact that the content of Gary’s thought is of an object with content derived by social convention that Gary’s thought itself has the content it does in virtue of that social convention.  A Venn diagram can represent set-theoretical relations by virtue of a social convention, but that doesn’t show that a brain state, whose content is a Venn diagram, represents what it represents in virtue of that social convention.

Clark evidently sees our response here, hence in the next paragraph invokes an example in which there are Martians whose biological memories store bit-mapped images of text.
  These images are supposed to be conventional, derived internal representations of conventional derived external representations.  That is, texts are conventional representations of words and the Martian bitmapped images of the texts are supposed to be a conventional way of representing the conventional representation.  Clark thinks it is simply obvious that we should say that the Martian brain states involving these representations are cognitive.  The only resistance to this conclusion, he thinks, must be “skin-and-skull based prejudice.”

We aren’t sure what basis Clark has for saying that these bit-mapped images are part of the Martian cognitive economy, since we aren’t sure what he thinks is the mark of the cognitive.  Perhaps this is just Clark putting some of his intuitions on the table.  Be this as it may, we think it is perfectly reasonable for us to stand by the view that these Martian representational states are not cognitive states.  We have a theory of what cognition involves.  In brief, we think it involves non-derived representations covered by ceteris paribus psychological laws.  This is an empirical hypothesis about the nature of cognition, not a definition of cognition.  Thus, future scientific developments could undermine our theory and force revisions.  Exactly what revisions would depend on exactly how the future develops.  This said, Clark has not shown how things have gone badly for our view.

Consider another example.  Suppose that future science discovers things that look like ducks, walk like ducks, and quack like ducks.  They are probably ducks, but maybe not.  Suppose these things lack DNA in their cell nuclei.  Instead of DNA, these things have some other chain molecule that works in much the way that DNA works in previously studied ducks.  The remaining meiotic and mitotic biochemical apparatus of the cells in these newly discovered things is the same as the biochemical apparatus of the cells in duck.  This chain molecule of these new things fits into the other biochemical apparatus of the cells of these new things in just the way that duck DNA fits into the biochemical apparatus of old-fashioned duck cells.  It seems to us to be perfectly defensible to maintain that these new things aren’t ducks.  What we have in the Martian case and our duck-like thing case are instances where we are invited to entertain surprising and even bizarre possible findings that appear to conflict with our theories of what constitutes cognition and what constitutes a duck.  It might be that, on balance, we should reject our theories of cognition and of ducks, but, then again, perhaps we should stand by them.  At this point, we don’t see sufficient reason to abandon our theory of cognition.

Clark’s third objection to our view about intrinsic content is that even if external, non-biological structures were incapable of supporting intrinsic content, “this would not actually compromise the case for the extended mind” (Clark, 2005, p. 1).  It isn’t clear to us that Clark really tries to substantiate this particular charge.  He does, however, have something more to say about our view of the role of intrinsic content in cognition.  In our paper, we noted that,
Having argued that, in general there must be non-derived content in cognitive processes, it must be admitted that it is unclear to what extent every cognitive state of each cognitive process must involve non-derived content (Adams & Aizawa, 2001, p. 50).

Having quoted us on this, Clark claims that, “this concession, I submit, removes the entire force of the appeal to intrinsic content as a reason for rejecting EM.  For it was no part of EM to claim that one could build an entire cognizer out of Otto-style notebook” (Clark, 2005, p. 6).  Here we find Clark’s treatment a bit cavalier.  In the passage above, we were concerned about what to say about the possibility of there being things like punctuation marks and parentheses in our hypothetical language of thought.
  Perhaps the cognitive punctuation marks and parentheses aren’t representational items at all, hence bear no content at all, intrinsic or otherwise.  We don’t think we have good reason to hypothesize that every component of every state of every cognitive process must bear intrinsic content.  That is a pretty strong empirical hypothesis, which, had we advocated it, would have been subject to challenge for being too strong or being undermotivated.  Happy day for Clark if the strongest principle is too strong to be true and anything less is too weak to be concerned about.  Clearly, we need the view that our requirement of intrinsic content, though not maximally demanding regarding the pervasiveness of intrinsic content, is still demanding enough.  We think it is.  Our view is that at least some components of cognitive states require some intrinsic content, where the states in Otto’s notebook, video games, and most mundane tools do not.  We think this is an empirical hypothesis that may well need refinement in the light of further investigation, but it is not for that reason unprincipled.
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� Hurley, (1998a, 1998b) is more explicit than are Clark and Chalmers that it is this modal claim she wishes to argue for.   Yet, she does not contrast this modal claim with what we think is the radical hypothesis of extended cognition.


�  Weiskopf, (under review), makes this observation as well.


� As an aside, we would be willing to take a lesson in the history of philosophy from Clark (or Hurley) on who has defended the view that cognition must be in the head and how they have defended this view.


� Cf., Clark, (2005), p. 3, 4.


� At one point, Clark was apparently appealing to Dennett, (1990), as having shown that there is no such thing as intrinsic content.   Although Clark did not know this when writing his 2005 Analysis paper, we have a forthcoming critique of Dennett, (1990).  See Adams & Aizawa, (Forthcoming a).


� Cummins, (1986), Dretske, (1988), and Fodor (1990) offer theories of what such conditions might be.


� We make this same point in another way in Adams & Aizawa, (Forthcoming, b).  We do not think Clark saw this paper prior to submitting Clark, (2005). 


� Some of Clark’s comments immediately before and after this example are less than perfectly clear to us, but we think we have the general drift of his discussion.


� Clark does not provide this context.





