decomposition and reassembling of the self: possibilities of meeting cognitive and social constructions 
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Abstract

The paper  tries to survey and analyze the different proposals raised in connection with questioning of the unified and unitary Cartesian self as a starting point for philosophy, the humanities,  and psychology. 

First the Hume-Mach style empiricist, than the  extended modular approach to the human mind is presented. This architectural conception for cognition has lately been extended over all areas of mental life, and some strong evolutionary and developmental claims were also proposed regarding its origins. The paper points out that the strong modularity involved in some of these claims is open to questions regarding its sources and strengths. 

The social constructivist tradition of decomposing self and other unifying constructions is summarized with an eye on the philosophical, developmental and social studies that all converge in proposing varieties of narrative theories regarding the self. These proposals have a strong Humeian flavor with their emphasis on the constructed but useful nature of the self concept. Their novelty is, however, that they try to find the sources for this unification in narrativity. 

The paper argues that the two lines of intellectual development may converge. The combination of modular architectural decomposition with the idea of fluidity and developmental modularization may find its lingua franca  in the narrative construction of our inner life. This would imply that some kind of social attributive system is the main  organizing force behind constructed unities.
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Three  ways of questioning Cartesian unity 

      In contemporary psychology and cognitive science, several lines of arguments are raised against the Cartesian unity of the mind. This view itself was a theory with several lines of grounding. It was rooted in a particular theory of mind and the image of a particular social organization as well. 

      The central idea for Cartesians was the unity of consciousness. Human consciousness is indivisible, and is always conscious of one thing at one time.  This image is the famous Cartesian Theater as some see it now (Dennett, 1991, Dennett and Kinsbourne, 1992).  There is an interesting social parallel to this rationalist image of the man.  It corresponds to one trend of modernization, that of the overwhelming Central Planning. The integrative and integrated Ego would correspond to the idea of One God, One King, One Church.  This is a Catholic, Royalist model of inner life, as Toulmin (1990) analyzes it in the context of the political and religious divisions of Europe. 

The three dominant views that question this unity are summarized in Figure 1. 

Figure 1.  Three ways of dissolving Cartesian unity of the self

                                     Dissolution of the self/mind  

            


Architectural dissolution                    C.     Social, role based deconstruction

A. Empiricist  dissolution       B. Rationalist, modular 

A. Empiricist  dissolution  The first conception is the traditional empiricist-associative  dissolution theory that was initiated by David Hume. The Self is not taken as a stable point of departure, rather,  it is a mere "bundle of sensations" that for practical purposes we do treat as stable but we have to be aware of the hypothetical nature of this move. It is a mere fiction, a narrative gravitational point as is said today (Dennett, 1991), or a hypothesis that has evolutionary reinforcement as proposed by Ernst Mach (1897, see about their similarities Pléh, 1999). 

B. Rationalist, modular dissolution The dominant dissolution view in cognitive science that questions Cartesian unity starts off from another aspect of the rationalist vision of the mind that corresponds today to a modular theory of mind (Fodor, 1983). This approach  tries to interpret "higher", intellectual processes on the analogy of elementary sensory processes as the working of, as they say, domain specific processing mechanisms. The main features of this  conception are outlined in Table 1. This is valid, however, according to strong proponents of the modularity view,  in another sense as well, regarding social cognition and the organization of the Ego or the Self . (For this extended modular view of the mind see the volume edited by Hirshfeld and  Gelman, 1994). This ‘social modularist’ view was traditionally promoted by faculty psychologists in the form of "moral" faculties, or even in that of the inborn  "sympathy"  (see about this Richards,  1992, Pléh, 1998). For present day modularists, at least  the lower two lines of Table 1 hold for social and personality processes as  well. They  treat social understanding and self-interpretation as well as a the result of the working of social modules based on evolution (Cosmides and Tooby, 1992).  Our theory of mind, i.e., our theory of social behavior being mediated by an internal conscious agent would be the result of the working of a domain specific system of naive or folk psychology. We would be equipped not only by task specific systems for the recognition of speech sounds, or faces and other highly complex cognitive achievements, but for the interpretation of each other as agents as well (Gergely, Nádasdy,  Csibra, and Bíró, 1995, Csibra and Gergely, 1998, Tomasello, 1999). This would in a way close the classical division between two Cartesian traditions: that of a modular view of the mind, and that of an integrated vision of the mind, where for the latter aspect the Soul was held responsible. One can, as Fodor (2000) suggests  most forcefully,  remain Cartesian, held  the present day Cartesianism  of a modular trade,  without postulating a separate soul and a unifying computational theater.  The price you pay for this move is to postulate that basic forms of sociality and self organization would also originate in biologically organized modules. Both the external and the internal order would have an evolutionary explanation. 

Table 1. Some features of modular systems as outlined by Fodor (1983)

	Basic feature  
	Arguments

	Automatic, mandatory processing 
	Ambiguity: activation  of irrelevant meanings 

	Fast, reflex like 
	Early activation, shortcuts, garden path effects 

	Encapsulation 
	Modules are insensitive to other processors: only interact on the output level

	Domain specificity
	Only process relevant information is considered

	Innateness
	They are activated early on 


The extension of the modular view towards social cognition and self representation is not without its own problems. The attitude refered to  by Fodor (2000) as MM, or the thesis of Massive Modularity would loose any place for a central integratice process. In its evolutionary form it would claim that different neural circuitries would specialize  for different adaptational problems (Cosmides and  Tooby, 1992).  Sperber (2000) in his newest formulation  even proposes that a key to understand the workings of old time General Cognitive Mechanisms or General Problem Solvers (i.e. Cartesian souls) would be to postulate an entire metacognitive  field that is responsible for the representation of representations (sse Pléh, 2000). 

 
Sperber (2000) in fact further subvides this metacognitive domain into three modules as illustrated in Table 2. The first one, corresponding to a Theory of Mind, and naive psychology, is the most widely accepted. He claims, however, a further comprehension related, and another logical meta-module. Both of them are related to the  intentionality based metapsychological system, but  this latter one in and by itself does not necessarily entail communication and logical coherence.  
Table 2 Sperber’s proposal for a multiple modular system for pragmatic aspects of language: metarepresentational modules (Sperber, 2000) 

	Proposed module 
	Main functions

	Metapsychology
	theory of mind: thought attribution

	Comprehension
	finding out communicative intentions

	Logical module
	checking arguments


      This attitude constitutes the most radical modular deconstruction option within the modular group (Sperber, 1996). Fodor (2000), the original promoter of a modular view of the mind, howeverm  challenges this view. He is against en all-encompassing  evolutionary decomposition, on the one hand, and he also questions the mental architecture that would leave out any place for an integrative computational space.

C.     Social, role based deconstruction. 
Traditionally, the social decomposition views outlined a centripetal theory of the human mind where social interaction, external roles, and external control through gradual interiorization are assumed to become into an internal dialogue, self control through the development of self, and internal control (Mead, 1934, Cole, 1996, Vygotsky, 1978). Presently, the image of social decomposition has taken a slightly new trend. Philosophical, developmental and social studies all converge in proposing varieties of narrative theories regarding the self.. The novelty involved in these theories is that they try to find the sources for this secondary unification in narrativity. 

The  narrative move of deconstruction and secondary coherence 

Regarding the philosophy of decomposing the self, the new trend while it continues the tradition of Hume and Mach (Pléh, 1999) it does present a crucial novel aspect: it goes along with a narrative metatheory. Dennett (1991, 426-427) puts it rather clearly: "A self, according to my theory, is not any old mathematical point, but an abstraction defined by the myriads of attributions and interpretations (including self-attributions and self-interpretations) that have composed the biography of the living body whose Center of Narrative Gravity it is". 

                    Narrativity and the genesis of human thought

This  move towards narrative theorizing is present both in evolutionary models of human cognition and in theories about child development. A central role for narrative patterns is entertained in the evolutionary speculations provided by Donald (1991, 1993, 1997). His theory on the origin of human culture presupposes steps or grades, as summarized in Table 3. Two of these touch upon the issues specially relevant to us. One aspect is that Donald presupposes the existence of a mythical culture up to the time of the discovery of writing. Its essential feature is the dominance of orality, and the specific organizing role of narration and narrative patterns.  Though this level of organization allows for categories, in contrast to mimetic culture, its essential feature is that it turns everything into a story, and purely logical and hierarchical structures do not characterize it.  Interpreting this culture according to the principles of memory organization, though it is no more bound to individual sensory episodes, it is still characterized by episodic organization. Theoretical culture  that supplements it is characterized by the dominance of written language. Its outstanding organizational feature is the exteriorization of memory organization, the creation of external memory stores. That provides for the  possibility of our behavior to be regulated by metarepresentations created by us.

Table 3    Types of cultures and representations according to  Donald (1993) m: million years ago

	Culture    
	Species
	Age
	Memory
	Tradition

	Episodic     
	primates
	5 m
	episodic events
	none

	Mimetic
	h. erectus
	1.5 m
	body representation
	Enacting, mimicing

	Mythical 
	h. sapiens
	50.000
	linguistic 
	narrativity

	Theoretical 
	modern humans
	10.000
	external memory  
	fixed knowledge 


Narrative organization would be a primary human way of mental organization that fulfills both requirements for a meaningful psychology set up by Rom Harré (1986). It is of ’historic nature’ since narrativity organizes our memory in a new way by providing an anthropomorphic  teleological order or metastructure for events. At the same time, it is of a social nature since narrativity provides this secondary or metaorganization in accord with a distributed, value related social system as it was emphasized by early theories of social memory (Halbwachs, 1925, 1950). 
  According to theories relating evolutionary and cultural psychology, both the social and the historical aspects are valid not only for the organization of narratives but for their use as well: everyday story-tellings provide the frame for creating cultural communities and constructing traditions. Narrativity is assumed to be  a bridge not only between the two disciplines but between the two realms as well. The narrative reconstruction of reality is part of the process of how the societally organized representational systems create contacts between the natural and the cultural man (Tomasello, 1999, Sperber, 2000). This is the central point in Bruner’s  vision of the ontogenetic role of narrativity as well.    

Narratíve  metatheory as a new reconstruction of psychology 

In contemporary mainstream psychological theorizing it was Jerome Bruner (1985, 1987, 1990, 1996), and in the Hungarian context, János László (1999) who claimed for two basic modes of human cognition and attitude towards the world, as summarized in  Table 4. 

Table 4  The narrative and paradigmatic modes of cognition proposed by Bruner (1985, 1990) 
	Cognitive mode 
	    Narratíve 
	       Paradigmatic

	Organization
	temporal, sequential, human action based   
	timeless, categorical, logical (Platonic) hierarchical 

	Discourse representation 
	Story: intentional teleology 
	Description: relationships  

	Ideals   
	Uniqueness,  episodes
	Inpersonal validity 

	Embededness 
	context: personal and social 
	decontextualization 


The concentration on actual stories as intellectual and cognitive organizing tools as  interpreted by Bruner (1985, 1997), is part of the modern anti-essentialist movement. Self as a safe Cartesian starting point and the world of stable objects is replaced by a world socially constructed through narratives and a self as well constructed by narration. The world of narration relates the social world and our inner world. This bridging would be crucial anchoring point for the centripetal, interactionist 

world view. 


The narrative turn, at the same time, would not be anti-science or literary, to use Bruner’s (1997) own words. It would merely be part of a movement towards realizing a need for postulating multiple uses of human intellect in the drive  to bridge evolution and culture. “Cognitive science should become the repository of our knowledge about possible uses of mind”  (Bruner, 1997, p. 289) 


 According to traditional anthropological conceptions this narratively based cultural attitude would correspond to „hot culture” (Lévi-Strauss, 1962), while traditional “cold culture” would go together with what Bruner refers to as paradigmatic culture. By „cold culture” Lévi-Strauss means those arrangements where categorial relations interpreted as timeless become more important and basic (e.g. taboos) than narrations in the organization of integral experience. Jan Assmann (1992) proposes that more is at stake here than a mere opposition between historical, cultural, on the one hand and natural, prehistoric, on the other. „Cold cultures” consider repetition to be important for their memory. „The sense retained in memory here is to be found in the repeatedly returning events, in continuity rather than discontinuity... in the hot variety [, however] the unique and special, growth and evolution, or even fall and disintegration have a meaning and importance, and are worthy to be committed to memory” (Assmann, 1992, p. 57.). 


János László (1999) points out that these attitudes do vary even within a single culture: we can approach one thing as an embodiment of categories, and as a representant of individual fates and events.  Narrative metatheory as a non essentialist view of coherence rather than postulating a substantial Self, assumes that the coherence of our internal world is also provided by a softer thing, by story telling.  The issue of coherence in communicative terms implies that the partners, A and B  have to follow a mutual, joint model. They have to allow each other to reconstruct similar relationships between the individual propositions. This is referred to as the maxim of relevance by the communication model of Paul Grice (1975), and as the issue of higher order models of intentionality by Dennett (1987). 

          Seen from this perspective, traditional narrative schemata with their mobilization of intentional action interpreting modules are rather powerful coherence building devices (I borrow here from an earlier paper of mine, Pléh, in press). One of the clearest aspects of the transformation of these patterns in modern "high literature" concerns the changes in the comprehensive  Plans of action from the point of view of the Hero and/or the Narrator. Its presence gives coherence to classical narratives, be it fairy tales – youngest boy wants to marry a king's daughter, sets out into the world,  and through many obstacles gets her, or bourgeois novels  - young hero  comes to the big city, wants to make a career, relying on relatives and women reaches these goals.  The comprehensive message of the work is tied to the intentional system of the hero. The final meaning (the life philosophy embedded in classical narration) is the idea that there is a continuous, intelligible life, with initiatives,  that is full of Plans. These Plans give coherence of the man and of narration, as Kundera (1986) expresses it. .

Narratíve metatheory in three steps and on three levels of abstraction 

It is worthy to consider that in fact, narrative metatheory in contemporary psychology shows up on three different levels of abstraction, as indicated in Table 5.

Table 5. Narrative theories of different scope  

	Narrative theory
	     Task 
	Main proponents

	Narrative schematization 
	Stories organize experience as intentional schemata 
	Bartlett, Rumelhart, Schank-Abelson,, 

Kintsch – van Dijk

	Narrative socialization
	Stories teach us about intentions, persons, and actions 
	Bruner

	Narrative identity 
	Group narratives  provide for group identity and cohesion  
	Halbwachs, Galagher

	Narrative metatheory
	Stories teach us about normativity, and create the self  
	Dennett, Ricoeur




The first level of abstraction, narrativity as a shematization device, as a crucial omnipresent scaffolding of our experience was first proposed by Bartlett (1932), and then extended into overall models as story organization from the work of Rumelhart (1975), Kintsch and van Dijk (1978) Schank and Abelson, (1977).  For our point of view, it is noteworthy that after a  short excursion into strictly formal models, these efforts turned to theories of naive social psychology, specifically theories of attributed intentional action as the explanation for shematization effects (Black and Bower, 1980, Pléh , 1987, Halász, László and Pléh, 1988). „In understanding stories, we mobilize our naive social psychology about the structure of human action and about the usual motives for action. Coherence is found by the hearer-reader through the projection of these motivated action schemata to the story” (Pléh, in press). 

Narrative socialization theory, as the second level of abstraction, not only postulates two types of cognitive organization as surveyed above, but also gives a model about the role of narration in building up different types of ‘landscapes’ or overall structuring principles of the world. We learn not only to supply a teleological shema to all our  experience, but we do learn to identify different perspectíves  as well (László, 1999) that help us to get to the personal points. 

This is a crucial moment since as Luciarello (1995) points out, in narrative theory there is a dangerous  concentration  on one single genre and way of thought, and as Sperber (0996) notes, a danger of ignoring the person by replacing it with discourse. 


On the third level of abstraction, stories are carriers of group identity markers. In the organization of human mentality,  as the classic of Hungarian social psychology Ferenc Mérei (1949) once said, ‘joint experience’ has a peculiar surplus value.  In the formation of this joint experience, memorable events are tied with the practice of joint story telling providing for the formation of a socially shared memory (Halbwachs, 1925, 1950). For Habwachs, three issues were crucial for his social theory of remembering, and all of them are still essential.

1. Relationships between experienced, narrated and „real” history. Social theory of knowledge as analyzed e.g. by Nyíri (1992) becomes in Halbwachs a theory of narrated history. „ [individuals] with their acts can change their memory store; these memories are his, however, only due to the fact that he belongs to different communities, associations, familial, political, economic and religious associations. These ‘societies’ are the only storage units of the past. Thus, selection between ideas in individuals is directed from the outside rather then from the inside " as one of the analyzers of Habwachs put it (Bastide, 1970, p.91). 

2. Double articulation in memory. According to Halbwachs (1925) even our most intimate and individual representations (e.g. dreams) do show the impact of a social articulation. Halbwachs along with his teacher Bergson (1896) and Bartlett (1932) as well as the Russian Blonskij, (1935) belongs to the group of psychologists who claimed for a filtering and schematizing second articulation of memory that would organize the world of our images and neural circuits.   

3. The primacy of the social.  For Halbwachs, however, these organizing factors are of a social nature.  Only due to the organizing force of group membership do we remember at all. According to Halbwachs, “Rationality itself originates in the group. As individuals, we hardly ever have mushy and uninterpreted experiences. This is due to the social moments, however, and not to the integrating power of he individual mind. Were we ever be left on our own, we would indeed only have a buzzing-booming  confusion. Rationality itself has its sources  in the direct social moments (as the influence of our group belongingness on recall) and in societal factors like language. In the situation of recall the group is present: we recall events according to our activated group membership” (Pléh. 2000b, p. 440). Collective memorial practice is central for the constant recreation of identity.  On the basis of memorial patterns in families, religious groups and social classes,  Halbwachs claims that originally episodic memories become categorical. 

This attitude is taken up in present day narrative theories like that of Ricoeur (1990) for whom narrative identity is the key to understand the relationships between descriptive and normative aspects of life. According to a recent summary of Galagher (2000),  a minimal  (bodily) self is supplemented by a narrative self in humans. According to Galagher (2000), the interpretation of narrative self given by Ricoeur (1990) is a flexible construction in two respects. The constructed narrative self is only one of a series of instances, and other person’s stories do also contribute to the unfolding of this narrative self. 

                                    * * *

	Narrative theory
	     Task 
	Main proponents

	Narrative schematization 
	Stories organize experience as intentional schemata 
	Bartlett, Rumelhart, Schank-Abelson,, 

Kintsch – van Dijk

	Narrative socialization
	Stories teach us about intentions, persons, and actions 
	Bruner

	Narrative identity 
	Group narratives  provide for group identity and cohesion  
	Halbwachs, Galagher

	Narrative metatheory
	Stories teach us about normativity, and create the self  
	Dennett, Ricoeur


         We have all reasons to believe that the two lines of intellectual development – modular and narrative decomposition - may converge in the future. The combination of modular architectural decomposition with the idea of narrative fluidity and developmental modularization  may find its lingua franca  in the narrative construction of our inner life. This would imply that some kind of social attributive system is the main  organizing force behind constructed unities.
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