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Conclusions

What is a concept?

� . . . Mental pa rticula rs; sp eci�cally , they satisfy whatever ontological

conditions have to b e met b y things that function as mental causes and

e�ects.� � Jerry F o do r

� . . . Lik e the scale mo dels that stand in fo r objects during courtro om

reenactments. They allo w us to reexp erience past events o r anticipate

future events.� � Jesse Prinz

� . . . Complex general ideas, combining va rious cha racteristics and

features.� � Zoltan T o rey

� . . . A mental rep resentation that contains kno wledge ab out an object o r

class of objects that serves to pick out o r p oint to the object o r class of

objects that a re cha racteristically asso ciated with the concept.� � P aul

Hemeren

� . . . A p erceived regula rit y (o r pattern) in events o r objects, o r reco rds of

events o r objects, designated b y lab el.� � Joseph Novak and Alb erto

Cañas
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Conclusions

Y es, but what is a concept really ?

A synchronized relation, of some kind, b et w een a mental agent and an

exp erienced environment that includes that agent.

A concept is a synchronized pattern of relatively abstract, relatively

higher-o rder asso ciation b et w een some asp ect of the mental w o rld of the

agent (� self � ) and some matching asp ect of her exp erienced environment

(� non-self � ).

A synchronized pattern of relatively abstract, relatively higher-o rder

asso ciation b et w een some asp ect of the mental w o rld of the agent (� self � )

and some matching a�o rdance(s) of her exp erienced environment

(� non-self � ), such that the a�o rdance(s) implicitly o r explicitly sp eci�es

the necessa ry , su�cient, and customa ry (o r contextual) conditions fo r its

application relative to any pa rticula r moment .

A unit of structured thought that sho ws systematicit y and p ro ductivit y .
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Building blo cks of thought
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Are concepts rep resentations?

Sure!

No w a y!
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Conclusions

T w o contrasting views

On the one view, concepts a re meant to stand o r stand in fo r

asp ects of the w o rld. Rep resentation and rep resented a re

clea rly sepa rate.

On the other, such talk is tak en as an illegitimate and

misguided stepping back from the w o rld: agents a re alw a ys in

the w o rld and directly engaged with it. Rep resentation and

rep resented merge into one and disapp ea r.

Jo el P a rthemo re Rep resentations, Symb ols, Icons, Concepts



Intro duction

Getting symb ols wrong

Fixing the picture

A rep resentational continuum

Conclusions

T w o contrasting views

On the one view, concepts a re meant to stand o r stand in fo r

asp ects of the w o rld. Rep resentation and rep resented a re

clea rly sepa rate.

On the other, such talk is tak en as an illegitimate and

misguided stepping back from the w o rld: agents a re alw a ys in

the w o rld and directly engaged with it. Rep resentation and

rep resented merge into one and disapp ea r.

Jo el P a rthemo re Rep resentations, Symb ols, Icons, Concepts



Intro duction

Getting symb ols wrong

Fixing the picture

A rep resentational continuum

Conclusions

Eternally caught b et w een kno wing ho w and kno wing that

Critical distinction b et w een concepts as w e re�ect up on them

as concepts, and concepts as w e p ossess and emplo y them

non-re�ectively .

Push concepts one direction, to w a rd �high-level� cognition,

and they lo ok mo re lik e rep resentations.

Push them the other w a y , to w a rd �lo w-level� cognition, and

they lo ok mo re lik e (non-rep resentational) abilities.

Concepts themselves sit in the middle, b eholden to neither!

Theo ries of concepts, on the other hand, have an inevitable

rep resentational qualit y to them!

Jo el P a rthemo re Rep resentations, Symb ols, Icons, Concepts



Intro duction

Getting symb ols wrong

Fixing the picture

A rep resentational continuum

Conclusions

Eternally caught b et w een kno wing ho w and kno wing that

Critical distinction b et w een concepts as w e re�ect up on them

as concepts, and concepts as w e p ossess and emplo y them

non-re�ectively .

Push concepts one direction, to w a rd �high-level� cognition,

and they lo ok mo re lik e rep resentations.

Push them the other w a y , to w a rd �lo w-level� cognition, and

they lo ok mo re lik e (non-rep resentational) abilities.

Concepts themselves sit in the middle, b eholden to neither!

Theo ries of concepts, on the other hand, have an inevitable

rep resentational qualit y to them!

Jo el P a rthemo re Rep resentations, Symb ols, Icons, Concepts



Intro duction

Getting symb ols wrong

Fixing the picture

A rep resentational continuum

Conclusions

Eternally caught b et w een kno wing ho w and kno wing that

Critical distinction b et w een concepts as w e re�ect up on them

as concepts, and concepts as w e p ossess and emplo y them

non-re�ectively .

Push concepts one direction, to w a rd �high-level� cognition,

and they lo ok mo re lik e rep resentations.

Push them the other w a y , to w a rd �lo w-level� cognition, and

they lo ok mo re lik e (non-rep resentational) abilities.

Concepts themselves sit in the middle, b eholden to neither!

Theo ries of concepts, on the other hand, have an inevitable

rep resentational qualit y to them!

Jo el P a rthemo re Rep resentations, Symb ols, Icons, Concepts



Intro duction

Getting symb ols wrong

Fixing the picture

A rep resentational continuum

Conclusions

Eternally caught b et w een kno wing ho w and kno wing that

Critical distinction b et w een concepts as w e re�ect up on them

as concepts, and concepts as w e p ossess and emplo y them

non-re�ectively .

Push concepts one direction, to w a rd �high-level� cognition,

and they lo ok mo re lik e rep resentations.

Push them the other w a y , to w a rd �lo w-level� cognition, and

they lo ok mo re lik e (non-rep resentational) abilities.

Concepts themselves sit in the middle, b eholden to neither!

Theo ries of concepts, on the other hand, have an inevitable

rep resentational qualit y to them!

Jo el P a rthemo re Rep resentations, Symb ols, Icons, Concepts



Intro duction

Getting symb ols wrong

Fixing the picture

A rep resentational continuum

Conclusions

Eternally caught b et w een kno wing ho w and kno wing that

Critical distinction b et w een concepts as w e re�ect up on them

as concepts, and concepts as w e p ossess and emplo y them

non-re�ectively .

Push concepts one direction, to w a rd �high-level� cognition,

and they lo ok mo re lik e rep resentations.

Push them the other w a y , to w a rd �lo w-level� cognition, and

they lo ok mo re lik e (non-rep resentational) abilities.

Concepts themselves sit in the middle, b eholden to neither!

Theo ries of concepts, on the other hand, have an inevitable

rep resentational qualit y to them!

Jo el P a rthemo re Rep resentations, Symb ols, Icons, Concepts



Intro duction

Getting symb ols wrong

Fixing the picture

A rep resentational continuum

Conclusions

Symb ols as commonly understo o d (b y philosophers)

Most often visually realized, but at the same time intrinsically amo dal:

i.e., not grounded in any pa rticula r mo dalit y .

Discrete and individuable, not continuous.

Simple of fo rm, but with an often complex meaning (sense/reference).

Distinct from icons.

(F ully) a rbitra ry in fo rm: any fo rm can tak e any meaning (strict

syntax/semantics sepa ration).

Interp retable indep endently of context.

Not dep endent on any observer to identify it o r assign it meaning.
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Conclusions

The evil computer metapho r

The human-made a rtefact applying �purely� syntactic rules over strings of

�meaningless� symb ols to generate new strings of �meaningless� symb ols.

John Sea rle's Chinese Ro om thought exp eriment.

Douglas Hofstadter's account of T yp ographical Numb er Theo ry

(TNT).
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Conclusions

Why that can't b e right!

Amo dalit y

Symb ols have to b e grounded someho w ( cf. Ha rnad's symb ol

grounding p roblem).

Discreteness

Symb ols evolve .

Symb ols never stand on their o wn.
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Simplicit y

Distinction b et w een icons and symb ols not alw a ys clea r.
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Arbitra riness

The fo rm of a symb ol is often clea rly non -a rbitra ry .

Every symb ol comes with a histo ry .
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Why this can't b e right!

Context-freeness

A t minimum, there is alw a ys a sha red so cial context in which

symb ols a re lea rned and applied.

Remove them to o fa r from their context of o rigin, and they

cease to function as symb ols.

Observer-freeness

Extremely unclea r what it is fo r a symb ol to b e a symb ol in

the absence of an agent to interp ret and emplo y it as such!

F ailure to ackno wledge the role of the observer in the act of

rep resenting leads to confusion.
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Conclusions

The role of the observer

�The underlying assumption of many is that a real

w o rld exists indep endently of any observer; and

that symb ols a re entities that can 'stand fo r'

objects in this real w o rld in some abstract and

absolute sense. In p ractice, the role of the

observer in the act of rep resenting something is

igno red. . . . The gun I reach fo r when I hea r the

w o rd rep resentation has this engraved on it:

'When P is used b y Q to rep resent R to S , who

is Q and who is S? ' � � Inman Ha rvey (1992),

Untimed and Misrep resented
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Conclusions

The computer metapho r revisited

A conceptual agent is needed to give meaning to the signs

b eing manipulated b y the computer.

Without that agent, the signs never b ecome symb ols.

W e treat computers as idealized machines, op erating on

their o wn, neither emb edded in an environment no r

emb o died in any pa rticula r fo rm (when in fact they a re

b oth), unable to mak e a mistak e (which they can, and do),

fo r the same reason w e treat symb ols as

amo dal/discrete/context-free/a rbitra ry � lik ewise

idealizations � b ecause w e �nd it conceptually useful, even,

p erhaps, conceptually necessa ry .
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Conclusions

Ho w symb ols should b e understo o d

Mo dally grounded, but in such a w a y that the links back to the mo dal

grounding ma y , in p ractice, b e di�cult o r imp ossible to reconstruct.

Individuable from other symb ols and from a non-symb olic background,

with the caveat that the discreteness masks an underlying continuit y: cf.

catego rical p erception.

On a rep resentational continuum with iconic rep resentations.

P ossessing an appa rent a rbitra riness of fo rm, p recisely in relation to the

extent to which the symb ol has b een abstracted a w a y from any pa rticula r

context of interp retation o r disasso ciated from its o riginal histo rical

context.

Not fully free of context but just free enough .
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Conclusions

Ho w iconic rep resentations should b e understo o d

If symb olic rep resentations mak e bina ry distinctions, iconic

rep resentations t ypically mak e graded (analogue) ones.

Unlik e symb ols, their fo rm is t ypically clea rly non-a rbitra ry .

Generally exists some isomo rphism b et w een pa rts of rep resentation

and pa rts of rep resented.

T ypically lack a combinato rial syntax and semantics.

Standa rd metapho r: �pictures in the mind�.

Symb olic rep resentations imp overished fo rm of iconic ones.
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Conclusions

Whither mental rep resentations?

What is there here to distinguish mental rep resentations from so-called

external rep resentations?

A rep resentation, on my account, is fundamentally an intentionally tak en

p ersp ective.

Intrinsically relational .

Rep resentation should b e distinguishable from rep resented.

What I'm denying:

Mental rep resentations as ontologically distinct from other kinds of

rep resentations.

Mental rep resentations as either p rima ry o r seconda ry histo rically

to other rep resentations.
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Cognition
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Consciousness
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Conclusions

Compa rison of hiera rchies

Semiotic hiera rchy: language p resupp oses signs; signs

p resupp ose consciousness; consciousness p resupp oses life.

Conceptual hiera rchy: language p resupp oses rep resentations;

rep resentations p resupp ose b oth concepts and consciousness;

b oth concepts and consciousness p resupp ose cognition;

cognition in all our exp eriences of it to date is pa rasitic on life.

Seems to me that any agent w e interact with in the

app rop riate w a y is app rop riately treated as a conceptual agent.
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Conclusions

Cognition = life?

� Only o rganisms (living systems), and not a rti�cially created

machines, have the p rop erties of self-o rganization, autop oiesis

(Maturana and V a rela 1980), identit y-Umw elt p ola rit y (Thompson

2007), and an intrinsic value system (Edelman 1992), serving their

o wn interests, rather than optimizing some externally de�ned

function.� � Jo rdan Zlatev, The Semiotic Hiera rchy

Do es this mean: � only naturally evolved o rganisms, and not a rtefacts,

can, even in p rinciple, have the p rop erties of. . . � ?

The fascinating underlying question is: at what p oint is a

creation no longer (just) a creation but (in some substantial

w a y) a p eer, a "lik e me"?
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Conclusions

Some philosophers have tried to get rid of rep resentations. If y ou

w ant to study concepts though, then rep resentations a re

unavoidable.

A t the same time that a rep resentational account of concepts is

necessa ry , it is also insu�cient.

Symb ols and rep resentations a re often discussed without b eing

de�ned.

The w a y they often a re de�ned is logically incoherent.

Without b etter justi�cation, mental rep resentations as ontologically

distinct from external rep resentations should b e binned!
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