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                                       THE COMMUNITY OF MINDS 
 
                               Toward a  Cognitive Theory of Social Life 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Our object of interest is science of man – not a scientific discipline in itself but simply 
an arbitrary focus of attention in an otherwise infinitely complex world. Different 
levels of observation are possible from our finite human perspective, all concentrating 
on specific forms of processing information, from the physical–chemical, bio–
cellular, psycho–cognitive, to socio–cultural, with various modern scientific 
disciplines oriented towards each of these emergent levels of phenomena as well as 
their interactions. Each discipline offers some answer to the question: what is man?, 
depending on the specific perspective of the approach. Are all the above emergent 
perspectives equally important in our exploration of what it means to be human? In 
our opinion this is not the case. We first have to answer the basic question: which of 
the above emergent levels is specifically human, which level defines us as humans, 
separates us from other living beings, making us unique. It quickly becomes obvious 
that this is the third level of psycho–cognitive processing of information. What sets us 
apart from other complex life on the planet is the cultural tool of language and two 
specific forms of awareness that it generates, consciousness and self–consciousness. 
While numerous other animals are aware of phenomena and events surrounding them, 
they lack awareness of the fact that they are aware. We define this cognitive feedback 
loop of awareness of awareness as consciousness. Self-consciousness on the other 
hand is a higher level of consciousness in which a human being becomes aware of the 
fact that (s)he is the author of awareness of being aware (and not perhaps some other 
agent, for example a god).  
 
Our point of departure is therefore the person – where awareness of the world and the 
agent of awareness overlap. This personalistic approach in no way implies that other 
emergent perspective of man are not legitimate aspects of scientific observation but 
merely that in the last analysis we must understand human beings from the psycho–
cognitive level of observation, as (self)conscious beings. If we lose from sight that 
this is the basic level of analysis, then our theory will inevitably regress, either into 
simplification (human beings as vessels of genes in sociobiology, as objects of 
irrational unconscious drives in psychoanalysis etc.) or into mistification (human 
beings as actors performing Cultural roles in structural functionalism, as 
representatives of Class interests in marxism etc.). Cognitve science approaches to the 
study of man are not immune to such problems either. Just for illustration – Wegner in 
his recent study states that to think we consciously will our voluntary action is merely 



an illusion, whereas in reality the mind is a system that produces appearances for its 
owner (2002: 28). Voluntary action is caused by prior unconscious events, while 
conscious will may be a link in the causal chain of events or just a loose end (ibid., 
55). From such a perspective, a human being can be compared to a leaf in the wind, 
the Moon circling the Earth or a conscious automata (all metaphors form Wegners 
book). It would of course be absurd to deny the importance of neuronal networks of 
biological automatisms (that regulate breathing, for example) or of unconscious 
learning (our language competency, for example), but all our neuronal processing is 
not of this kind (it is for example desirable to be fully conscious while doing 
sociological theory, for example). While our conscious activity is embedded in lower 
levels of neuronal processing, it cannot be reduced to them, as an ephiphenomenon. 
Our processing is not only bottom up but also top down. Our reaction to a stimulus 
(dog barking, for example) is automatic at first (we freeze into a standstill), recover 
some moments later (when our amygdala receives a message from the cortex of 
previous similar memories that turned out OK), and are smiling about the whole 
matter after becoming consciously aware that we are safe (seeing the dog is behind a 
high fence). These two types of reaction are known as the low (shorter and faster) and 
high road (more accurate and longer) among researchers (Le Doux, 2002: 123). All 
reactions to the presence of the dog are intentional but on different levels – the 
biological automatism is also characteristic of all lower developed animals, the 
unconscious cultural learning of all more complex animals, whereas only humans are 
capable of a consciously constrained intentional response. It is this last level of  top 
down processing that is unique to man. We are not automata with consciousness 
serving only as an ornament (like a peacock's tail) but rather beings with three levels 
of intentional response in our repertoire of behaviour, the conscious level of response 
being the one which defines us as humans.  
 
Conciousness, and its cultural medium, language, appeared relativelly late in the 
evolution of hominids. It is not processed by a specialist network of neurons. It is as a 
result complex (dispersed throughout the brain), slow (it takes us about half a second 
to react consciously to a stimulus) and energy consuming and attention diverting 
(which is why we are only conscious occassionally and then for a short time). But if 
'consciousness pops in and out of the picture and doesn't really seem to do anything', 
as Wegner points out (2002: 59), this in no way implies that it does not play a crucial 
role in our experience of the world and in our response to it. The three levels of 
neuronal networks are connected bottom up as well as top down. 
 
To sum up: the problem is not in reductionism or holism per se but in neglection of 
the  fact that in sciences of man, human beings as (self)conscious agents must be at 
the center of our interpretation. In our specific case they must be in the center of the 
explanation of social interactions. So while our forms of sociality are undoubtedly 
embedded in our biological gregarious nature and the basic needs which we have to 
satisfy (reproduction, production, safety, rest etc.), our social uniqueness can only be 
explained with our unique cognition as conscious agents. 
 
In what follows we will attempt to interpret social life of humans with our specific 
forms of cognition. Because of limitations of space, only some basic characteristics of 
such an approach will be presented. 
 
 



2. Micro–Macro Interaction 
 
In some complex systems, the specific nature of the parts creates a form of interaction 
where the whole is more than a simple sum of its parts. There are at least  two 
requirements for such a system: the parts must be semi–autonomous (when an 
individual part is observed, it behaves in an unpredictable manner, whereas a mass of 
parts behaves in a highly organized manner) and they must have weak interactions 
with numerous other parts (so that pair bonding is not crucial) (Freeman, 1999: 54). 
 
A characteristic physical–chemical system of such a nature is water. On the 
microscopic level a molecule of H2O is made up of H and O which are only weakly 
connected. In each drop of water nonsynchronized processes of disintegration of 
existing H2O molecules and the creation of new ones is constantly occuring. At the 
level of individual atoms making up a molecule, the process is unpredictable, while 
on the level of the whole system on the macroscopic level of water (a river, for 
example) it behaves as one of the most ordered and predictable processes in nature 
(Hofstadter, 1998: 2-3, 233). We could conclude that the fluidity of water, the fact 
that it is at the same time unpredictable and ordered, is the consequence of the semi–
autonomous nature of the H and O atoms constituting water molecules and of their 
weak interactions with numerous other H and O atoms. The result is what we could 
call a dynamic structure on the level of the system as a whole, the fluidity of water. 
 
The second illustration, closer to the topic of our discussion, on the bio–cellular level 
of observation, is the relation between neurons and brains. Neurons (cells specific 
because they communicate with other cells) in the brain behave in an unpredictable 
manner when observed on the microscopic level – the relation between two neurons is 
linear and subject to rapid changes. But in the neuropil (a dense network of neurons), 
each neuron is connected to approximatelly 1% of other neurons, having at its 
disposal some 10.000 input and output connections respectivelly. We again have the 
situation of semi–autonomous parts, neurons, with numerous weak interactions with 
other neurons, resulting in the creation of populations of neurons. If a single neuron 
creates noise in the brain, than a population of neurons (which are not anatomical but 
functional structures, all the way from sensory systems in the cortex to consciousness 
embracing activation of both hemispheres of the brain) creates chaos on the macro 
level (which can be observed as oscillation on the EEG). In this fashion, populations 
of neurons (through positive and negative feedback loops) create the context in which 
neurons react, a network of neurons. Neurons are semi–autonomous, their excitations 
and inhibitions dependent on the semi–autonomous populations of which they are a 
part (Freeman, 1999: 50-55). We are again dealing with a dynamic structure, with 
fluidity – what appears as completely unpredictable on the level of a part in the brain, 
becomes – due to the specific characteristic of the parts and their numerous weak 
interactions with other parts – one of the most complex  systems in the universe, a 
network in the human mind. The activity of the networks (mind) is a material 
phenomenon, just as the neurons in the brain that generate the activity,  but they are 
on different emergent levels. 
 
3. Person – Social Life Interaction 
 
Our basic thesis is that social life must be understood in a similar fashion to the two 
above illustrations: if water emerges out of weak chemical interactions of semi–



autonomous H and O atoms and the mind out of weak interrelations of semi–
autonomous neurons in the brain, then social life is a complex system based on semi–
autonomous persons in numerous interactions with populations of others. 
 
A human being as a person (embodied consciousness) is a prerequisite of social life 
and a network of social interactions is a prerequisite of a person. In the earliest stage 
of the life cycle (infant) we are too cognitivelly closed, without or with only a 
marginal awareness of ourselves. As we are not sufficiently aware of ourselves we are 
as a resut also incapable of infering the cognitive states of others. We could say that 
the infant's cognitive paucity and lack of social interactions go hand in hand. As we 
grow older (childhood, youth), our personal cognitive extensions into the world 
become broader with learning. 
 
We gradually develop a culture of consciousness which coordinates unconscious 
cultures of parts of brains. Each life cycle is characterized by a specific conscious 
culture/unconscious cultures relation, generating specific forms of social interaction – 
predominantly primary group, dependent sociality of childhood, peer group oriented, 
increasingly independent and rebellious in youth, family and workplace oriented, 
increasingly privatistic and conservative in midage, and isolated, increasingly self–
sufficient and distantiated in old age. Cognitive development and forms of social 
interaction are two sides of the same coin – just for illustration, rebelliousness of 
youth can be explained as a weak connection between parts of the forebrain (rational 
planning of behaviour) and the limbic system (rapid emotional response). 
 
Our mind is made of numerous networks of neurons, all of them semi–autonomous, 
and all participating in intentional activity. How are all cultural contents coordinated? 
Up to a certain point in the same fashion as in other complex animals, with the 
feedback flow of macroscopic wave patterns constraining lower levels of processing. 
But when human brains got bigger in the evolution of hominids, there was additional 
pressure on coordination (Freeman, 1999: 113–118). As a result consciousness 
evolved. It is not an ephiphenomenon, as was already pointed out, but central for 
understaning  humans. As William James said, it is an organ (we would say a 
neuronal network) added for the sake of steering a nervous system grown too complex 
to regulate itself (Freeman, 1999: 143). Consciousness is awareness of what lower 
levels of neuronal networks are aware of. The subject of consciousness is dictated by 
our attention and is activated only for brief periods of time.  
 
Cognitive development makes us increasingly capable of transcending our cognitive 
closure. A person inferes from external direct indicators (gesticulation, face 
expression, body language etc.) as well as from indirect indicators (above all from 
language, material artefacts etc.). These indicators have no meaning in themselves, 
they have to be ascribed meaning by a person. 
 
Our learning is of three ideal types: experiental, observational and constructional 
(Bickerton, 1990: 158 – 159). While learning from experience and with imitation is 
also widespread among other animals, only humans are fully capable of constructing 
hypothetical situations in their minds. On the substantive level it is possible to 
distinguish three ideal type subjects of learning: on the level of sensations we try to 
infere the bodily states of others (as pleasant or unpleasant, for example pain); on the 
level of  emotions we emphatize with others (on the continuum of good or bad, for 



example fear); while on the level of thinking we understand the world, based on the 
outcome of our intentional acts to stimulus (as true or false, for example knowledge) 
(Tomc, 2000: 204). Most of our learning is unconscious (automatic, implicit etc.), 
while a smaller segment of it is conscious (planned, explicit, language mediated).  
 
To reiterate: the human being develops into a person in a simultaneous process in 
which (s)he creates forms of social interaction, but the distinction is merely analytical. 
A good illustration of these is S.H. Foulkes' idea of the social situation in group-
analytic theory as a matrix with nodules, where the matrix is a network of interactions 
and the nodules are individuals. It is obvious that one is not possible without the other 
(Powell, 1994: 11–13). It is also obvious that the more developed a person is 
cognitivelly, the more elaborate and extensive his/her social extensions can become.  
 
We can also analytically distinguish the person's cultural contents in memory in the 
mind on the one hand and social forms of interaction as extensions of one's culture on 
the other. How does it emerge in one's life history? 
 
Our sensory receptors receive inputs from the external world which stimulate a certain 
number of relevant neurons. With repeated stimulation, a wave pattern is created on 
the level of the population of receptor neurons, representing the context (history and 
meaning) of the sensation, created in a process of habitualization. A simulacrum is 
created, a copy compatible with our intentions. The carrying out of sensory and 
perception processes in semi–autonomous populations of neurons represents a  
limitation for all individual neurons of the population (Freeman, 1999: 67-85). 
 
This process of learning goes on from the first day of our lives. Initially, the processes 
are predominantly bottom up, local and blind (influenced by chemical proximity of 
neurons and our genetic make-up). But from the first day on, the infant navigates 
through life by detecting similarity and difference of external phenomena. In the 
beginning the similarities perceived are predominatly superficial (for example the 
similarity of ball and sun), becoming more realistic with new experience. Behind all 
are knowledge are sensations/perceptions in the sense that all cognition is recognition 
(Gentner  and Medina, 1998: 177 – 211). Even more to the point – all our 
sensation/perception is a part of our culture, is not a mere reflection of the external 
world in a passive sense but rather an active construct of the brain based on the 
external world. 
 
With time we evolve into increasingly competent persons, developing ever more 
elaborate top down cultural constraints for our sense inputs. Some of these constraints 
have names in our everyday language and we are as a consequence aware of them – 
we thus ascribe causes, functions, meaning etc. to the phenomena and events we 
perceive. There are in all likelyhood numerous constraints of which we have no 
knowledge and which are as a result unconscious. 
 
Let us illustrate our point with the example  of an infant  observing its parents and 
relevant others by memorizing their smells, appearances, taste etc. and with time also 
relations, roles, frequency etc., from initial detection of similarity and difference to 
eventually more elaborate detection of causes, functions, meanings etc. What the 
infant is really doing is a double process – invention of the social phenomenon called 
the family and simultaneous construction of itself as an increasingly competent 



person. The discovery of a social group can only be an individual act. We could 
define a social group as a correlation between a relation perceived and cognitively 
experienced (emphaty is probably crucial). A social phenomenon is an ordered social 
event that we invest with cognitive relevance (affective orientation probably being 
crucial). Each experience of the family (or any other social phenomenon) is in itself 
unique, but due to the constraints of culture in our memory, the experiences of the 
social phenomena are also similar to most of the others in a given population of 
people. The reasons for the similarity of constraints are numerous (in the case of the 
family, it is embedded in the same reproductive biological strategy, goes on in a 
similar physical space and time etc.), implying that our learning is carried out in a 
similar context. But while this generates similar cultural constraints for learning of the 
individual, we must not exaggerate the similarity. Each individual experience is also 
unpredictable and as such unique.  
 
A similar point is made by Turner. The assumption common in mainstream sociology 
is that shared practice or pressupositions have to be internalized in order for social life 
to become possible. Appropriation of Culture in advance is necessary for Society to 
become possible afterwards. The problem is that these are secondary concepts and it 
is hard to imagine they could carry out the constituting on their own. It also becomes 
very difficult to explain social change if we all internalize the same values. Turner 
offeres an alternative explanation, inspired by cognitive science – connectionist 
learning networks. A computer is given a learning algorithm but otherwise no 'rules'. 
By obtaining feedback for 'correct' answers, it gradually generates 'rules' through 
'learning'. Connectionist networks illustrate that  it is possible to arrive at similar 
knowledge by taking different paths. It makes sense to explain  human social 
experience in a similar fashion, through unique individual paths of learning (2002: 1 – 
34). 
  
4. Social Life 
 
We have defined social phenomena as perceived relations (with concrete or abstract 
others) to which we attribute cognitive relevance. We have also defined it as a 
simultaneous process of the constitution of the person and the social. And last but not 
least, we have located the agent of action in the person – in our memory are stored 
meanings of the outside world, cultural contents with a unique, personal bias, 
constraining all our future activity with our unique history of experience, while on the 
other hand the population of others in various contexts (from the family to the nation) 
also exerts specific cultural constraints on our personal activity. (This, by the way, is 
how it is possible to explain the paradoxical common sense observation: people as 
individuals are very similar all over the world, but when we observe them on the level 
of populations, significant differences emerge – one is influenced by the specific local 
network memberships, being a family man, leading a professional career, observing 
religious beliefs, having a national character etc.). 
 
Language as the cultural tool which constitutes consciousness enables the emergence 
of a reified experience of one's personal culture and social forms, with metaphorical 
and as a result abstract language use. Since early modernity, concepts such as 'culture' 
(for a whole way of life), 'society'  (as a multitude of social objects that exert 
influence on us from without) and 'state' (as the organization of territorial rule with 
the use of force) have evolved, leading to common, everyday belief into the existence 



of Culture, Society and State as phenomena somehow outside the individual, leading a 
separate existance, independent from individual agents. Such beliefs are still taken for 
granted, if not theoretically defended, in much of mainstream social science today. 
But to take this seriously one would have to believe in the existance of a 'collective 
spirit' embedded in some sort of a 'collective organism'. But as noone has ever seen 
'Credit Lyonnaise walking down the cours de l'Intendance', as Leon Duguit has wittily 
remarqued (Tomc, 1994: 22), or any other social phenomenon, for that matter, it 
seems safe to conclude that these phenomena are our personal constructs of the mind, 
generated under cultural constraints of populations of people. There is no 
supraindividual reality, but only individual perceptions of these constraints.  
 
Social life emerges as human beings develop cognitivelly by interacting with others, 
thus creating culture in the mind and social phenomena of his/her cognition. A 
population of social agents exists only through an individual identification with them. 
The more we identify with others as members, the more our perceptions of population 
values function as cultural constraints of our behaviour and the more likely it becomes 
that we will perceive relations with others as structured. Becoming social in this sense 
implies becoming semi–autonomous. Only an idiot (not in the pejorative sense of the 
word), because of his/her severe cognitive limitations, remains completely asocial, 
living a totally autonomous existance.  
 
Social life is a specific case of what Wegner calls action projection – a cognitive 
process in which people are, for different reasons, unable to perceive personal 
causation of their own actions (2002: 198). Imaginary agents are typical for children 
(ibid., 225), in dreams (ibid., 229), in hypnosis (ibid., 271), in spirit possession (ibid., 
235), in mental illness (ibid., 225) or in religion (ibid., 226). The 'we–feeling' of 
which C.H. Cooley spoke is a convinient ghost (ibid., 213), invented and then 
attributed by the person for his/her activities with others. In this fashion my activities 
are attributed to us. This attribution is illegitimate and action projection imaginary if 
the agent becomes convinced that Culture/Society is an outside object influencing 
him/her from without. But it is legitimate if one recognizes the cultural constraints of 
a population of persons of which one is a member. 
 
But language does not have reified implications only. It is true that it probably first 
appeared as spoken language in the function of promoting and facilitating social 
interaction. This was probably also true of first written language which was used 
predominantly if not exclusively in religious ritual, historical records of rulers or 
records of economic transactions, whose function was also predominantly 
supraindividual. But once silent speech, the internal dialogue of the person evolved, 
its function was obviously above all to strenghten the self–conscious development of 
the person. One could harbour his personal cognition to himself, developing an 
intimate sphere of conscious culture different or even opposed to the cultural 
constraints on the level of the population of persons. The cultural tool of silent speech 
appears to have surfaced first in Mesopotamian civilizations (if we can judge from 
secularization processes, when people were becoming increasingly capable, with the 
aid of internal silent speech, of attributing their mental processes to themselves rather 
than to imaginary agents such as gods) and certainly in Ancient Greece. A similar 
claim was first made by Julain Jaynes, who explained secularization of these 
civilizations as a result of the emergence of consciousness as a consequence of a 
structural change of the brain, the bicameral mind (1990). By becoming aware that 



(s)he is the author of the internal dialogue, human beings increasingly learned to 
distinguish themselves from (concrete as well as abstract, real as well as imaginary) 
others. 
 
If our assertion concerning the function of spoken and silent speech is correct, then 
we can conclude that in archaic human communities individuals lacking silent internal 
dialogue had difficulty in asserting themselves as semi–autonomous social agents. As 
a result there was an inbalance between individual autonomy and population cultural 
constraint in favor of the latter, leading to a metaphoric/abstract linguistic 
conceptualization of this relation, which generated a reified experience of one's 
personal social extensions. With modernity the individual is becoming increasingly 
aware that (s)he is the author of social extensions. It is not surprising that a significant 
part of mainstream sociology perceives this as the 'end of the world' (all is simulation, 
collapse of reality etc., also known as the postmodern age) in which the individual is 
anomic, decentered, inauthentic, sometimes even unreal. 

 
5. Conclusion 
 
Sociology in 19. century was the consequence of the increasingly metaphorical and 
consequently abstract language of early modernity. In a process which can be 
understoood as a case of  the 'fallacy of misplaced  concretness' (A.N. Whitehead: 
1949), we have learned to assign activity to Culture/Society, while the individual is 
marginalized to the status of a passive role player. 
 
A different perspective is offered in this paper – an explanation of social life of 
human beings drawing inspiration from cognitive science, advocating a simultaneous 
development of person and social interaction in a process of mental development. It 
starts as a bottom up process of learning in the individual (in keeping with the 
empiricist tradition), while conceding the creation of cultural constraints in the 
population with personal development (top down culture, in keeping with the 
rationalist tradition). But this cultural constraints exist only on the level of the person. 
There is no substrate of Culture/Society shaping these constraints and exerting a 
preassure on us, but only a community of minds located in individual brains. No Mind 
exists outside the individual which could generate social objects outside us. Such 
objects are mere concepts of individual minds. So the question is not whether the 
mind is material or not (in our opinion it most certainly is) but rather whether a 
supraindividual agent exists (in our opinion it most certainly does not).  
 
We define social life as the perception of cultural constraints by a person in a 
population of individuals. Is social life a phenomenon sui generis? It is not if we have 
a higher reality in mind. Just as water is water in a H2O molecule or in a river, and 
just as a neuron is a brain cell regardeless if we observe it individually or in a 
neuronal network, so people are individuals when observed alone or in a population. 
What defines them as persons is their focus of attention on others, when cultural 
constraints they have learned cognitivelly influence their interactions with others. On 
the other hand, social life can conditionally also be understood as sui generis, if we 
take into account that the cultural constraints are a characteristic of a population of 
people learned by an individual person. In the sense that it could not emerge outside a 
population of individuals interacting it transcends the individual person reflecting it.  
 



In our opinion, social science of the future will split into at least two very different 
approaches: 
– one will continue the presentday tradition of expressing opinions (searching for 

meaning that members of community and/or scientists assign to social life, closer 
to the tradition of phylosophy) and 

– one which will orient itself towards laboratory research of the person in social 
interaction (from connectionist computer models simulating social networks to 
studies of functioning brains). 
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