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Psychological concepts and active inference
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This multifaceted analytical paper-aims at bridging thé g.ap between philosophy and cbgnitive neurosciencé, Specifically,

‘the papsr addresses the role of psyclwo!ogica! concepts in the smpirical sciences. The author sets off by asking why '

psychological ccncepts could be needed i in philosophy when the mainstream of sclencos seema to explore only physmal
phenomena. The author's argument focuses on three major aspac&s and is substantxateci by a good deal of partmem

references.

. First, the ma)or clanm of th@ author is that people become aware of a mental image or memmy through mtrospectlon He
- slates that only sxtemal behaviour of sub ects and the cnrcumstanhal condltscns are directly observable, wh;le the minds of

" other people and their psychofog:cai processes and phenomena are not. Although the author concedes that mtrospecﬂon

is ﬁot suited to reveal how these psychological entltl\es arise or what they are in essence, he pos&ls that researchers reach
their insights by comparing what they observed in others with their own axperiencés Accor‘dingly, the author suggests '
Ihat empmca! psychologls’(s and cognitive scientists rely on the conscious observat;ora of their own psycholog!cai

phenomena when, for example, they are 3udgmg their perceptaon of cther subjects.

e

Second, the aU’chor‘highiightS that humans have the concept of int'rospection because they have the abiﬁty-to intréspec‘(.

Also, the author states that the condept of introspection has a meaning and that psychological concepts are meaningful
becéUse they réfer to existing psychological phénomenaA In his view psychological language is necessary to describe

psychological phenomen& Moreover, a person becomes aware of the meaning of a bsychoia‘gical concept through

! introspection that is supposed to result from brain activity.

Third, it is emphasized by the author that we believe in the existence of other people's psychological processes because

we are aware of our own psychological processes. He explains that this notion will 1858 to a challenging cotitradiction, ™

' " namely that when people refer to the concept of intro‘spéction they are talking about something that is inthe world.

Howaver, the meanmg of the concept of mtrospectlon is an internal psycholog ical phenomenon within & person.

’ Accordmgly, neither is external behavnour equivalent to the meaning of psychologtoal cenoepts, nor is the meemmg of

psychologlcal concepts equnva&ont to physmal brain states. Therefore, psychological concepts are useful in mterpretmg

and axplammg the beha\neur of others, because we cannot dlrectiy percelve other minds, but only mdlrectly deduce other
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people's intentions from what we barceive of thair body movements and physical actions,

On this background five points of discussion ar;tse First, inforiation processing in the nervous sy‘;tcr-m hag been assesqed

wnh neurophysiological methods concerning, fcr example, vision, audition, somatosensation and monon gte. Thereis a
huge literature about the neurophysiological and neuroanatomical properties of the sensory raceptors and pathways in the
penpherat and central ner\mus system for ihe different modalities. Functional neumsmagmg and slectrophysi oéog;cai
methods have opened avenues to explore the brain systems allowing for neuropsychological processmg (Toga and

" Maziotta 2000). More advanced and high resolution anatomloal iechmques now prowdo means 10 expicm the conneotnv;ty
of the bram circuits related to hsghly differentiated aspecis of neumpsychologucal plocassmg (Axer and Amunts 2022), As

will be'shown i in the following, the author is correct that neéuropsychological processes are mainly about how a person

‘
|

in‘ter;:are’ss'é sensation from the _ewironmént including objects, events, and narratives.

“ Becond, what is known in cognitive neuroscience about perceptton’? There is a broad litexature conesming the
fundamenta!s of perception that to acknowledge will exceed by far the i&mtts of this revnew But, a few aspects shall be
described here. F’ercepnon of objects and events in the environment is a fast process as was shown for exarmple in vision
(Sharan et al. 2014). This enables subjects ts react promptly and adequately upon events in the environment, actuaily,

before they become aware of them, Bccause our perceptions typically reflect our environment in a probabmstlo, but

reliable fashion, people are justified to trust them (Brashier et al. 2017). Furthermore, people are in thé situation to interact

t;ncduntable times each déy with other people of their oWn group and of other 'groups'. To be able to react adequately,
humans have 1o recognize the meaning of events in the environment and other people’s actions (Seitz et al. 2017). Su%;h
-sublectively plausible interpretations of other peoplé’s mtentions have been sﬁown to ocour efﬁcieﬁtly by méans of
empathy and theory of mind via the mwror neuron system (Btrd & Vldmg 2014) Notably, our perceptions. are hot neuital
bt loaded in a pre- lmgulstlc fashion with subjective cost/benefit or effort/reward estimations in the sense of “what does it
mean fo me?” (Seitz et al. 2009). This includes meaning makmg in g!obal and sutua’uonal ferms (Park 2010). Drawing on
the free-energy principle, Friston (2010) prop‘dsed that optimization of‘vaiue, i.e. predicted benafit aﬁd reward, enabies

humans to generate appropriate behaviour in the ever changing environmant.

Third, what makes intl;ospoctioh so particular that it has enjoyed such a profound tradition in philosophy? Introspection has

“been considered as the procsss of exammmg or to be concerned wnth one's own thaughts, feelings and motives {Oxford
Advanced Learner's Dxctaonary 1992). Thus, intr ospectton is apparamiy the coun ﬁrpart Ho! exteroceptwe percepnon of

_ mformatmn in the environment. In fact, by introspection humans can become aware of their mom@ntary affective states

. suchas being angry‘ happy, hungry, ihlrsty or satisfied. Furtharmore following the argument of the author, introspection

seems to afford the axammatmn of ane's own thoughts and iggimmg,_ To acoomphsh thas interoceptive func’ﬂon however

mtroepecﬁon requires conscious awareness of the given subject concemmg the mformat;on that he/she Is processing.

Nevertheless, introspection is fallible as the authors states, This is most likely the case because neural activity evolves in

the range of milliseconds as stated above, while conséious awateness requires some hundreds of milliseconds to become-

manifest. Thus, irstrospectioh is limited to thosé neuyal processes that persiét ina necessziri%y conﬁnuous fashion over

extended episodes of time as, for example, affective states. In conseguence, people become aware of facts and events in
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“the environment and of their own states only in a reflective fashion (Wegner 2003).

Fourth, because interoceptive and exteroceptive perceptions are probabiﬁs‘éic and essentially subjective, they havé‘only
some degree 16 be correct. Therefors, it isvéuggested that active inference rather than introspection denotes the |
psyéhologicai process by which such éonolusiéns are raaéhed inference is based on multiple Qgservgﬁong and .
reasoning (Oxford Advanced lLear ner s Dictionary 1992) One may become aware of mfeﬂed conclusions by inductive
-and logical teasomng and, oonsezquentéy, can develop them into conceptual bellefs (Seitz et al. 2023) it is important to
- realize that inferred conclusions may be modified by new information or observat ions, The neural representanons inthe
brain that mediate active inference have been modeiled within the framework of parallel c;rcunts lmkmg cottical and
subcortical neural assembhes (Pnston et al. 2017). Such inferences have a ﬂrstwperson perspective when they are
' concemefd with one's own states or actions {Oakley and Hallrgan 2017). Importantly, however, inferred goncluseons may -

congern also the mind-set of other people involving a third-parson perspective.

Fifﬂ1 infef?ed conclusions are not concepts. Concepts éfe abstrziot ideas resuiting fmmneuropsychological processing.
This includes creative thi nking whose non- verbal results may be expressed as musical melodies, artworks or technical
inventions..Furthermore, a person may become aware that a dongept has occutred to hinvher and may say: “Listen, b \
have an idea”. In conirast, ong cannot be certain that another pczrsc}ﬁ has déveloped a concept or idea personally, even if -

» he,she claims it. Again, thss is because concepts are internal accounts that cannot be accessed directly from outside by
oihers I fact, a person Who claims to have come up with a concept of idea may be mtstaken thinking that he/s e brouqhi
up a new 1d§aa, while in reality the person rath@r may have recai!ele what he/she heard previously but is not aware of
(Wagnér 2003). A%so 'it cannot be excluded that a person may want to deceive o‘(hef'people by pretending that the
concept or idea is hisfher own product. Importantly, however psychological concepts describe brain functions such as -
perceptson valuation, mtxospectlon mtefpretat;on inferring, and action on a meta- analy’mc level of analys (Ses’rz et al.
2023). They rely on verbally commumcable definitions snmularly o a,omceptual behefs for example about one’ s own
autobiography, political and re!sgaous issues or the virtues of Amlquuty, and may motivate people’s behawour This accords
with the author's statement that we use language as a vocabulary to communlcate inferred conclusions and internally

generated conoepts Thorcby, they can in ps‘mcnpie become ob;ects for veriﬂcatlon or falsification by peopie 8 beha\nour or

by empxr;oa! testing.

in ccnolusron there is agfeement of ihe aut hor's ph;!osophtcal and the presented oogmtnve neuroscueme approach that .

‘ . acknowledges the different domams of

« external behaviour ftﬁat'caﬁ be observed’é‘%r@cﬂy, -

s psyohologica! processaes that are brought about by reural activity in the brain and can be inferred from a persoh’s

behaviour, and

« psychological concepts that are internal brain products and cannot be accessad directly but may be cqnimunicated as

narratives. ‘

I fact, there seems to be interdisciplinaty agreement to consider psychological concepts as meaningful realities that are

suited to understand both people's iniuitive and controlled behaviour.
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