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SOCIAL EPISTEMOLOGY, 1 9 9 1 , VOL. 5 , NO. 2 , 1 2 7 - 1 3 4

Symposium on the implications of social and cognitive psychology
for analytic epistemology

Who's the horse? A response to Corlett

CECILIA HEYES

Corlett proposes a revision of Goldman's1 account of the relationship between human
cognitive psychology and epistemology; a revision that, in Corlett's view, will provide
'Goldman's multidisciplinary approach to epistemics with a more comprehensive base,
making it a more plausible theory of knowledge'.2 More specifically, Corlett claims that
human cognitive psychologists consider 'individual cognitive psychology' and 'social
cognitive psychology' to be distinctive fields of enquiry, and that it follows from this that
the tasks of both individual epistemics and social epistemics include 'primary'
epistemological work, i.e. normative, reliabilist evaluation of'basic' cognitive processes.
As a psychologist who often feels uneasy about the role assigned to me and my kind by
forward-planning naturalistic epistemologists,3 especially Goldman, I welcome Corlett's
revisionary spirit in general, and his respect for the views of working psychologists in
particular. However, I am among those who believe that Corlett has not gone far
enough; that he has retained too many of Goldman's assumptions concerning the
appropriate division of labor between psychologists and philosophers. This
conservatism contributes to making his views on the proper form of interdisciplinary
collaboration, as they are stated and as they are revealed by his own use of the
psychological literature, somewhat confusing, and, insofar as they are interprétable,
liable to foster malpractice.

First, I describe what I find confusing or internally inconsistent about Corlett's
attitude toward psychology-epistemology collaboration and, in doing so, indicate why
his paper failed to convince me, as an agnostic with respect to this issue, that some/any
distinction that could be made between individual and social cognitive psychology is
epistemologically relevant. The confusion arises from a contrast between Corlett's
actions and words, between his manner of using the psychological literature and his
espoused views on how an epistemologist should use it, but it is his actions alone that I
take to exemplify, and potentially to foster, malpractice, and I turn to this issue in the
latter part of the paper.

1. I'm the horse, you 're the horse

Without being aware of extending Fuller's4 imagery, I find it natural to regard
Goldman'ss account of how psychologists and epistemologists should collaborate as a
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128 C. HEYES

horse-and-dray approach. It assumes that at every stage in the epistemic enterprise,
psychology and epistemology are hitched together (albeit at a single point, and with a
pin that can be readily dislodged), in a leader-follower relationship. To be sure, it is not
always epistemology that plays the horse. Goldman6 expects psychology to lead when
experiments are being run, data analyzed, and descriptive hypotheses formulated, and
to sit in the dray at least while epistemologists determine the epistemic norms against
which subjects' performance is to be evaluated. However, one of the disciplines is
always portrayed by Goldman as the leader; as having greater authority.

Corlett's prose suggests that he accepts much of Goldman's horse-and-dray
approach. He chastises Goldman for ignoring ways in which experimental cognitive
psychology might 'serve' primary epistemics (not a term that brings to mind shoulder-
to-shoulder collaboration) only after recounting Goldman's division of labor proposals
without dissent. Since Goldman regards projects like Corlett's and his own as
groundwork for normative epistemic appraisal of cognitive functioning, and this
normative appraisal as the exclusive province of epistemologists, it is natural therefore
to interpret Corlett's prose as an endorsement of Goldman's view that psychology has,
at most, a rather limited role to play in laying the foundations, or determining the
conceptual anatomy, of process reliabilist epistemics; that at this stage, epistemology is
the horse. In view of this, I was not a little confused when I reached the end of Corlett's
article and realized that, in practice, he regards the acknowledgment by psychologists of a
distinction between individual and social cognitive psychology as sufficient reason to
restructure the foundations of social epistemics.

Inconsistency of this kind is, in itself, a trivial offence. Any confusion that it generates
might be resolved by assuming that actions speak louder than words; that Corlett rejects
the horse-and-dray approach, and wishes to promote critical dialogue, or
'interpénétration'7 of epistemology and psychology. Unfortunately, although it is
consistent with his endorsement of 'the weak replacement thesis' or 'ballpark
psychologism',8 I doubt that this interpretation is correct. Rather than engaging
psychologists in critical dialogue, Corlett defers to them; passively reporting the fact that
psychologists distinguish individual and social cognitive psychology, without indicating,
let alone questioning, either the nature or the significance of the distinction. Even if
psychologists tended to agree on these issues (and I discuss their disagreement in
Section 2) the consequences of this neglect would exemplify the weakness of the horse-
and-dray approach.

Consider first the question of how individual and social cognitive psychology are
supposed to differ. Clearly, they are assumed to have different subject matter, to be
concerned with individual cognition on the one hand and social cognition on the other.
But what does Corlett take to be the difference between individual and social cognition?
My first guess was that Corlett assumed that individual and social cognitive processes are
different; a fascinating possibility that has been pursued by a few psychologists in recent
years, including Cosmides.9 This was plausible because Corlett assigns so much
importance to the distinction between individual and social cognitive psychology in
relation to 'primary epistemics', that is, the normative evaluation of basic cognitive
processes. Contrary to Goldman, Corlett would like primary epistemics to have two
branches, one related to individual and the other to social cognitive psychology and, so
one might think, this would be unnecessary and inefficient if individual and social
cognitive psychology were 'offering up' the same cognitive processes for evaluation.
Further support for this view came from comments such as 'What a theory of
attribution informs one of are the reasoning skills that individual human cognizers

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

th
e 

B
od

le
ia

n 
L

ib
ra

ri
es

 o
f 

th
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
O

xf
or

d]
 a

t 0
7:

37
 2

8 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
13

 



WHO'S THE HORSE? A RESPONSE TO CORLETT 1 2 9

exhibit when in certain social settings'. Although it is not clear why Corlett is petitioning
for the evaluation of 'skills' as part of primary rather than secondary epistemics,10 this
statement implies that the relevant reasoning skills are not exhibited when people make
causality judgments in asocial settings.

In spite of these indicators, it would appear that Corlett does not regard individual
and social cognitive psychology as being concerned with different cognitive processes.
Reviewing some social cognitive psychology research, Corlett lists process-indicative
phenomena, like recency effects in memory recall and the perseverance effect, that are
obviously ubiquitous; and elsewhere he states firmly that social cognitive psychology
involves the study of the 'very same processes' that Goldman takes to be in the purview
of individual cognitive psychology, 'processes of attribution, memory, attention,
heuristics, schemata, and inference'.

What, then, is the alternative? If not in terms of the cognitive processes that they
study, how does Corlett distinguish, or rather, take psychologists to distinguish, social
from individual cognitive psychology? Perhaps the most direct statement, accompanied
by citation of Fiske and Taylor11 is: 'SCP [social cognitive psychology] concerns the way
in which individual cognizers (and groups of cognizers) in a social context make sense of
themselves and others'. This suggests that social cognitive psychology differs from
individual cognitive psychology in studying cognitive processes that issue in beliefs with
social content, beliefs about the social world. Furthermore, given that a social context
has been characterized as 'a setting in which a cognizer is directly influenced by another
individual cognizer or group of cognizers', this characterization leaves open the
possibility that the attention of social cognitive psychologists is further confined to
those cognitive processes that, in addition to having social content or 'outputs', have
direct social channels of 'input'.12 To illustrate: according to this view, a person who
comes to believe that the lady next door is a thief (social content/output) will certainly
be regarded as having performed a cognitive act of interest to the social cognitive
psychologist if they arrived at this belief as a result of being told the same by a local
policeman (social channel of input). However, the act may not fall within the purview of
social cognitive psychology if the person arrived at the belief as a result of observing the
lady in question picking pockets on the high street.

Neither the ambiguity nor idiosyncrasy of the foregoing account of the
distinctiveness of social cognitive psychology concerns me at this point. The question I
am keen to ask is: Why does it matter, in the context of process reliabilist epistemics, that
cognitive processes sometimes have social inputs, sometimes social outputs, and
sometimes both? More specifically, and returning to an earlier point, why would the
existence of this sort of diversity lead Corlett to propose that the reliability of the 'very
same processes' be evaluated twice, once as part of primary individual epistemics and
again as part of primary social epistemics? A reply would almost certainly begin with the
claim that there are reasons to expect the reliability of cognitive processes to vary
between social and asocial contexts, but I want to know what those reasons are, and I
believe that they can only be clearly specified and evaluated by fully combining the
empirical and critical skills of psychologists and epistemologists. In terms of Corlett's
paper, I would like to have seen, rather than a deferential review of some social
cognitive psychologists empirical findings, a critique of their claims about the
differences between individual and social cognition, in terms of both their empirical
support and their epistemological significance. For example, psychologists of a similar
persuasion to those cited by Corlett, claim that individual differences in cognitive
function are more prevalent and pronounced when cognition occurs in a social context;
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130 C.HEYES

and that noncognitive, emotional or motivational, processes exert a stronger influence
on cognitive processes with social content than on those with asocial content.13 Is there
persuasive experimental or observational data to back up these claims, or does their
currency owe more to their intuitive appeal? Could individual differences and
interaction with noncognitive processes be expected to change the reliability of
cognitive processes and, if so, is there any empirical evidence that this is the case? These
are among the questions that need to be answered while building the foundations of
epistemics, and they cannot be answered while either epistemologists or psychologists
are playing the horse.

2. Mutual congratulation

So far I have criticized Corlett for his reluctance to penetrate and challenge the views of
the psychologists whom he cites; for his willingness to give this particular horse free
rein. I now turn to his choice of horse, and thus to an objection that could be raised
against the manner in which the psychological literature is sampled not only by Corlett
and other analytic philosophers, but also by a scholars that adopt social/historical
approaches to theory of knowledge.

Amundson's14 studies of the history of learning theory demonstrate that, when they
become involved in interdisciplinary ventures, epistemologists and psychologists are at
risk of forming alliances that would be judged unhealthy by almost anyone with an
interest in theory of knowledge. Like those that lay behind the close association of
Skinnerian behaviorism with positivism, or Tolmanian learning theory with New
Realism, these alliances are in danger of promoting little more than mutual
congratulation because they involve communication only between psychologists and
epistemologists who held similar or mutually endorsing views prior to collaboration.
The development of such a relationship between some contemporary naturalistic
epistemologists and cognitive psychologists is suggested by studying the limited range of
psychologists' views that epistemologists choose to cite when they are discussing what
Corlett, for example, regards as individual cognition.15 However, when the subject is
social cognition, and putative differences between individual and social cognition, bias
in the citation patterns of epistemologists and others interested in theory of knowledge
is not only discernable but, for any psychologist, striking.

Biased sampling is more apparent when the literature on social cognition is under
scrutiny because, especially if one includes European as well as North American
contributions, that literature represents a much greater diversity of opinion. The
'information processing' approach has become so widespread among psychologists who
do not focus on social interaction (those who, in Corlett's terms, study 'individual
cognition') that nearly all of them would give roughly the same reply when asked, for
example, why recent events are more reliably recalled than earlier events, or why
familiar patterns are more readily discriminable than unfamiliar patterns. The odd
Gibsonian might provide some variety, as would those exceptional connectionists who
see their approach as an alternative to, rather than a development of, the information-
processing approach, but the dissenting voices would be few. In contrast, while a large
proportion of social psychologists subscribe to the information-processing approach,
many adopt radically different perspectives. If one asked a random sample of social
psychologists why, for example, initial judgments of others tend to persist, or why
individual differences in categorization are greater for social than for asocial objects,
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WHO'S THE HORSE? A RESPONSE TO CORLETT 1 3 1

there would be profound disagreement about not only the answers, but also the
appropriateness and coherence of the questions.

'What is the difference between individual and social cognition?' is a question that
reveals the diversity of opinion among social psychologists in all its splendour. One way
of taxonomizing the range of views is in terms of whether proponents accept or reject
(a) the information-processing approach in social psychology, and (b) the assumption
that individual and social cognition can be distinguished as psychological functions,
rather than fields of study. As I pointed out in the first section, among those who accept
both (a) and (b), many claim that individual and social cognition differ primarily in
terms of their contents, or inputs and outputs,16 while others assert that there are
distinctive processes of inference that are activated in social but not in asocial contexts,
and that it is only when these are in operation that cognition may properly be described
as social.17 Moving on to a second cell in my classification table, Forgus18 is prominent
among those social psychologists who combine a sympathetic attitude toward the
information-processing approach with rejection of the view that there are two
fundamentally different kinds of cognition: social and individual. He claims that
'individual cognition' is an empty set; that all cognition is 'a profoundly and inalienably
social activity',19 by virtue of both its function and its origins in social interaction. (The
complementary view—that 'social cognition' is an empty set—is commonly held by
psychologists who do not focus on social interaction,20 but is not represented by
contemporary social psychologists, either sympathetic or unsympathetic to the
information processing approach.) A large group of social psychologists occupy the
third cell. They share Forgus' view concerning the social character of all cognition,
while vociferously rejecting what they take to be the narrow cognitivism of information
processing.21 Finally, although I have not come across any social psychologists who
explicitly reject the information-processing approach and accept that individual and
social types of cognition are distinguishable, there are several who may be assigned to
the fourth cell because they hold the latter view but have failed, for a variety of reasons,
to embrace the information-processing approach.22 These researchers have tended to
distinguish individual and social cognition in terms of both content and the complexity
of processing.

Although crude, this sketch of the range of positions adopted by social psychologists
with respect to the social cognition—individual cognition issues provides a framework
for consideration of the way in which Corlett has sampled the relevant psychological
literature. On the positive side it should be noted that he not only referred to the
digests of psychological research provided by review papers and edited volumes, but
also used journal articles reporting the results of single studies. However, I am troubled
by the fact that Corlett only cited social psychologists in one of the four cells. He
referred only to the work of psychologists who endorse and/or adopt the information-
processing approach, and failed to mention any of these who challenge the view that
individual and social cognition are distinguishable. The availability of argument and
evidence against such a distinction is clearly relevant to Corlett's main thesis and,
therefore, its neglect is a serious matter. However, it is Corlett's focus on the views of
social psychologists who favor the information-processing approach that makes me
suspect that he is contributing to the development of an alliance of mutual
congratulation between psychologists and naturalistic epistemologists. The
information-processing approach provides an image of a 'stand alone computer in
attractive dermal housing';23 that is, it portrays thinking as precisely the sort of isolated,
inferential process that epistemologists and logicians have long taken it to be.24
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132 C. HEYES

In singling out psychologists who support the information-processing approach,
Corlett is sampling the literature in the same way as Goldman did when discussing
primary epistemics.25 It seems likely that Goldman will continue to seek information
and support from the same quarter as he develops his social epistemics, but this is
difficult to establish because he cites so few psychologists in his main statement on this
subject to date.26 If he does continue to sample the psychological literature in the same
way, it seems reasonable to ask how he would justify his selection of this particular social
practice or method. In a slightly different context (responding to the objection that
veritism is regressive) Goldman suggests that it is legitimate to adopt a social practice
that has been: (a) chosen using a social practice that has already 'passed' a veritistic
evaluation; (b) chosen on the basis of epistemic evaluation involving nonsocial methods
or processes; or (c) simply 'evolved'. At this early stage in the development of social
epistemics, presumably option (a) is not available to Goldman. The practice of referring
to the work of information-processing psychologists may well have 'evolved' among
naturalistic epistemologists, but it would be odd if Goldman were to pursue option (c).
Evolution relates to adaptation, and in Goldman's view 'There is no tight connection, at
least no necessary connection, between intellectual strength and adaptiveness'.27 That
leaves option (b), and if it is through nonsocial methods that Goldman has chosen his
sampling procedure, I would like to know how they might issue the conclusion that this
procedure is not 'necessarily self-endorsing'.28

Before I am accused of showing systematic bias in my own sampling of the literature,
I should note that neither social psychologists nor 'social constructivists' are apparently
immune to the lure of an alliance of mutual congratulation. For example, Gergen,29 a
social psychologist who rejects the information-processing approach and regards all
thinking as 'social', tries to encourage fellow psychologists to become involved in social
epistemology citing a very distinctive group of existing contributors. Reference is made
to social constructivists,30 and to historians of science understood to have a relativist
bent,31 but epistemologists, historians and philosophers of science whose work has been
influenced directly by the analytic tradition are completely ignored. Essays by the social
constructivists Barnes32 and Collins33 also provide examples of the relevant sort of
peculiarity in citation behavior. After opening with the suggestion that 'Empirical
studies of the acquisition of concepts may be relevant not just to the problems of
psychology but to those of sociology and epistemology as well',34 Barnes completes his
essay without referring to any such studies, or indeed to any work by a psychologist. It
may be no more than a coincidence that all of the relevant studies that I can think of
have the stamp of methodological individualism. If it is not a matter of chance, Barnes'
failure to cite psychologists on the issue of concept learning may represent a reluctance
to draw upon the work of those who hold uncongenial views. In contrast with Barnes,
Collins35 does refer to the work of some psychologists in his discussion of 'Learning
through enculturation'. However, of the three psychologists he cites,36 not one
embraces the information-processing approach, although it is, in effect, the putative
failure of this approach to provide a convincing model of learning that is the main
theme of his essay.

To conclude, I have queried the deference that Corlett shows toward the views of the
psychologists he chooses to cite, and, in the second section, the bias toward self-
endorsement that is apparent in his selection of psychologists for citation. Corlett is
certainly not alone in displaying this kind of bias. Indeed it is so common in social
epistemology and elsewhere, that its operation and its potential consequences can
be easily overlooked. In view of this, Corlett's article is valuable because it keeps
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WHO'S THE HORSE? A RESPONSE TO CORLETT 133

the question of how psychologists and epistemologists should collaborate on the
agenda.
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