
THE ROLE O F TH E OBSERVER I N COGNITIV E SCIENCE. 
Rlcluir d H.immcrslcy. * 

TliL '  curren t  ph i  losoplilca l  bnsl s o f  cognitiv e scienc e 
lead s t o problem s I n th e theorie s o f  cognitio n pro -
posed .  A n .iitern.i t  Iv c basis ,  usin g phenoraonology ,  ma y 
be mor e viiible . 

Wester n metaphysic s ha s bee n divide d betwee n dual -
ist s an d monists .  Bot h equat e sel f  an d mind .  Cogni -
tio n i s th e relatio n betwee n th e sel f  o r  min d an d th e 
wori d o r  th e res t  o f  th e world . 

Cognitio n require s a  worl d an d a  menta l  representa -
tio n o f  tha t  world .  Unfortunall y w e canno t  b e sur e o f 
th e worid .  An y variet y o f  realis m require s som e 
representatio n o f  th e world .  Theorisin g become s th e 
relatio n o f  o n mode l  t o another .  Becaus e o f  ou r  prej u 
dice s w e len d t o ascrib e on e o f  thes e model s reality . 
The subject s o f  ou r  theorisin g ar c take n t o posses s 
representation s o f  thi s world .  We deduc e th e natur e 
of  thei r  representations ,  an d th e processe s necessar y 
t o gai n thes e representation s upo n th e assumptio n tha t 
our  "observer s world "  i s  real .  I n fac t  wha t  w e tak e t o 
be propertie s o f  th e subjec t  ma y b e impose d b y th e 
n.itur e o f  th e assumption s withi n tli e observer' s worid . 

Phenomonoiog y equate s th e worl d wit h th e sel f  (e.g . 
Merlej u Pont y 19(>2 ,  1964) .  My worl d I s myself .  Min d i s 
a p.ir i  o f  mysel f  whicl i  I  hav e learne d t o contras t  t o 
th e real .  R.itl>e r  tha n tryin g t o contro l  one' s ow n 
subjectivity ,  a s a n observer ,  on e mus t  understan d it . 
Ther e i s n o rea l  worl d t o bas e one' s cognitiv e model s 
on .  Instea d on e mus t  conside r  th e relationshi p betwee n 
worlds .  What  canno t  b e communicate d canno t  b e stu -
died .  A s researcher s w e devis e man y way s fo r  subject s 
t o communicat e wit h us .  I t  i s  a  mistak e t o ignor e 
thei r  roi e i n thi s communication . 

As cognitiv e scientist s w e shoul d conside r  th e 
world s o f  subjects .  T o d o thi s w c mus t  abando n ou r 
priviloge j  positio n a s "objective "  observers .  Wc hav e 
struggle d t o objectif y ou r  analyse s o f  behaviou r  an d 
otiie r  manifestation s o f  cognition ,  thi s attemp t  i s 
spurious .  We wil l  onl y progres s b y devisin g way s o f 
recordin g an d relatin g subjectiv e worlds . 

Thi s ma y loo k a s i f  i t  wil l  b e ver y difficult ,  an d 
further ,  non-objectivc .  Th e remainde r  o f  thi s pape r 
argue s tha t  1 .  Curren t  cognitiv e scienc e theorisin g i s 
alread y non-objectiv e an d th.i t  thi s pose s a  seriou s 
problem .  2 .  Thi s proble m mus t  b e face d b y makin g th e 
rol e o f  t f  -  observe r  explici t  i n tlieory . 

Let  me provid e example s o f  I  .  I  hop e tha t  th.:̂ y  wil l 
be clea r  enoug h t o allo w yo u t o generat e others .  Le t 
me tak e a  psychologica l  example ,  a  linguisti c exampl e 
and a n A .  1  .  example .  Fo r  psychology ,  conside r  th e 
concep t  o f  imager y I n particula r  an d menta l  rcprese n 
tatio n i n general .  Th e intia l  interes t  i n imager y wa s 
fairl y simplistic ,  earl y studie s sough t  t o discove r  i f 
ther e wer e an y ipparen t  performanc e correlate s o f  a 
menta l  image .  Report s o f  imager y wer e correlate d wit h 
performanc e i n on e wa y o r  another .  I t  ha s sinc e 
become clea r  tha t  reportin g a n imag e correlate s wit h 
some analogu e kind s performanc e especiall y i n terra s 
of  "distance "  traverse d ove r  time .  I t  ha s als o becom e 
clea r  tlia t  reporte d imager y i s no t  necessar y fo r  suc h 
effect s (Friedma n 1979 )  an d tlia t  us e o f  "th e image "  i s 
not  lik e us e o f  a n objec t  (Hinto n 1980 ,  Richma n an d 
Mitchel l  1979) .  S o w c no w hav e representation s whic h 
ar e lik e images ,  bu t  clearl y canno t  correlat e pre -
cisel y wit h Imager y reports .  Th e problem s o f  inter -
pretin g th e origina l  observe d performance s hav e no t 
bee n solved .  I t  i s  no t  clea r  wha t  th e basi s o f  imager y 
report s o r  tim e difference s i n processin g are .  Th e 
assumption s tha t  tim e difference s represen t  rea l  pro -
cessin g an d tha t  reporte d Imager y ha s som e Imagina l 
(e.g .  analogue )  basi s ar e par t  o f  th e observer' s o r 
theorist' s  world .  I  sugges t  tha t  th e observer s hav e 
foun d evidenc e wtiic h support s tliei r  world .  The y hav e 
not  foun d evidenc e whic h woul d convinc e thei r  mor e 
cynica l  colleagues .  B y wadin g int o suc h excitin g 
problem s a s imagery ,  withou t  bein g clea r  wha t  the y 
believ e a n imag e coul d be ,  cognitiv e psychologist s 
hav e produce d a  lo t  o f  experiment s whic h ar e unlnter -pretable .  Yo u ca n lik e the m o r  dislik e the m bu t  i s i s 

unclea r  wha t  the y hav e shown .  Th e imag e a s a  concep t 
may b e a  usefu l  par t  o f  th e observer' s world ,  i t  I s 
not  clear ,  an d canno t  b e withou t  th e distinction , 
whethe r  i t  i s  a  usefu l  par t  o f  th e subject' s world ,  o r 
eve n a  functiona l  entit y withi n th e processin g system . 

Space prevent s me goin g Int o detai l  fo r  th e othe r 
examples .  I'l l  jus t  nam e the m t o anno y an d teas e thos e 
who believ e I n them .  I n A l  th e notio n o f  a  representa -
tio n o f  knowledg e seem s t o b e a  forma l  1  sa t  io n o f  th e 
observer' s knowledge ,  i t  i s  no t  a  theor y o f  knowledg e 
i n Itself .  I n linguistic s th e notio n o f  a  languag e I s 
par t  o f  th e observer's/communit y world .  I t  I s  no t 
clea r  tha t  I t  i s  a n essentia l  par t  o f  linguisti c 
theory .  Nee d on e assum e th e objec t  o f  stud y t o under -
stan d it ? I t  woul d b e bette r  t o deriv e it . 

How wil l  considerin g th e rol e o f  th e observe r  hel p 
t o solv e suc h problems ? Fo r  a  start ,  i t  become s clea r 
tlia t  ther e ar c n o "bal d facts "  whic h w e al l  agre e 
abou t  a s decen t  an d uprigh t  scientists .  Fo r  example , 
pro-imager y peopl e see m t o believ e I n th e realit y o f 
images ,  linguist s believ e i n language .  Fo r  som e pur -
pose s thes e belief s may b e useful ,  the y canno t  b e 
validate d b y assumin g them .  No r  ca n th e existenc e o f 
suc h thing s b e proven .  I f  w e wan t  t o understan d th e 
min d o f  a  subject ,  rathe r  tha n simpl y capturin g 
behaviou r  I n a  descriptiv e way ,  the n w e hav e th e prob -
le m tha t  thei r  belief s an d our s may b e different .  Sup -
posin g on e foun d "imager y effects "  i n a  perso n wh o 
reporte d n o imagery .  Th e curren t  wa y o f  understandin g 
thi s woul d b e t o clai m tha t  th e perso n lia d a n uncons -
ciou s Image .  I t  I s  importan t  t o recognis e tha t  thi s i s 
a clai m abou t  ou r  worid ,  no t  th e subjects .  Fo r  exampl e 
i t  migh t  b e futil e t o tel l  suc h a  subjec t  t o "picture " 
something ,  othe r  way s o f  enablin g "imagery "  migh t  b e 
necessary .  Tli e Ideal ,  i f  w e wis h t o stud y th e mind s o f 
others ,  woul d b e som e mode l  whic h bot h observe r  an d 
subjec t  coul d agre e on ,  o r  a t  leas t  b e mad e t o agre e 
on . 

One rol e o f  scienc e i s t o establis h suc h a n agree -
ment  withi n a  scientifi c  community .  Fo r  example ,  Human 
Informatio n Processin g ha s certai n agreement s abou t 
how t o conside r  psychology .  A  critica l  notio n i s tha t 
of  information .  Recently ,  w e hav e see n criticism s b y 
Gibso n (e. g 1966 )  an d Turve y (e.g .  1977 )  o f  th e assump -
tio n tha t  ther e i s som e absolut e wa y o f  definin g unit s 
of  informatio n i n th e enviroment .  Thei r  alternativ e 
becomes subjec t  relative .  1  sugges t  tha t  thi s i s to o 
simple .  Th e "primitiv e unit s o f  information "  i n th e 
envlroraen t  wil l  depen d upo n th e subject ,  th e enviro -
menta l  context ,  th e historica l  contex t  o f  th e subjec t 
and ,  no t  leas t  important ,  th e wa y i n wliic h th e 
observe r  characterise s th e proble m o f  interest .  Tha t 
is ,  th e notio n o f  invarianc e onl y ha s meanin g withi n a 
syste m whic h include s th e observer ,  th e subjec t  an d 
th e enviroment .  A n affordance ,  lik e edible ,  o r  a 
feature ,  lik e straigh t  line ,  ca n onl y b e specifie d i n 
thi s m.inner .  Th e fac t  tha t  the y appea r  "real "  invari -
ant s t o u s i s du e t o ou r  Ignoranc e abou t  ou r  partici -
patio n i n thi s process .  Yo u may protes t  tha t  b y 
Includin g ou r  participatio n i n science ,  w e ar e liabl e 
t o destro y th e objectiv e an d repcatabl e natur e o f  sci -
ence .  Clearl y th e functiona l  utilit y  o f  severa l  sci -
ences ,  o r  better ,  system s o f  scientifi c  communication , 
i s  great .  I t  i s  no t  clea r  tha t  thi s i s th e cas e i n 
cognitiv e science .  I  a m proposin g tha t  cognitio n b e 
reg.irde d a s a  relatio n betwee n th e worl d o f  th e 
observe r  an d tli e worl d o f  th e subject ,  rathe r  tha n a s 
a stati c syste m whic h ca n b e charte d an d understoo d a s 
processin g withi n a  singl e world .  1  believ e tha t  thi s 
wil l  oveicom e th e problem s wit h usin g phenoraonolog y a s 
tli e basi s merel y fo r  Introspectio n o r  som e uncritica l 
descriptio n o f  people' s beliefs .  1  a m suggestin g usin g 
tw o phenomonoiogie s a t  once .  Th e relatio n betwee n 
thos e world s wil l  serv e a s th e basi s fo r  cognitiv e science ,  rathe r  tha n attemptin g t o bas e on e worl d i n 
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th e other ,  ii s  i s presentl y done .  A s o  gli b sumranr y t o 
rcmcrabLr :  What  i s roii l  i s  no t  impor t  int ,  wha t  th e sub -
jec t  an d th e observe r  believ e t o b e rea l  i s  critical . 
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