
THE COGNITIVE M I N D A N D PERCEPTUAL PROCESSES 

REFLECTIONS O N COGNITIVE SCIENCE 

The term cognition refers to all processes by which the sensory input 
is transformed, reduced, elaborated, stored, recovered, and used. It 
is concerned with these processes even when they operate in the 
absence of relevant stimulation as in images and hallucinations... it 
is apparent that cognition is involved in everything a human being 
might possibly do; that every psychological phenomenon is a cogni-
tive phenomenon.1 

The more a science is concerned with causes, the more instructive it 
will be: for an instructor is one who explains the causes of a th ing. . . 
the most knowable things are first principles and causes, for it is 
through and f rom these that other things are known, and not they 
through the particulars falling under them. The most authoritative 
science, reigning supreme over subsidiary, is that which knows for 
what purposes every act takes place, i.e. the final cause, the good in 
each particular instance, and in general summum bonum in nature as 
a whole.2 

Science is not the piecemeal accumulation of facts; rather, it is a 
struggle between competing theories. And it is not t rue that science 
arrives at one answer, although elementary science may give this kind 
of impression. As the work on the philosophy of science has shown, it 
is a profound mistake to think of science as beginning from a kind of 
theory-neutral observation.5 Rather, science is saturated with theory, 
so that the most realistic way to see the transition from one view of, 
say, gravity to another is as the replacement ot one battery ot theoret-
ical concepts by another. It is the question of paradigm shifts.4 What 
distinguishes the work of different scientists is not what they have 
done, but merely the theories they have brought to bear through their 
experiments. Especially then when the theories and observations are 
concept-mediated. One might say that hypotheses of science serve as 
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chunks for conveying large amounts of information economically, and 
that object perception is the chunking of bits of sensory information 
so that we see objects.5 

The concept of criticism is one widely used. Criticism is a kind of no-
ticing, the recognition of aesthetically relevant features of art works.6 

If criticism is a kind of noticing then it does not follow that there 
are general rules applicable across categories of works of art, or that 
there are any otherwise specifiable foundations upon which critical 
judgement is based. One notices features of aesthetic value, and one 
learns to do so because one has an appropriate background in the art. 
So, to take criticism as a kind of noticing is to reject a view of criti-
cism as somehow approaching works of art with no preconceptions, 
or with no peripheral knowledge and experience of the critic. It is a 
question of idea of criticism as a perceptual process. 

The aim of criticism is to understand or to grasp the meaning of 
the work of art.7 Criticism is, in an interesting sense, a perceptual 
process. By this is meant that criticism should not be modelled as 
an approach to works of art armed with rules or sets of criteria for 
aesthetic excellence that are then applied. Criticism should be mod-
elled as a kind of survey of both large- and small-scale features of the 
object in question. Criticism is also a matter of scrutiny. This kind of 
thinking amounts to the idea that criticism consists on scrutiny of the 
work of art. And this kind of view conceives of scrutiny as an essen-
tially perceptual process.8 Art criticism can lend support to different 
kinds of efforts to go beyond the artistically straight and na r row by 
providing evidence that creativity is a dynamic and forward moving 
process. Criticism can help to lay the groundwork for a deeper un-
derstanding of the importance of art in human life.9 
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The viewer brings in general t ruths about the work of art and knowl-
edge of some of the prevailing conventions of art. The critic brings 
with him a great deal of information external to the particular work 
under scrutiny. These levels might be general t ruths about the world, 
and art world, prevailing conventions of art, and so on. The internal 
t ruths of a single work of art must be gained from looking at the 
work. This kind of contrast between the internal and external is cen-
tral to the scrutiny view of criticism. So, the internal t ruths passing 
into critic's cognitive stock must go through perception.10 The critic 
may understand things, and the internal t ruths of the work, but he 
must acquire that understanding by looking at the work, and in no 
other way. 

That is why the need for internal processing is strong if we are to 
describe the subjective aspects of a narrative flow, including feelings, 
emotions, and aesthetic effects. These kinds of perceptions happen 
in the invisible body/mind interior, and belong to the subjectivity of 
the spectator. This is something, which the viewer has to construct 
by a series of cognitive acts.11 To whatever extent cognition, broadly 
construed, turns out to be relevant to the explanation of social be-
haviour, emotion, psychopathology, or physical skills, the cognitive 
scientist will be interested.12 

Judging reality depends on the modularity of the mind, on the poten-
tial for parallel processing by separate function centres in the brain. 
Mental representations of a fictional or real object have the same lo-
cal reality in the mind, but the global module that judge reality-status 
prevents us from mistaking the fictional for the real and also allows 
us to experience emotions evoked by the local simulations." The 
spectator's role is perceptual.14 Understanding works of art is centrally 
a perceptual process than an inferential one. There is no significant 
step between how we perceive the work, and how we understand it. 
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Understanding is rooted in scrutiny of the aesthetic surface of the 
work. Perception supplies premises for an inference of the meaning 
of the work of art. A certain cognitive stock allows the construction 
of critically relevant evaluations, from which the judgement of mean-
ing can de deduced. Meaning and coherence are constructed not only 
in different ways, but also on different levels within the reception. 
Written and image-based discourses are exceptionally rich sources 
of information from which a spectator can extract meaningful and 
coherent experiences on a w ide variety of levels.15 

Cognitive science is committed to the reasonable view that the 
mind is a representational system, that is, an intentional system that 
transforms, processes, stores, and retrieves information about the 
world. This representational system is a rich one, consisting of a 
priori structures, processors, and categories, which we use to create 
an orderly picture of the world. As the picture is enriched and revised 
throughout our lives we become continually better at anticipating 
reality. Cognitive scientists perform their transcendental inferences 
by generating hypotheses about mental processes, gathering relevant 
data from human subjects, and thereby refining or rejecting the ini-
tial conjectures.16 

The arts are cognitive and a matter of active thinking. The symbol sys-
tem approach to cognition identifies the different arts as each being 
a different symbol system, and thinking in the arts as processing, or 
conducting operations on, the symbols of one of these systems. This 
establishes the arts as cognitive. It also establishes them as unique 
because each art medium is a different symbol system, and therefore 
thinking within each symbol system is a unique kind of thinking. 

Over the past 30 years cognitive science has revolutionized our un-
derstanding of mental processes. At the heart of this discipline is a 
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central dogma, which plays a role analogous to the doctrine of atom-
ism in physics, the germ theory of disease in medicine, or plate tec-
tonics in geology. This central dogma is the 'Computational Theory 
of Mind': which means that mental processes are formal manipula-
tions of symbols, or programs, consisting of sequences of elementary 
processes made available by the information-processing capabilities 
of neural tissue.1 ' Mental processes are operations by which the in-
dividual mind infuses meaningfiilness and coherence into a fragmented 
and non-meaningful objective world, generating holistic chunks of 
phenomenal entities (e.g., objects, events, intentions, and causes).18 

Understanding is the general te rm for these processes, and features an 
ongoing interaction between an organism and its environment. Un-
derstanding other people is one of the f undamental human problems. 
We know much less about our ability to understand other minds than 
about our ability to understand the physical world. One currently 
prevalent theory of the evolution of cognition suggests that the ca-
pacity to understand, and so manipulate, our conspecifics was the 
driving force behind the development of distinctively human intelli-
gence.19 Understanding is the way the world presents itself to us, and 
this is the result of the massive complex of culture, language, history, 
and bodily mechanisms that blend our world what it is.20 

Individual claims about what our representations are about are fre-
quently made in the cognitive science literature, but still we don ' t 
know enough to theorize about the semantics of our mental represen-
tation system in the sense that linguistics provides us with the formal 
semantics of natural language. We can still infer that the semantics of 
our mental representation system must have certain characteristics. 
We can talk about human cognitive capacities, which are intentional, 
and can be pragmatically evaluated, and are productive. Cognitive sci-
ence is not only interested in the content of mental representations, 
but also in where this content comes from, because for a mental 
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entity or state to be a representation, it must not only have content, 
but also it must be significant. A significant representation can pro-
duce an interpretant state or process in the subject, and this state or 
process is related to both the representation and the subject in such 
a way that, by means of the interpretant, what the representation 
represents can make a difference to the internal states and behaviour 
of the subject.21 The interpretant of a mental representation for a 
given subject consists of all the possible computational consequences, 
including both the processes and the results of these processes. 

For example, the so-called "picture theory" has a very long history, 
going back to Plato or even Democritus, and until quite recently it 
was almost universally accepted.22 All versions hold that having visual 
imagery involves having entities, in the head or in the mind, which 
are like, or functionally equivalent to inner pictures. These pictures 
are thought ot being composed of copies or remnants of earlier sense 
impressions, complexes of visual sensations, which were they picture 
like. Picture theory came under severe philosophical attack in the 
middle years of the last century for being committed to an implausi-
ble, Cartesian view of the mind. However, Kosslyn has succeeded in 
showing that his computational version of the picture theory is both 
coherent and empirically credible.23 Tye seems to have convincingly 
demonstrated that it is coherent given the assumption that compu-
tational data structures of some type are proper model for conscious 
and intentionalistic mental contents.24 Cognitive science's a t tempt 
to explain intentionality by positing mental representations creates 
a problem, because mental representations are usually taken to be 
symbols. A symbol in the traditional semantic sense involves conven-
tions, both with respect to its meaning and respect to its syntactic 
type. So, conventions themselves also involve intentionality, and that 's 
why it is not so simple to explain intentionality by positing mental 
representations or mental symbols.25 Usually, the single images and 
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scenes symbolize something larger. Basically a symbol is an everyday, 
straightforward method of expression. A word is a symbol for a thing, 
and a concept is a symbol for a process or an experience. The point of 
words, and concepts are obvious enough. They separate the response 
to a thing from the thing itself, they emphasize certain features of the 
thing, and they facilitate new analyses and new connections. The sub-
stitution of the symbol for its subject helps to emphasise certain char-
acteristics of the subject. The symbol enriches the context, but also, 
the context influences the symbol. A sign might have a fairly precise 
meaning, while symbol has a less definable meaning, and a vast wealth 
of associations. The obvious meaning of a poetic symbol is often very 
different from its associations. One has to bear in mind that every 
symbol exists only as shown, because it is heavily influenced by every 
nuance of the artist's style. A symbol is not just something which one 
adds to the story. The story itself is a symbol, and so are the various 
situations, and other elements in the narrative. 

Most discussions of cognitive theory conflate the notion of a men-
tal (intentional) content with that of a computational representa-
tion, failing to distinguish the computational mentalism dogma f rom 
the view that brain function may best be understood and simulated 
computationally. The computational theory of mind has led to rapid 
progress because it has given a precise mechanistic sense to formally 
vague terms such as 'memory ' , 'meaning', 'goal', 'perception' , and 
the like, which are indispensable to explaining intelligence. Dudley 
Andrew touches this same regard: . . . we are now witnessing Ameri-
can film theory audaciously tendering a psychological model, of ten 
set explicitly against psychoanalysis, labelled cognitive science.26 

Cognitive science is based on a non-behaviouristic, psychological 
framework of research. To understand visual phenomena, behaviour, 
or language, we need to understand the mechanisms and structures 
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by which these activities are processed by the human mind and brain. 
Aspects of cognitive research and thinking have their roots in Gestalt 
psychology and phenomenology.27 Cognitive science has several phil-
osophical implications. For example, people of ten lack knowledge of 
underlying mental processes; we are not adept at identifying causes 
of our behaviour and mental states. 

The mind is in cognitive sense a system of many different special 
purpose processors, most of which have no idea what the others are 
doing. Research in cognitive science indicates that people are prone 
to a wide variety of characteristic reasoning and judgment errors. It 
is interesting to notice that to whatever extent a person is capable of 
achieving sell-knowledge, rationality, and an accurate picture of the 
nature of the mind as a whole, it will require much more than peer-
ing inward with our mind's eve and applying natural knowledge and 
reasoning abilities. The co-operative working of the different systems 
of the brain supplies humans with information processing, and pro-
vides active and plastic adaptation to the environment. It is a complex 
of functional systems, organized according to plans and programmes 
created by the social history.28 

THE ESSENTIALITY OF MENTAL PROCESSES 

Cognitive schools have tried to describe the way in which percep-
tion and meaning are structured by human mental structures and 
mechanisms. In Gestalt thinking, for example, grouping means that 
the 'whole' is more than the sum of its parts. 'The whole' is a de-
scription of the result of the interaction of the parts. It means that 
we establish a phenomenon, a concept, or a schema, for which the 
associated features and aspects are its determiners. We can give con-
scious salience to the 'determiners ' , by asking what is unders tood 
by a given concept, or by trying to reveal the underlying network of 
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