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Examination of Mental Representation 
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Introduction

The enigma of mental representation lies at the heart 

of our understanding of the mind. How do our brains 

give  rise  to  conscious  experience?  How  do  we 

represent the world around us in our minds? And how 

do these representations enable us to think, feel, and 

act?

These are questions that have fascinated philosophers, 

psychologists, and neuroscientists for centuries. In this 

book,  we  will  explore  the  nature  of  mental 

representation  and  its  implications  for  our 

understanding of the mind.
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We will  begin by examining the different theories of 

mental representation, from the traditional view that 

mental representations are symbols to the more recent 

view  that  they  are  neural  patterns.  We  will  then 

consider  the  relationship  between  mental 

representation  and  language,  and  the  role  of 

intentionality in mental representation.

Next, we will turn our attention to the causal efficacy of 

mental  states.  Can mental  states,  such as  beliefs  and 

desires, actually cause physical events? If so, how does 

this happen? We will examine the different theories of 

mental  causation  and  consider  the  evidence  for  and 

against each theory.

Finally,  we  will  explore  the  implications  of  mental 

representation  for  our  understanding  of  free  will, 

morality, and the self. Do mental representations give 

us  free  will?  Are  we  morally  responsible  for  our 

actions? What is the relationship between our mental 

representations and our sense of self?
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These  are  just  some  of  the  questions  that  we  will 

address  in  this  book.  Our  goal  is  to  provide  a 

comprehensive  overview  of  the  current  state  of 

research  on  mental  representation  and  to  stimulate 

further research in this important area.

Mental  representation  is  a  complex  and  fascinating 

phenomenon that is essential for our understanding of 

the  mind.  By  exploring  the  nature  of  mental 

representation, we can gain a deeper understanding of 

ourselves and our place in the world.
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Book Description

In  this  thought-provoking  book,  Pasquale  De  Marco 

delves  into  the  enigmatic  realm  of  mental 

representation,  exploring  the  intricate  relationship 

between our brains, our minds, and the world around 

us.  With  a  keen  eye  for  detail  and  a  knack  for 

explaining complex concepts in an engaging manner, 

Pasquale  De  Marco  takes  readers  on  an  intellectual 

journey  through  the  latest  research  and  theories  on 

mental representation.

The book begins by examining the different  ways in 

which  our  brains  represent  information,  from  the 

traditional view of mental representations as symbols 

to the more recent view that they are neural patterns. 

Pasquale  De  Marco  then  considers  the  relationship 

between mental representation and language, arguing 

that  language  plays  a  crucial  role  in  shaping  our 

thoughts and understanding of the world.
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Next,  the book explores the causal efficacy of mental 

states, asking whether beliefs and desires can actually 

cause physical events. Pasquale De Marco examines the 

different theories of mental causation and weighs the 

evidence  for  and  against  each  theory,  ultimately 

arguing that  mental  states  can indeed have a  causal 

impact on the physical world.

Finally,  the book explores the implications of  mental 

representation  for  our  understanding  of  free  will, 

morality, and the self. Pasquale De Marco argues that 

mental  representations  give  us  the  capacity  for  free 

will  and  moral  responsibility,  and  that  they  are 

essential for our sense of self.

Throughout  the  book,  Pasquale  De  Marco  weaves 

together  insights  from  philosophy,  psychology,  and 

neuroscience to create a comprehensive and thought-

provoking exploration of  mental  representation.  This 

book is essential reading for anyone interested in the 
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nature  of  consciousness,  the  mind-body  problem,  or 

the relationship between language and thought.
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Chapter  1:  The  Enigma  of  Mental 

Representation

The Nature of Mental Representation

What is mental representation? This is a question that 

has  puzzled  philosophers,  psychologists,  and 

neuroscientists for centuries. There is no single answer 

to this question, as the nature of mental representation 

is still a matter of debate.

One common view is that mental representations are 

symbols. This view is based on the idea that our minds 

are  like  computers,  and  that  mental  representations 

are like the symbols that computers use to represent 

information.  For  example,  the  word  "dog"  might  be 

represented in our minds by the symbol "DOG".

Another view is that mental representations are neural 

patterns. This view is based on the idea that our brains 

are  made  up  of  neurons,  and  that  mental 

representations are the patterns of activity that occur 
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in  these neurons.  For example,  the concept  of  a  dog 

might  be  represented  in  our  brains  by  a  particular 

pattern of activity in the neurons in our visual cortex.

There  is  no  consensus  on  which  of  these  views  is 

correct.  However,  both  views  agree  that  mental 

representations are somehow involved in our ability to 

think, feel, and act. Mental representations allow us to 

store information in our memories, to make plans for 

the future, and to communicate with others.

The nature of mental representation is a complex and 

fascinating topic. By understanding more about mental 

representation, we can gain a deeper understanding of 

the human mind.

The Dance of Light and Shadows

Mental  representations  are  often  compared  to 

shadows.  Just  as  a  shadow is  a  representation of  an 

object,  so  too  is  a  mental  representation  a 

representation of something else.  However,  there are 
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also  important  differences  between  shadows  and 

mental representations.

One  difference  is  that  shadows  are  passive,  while 

mental representations are active. Shadows are simply 

cast  by  objects,  while  mental  representations  are 

created  by  our  brains.  This  means  that  mental 

representations  can  be  changed  and  manipulated  in 

ways that shadows cannot.

Another  difference  is  that  shadows  are  always  two-

dimensional,  while  mental  representations  can  be 

multi-dimensional.  This  means  that  mental 

representations  can  capture  more  information  about 

an object than a shadow can.

Finally,  shadows  are  always  located  in  space,  while 

mental representations can be located in time as well 

as space. This means that mental representations can 

represent things that no longer exist or that have not 

yet happened.
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The Enigma of Mental Representation

The nature of mental representation is a mystery that 

has yet to be fully solved. However, the study of mental 

representation  is  a  rapidly  growing  field,  and  new 

insights are being gained all the time. By continuing to 

study  mental  representation,  we  can  hope  to  gain  a 

deeper understanding of the human mind.
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Chapter  1:  The  Enigma  of  Mental 

Representation

The Symbol Systems Hypothesis

Mental  representation  is  a  complex  and  fascinating 

phenomenon that is essential for our understanding of 

the  mind.  How  do  our  brains  give  rise  to  conscious 

experience? How do we represent the world around us 

in  our  minds?  And  how  do  these  representations 

enable us to think, feel, and act?

One  of  the  most  influential  theories  of  mental 

representation is the symbol systems hypothesis. This 

hypothesis,  first  proposed  by  the  philosopher  John 

Haugeland, states that the mind is a symbol system that 

operates on symbols.  These symbols can be anything 

from words and images to more abstract concepts.

The  symbol  systems  hypothesis  has  been  widely 

influential in cognitive science, and it has been used to 

explain  a  wide  range  of  mental  phenomena,  from 
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language  and  thought  to  perception  and  action. 

However, the hypothesis has also been criticized on a 

number of grounds.

One criticism is that the symbol systems hypothesis is 

too  simplistic.  It  suggests  that  the  mind is  a  kind of 

computer that processes symbols according to a set of 

rules.  However, the mind is a far more complex and 

dynamic  system  than  a  computer.  It  is  capable  of 

generating  new ideas,  solving  problems,  and making 

decisions in ways that no computer can.

Another criticism is that the symbol systems hypothesis 

ignores the role of the body in cognition. The mind is 

not  simply  a  disembodied  symbol  system.  It  is 

embodied in a physical body, and this body plays an 

essential role in our cognitive processes.

Despite these criticisms, the symbol systems hypothesis 

remains a valuable tool for understanding the mind. It 

provides  a  framework  for  thinking  about  mental 

representation  and  its  role  in  cognition.  And  it  has 
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inspired a wide range of research on the nature of the 

mind and its relationship to the brain.

In  this  chapter,  we  will  explore  the  symbol  systems 

hypothesis  in  more  detail.  We  will  consider  its 

strengths and weaknesses, and we will examine some 

of  the  alternative  theories  of  mental  representation 

that have been proposed.
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Chapter  1:  The  Enigma  of  Mental 

Representation

The Representational Theory of Mind

The  representational  theory  of  mind  (RTM)  is  the 

dominant theory of mind in contemporary philosophy 

and cognitive science. According to the RTM, the mind 

is a system of representations that are used to think, 

feel,  and  act.  These  representations  can  be  mental 

images, concepts, beliefs, desires, and so on.

The RTM is based on the idea that the mind is like a 

computer. Just as a computer uses symbols to represent 

information,  the  mind  uses  representations  to 

represent the world. These representations are stored 

in memory and can be accessed and manipulated by 

the mind's processing mechanisms.

The  RTM  has  a  number  of  advantages  over  other 

theories of mind. First, it is able to explain a wide range 

of mental phenomena, including perception, memory, 
14



language, and thought. Second, it is consistent with the 

findings  of  neuroscience,  which  has  shown  that  the 

brain is a complex system of interconnected neurons 

that can be used to represent information.

However, the RTM also has some disadvantages.  One 

disadvantage  is  that  it  is  difficult  to  explain  how 

representations  can  be  used  to  give  rise  to 

consciousness. Another disadvantage is that the RTM is 

not  able  to  explain  how  mental  representations  can 

interact with the physical world.

Despite  these  disadvantages,  the  RTM  remains  the 

dominant theory of mind in contemporary philosophy 

and  cognitive  science.  It  is  a  powerful  and  flexible 

theory that has been able to explain a wide range of 

mental phenomena.

The Dance of Light and Shadows

The  representational  theory  of  mind  can  be  used  to 

explain how we perceive the world around us. When 
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light  enters  our  eyes,  it  is  converted  into  electrical 

signals that are sent to the brain. The brain then uses 

these  signals  to  create  mental  representations  of  the 

objects that we are seeing.  These representations are 

stored  in  memory  and  can  be  accessed  and 

manipulated by the mind's processing mechanisms.

The  process  of  perception  is  not  a  passive  one.  The 

mind actively interprets and constructs the world that 

we see. This is why we can see different things in the 

same  image,  and  why  we  can  be  fooled  by  optical 

illusions.

The representational theory of mind can also be used 

to explain how we think and reason. When we think, 

we  manipulate  mental  representations  to  solve 

problems and make decisions. We can also use mental 

representations to imagine things that do not exist.

The representational theory of mind is a powerful tool 

for understanding the mind. It has been used to explain 

a wide range of mental phenomena, from perception to 
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thought. However, there are still some challenges that 

the RTM faces. One challenge is explaining how mental 

representations can give rise to consciousness. Another 

challenge  is  explaining  how  mental  representations 

can interact with the physical world.

Despite  these  challenges,  the  RTM  remains  the 

dominant theory of mind in contemporary philosophy 

and  cognitive  science.  It  is  a  powerful  and  flexible 

theory that has been able to explain a wide range of 

mental phenomena.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.

22


	Conceiving the Mind: A Comprehensive Examination of Mental Representation and Meaning
	Introduction
	Book Description
	Chapter 1: The Enigma of Mental Representation
	The Nature of Mental Representation

	Chapter 1: The Enigma of Mental Representation
	The Symbol Systems Hypothesis

	Chapter 1: The Enigma of Mental Representation
	The Representational Theory of Mind

	This extract presents the opening three sections of the first chapter.
	Discover the complete 10 chapters and 50 sections by purchasing the book, now available in various formats.
	Table of Contents
	This extract presents the opening three sections of the first chapter.
	Discover the complete 10 chapters and 50 sections by purchasing the book, now available in various formats.

