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ABSTRACT

AN EXTENDED FUNCTIONALIST APPROACH TO MEMETICS

Kaya, Utku
M.Sc., Department of Cognitive Science
Supervisor: Assoc. Prof. Dr. Ayhan Sol
Co-Supervivor: Assist. Prof. Dr. Annette Hohenberger

January 2010, 67 pages

Memetics is a Darwinian approach to evolution of culture proposed in late 1970s.
This thesis proposes an approach to Memetics, which is an effort to overcome some
of the problems involved. It is argued in this thesis that units of cultural evolution are
functional abstraction of physical reality and are realized within the boundaries of
our cognitive processes. The boundaries of human cognitive processes are defined by
Clark and Chalmers (1998) in their extended cognition hypothesis according to
which, human cognition is understood as a part of the cultural environment.
Therefore human cognition and cultural environment can best be understood by

studying them together.

As for identifying these units, an extended functionalist approach has been proposed
and an empirical cultural transmission study has been conducted and explored in the

thesis.

Keywords: Cultural Evolution, Memetics, Imitation, Extended Cognition,
Functionalism
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MEMETIGE GENISLETILMIS ISLEVCI BIR YAKLASIM

Kaya, Utku
Yiksek Lisans, Biligsel Bilimler Biiliimii
Tez Yoneticisi: Dog. Dr. Ayhan Sol
Ortak Tez yoneticisi: Yard. Dog. Dr. Annette Hohenberger

Ocak 2010, 67 sayfa

Memetik, kiiltiirel evrimin ac¢iklanmasi i¢in 1970'lerin sonlarinda One siiriilen
Darvinci bir yaklagimdir. Bu tez memetigin igerdigi problemlerin iistesinden gelmek
amaciyla bir yaklagim 6nermektedir. Bu tezde, kiiltiirel evrimin birimlerinin fiziksel
gergekligin islevsel soyutlamalar oldugu ve insan biligsel siireglerinin sinirlarinda
oldugu ileri siiriilmektedir. Insan bilissel siireclerinin smrlari, insan bilissel
sisteminin kiiltiirel ¢evrenin bir parcasi olduguna uygun olarak, Clark ve Chalmers
(1998) tarafindan, genisletilmis bilis hipotezi ile tanimlanmistir. Buna bagli olarak,
insan biligsel sistemi ve kiiltiirel ¢evre en iyi bu ikisi lizerinde birlikte ¢alisilarak

anlasilabilir.

Kiiltiirel birimlerin ne olduklarmin teshis edilebilmesi hususunda da, bu tezde,
genisletilmis islevselcilik yaklasimi Onerilmektedir. Bunun yaninda deneysel bir

kiiltlirel aktarim ¢alismasi da yapilmis ve sonuglar1 incelenmistir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Kiiltiirel Evrim, Memetik, Taklit, Genisletilmis Bilis, Islevcilik
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Newton showed that there is a law of gravity although everybody was already
aware of some facts at a superficial level that apples fall because it is on high or it is
heavier than air or the like. There was however more than what appeared to be. The
same thing can be true for the cultural evolution. We may say that there are very
complex or basic processes in cultural transmission and accumulation, thus
evolution at a superficial level, but there can be something more than that. Culture
is a material and cognitive reality. It seems to be worthwhile studying deep on this
topic in order to see what is under the surface. Darwinian approach can be one
fruitful approach on cultural evolution in that sense. But it is very important to

ground the claims philosophically and empirically.

In our environment, we can see complex structures'. These structures appear and
disappear as our visual frame moves in time and space. But some of these structures
reappear diachronically in the environment. Examples of these reappearing
structures are the bodies of organisms, their behaviors —subset of all living
activities— and also artifacts which are the products or extensions of the bodily
activities of organisms. How do these structures reappear in the environment? What
kind of relationship is there between organisms, their behaviors and artifacts? Are
these reappearances of the structures causally connected? Is there a general
explanation which can be applied at all the reappearances of these structures,

especially at the reappearing structures of human behaviors and artifacts?

In order to explain the reappearances of the structures mentioned above, Darwinian

Theory has been proposed as a viable option. Darwinian evolution by natural

1 Or we can name/cognize our chaotic environment as something having structures.
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selection and the genetic replication mechanisms are the leading explanations for
the replication of organisms. According to this view, information of biological
design, which leads to physical structures of organisms, is encoded and copied in
molecular structures called DNA. Information in DNA and environmental
conditions interacts, and if the physical structures function well (i.e. they make
significant contribution to the organisms’ fitness) then the organism survives,
molecular information gets replicated and the replicating biological structures
remain in the spatio-temporal reality. But, if the physical structures don't function
well (i.e. the fitness of organisms with these structures is not high enough) the

organism and the physical structures are eliminated (see Figure 1).

significant contribution to the organisms’
fitness (functionwell )

Information in DNA fitness of organisms with these structures is
not high enough (don't function well)

Physical Structures

]

Environmental Conditions

Figure 1: A Diagram illustrating the relations between information in DNA and the environmental
conditions and how this interaction is the source of physical structures of the organisms. Physical
structures also plays a role in fitness of organism by changing the environment via physical
interaction and also play a role in determining what information structures to remain in genetic
pool.

From an information- (that is digitally encoded information in DNA) oriented
perspective, the Darwinian biological design accumulation can be explained
roughly in this way. But what about the other replicating structures, namely
behaviors and artifacts? In other words, what about the replicating information
structures in the environment other than the digitally encoded biological
information structures? As we can see in Figure 1, physical structures of organisms
and the environment have a invariable relationship. It is a fact that some structures
and processes like cognitive artifacts and behaviors also reappear in the context of

these physical structures of organisms and the environment. There are also some



cognitive processes which re-appear in the cognitive world. The question is whether
physical structures of the organisms and the environmental conditions must be

considered as they are distinct or coupled in activities of organism.

According to embodied and extended/situated cognition views, artifacts and
behaviors, accordingly the physical structure underlying these phenomena, are parts
of cognitive processes. In this sense, the cultural environment which includes all
designs which are not required to be “on-line” parts of cognitive processes is a part
of the cognitive world, which includes all cognitive individuals and is a part of the
cultural environment. Can this view be helpful in identifying the mechanisms of
cultural change? Is the Darwinian explanation applicable at the information
structures located in he bodies of organisms and the environment, other than the
information encoded in DNA? If it is, in what way? How can the units of selection
be identified in this relatively complex cultural area? What are the physical
correlates of the units and on what conditions do they replicate? What cognitive

mechanisms underlie these replication mechanisms?

In this thesis, I propose an extended functionalist approach to Darwinian evolution
of culture. This approach is a result of situating culture into the environment and
cognition. However it is important to note that cognition and the environment are
not two distinct phenomena but they are different perspectives of the same thing,
namely culture. Cognition, in this context, will be discussed under the functionalist
view of philosophy of mind, but the functionalism will be extended, following the
extended cognition hypothesis which takes environment, in certain situations, as
part of cognition. I propose the view that cultural evolution can be identified as a
Darwinian evolution, if the replicating units are located in the extended human
cognition as chains of functional states. The identification of functional units cannot
be done without taking the whole cultural context both in spatial and temporal

continuity.

In order to support my thesis, I will first give a background placing cultural



knowledge in material cognitive activities. Then, present the conventional memetic
views of cultural evolution in the literature and their critics. At the end of the
“memetic introduction” 1 will focus on a physicalist and mentalist views on
memetics and show the problems related with these approaches. In the second part,
I will introduce the functionalism on cognition, cultural evolution. Later, I will
present the extended cognitivist view and its importance in explaining cultural
change in contrast with conventional memetic views. In the third part of my thesis,
an empirical study is presented. In this study, an evolutionary lineage has been built
and this evolutionary change is discussed regarding the extended functionalist

approach proposed in this thesis.



CHAPTER 2

BACKGROUND
Phylogeny and Ontogeny

In order to understand information structures which I discuss in the following
sections, it is better to examine them together with the concepts of phylogeny and

ontogeny.

From an information-oriented perspective, human living activity can be understood
from two different developmental schemes that shape human bodies, behaviors and
also the environment. First, the phylogenetic development is the long evolutionary
process accumulating the design of the organism in the genetic code. And this
process shapes underlying biological structures that are shared by all members of a
species. Secondly, ontogenetic development of a species accumulates individual
experiences over the underlying biological structure by the plasticity “capability” of
the biological body. In other words, there are two kinds of accumulated information
on the physical structure of a body: one kind of information is accumulated and
carried in the every cell of the body through the physical replication of the DNA.
Information in DNA determines the phenotype, as we know that there is a design in
that information which is shaped by nature. But it is important to note that both
phylogenetic and ontogenetic developments are constrained by environmental
conditions. In other words, both phylogenetic and ontogenetic processes are the
results of adaptation of some functional structures. Phylogenetic development will

be discussed further (see Dawkins, 2006; Dennett, 1995) in the following sections.

The latter kind of information —ontogenetic information— is accumulated in the



human body and the environment® in the process of individual development as a
result of the interaction with the environment (or maybe interaction between genetic
information and the environment). This second kind of information can be
understood as a fine-tuning process of a general adaptation. This second kind of
information leads to a design accumulation in terms of behaviors and artifacts.
Culture seems to be the latter kind of information which not only interacts with the
first kind of information, but also these two types of information mutually affect
each other. They are, in a way, two aspects of a total evolutionary process. In this
sense, we should be able to understand how this second kind of information, namely
culture, has a place in nature. The human cognitive system is the location where we

should place culture.

Cultural Cognition

The structures and mechanisms of human cognition can be considered as mainly
information carrying structures, meaning that they are highly information oriented
in the perspective of cognitive science. In order to understand the mechanisms of
cultural evolution, this issue becomes quite important in the case of cultural
evolution. Information can be considered as located in memory and transmitted by
imitation or through other means of communication, such as speech, and it is
fetched from the environment and re-expressed to the environment by the
perception-action links. The structures of cognitive mechanisms are phenotypes of
the genetic material which is accumulated through the phylogenetic information
replication by preservation mechanisms. But the information which is replicated on
cognitive mechanisms in the ontogenetic development is, in a sense, worth studying
as a distinct phenomenon different from the information accumulated in
phylogenetic development. The relationship between phylogenetic and ontogenetic
developments and the accumulated information can be discussed further and it can
be defended that ontogenetically accumulated information is no more than a result

of the gene-environment interaction. But I should emphasize that there is a kind of

2 Maybe more than human body, as we will discuss in the following sections related with the
extended cognition and extended functionalism hypotheses.
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information that is replicated which is worth studying independently of genetic

information.

It is important to emphasize that cognitive mechanisms can be understood better by
studying them in the cultural environment, and in cultural transmission and cultural
evolution mechanisms —not only by understanding human cognition as an
independent phenomenon from the environment. “Culture is not any collection of
things, whether tangible or abstract. Rather, it is a process. It is a human cognitive
process that takes place both inside and outside the minds of people. It is the
process in which our everyday cultural practices are enacted” (Hutchins, 1995, p.
354). Following Hutchins it is reasonable to propose that culture and cognition are
two different aspects of the same thing. He proposes “an integrated view of human
cognition in which a major component of culture is a cognitive process and

cognition is a cultural process” (Hutchins, 1995, p. 354) (see Figure 2).

Figure 2: Cultural environment and cognitive
world has an intrinsic relationship.

From the perspective presented above, ontogeny is the key playing ground for the
cultural niche construction. And similar to phylogenetic development, in
ontogenetic development, body, cognition and culture are shaped by the
environment. Culture is, in common sense terms, the sum of behaviors, ideas and
artifacts which are considered as products of the social learning process’, however
culture is not a collection of some distinct parts. Rather, it is an interactive cognitive
activity. First I will present briefly a prominent view on cultural evolution and then,

problems and critics of it.

3 See the genetic determinism of evolutionary psychology and sociobiology.
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2.1 Darwinizing Culture: Memetics

The human species has quite complex behavioral patterns, artifacts and ideas as a
result of cultural development. In this sense, the question is how could this

complexity be explained?

Design accumulation by information transmission

The cultural environment changes through time. Design accumulates in this
changing process. In other words, culture evolves. Daniel Dennett (1995) says, “We
are the only species that has an extra medium of design preservation and design
communication, namely culture” (p.338). There are a lot of artifactual and
behavioral designs (patterns) in our cognitive activities that have undergone change
through time. Can this change be given an evolutionary account similar to
evolutionary explanations in biology? Does this cultural evolution operate as the
biological evolution? Richard Dawkins (2006) first argued, rather tentatively, that
cultural evolution may have a Darwinian pattern and proposed that the unit of this
evolution may be memes, “second replicators” similar to the first replicators,
namely genes. Cultural design is transmitted from individual to individual by these

units, though by mechanisms different from genetic copying mechanisms and in

different media.

In both biological and cultural change, from Dennett's (1995) point of view, the
topic discussed is the transmission of information, although in memetics it is not
clear what kind of information this is. In the case of biology, genetic structures and
their causal role in building phenotypes allow us to study biological change very
precisely. Furthermore the transmission of the genetic information encoded in a
physical medium from one “interactor” to another is also quite obvious. But in
memetics, although there is also change, the structures which carry information
patterns are not precisely defined. Neither memes nor information transmission
processes like imitation are well defined. Could there be any fruitful outcome of

conducting research on cognitive mechanisms underlying this evolutionary process,



in order to explain information transmission mechanisms? And if yes, on what

philosophical grounds?

Darwinian cultural evolution

Darwinian evolution by natural selection gives a quite accurate account of
biological evolution, but his account should not be restricted to biology. Charles

Darwin made it clear that whenever the following conditions exist natural selection

occurs:
(1) variations: there is a continuing abundance of different elements
(2) heredity or replication: the elements have the capacity to create

copies or replicas of themselves

3) differential “fitness”: the number of copies of an element that are
created in a given time varies, depending on interaction between the features
of the environment in which it persists

[Dennett, 1995, p. 343]

Any system which satisfies the above conditions undergoes a process of natural
selection. If culture consists of this kind of elements or “units”, then cultural change
can be explained by natural selection. According to main advocates of memetics,
memes, which are supposed to be units of cultural evolution, seem to fit into the
theory quite well, since, in some cultural transmission processes like imitation or
(inter-individual) communication, memes are copied or replicated. In this copying
process, “mutations”, that is variation, occur. As a result of the copying process,
new copies of memes are formed in the cultural environment. Then, as in the case of
biological evolution, while some of these “mutations” survive, others go extinct.
Dennett (1995, p. 345) says that “[m]eme evolution is not just analogous to
biological or genetic evolution, according to Dawkins. It is not just a process that
can be metaphorically described in ... evolutionary idioms, but a phenomenon that
obeys the laws of natural selection”. Then, how can we identify the units of cultural

evolution? This is the primary question about the nature of memes.



Mentalist behaviorist views

In order to present memetic approaches in the literature, we may arrange them into
two groups: the mentalist and the behaviorist (Aunger, 2000). According to
mentalists, memes reside in the brain and the bodily activities cause memes to be

(13

copied. Dawkins (1999) defines a meme as “a unit of cultural inheritance ...
naturally selected by virtue of its 'phenotypic' consequences on its own survival and
replication” or “a unit of information residing in the brain” (p.109). Aaron Lynch
(1998) gives a more precise definition of meme, “a memory item, or portion of an
organism's neurally-stored information, identified using the abstraction system of
the observer, whose instantiation depended critically on causation by prior
instantiation of the same memory item in one or more other organisms' nervous
systems”(1998, sec. 10). The classic examples of memes given by Dawkins (2006)
are “tunes, ideas, catch-phrases, clothes fashions, ways of making pots or of
building arches” (p.206). Dawkins argues that memes “propagate themselves in the
meme pool by leaping from brain to brain via process which, in the broad sense, can

be called imitation” (p.206). Susan Blackmore (1999) adopts a similar stance about

memes and upholds Dawkins' idea.

Robert Aunger (2000) states that from the behaviorist point of view, memes “are a
heterogeneous class of entities, primarily including behaviors and artifacts — the
observable things that permit empirical work” (p.6). According to behaviorists,
memes do not reside in the brain; rather they are behavioral dispositions and
artifacts. “Outside the occurrence of the event, the practice of the behavior, or the
life time of the artifact, the meme has no existence. The meme does not go
anywhere when it is not manifested. It is not stored in some neural data bank, some
internal meme repository” (Gatherer, 1998). This approach seems to distinguish
between the concept of meme and its physical representation through an abstraction,
because, according to a neuroscientific view, it is unlikely to be the case that there
are replicating information structures. Dennett (1995) suggests that “what is

preserved and transmitted in cultural evolution is information —in media-neutral,
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language-neutral sense. Thus the meme is primarily a semantic classification, not a
syntactic classification that might be directly observable in 'brain language' or
natural language” (p.353-354). Behaviorists free the memetic study from defining
the meme-host relationship, since behaviors and artifacts do not appear to have
hosts, but propagate anyway (Aunger, 2000). The behaviorist position is mostly
related with the cultural, and not specifically interested in its underlying cognitive

structures.

If we consider the gene-meme analogy, the correlates of the terms phenotype and
genotype have shown in memetics. Aunger says that "Behaviorists suggest that
activities like making pots are the memetic equivalents of genotypes, while the
mentalists would call such behaviors the phenotypic manifestations of memes-in-
brains" (p.6). Surely, the ideas about the copying mechanisms also change in a
similar way as the definition of meme. For example, the copying process of a paper
by a copying machine is not a meme replication for the mentalists unless someone
has any kind of copy of what is on paper imprinted in his mind. But according to the
behaviorist, that paper would be a meme in the form of an artifact; replication, on
the other hand, is the process that includes the copying or scanning or reading and
behaviorally expressing ideas on a paper onto another paper or onto a computer disk
or to other people, respectively. In this behaviorist case, if the information is not
expressed, then that information won't be a meme. The different perspective of
behaviorists and mentalists on memes is reminiscent of their different conception of
language, in terms of E-language (external language) and I-Language (internal

language), respectively.

Syntactical or semantical classification

Adopting a mentalist or behaviorist stance also determines what is to be studied in
memetics empirically. In this sense, discovering the underlying mechanisms of
memetic evolution, mentalists study underlying cognitive structures, but as Dennett
states, memes are not syntactically classified information. Rather they are

semantically classified information and it seems that there is no way to show the

11



neural correlates of memes that can be studied. Otherwise, behaviors and artifacts
are the memes to be studied by abstracting them from their underlying structures.
But this doesn't mean that memes are abstract units, rather “a meme's existence
depends on a physical embodiment in some medium; if all such physical
embodiments are destroyed, that meme is extinguished. ... Memes, like genes, are
potentially immortal, but, like genes, they depend on the existence of a continuous
chain of physical vehicles, persisting in the face of the Second Law of

Thermodynamics.”(Dennett, 1995, p. 348)

Dennett prefers to use the term “memes for something”. This usage indicates a
functionalist perspective of memes. If they are for something, they have a function
in mental processes for doing that thing. That is to say that they have a certain role
in mental causation. The cultural environment lets some functional units get
selected because of their function. In this context, 'cultural environment' means that
all cognitive activities performed in a community, it has an inter-cognitive
perspective rather than a perspective considering individual cognitions

communicating. This last point will be discussed in the following sections.

2.2 Critics of Memetics

Current like patterns

Is it really possible to find a unit of cultural transmission? In the chapter "Tidying
the Inner Scene: Why Memes?”” Mary Midley (2003) criticizes the general tendency
of atomizing cultural change. She says that “the trouble is that thought and culture
are not the sort of thing that can have distinct units. They don't have a granular
structure for the same reason that ocean currents themselves do not have one -
namely, because they are not stuffs but patterns.” (p.57) According to her view, she
implies the problems of searching ontological categories of cultural transmission.
She makes an analogy with the ocean currents and says that “[t]lhe currents
themselves are patterns of movements -ways in the water flows- and they form part
of a wider system of such patterns, which surrounds them. To understand the
currents one must first investigate these wider patterns." (p.57) Midley indicates

12



why we tend to atomize culture: “How can we fit the science that is now so
important to us into the general pattern of our lives without distorting anything? ...
Wilson says culture must be atomisable because atomising is the way in which we
naturally think.” (p.63) As we can see, Midley criticizes the view that culture is
composed of some kind of ontological units. Rather culture must be studied, first,
by studying wider patterns that surround current-like structures. We can infer from
her critics on memetics that memetics should have a broader perspective which
takes the context in which cultural units are realized into account in identifying

units of cultural evolution —if there are any.

Dan Sperber, in criticizing the memetic approach, says that there is a problem in
using abstract objects as the source of the main issue of a scientific project. He

claims that such abstract objects

do not directly enter into causal relations. What caused your indigestion was
not the Mornay sauce recipe in the abstract, but your host having read a public
representation, having formed a mental representation, and having followed it
with greater or lesser success. What caused the child's enjoyable fear was not
the story of Little Red Riding Hood in the abstract, but her understanding of
her mother's words. More to the present point, what caused the Mornay sauce
recipe or the story of Little Red Riding Hood to become cultural
representations is not, or rather is not directly, their formal properties, it is the
construction of millions of mental representations causally linked by millions
of public representations. (Dan Sperber, 1985, pp. 77-78)

Can we have abstract cultural units, as mentioned above, which can directly enter
into causal relations, and also have the perspective including the representation
issue above, viz., can we have an account of cultural representations/units which
can bound the formal properties of abstract units and their construction in more
broad environment of public representation (See Section 3.3 Functionalism

Extended in Cultural Cognition)?

Another important problem about cultural evolution is its difference from biological
evolution in terms of the lineages created by the probable replicating units. As
Stephan Jay Gould (1992) points out, “[t]he basic topologies of biological and

cultural change are completely different. Biological evolution is a system of a
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Figure 3: Family tree as depicted by anthropologist Alfred L. Kroeber. On the left is the tree of
organic life; on the right is the tree of cultural artifacts. Source: Basalla, G., 1988, p.138.

constant divergence without subsequent joining of branches. Lineages, once
distinct, are separate forever. In human history, transmission across lineages is,
perhaps the major source of cultural change.” (p.65) (see also Figure 3).
Mechanisms of cultural information transmission are rather diverse as opposed to
biological information transmission and replication. This makes any possible
scientific study of cultural transmission rather challenging. From a memetic
perspective, if there are species or any other units of selection on which the cultural
environment works, we should be quite explicit about it. Here it is very important to
focus on how we categorize the units (semantic categorization?), and also how we
can study the mechanisms of variation, replication and selection (syntactic and

physical correlates).

If we take Lake's (1998) information-structure-based position we may see how
memetic information transfer could happen and in what points it could be different
from transmission of genetic information. “[R]eplicators are information, that is to
say, they are symbolic structures which code for, or refer to, non symbolic

structures. If a replicator passes on its structure directly then replication must be a
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process in which symbolic structure is transmitted without decoding” (p.82). For the
cultural transmission and evolution, “the symbolic structure is often decoded, but it
is part of the process of interaction, not replication. In the case of biological
evolution, for instance, genes provide information about how to build an organism.
The fitness of the organism determines the frequency with which the genes that
coded for it are replicated, but these genes are never re-encoded”(p.82). Lake
indicates the difference lying on the encoding decoding mechanisms. He assumes
that cultural information is a symbolic information which is shaped as a result of
interaction process rather than a “true” replication process. Genes are selected
according to fitness of the organism, but they are replicated not re-encoded. In the
case of cultural transmission, they are decoded and re-encoded, he says. His

discussion infers to an ontological clarity of replicating units.

Another objection is made about the points that cultural change is not based on
replication of cultural information, rather on its reproduction. In the sense that “they
are produced again and again —with, of course, a causal link between all these
productions— but are not reproduced in the sense of being copied from one another”
(Sperber, 2000, p. 164). As we see, taking memes as discrete units may not be so
reasonable. At least memetics “have to give empirical evidence to support the claim
that, in the micro-processes of cultural transmission, elements of culture inherit all
or nearly all their relevant properties from other elements of culture that they
replicate” (D. Sperber, 2000, p. 173, emphasize added). In this issue of reproduction
rather than replication one quite hot topic comes into discussion: the relationship
between the perspective of the structures which carry information coming from
genetically design-carrying structures (DNA by phylogeny) and the perspective of
structures carrying information coming from interaction with the 'environment' (by
ontogeny). How is it possible to differentiate whether a replicating “unit” is a result
of a triggering or a copying process? In other words, is the causation relation
between probable replicating cultural units a triggering relation of a genetically
inherited structure (unit A triggers some structures of human X and X produces A")

or a copying relation of cultural units (A replicates itself in the cognitive
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environment and the replica A' is replicated).

Thus, following Blackmore (1999, chap. 5), objections can be presented in a
number of distinct ways such as: (1) memes have insufficient copying fidelity, (2)
nobody really knows what a meme physically is, (3) how large a unit deserves the
name meme, (4) memetic evolution doesn't have a well-defined environmental

background in which memes are selected.

As we see, these topics show us the basic problems about memetics. It is also very
common using a folk psychological language in the memetics literature. This is
probably due to confusions about the issue. This kind of jargon makes the memetics

look rather shallow. Blackmore (1999) says that memes

come about through variation and combination of old ones —either inside one
person's mind or when memes passed from person to person. ... The human
mind is a rich source of variation. In our thinking we mixed up ideas and turn
them over to produce new combinations. ... Human creativity is a process of
variation and recombination. (p.15)

In this quotation, we should be able to show what we mean by using words such as
“variation” and ‘“combination of memes” inside the mind or in the imitation
process. If we are trying to show that memes are replicators which sustain the
evolutionary algorithm based on variation, selection and retention, then it is almost
inevitable to consider memes as atomic units, and their adaptation processes in
terms of combinations and variations. But, how could these processes be defined
precisely? Can one simple example of memetic change, which illustrates the
process of how one meme is copied from one mind to another, be examined on a

sound philosophical ground?

In the following section, I will present a perspective on memetics which implicitly
adopts a functionalist perspective of philosophy of mind. This view, proposed by
Robert Aunger is a challenging view aiming to solve some basic problem which are
defined in this section. But I will also show what problems does his view still have

in explaining cultural evolution. After presenting Aunger's implicit functionalism, I
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will present functionalism explicitly and show the possibility of applying
functionalism on a broader area: functionalism on cultural evolution. And then,
regarding intrinsic relationship between cognition and culture as a basic argument, I
will present the necessity of extended cognition hypotheses in cultural context and
show how this extended cognition hypothesis adopts extended functionalism.
Following the functionalist view on culture and extended cognition, I will present
how it is beneficial to adopt an extended functionalist view to Darwinian cultural
evolution. In order to see the validity of these philosophical arguments, I will
present an empirical study which I have done in the scope of this thesis. This
empirical study is an attempt to build an evolutionary lineage which is basically

based on imitations of movements.

2.3 The Electric Meme: Replicators Located in Brain

Replicators

In order to show the problematic aspects of the ideas as we saw above and to show
what kind of replicators the cultural evolution occurs with, Robert Aunger (2002,
chap. 5) discusses the well-known replicators in the literature and tries to enumerate
their common properties. According to him, (1) there must be a causal relation
between the replicator and the ancestor and (2) a similarity based on their physical
structure, (3) information transmission between source and target must be observed
and (4) the number of the replicating entity must be physically increased at the end
of the replication process. Here the first three conditions defines the essential
functions of the replicator (copying itself), but the last condition forces us to show
two distinct entities and the processes leading to the formation of the replicator and
its replica. If there is any entity which has its own autonomy in terms of copying
itself and satisfying the conditions above, then that entity can form a lineage in time
and space in which we will be able to follow its change —independently from the
other relatively well-defined causal mechanisms (genetic mechanisms)— which

will help us to understand cultural evolution.
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The electric meme

According to Aunger's view, replication processes of all well-known replicators can
be observed in the physical substance and then, if we are discussing the replicator
also in the cultural environment, we must be able to talk about where these
replicators are located and how they replicate themselves in the physical substance
(see The Sticky Replicator Principle®, p.151-152). Following his physicalist
reasoning, if one wants to explain the copying process by a replicating unit, he
claims that it must be located in the neural system. He defines the cultural
replicators as certain brain states on the certain nodes of neurons. The copying
process occurs through the neuronal-electrical firings that causes state change in the
target neuronal node. By this way, a copy of the source node's (source of firings)
state is formed in the target node (the node whose state is changed). Thus copies of

brain states are formed in the brain and these copies form a lineage.

From the view summarized above, the host of the cultural replicators are complex
neural systems which are suitable (genetically designed by nature) for replication.
We can say that these replicators, i.e. relatively stable states of certain numbers of
neurons (these states can be conceived in terms of the threshold values of neuron
firings), are formed by the processes of cognition, namely perceptual-motor
processes. In other words, the signals coming from out of our body are reduced to
neuronal/electrical firings and these firings are transmitted while they are changing
the threshold values of synapses. During these transmissions some brain states are
annihilated while new ones take place on the same neural nodes. We can say that
some of the brain states including new and old ones cause some reproducible
behavior patterns. Some of these patterns and artifacts, in a sense, extensions of
behavior patterns, have a causal role as being instigators in forming new replicators
(memes). In other words, in the way of changing and using the physical
environment (thus some persistent structure like artifacts are formed) or not by

changing and using the environment but by direct interaction with others, these

4 The sticky replicator principle is one prominent aspect of Robert Aunger's definition of meme. It
proposes that replicators can be realized only on one kind of substance.
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behavioral patterns take an active instigating role in forming a duplicate brain state
in another person's cognition. Because the instigators that a cognitive system
interacts with perceptually, causes to begin a similar cognitive processes which
results the same brain states occur, thus a new reproducible instigating behavioral
patterns, in that interacting cognitive system. We can say that a similar process is
applicable for artifacts, the persistent instigators. In this case, we can talk about two
copies of the same meme. These copies may cause two different cognitive systems
to perform similar behavioral patterns, and we may say that they are two consequent

instances of a replicator lineage.

Computer functionalism and the electric meme

By arguing that memes are certain brain states, the memetic approach discussed
above takes a somewhat functionalist stance. If we compare two distinct brain
states, instances of the same meme, which correspond to two distinct neural nodes,
they don't have to be the same in their physical structure. Whereas it is not
reasonable to argue for the same physical structures in two different brains, we can
still talk about the same meme, probably because of its functional role in the causal
relations in human cognitive system ([Multiple Realizability). If we take this
functionalist stance into account, can we say that memes may not be restricted to
one kind of physical substrate, contrary to Aunger's (see 2002, p. 311) insistence? In
other words, can we say that memes like computer viruses are phenomena whose

replication mechanisms are only identified on a higher abstraction level?

In conventional Von-Neumann computer architecture, several layers are presumed,
each is abstracted from another. In this way, instructions in lower layers which are
more similar and/or near to the computer's hardware mechanisms are abstracted
from a higher layer in which algorithms designed by our minds are present. Then,
the higher level —more similar to how we think— instructions of computer viruses,
the replicators in a functionally designed digital environment, are copied from one
computer to another. The copying process is functionally independent from a lower

level that is near to physical hardware mechanisms but the viruses are copied surely
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with those physical structures and mechanisms of the computer's 'physical’

hardware.

Such a memetic approach mentioned above has a functionalist stance in a way that
it proposes that memes correspond to certain brain states. If the physical states
which correspond to an —identical- meme are compared, then, as I said before, it is
easy to say that they may be totally different, furthermore it is not necessary for
them to be identical. For it is not possible to show two identical neural nodes which
have the same conditions in two different brains, but it is possible to talk about the
“functional” existence of two instances of the same meme. This is a basic example
of the “multiple realizability” hypothesis. Following the afore mentioned
functionalist stance, can we say that memes may not be located in the neuronal
brain nodes as Aunger proposes? In other words, is it, in fact, possible to see memes
as a phenomenon which copies itself only on a level of abstraction as in the case of

computer viruses, but everything, in a sense, happens at the physical level?

assembler

firmvvare

Figure 4: A typical visualization
of a computer architecture a
series of abstraction layers.

In order to understand the concept of abstraction in computer functionalism we can
briefly look at the phenomenon in conventional computer architecture. In the
conventional computer architecture there are abstraction layers, each of which is
functionally abstracted from the other (see Figure 4). In this way, the instruction in
the lower layers which are nearer to hardware are functionally abstracted from

higher layers which are mostly easier to understand and more compatible with how
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we think. Thus these higher layers are the layers where the instructions of the
algorithms are realized. By this way, computer viruses which are bundles of
computer instructions are copied from one computer to another on a higher level,
but every instruction has some corresponding lower layer instructions. In a
functional perspective, computer viruses are copied independently from hardware,
but they are exactly physical hardware operations which are functionally organized.
In the lowest hardware layer we see only the electrical signals of the physical
material in a time-synchronized way. Thus computer viruses are not identified by
the physical material in which they are realized, but by their algorithms which
determine the function which they have in the whole system. Again in this sense,
their copying mechanisms are defined in higher layers. If we can identify memes
only by their function in the whole cognitive processes and thus in the cultural
environment, then can we propose that, as Dennett, Dawkins and Blackmore point
out, the same meme can create its instances in various distinct physical media?
Answers to these questions will give us important clues about the nature of the

cultural replicators.

Is the electrical meme a replicator?

The idea that a meme can create copies of itself in different media forces us to
evaluate the crucial features of any replication event —causation, similarity,
information transfer, and duplication— which are proposed by Aunger. Because of
the possibility that memes can have a similar mechanism to that of computer
viruses, unlike the replication mechanisms of DNA or prions’, especially two of the
condition must be discussed. First of the conditions that will be discussed is the
necessity of the physical similarity between two copies of the same unit, which we
can easily see in the case of DNA and the prion replication processes. But in the

case of replication of memes, it becomes very hard to see any physical similarity, if

5 An abnormally folded, protease-resistant protein which forms aggregates in the brain in the
spongiform encephalopathies and certain other neurodegenerative disorders, can be transmitted
between individuals, and is thought to propagate itself by inducing the abnormal conformation in
a normal form of the protein (“prion,” 2009). For replication discussion of prions, see (Aunger,
2002, pp. 99-101).
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we want to apply the sticky replicator principle® of Aunger by which he claims that
the replicas of the replicator must have only one kind of physical substance. But in
the case of memetic replication, if we don't have a single substance-stance, in other
words, if the memes can be located in different substances like electrical circuits of
neuronal nodes, etc., then it is not possible to claim that there is a physical
similarity. Instead it is reasonable to hold the view that the similarity between two

instances is in a higher functional-abstraction layer.

The other necessary condition of being a replicator which Aunger mentions is the
duplication of the replicators in the sense that they must be increased in number.
But from the functionalist perspective mentioned above, increment of physical
substance may not be required. Apart from this, the replication is a process which is
being realized in a higher abstraction layer which can be considered as a replication
of a functional role in the whole system. The thing which is copied is a state or a
sequence of states that are realized in any kind of physical substance, thus we
cannot see any physical increment in number of instances of the same replicator, as

in the case of the replication processes of DNAs or prions.

What if cognition extends?

The neural sticky principle or single substratum approach of Aunger can also be
criticized by the basic claims of the extended cognition hypothesis which is first
coined by Clark & Chalmers (1998). According to Clark and Chalmers, there is no
big difference in actions of two cognitive agents, even if their mechanisms of
cognitive processes are slightly different in terms of accessing the information in
their memory. If we take into account the information both “encoded” in neuronal
nodes and also in an artifact —a notebook— which has a causal role in taking the
same action, they both may be in the same lineage of the replicator copying
processes. In this case, can we talk about two different instances of the same meme
in two different substances or the information which is encoded in the artifact is just

an instigator for a new meme replication process?

6 See (Aunger, 2002, pp. 151-152).
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If we advocate Aunger's view and say that what we say is a constant relationship
between a meme and an instigator of that meme, we can consider a more
speculative example. If we knew how the information is encoded in our brain, i.e. in
what neuronal nodes it is located and in what conditions and contexts it is, we
would also be able to manipulate it as we wish and also extend it in a way that an
electronic circuitry memory system would be implanted. In that case, this system
could be connected to the neural end and take the neuronal signals in an appropriate
way and encode the signals in its encoding mechanism and also decode and give
back the signal in the appropriate way by using the information encoded as the
source again. Thus, this is a literal extension of the memory which is located in our
brain. In this example, the cognitive system is a hybrid system including both
biological and electronic substances and the replicators in this system would be
certain states or the chains of the states realized in this hybrid system. From this

point of view, insisting on the single-substance stance is not reasonable.

As a result of the discussion on the problems above, especially in the case of
artifacts' role in cognitive processes, we should scrutinize in what kind of
substances memes are realized and copied. Before going any further I want to
emphasize that the functionalist view is the one which we cannot escape despite the
well-known problems with functionalism. As Searle states (2004, chap. 2), the
computer functionalist view is one of the strongest views in cognitive science.
Following the criticism made by the extended cognition hypothesis, we can see that
this hypothesis has fruitful outcomes in understanding cultural phenomena.
Recently, the extended cognition hypothesis is generally thought to be “mandated
by the existence of functionally specified cognitive systems whose boundaries are
located partly outside the skin” (Wheeler, 2010, p. 1). Andy Clark has dubbed this
position extended functionalism (Clark, 2008a, 2008b).

In the context of extending cognition and functionalism, one important discussion is
about the relationship between extended cognition and extended functionalism. The

question is about the necessity of extended functionalist essence of extended
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cognition. Sprevak (forthcoming) advocates extended functionalism and makes it
clear that “[a]n advocate of HEC [hypothesis of extended cognition] has two
choices: (1) accept functionalism and radical HEC; (2) give up HEC entirely. > This
issue will be discussed in detail later. But, before this discussion, I will briefly
present functionalist approach to human cognition, and discuss how beneficial
applying functionalism to cognition-in-culture, after the extended cognition

discussion.
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CHAPTER 3

FUNCTIONLISM

Monist views of the philosophy of mind can be grouped in two accounts:
materialism and idealism. Idealism is not a favorable account among the scientists
of mind and the behaviorist accounts of materialism also became disreputable
among cognitive scientists after 1950s. The physicalist accounts of the mind have
become very popular in the field. Physicalist argue that every mental process is
identical with some biological or brain process. Two commonly accepted views
vary according to their understanding of identity. Some accounts claims that there
are some types of mental states which are identical with some types of brain states.
But the identification of the types of state is the problem that is to be resolved.
Another group of identity theories hold that a certain mental state is identical with a
certain brain state. The former group of identity theory is called type identity and
the latter is called token identity theories. Functionalism is the result of the effort for
solving the problem of precise identification of states. This identification problem
has the view that “there are some mental states which are identified as the same” in
different bodies. If two different brains can have the same mental state, according to
token identity theory they must have the same physical brain state. But this is
impossible. In this sense, the functionalist view has a good account in explaining
what the mental states which are identical with physical states are. Functionalism
identifies mental states in the way that if we try to decompose brain processes into
sub-processes and find causal relations between these sub-processes, then the best
way for the decomposition is identifying functional roles of physical processes in
the whole system. In that sense, there may be sameness in the functional roles of

different brain processes in the whole system. (see Putnam, 1967; Searle, 2004)
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Functionalism is basically “the doctrine that what makes something a mental state
of a particular type does not depend on its internal constitution, but rather on the
way it functions, or the role it plays, in the system of which it is a part” (Levin,
2009, sec. What is Functionalism?) In this thesis I will attempt to show how
functionalism, especially the extended functionalism is fruitful in the area of
cultural evolution, and how this extended functionalist views support the Darwinian
cultural evolution. In order to do so, I will first discuss functionalism within the

context of cultural evolution.

3.1 Functionalism in Cultural Evolution

As I mentioned earlier, in memetics we talk about units in cultural evolution. We
must have a method in identifying the unit of cultural transmission. According to
discussions until now, it is almost impossible to find physically realized units of
culture. But we also have some reappearing structures in the cultural-cognitive

environment. Then, how can we identify these structures?

Function and selection in cognitive-cultural evolution

If there is a selection on the varieties of replicating units, selection mechanisms and
the replication mechanisms are defined by each other. The thing that is selected can
be called replicating unit, and the replicating unit is the thing that is selected in the
cultural cognitive environment. Hence, identification of selection mechanisms
would be one important step in identifying replicators, if we don't already have

better method in identifying replicators directly.

In identifying units especially for phenomena at an abstract level , we have trade off
in holding token-token identification of units. In this case, Dennett refers to
“abstract functional (or semantic) levels to find our common features” (1995, p.
357). But in what functional or semantic level would these units be realized? What
is the functional unit, if we consider cognitive structures? Here we can take psycho-
functionalist view of cognitive systems. According to psycho-functionalist view

“what makes some neural process an instance of memory trace decay is a matter of
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how it functions, or the role it plays, in a cognitive system; its neural or chemical
properties are relevant only insofar as they enable that process to do what trace
decay is hypothesized to do” (Levin, 2009, sec. Psycho-Functionalism). The
mechanisms of cultural evolution lies on cognitive mechanisms which are
functionally identified in a cognitive system. And these processes and mental states
are “invoked by cognitive psychological theories”. This view is quite compatible

with biology as well.

Cognitive psychology, that is, is intended by its proponents to be a “higher-
level” science like biology: just as, in biology, physically disparate entities can
all be hearts as long as they function to circulate blood in a living organism,
and physically disparate entities can all be eyes as long as they enable an
organism to see, disparate physical structures or processes can be instances of
memory trace decay — or more familiar phenomena such as thoughts,
sensations, and desires — as long as they play the roles described by the
relevant cognitive theory.(Levin, 2009, sec. Psycho-Functionalism)

In this sense, we can add the replicating units of culture to the list of cognitive
phenomena. Thus, they will be part of cognitive cultural environment as long as

they play the roles described by the relevant cultural-cognitive theory.

What is distinctive about psycho-functionalism is its claim that mental states
and processes are just those entities, with just those properties, postulated by
the best scientific explanation of human behavior. This means, first, that the
form of the theory can diverge from the “machine table” specifications of
machine state functionalism. It also means that the information used in the
functional characterization of mental states and processes needn't be restricted
to what is considered common knowledge or common sense, but can include
information available only by careful laboratory observation and
experimentation. (Levin, 2009, sec. Psycho-Functionalism)

As explained by Levin, we can go beyond the computer functionalism. Within the
scope of the present study, information used in functional characterization of
replicating cognitive states or chains of cognitive states is mostly the result of

imitation and working memory studies (see Chapter 4, p.38).

But is the functionalist stance appropriate for selection and fitness explanation in
cultural evolution? “As a process, adaptation confers advantage upon organisms

which are organized in such a way that their parts have functions which allow them
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to better survive in their environment” (Menary, 2008, p. 108). As we can see,
functions of the parts of organism allow organism to have a greater chance for
survival. Similar case can be made for units of cultural selection. If some structures
which are acquired by interaction with the environment in ontogenetic development
are replicating in cultural environment, then they mostly have functions, even if
some of them do not have any identifiable function. But a quite similar case is valid
for biological evolution. If some structures are replicated even if they don't have a
function, then they don't play any role in survival of the organism. Nevertheless

they can acquire a function which may play a role in the survival of organisms.

Function in the context

I also want to draw attention to functional necessities which are defined by the
relationship between body of the organism and biological environment. Need for
any structure is determined both by the environment and also by the body of the
organism. Pumping blood which is the function of the heart is determined by bodily
need and the heart is selected. Flying which is the function of the wings is
determined both by bodily and environmental needs and the wings are selected. If
there is a functional need which is determined by cognitive system some structures
will meet the need but the way how it is done is in the interest of memetics in
identifying selection mechanisms and replicating units. But the identification of
functional needs in cultural environment is rather predefined by biological
structures. But it does not mean that they are not important in memetics but their

structures are mostly the result of phylogeny rather than ontogeny.

As I said, functions are not determined merely by bodily structures, but are actually
the result of body-environment relationship, because the body evolves in the
environment and the functional roles of structures are embodied in the environment.
Thus, function has a unifying role in collaborating inside and outside from an

adaptationist perspective:

The bird needs its nest to function properly in exactly the same way that it
needs, on the other hand, its skin and feathers and, on the other, its seeds. The

28



nest, the feathers, and the seeds [food] are all part of the same organismic
system. Conversely, the immune systems of the bird are designed to deal
precisely with things spatially inside its body but that are not part of the
biological system. The distinction between what is spatially “inside” and what
is spatially “outside” the bird, as such, has no significance for the study of the
avian biological system. The only interesting principled distinction that can be
drawn between that portion of the organismic system that is the organism
proper and that portion of it that is normal environment is not determined by a
spatial boundary. (Milikan 1993, p.159 taken from Menary, 2008, pp. 107-108)

Very similar remarks are also made by Clark: “The pumping adaptation of the
sponge cannot be properly described unless we take into account its immediate
surroundings, its environmental niche” (Clark, 1989). A similar case can be found in
the cultural environment, especially regarding the cultural replicators' adaptation. A
diver uses some artifact and behavior underwater. And functional roles of his or her
cultural structures cannot be understood unless we take into account its immediate
surroundings. That functional role and the way of meeting the functional need have

an evolutionary lineage.

If something has a function in a system and that system has the ability to survive
and if we can say that the system is a composition of the functional things in the
system, then our focus must be the functional things in the system. They are

somehow inherited then they are in the focus of evolutionary analysis.

It can be said that most of the processes in the physical cognitive system cannot be
attributed a specific function. But the presence of some distinct structures
replicating in relatively high fidelity suggests that there must be some definite
functional structures that enable the system to fit in the environment’. This last point
indicates extended cognition hypothesis which will be discussed in the following

section.

7 The environment can be considered as the interactions with the physical
environment including inter-personal interactions.
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3.2 How Cognition Extends

In classical [internalist] cognitivist views, cognition is thought within the
boundaries of the body or in the neural system or the brain. The environment at the
outside of the body is also thought outside of cognition. But as Clark & Chalmers
(1998) and many others (Clark, 2008b; Kirsh & Maglio, 1994; Kirsh, 1995) argued,
the epistemic action rather than pragmatic ones determines the boundaries of
cognitive processes. This view differs from the classical externalism of Putnam
(1975) and Burge (1979) in a sense that the “relevant external features are active,
playing a crucial role in the here and now. Because they are coupled with the human
organism, they have a direct impact on the organism and on its behavior” (Clark &
Chalmers, 1998, p. 9). From the Putnam and Burge's views, the features “play no
role in driving the cognitive process in the here-and-now” (1998, p. 9). According to
this view, some parts of the environment around us are the part of our cognitive
processes. Clark (2008b) mentions his personal communication with Edwin

Hutchins, and says that

Plastic human brains may nonetheless learn to factor the operation and the
information-bearing role of such external props and artifacts [such as nautical
slide rule] deep into their own problem-solving routines, creating hybrid
cognitive circuits that are themselves the physical mechanisms underlying
specific problem-solving performances. ... under certain conditions, such props
and structures might count as proper parts of extended cognitive processes.
(Clark, 2008b, p. 68)

In the ontological development process by the capability of plasticity in human
brain and body, some props and structures count as “proper parts of extended
cognitive processes”. From this perspective, all designs in the environment have a
part of a whole cognitive processes. And following the extended functionalism,
accumulated design in culture is located both in human body and environment as
two different perspectives of one functional unit, viz., if some cognitive processes to
be identified regarding their roles in cultural evolutionary processes, they are not

only located in human body; however, the location of processes must be extended.

To be more explicit, unit of cultural evolution must be extended in spatial
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continuum. As I mentioned earlier, this information processing view allows us to
make an abstraction of some mental states from the physical underlying
mechanisms, which leads to functionalist view of cognition. But in the extended
cognition case, the functional states are not functional abstraction of only brain
states, but also the boundaries of the functional states are extended. Now, the
functional states of extended cognition are extended to the environment. Clark calls
this kind of functionalism as I mentioned before extended functionalism. On the

basis of this view, how can we identify the units that replicate themselves?

Units of functional analysis

Gregory Batesons' unit of analysis may give us an understanding of how the
replicating units can be identified. He gives the following example of a blind man
using a stick, going tap, tap. He asks the question: “Where do I start? Is my mental
system bounded at the handle of the stick? Is it bounded by my skin? Does it start
half way up the stick?”” (Bateson, 1972, p. 459) e says that “[t]he stick is a pathway
along which transforms of difference are being transmitted. The way to delineate
the system is to draw the limiting line in such a way that you do not cut any of these
pathways in ways which leave things inexplicable” (p.459). Similarly if we have
some cultural units in cultural environment they cannot be limited to the body or
brain. Edward Hutchins (1995) says that “[t]he proper unit of analysis ... includes
the socio material environment of the person, and the boundaries of the system may
shift during the course of activity” (Hutchins, 1995, p. 292). He also emphasizes the
importance of temporal boundaries which determines the learning process of

activities.

As we can see, boundaries of cognitive activity are not restricted to the body. Thus,
if the replicating units are located in the boundaries of cognition then we can also
extend the location of the replicator. Then we can predict that the replicating units in
the cultural environment are not necessarily in the individual mind or more truly, in
the electrical configuration of neuronal nodes in an individual brain as Aunger

claims. In the cultural environment, it is more reasonable to investigate the units of
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cultural evolution in broader working area. Because culture is transmitted not only
via the biological-physical structure of human body which is shaped and
informationally loaded (information accumulation) in the phylogenetic and
ontogenetic processes, but also transmitted via cognitive artifacts which are parts of
extended mental states. As I mentioned before, replicating mental states cannot be
thought independently of the environment. That is missing in cultural transmission
view of Aunger and the other mentalist memeticists. Now, I shall pursue on what |
mean by epistemic action and its role in the multiple realizability requirements in

cultural transmission process.

Epistemic actions

Kirsh & Maglio define epistemic actions as follows: “Epistemic actions -physical
actions that make mental computation easier, faster, or more reliable- are external
actions that an agent performs to change its own computational state” (1994, p. 3).
The environment is used as part of the computation processes of an individual's
cognition. Another aspect of the epistemic actions is that “Epistemic actions are
actions designed to change the input to an agent's information-processing system.
They are ways an agent has of modifying the external environment to provide
crucial bits of information just when they are needed most” (Kirsh & Maglio, 1994,
p. 38). The epistemic actions indicate the relationship between body and the

environment.

The epistemic actions are the actions which are part of external environment, in this
sense, they also change the agent's “internal” computational processes. That is to
say, the information in the environment is highly coupled with agents’ information
processing system. Then the information in the environment becomes a part of the
information processing system of the cognitive agent through the epistemic actions.
And this indicates the importance of focusing on the processes rather than sole
isolated units in time and space. In the following section, I will discuss the

importance of context in which functional identification occurs.
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3.3 Functionalism Extended in Cultural Cognition

According to the extended cognition hypothesis (henceforth ExC), there are
conditions under which thinking and thoughts (or more precisely, the material
vehicles that realize thinking and thoughts) are spatially distributed over brain,
body and world, in such a way that the external (beyond-the-skin) factors
concerned are rightly accorded fully-paid-up cognitive status.(Wheeler, 2010,

p- D
Function in cultural environment

Functions cannot be independent of their context. In one cultural environment, one
movement may have a certain function/meaning but in another -cultural
environment/context it may have another function. If we consider shaking up and
down one's head that movement has the function of salutation in the American
cultural context, but in the Turkish context it means/has the function of giving
negative answer if one raises her head. If we consider someone (A) who raises his
head with an intention of giving negative answer in New York, the function of the
movement in the mental processes of the agent who does that movement is to give
negative answer (f,e in A's mental processes), it will have a different function in the
cultural environment or in that cultural context (fuwe in NY cultural environment).
The movement of raising one's head in two different context (A raises her head in
NY and Ankara), even if it is a descendant of the same “narrow” functional states
(fiee In A's mental processes), it cannot have the same function in the other cultural
environment (compare f,,, in Ankara and fiue in NY cultural environments) and
function of the movement will be changed when we consider the broader functional
states of cultural environment®. It can be exapted with a different function. Thus,
survival of this raising head movement is not only dependent on the function (fics)
in individual's (A') mental processes but it is also dependent on the function
(fsanwtion) in broader cultural context or processes (NY cultural environment). If this
movement is selected it will satisfy a functional need of salutation rather than
negative answer and will be selected because of that function. The same is valid for

the biological evolution. Bird wings can have a functional transformation from

8 Remember function is the main property of the cultural unit, which makes the cultural unit be
selected in the cognitive processes and thus culture.
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thermo-regulatory function to flying function. This example show us why functional
extension of mental states is important in understand cultural transmission, selection

and adaptation mechanism.

I think this is a comprehensive view which induces a solution to the problems of
studying culture scientifically proposed by Sperber (abstract representations),
Midley (not atoms but patterns), Gould (transmission across lineages) and Dennett
(semantic vs. syntactic distinction) in the Critics of Memetics section above. T The
thing which makes abstract representations enter directly into causal relations of
physical body and environment is the functional abstraction mechanism argued in
the previous sections. From this perspective every thing happens in the causal
closure of physical reality. However, the abstracted units are actually, not in the
substance or property dualist senses but in the functionalist sense in the philosophy
of mind, abstraction of physical reality (See Levin, 2009, 1; and for dualism
Robinson, 2007, 2.1). But these functional abstractions are not in the boundaries of
body as it is claimed in conventional functionalism but in the boundaries of
functional roles which allows us to locate a unit into broader context in order to
identify the units of selection. From this extended functional perspective, it is easier
to identify units regarding history of functional needs and the mechanisms that
satisfies that needs. Then, temporal aspect of cultural transmission is another
important aspect of cultural transmission together with the spatial aspect. This
extended functionalist approach frees us to see how cultural units can be identified
in time and space with what kind of mechanisms. According to this view, there is no
something like transmission across lineages, but switching between different
functional aspects which are determined according to temporally and spatially
shaped contexts. If two evolutionary functional lineages are converging than it is
highly possible that these linages becomes a part of a new lineage which is in a

broader spatio-temporal context.

The example above shows us an important point: the function of a mental state

cannot be considered independently of the context of that state in which it occurs.
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And then in some cases, the context of a functional state can be taken as part of that
functional state. This view also implies an extended functionalist view. According to
this view, the functional state which is copied and selected in the cultural
environment may not be just the state in one body which causes the head lifting
movement but the state which embodies more than one body. From this perspective
it is clear that only the mental state which “causes” head lifting is not a cultural unit
but more extended physical medium can be considered as a location of the cultural
unit. In other words, cultural evolution needs the extended view of cognition,
especially in the case of the selection of some functional units. Context and thus,
spatial and temporal boundaries of cognitive activities are the major issues in
cultural selection. In this sense, functional abstraction is one plausible way to

identify units of selection.

Is it possible to argue that, in the case of biological evolution, units of biological
selection can be extended: extended phenotype? It is discussed that extended
phenotype perspective in biology is a counter part of the extended cognition
hypotheses (See Clark, 2008b, pp. 123,218; Menary, 2008). And similar arguments
can also be proposed in biological case. As I mentioned also above, extended
functionalist approach is has strong notions in evolutionary thinking due to its

situating selectional mechanisms into environment in which selection occurs.

Cultural selection

From this extended functionalist perspective, first, functional identification of units
makes it clear, in the cultural environment, that the structures re-appear in cultural
environment while phenomenal aspect of conventional cultural literature including
conventional memeticists' ideas are saved. Second, extending embodied-embedded
functional mental states into the cultural cognitive environment let us see that the
extra categories like artifact, behaviors and ideas are just part of a whole series of
processes. Thus, there is no need to use terms like instigators as Aunger does
because they are mostly parts of the units, rather than the instigators of replication

process of the units.
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Figure 5: Illustration of individual cognitive and cultural

processes. Individual cognitions are the cultural

environment themselves and the functional selection is not

only located at an individual cognition, but it must be

identified in more broad context of whole cognitive-cultural

environment.
Following the argument above one may argue that there are some cultural units that
don't have any apparent functional role. In that case we can easily argue that there is
quite similar case in biological structures. There are genes, units of biological
evolution, which don't have any apparent function. Because, in the biological
environment in which fitness and selection occur, only traits can be attributed to
have functions But in many cases it is not possible to show one to one gene-trait
relationship in a biological system of organisms. But this doesn't mean that the gene
does not have the potential of a having function or that that the gene already has a
role in a trait and thus has a function which couldn't be identified. From a new
perspective it may be claimed that DNA has a function alone or with some other

genes.

In the cognitive-cultural environment, evolutionary changes occur regarding the
“information” and design accumulation. In order to identify replicating distinct
cultural units, extended functionalist approach proposes a good Darwinian
evolutionary understanding of cultural change. In the fol