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In this essay, I propose a mental architecture, a blueprint for how the mind works. The mind, not the brain. This is about the structure of experience. I leave biology to others. I propose this mental architecture as a set of principles and processes for any socialized human mind, not just my own. In doing that, I look past autobiography to fundamental structures and operations.

This report is not scientific in the usual sense, although it is an empirical account based on systematic observation. The essay describes the result of that investigation. I cite collateral scientific evidence where appropriate, but the plain fact is that science does not have much to say about the mind. Science studies brains. A mind is less than a vapor for science. Even so, I try to avoid contradicting scientific principles.

Another guiding principle is that mental observation (introspection) must be disciplined. We have the remarkable ability to introspect on our mind's contents and operations, which counts as naturalistic observation. How introspection works and how reliable it is, are questions dealt with separately in my methodology monograph, Scientific Introspection (Adams, 2020).

This investigation revealed that the mind comprises three strands of braided mental activity. I describe those separate strands and how they work together. The result is a conceptual architecture for the structure and function of the mind.

A three-part structure for human experience is not a new idea. Ancient Christians described tensions among body, mind, and soul. The Catholic Church centers on a Holy Trinity. Plato divided the soul into three parts: rationality, emotion, and motivation. In the Renaissance, the mind had three faculties: memory, imagination, and reason. Freud said the relevant parts were ego, id, and superego.

While plausible to various degrees, all these descriptions seemed like loose metaphors. I wanted an account that could withstand the scrutiny of close observation and reason. What we have in this book is a proposed architecture of the mind based on careful naturalistic observation. Perhaps it could be called an empirically disconfirmable, quasi-scientific hypothesis. Call it that, or call it wild speculation, but I believe it might turn out to be useful either way.

Who is this essay for? I imagine my audience to be a group of (applauding, cheering) psychologists, philosophers of mind, and students of consciousness. Add in a crowd of theorists interested in artificial intelligence, psycholinguistics, and robots, and a sprinkling of science-fiction writers. Those are my readers. I am all those things, so that's who I write for.

I decided to forgo most scholarly citations in the text to improve readability. The list of references at the end is, therefore, a bibliography, not traditional sentence-by-sentence academic documentation. I also decided to sequester many definitions of mental terms into a glossary at the end. I explain terms in the text, but since the language of mental description is sparse and not well-agreed-upon, definitions often need more qualification. Rather than bog down the narrative, I offer the interested reader a glossary.

A big decision in writing this report was to excise the body. Minds are embodied, and we cannot hope to fully understand how a mind works without considering its bodily context. But I found that any analysis of mind-body interaction quickly ballooned into a significant topic. In the interests of complexity management, I decided to block that path temporarily. Discussion of embodiment will take place in a separate monograph.

My science-fiction novels might illuminate some of the ideas presented here. Sometimes a dramatization can get at subtleties that elude nonfiction. For example, in my "Newcomers" series, self-reflective robots struggle to understand the difference between their own AI minds and their creators' human minds, which seem alien to them. Links to those books are in the bibliography.

I have confidence in the mental machinery described in this essay, but it is by no means the end of the story. New horizons are forever opening on the vast inner terrain. This monograph is a flag planted.

William A. Adams, writing as William X. Adams.

September 2020
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Chapter 1. Three Components of Mind
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The main proposal is that the mind is not a single process but a concert of three different activities. At first glance, that might not seem plausible. When you introspect, you find only one mind. One mind per person; that's the rule.

But a thing can have parts. A jazz trio is composed of a piano, a bass, and drums. Together, they produce the blended sound of the trio, even while we discriminate the individual contributions. Likewise, we can analyze the mind into its main components.

Why Three?

Why is the mind not a choir of twenty-two voices? Why not a hundred elements, like the players in a major orchestra? My best answer is simple: three components are what I found. It is what it is.

However, I also realize that introspection involves conceptualization, and that entails judgment. I could have analyzed the components of mind in other ways, just as you could say that a choir of twenty-two people has only four elements: bass, baritone, tenor, and soprano. So again, why three parts of mind?

My motivation in this project was to find the smallest number of elements and the fewest number of processes that could be united into a system of mind that accounted for experience and which I could understand and explain. I identified a half-dozen irreducible components and a small number of unanalyzable processes, depending on how you count. I'll enumerate those as we go, but we need to rise above that granularity to see the whole system.

For simplicity, aesthetics, and my ability to explain, I organized it all into a conceptual plan of three components. Three was the right number of building blocks for me. Somebody else might do it some other way.

Point of View

My strong temptation was to present a diagram of the mind with boxes and arrows neatly labeled. But it is fair to ask of any such diagram, which part drew it? Where is the observer of the system represented here? You can't leave that out because observation is mental, and the system shown would be incomplete. 

A complete representation of the mind would need a picture of a little eye off to one side to stand for the observer. Oh, wait. Then I'd need another eye to observe that first eye. I'd need a whole line of eyes, each observing the previous. Maybe I could continue on another page.

This is the old problem of reflexivity that haunts any analysis of mind. If I imagine an observer inside my head, a homunculus who observes my mind, I face a perplexity. The homunculus himself must have a mind, and his mind needs a homunculus of its own. That gets me nowhere.

In science, we have a similar problem in being unable to see the insides of our bodies. But we do not imagine a little physician inside the body, observing how everything works. We look at each other's bodies. Because we are all the same kind of animal, I can assume that the organs and nerves and blood vessels described in a medical textbook, derived from examining dissected corpses, fairly well represent my own body.

That method doesn't work for examination of the mind because each person can "see" only their own. It is not possible to directly examine other minds and build up a composite picture of the generalized human mind. I also can't easily step out of my mind to get a clear look at it. If I do manage to step out of my mind, as I do every night during dreamless sleep, I have no point of view, and I see nothing.

Many analysts of mind skip this problem or seem unaware of it. They implicitly assume a magical homunculus that observes the mind and whispers its findings to the writer, who transcribes them. Edmund Husserl, for example, the founder of phenomenology, a type of introspection, went so far as to give his homunculus a name. He called it "the transcendental ego." How the transcendental ego itself worked remained an unanswered question.

Sigmund Freud, another great narrator of the mind, invoked no homunculus. He described the ego as a passive bubble, buffeted by the forces of the unconscious and the superego. But Freud must have been exempt from his description because the ego he described could not have written his books about the mind. Or, if it did, the books would be meaningless. They would be the arbitrary traces of impersonal forces. His theory of the mind undercuts its validity.

Here's how I solve the homunculus problem. The ego, the conscious, theory-writing part of the mind, has moods. It can be hyper-analytic, or it can be quiet and vigilant like a still and watchful hunter. In that state, it is open to feelings and intuition, inputs from other parts of the mind. Later, when the ego resumes hyper-analytic mode, that input can be analyzed.

That is one ego that plays two roles. The analytic one conceptualizes the earlier, receptive role. There is no magical elf in the head, only alternating states mind. The link between those states is memory.

An everyday parallel is remembering a dream. Right after you wake up, it seems vivid and emotionally salient. But in fifteen minutes, it is gone unless you make a special effort to save it. That's because when you woke up, your mind was still half-asleep, passive, receptive, not fully engaged in the world. That state is irrelevant to the later, caffeinated, awake state.

Many writers find that they get their best ideas in the morning soon after waking. They write in their morning journal, and those sketchy ideas become fodder for stories. The fully-awake mind can consider and analyze the memory of the foggy and dreamy one as if the latter were a homunculus observing the former. But the alert mind is still the same actor, just wearing a different hat.

I described the method by which the ego can be urged to take these different roles in my methodological exposition, Scientific Introspection, listed in the bibliography. The use of that method produces a virtual homunculus, an analytic ego capable of self-description. That's how I solve the point of view problem.

The Three Processes of Mind

I gave the three primary activities of the mind these labels:


· The socio-linguistic mind (SLM)

· The sensorimotor cycle (SMC)

· The intrinsic motivational source (IMS)


I admit these are not catchy labels for the components. I often think of them as characters in a novel, Slim, Smoc, and Imsa. Slim would be an Earthling. Smoc and Imsa would be aliens.

The Socio-linguistic Mind (SLM)

The SLM is the social and linguistic set of mental activities that we are most familiar with. It is the set of cognitive processes that make up thinking, problem-solving, communication, conceptualization, abstraction, imagery, music-making, and much else. It is the home of language and logic, analysis and synthesis, planning, and remembering. I collect all the familiar cognitive processes into this category and label them the SLM.

The name highlights the two most essential characteristics of the SLM. First, it is social. All cognitive skills are learned from one's community, either by imitation or by explicit teaching and learning. A person without a community does not exhibit the characteristics of a human mind. We see that in feral children. The more isolated from society they were, the less human-like they are when recovered by society. So-called "wolf-children" who grew up with wild animals show some cognitive capacity, such as problem-solving. Still, any animal does that because animals also live in societies and learn cognitive skills. Other than that, though, wolf-children aren't very human.

The "linguistic" part of the SLM label names the most important cognitive skill for humans, language. As much as we like to think that humans are unique in being the linguistic animal, language is not an inborn trait. It must be learned from society, and if it isn't taught and learned, it does not develop spontaneously. I put language in the name of the SLM because it dominates our thinking and certainly our communication. We don't always turn our thoughts into sentences, but quite often, we do. Language is deeply infused into the thinking of the adult mind, so it seems necessary to characterize the whole cognitive category with the linguistic label.

I am using my SLM right now to conceptualize my thoughts and write these words, and you are using your SLM to read and understand them. That demonstrates not only that our thinking is linguistic at the moment, but also social. The SLM does nothing outside of a social context and everything within a social context. I'll explain that claim in more detail later.

The Sensorimotor Cycle (SMC)

The SMC is a different module of mind. It is the experience of being embodied, such as when exploring a new object or a new space. Your body walks over there and looks and sniffs around. Usually, your body more-or-less does the right things under SMC guidance. You don't explicitly decide how every toe on every foot needs to move. Your SMC operates the body in an appropriate way, all on its own. The SMC has its own kind of "intelligence," seen in activities like driving a car on "automatic pilot" or catching a fly ball in center field.

The SMC is not the body. It is a kind of mentality. Its main actions are exploratory intentionality (which leads to "motor," or bodily activity) and coordinated apprehension of sensory experience (the "sensori," or perceptual stimulation from the body). Explore the world and adapt: that's the story of the SMC. The SMC runs the body, but it is not the body.

The Sensorimotor Cycle is, above all, a cycle. It initiates intentional, exploratory motor output and looks for the satisfaction of that intention with sense-data. If the cycle is broken, satisfaction is lacking, and the SMC signals emotional distress. For example, if you stumble on a sidewalk, that's not what your SMC intended. You might feel the result in your cognitive SLM as frustration or even momentary panic, and you say, "Damn! Why don't they fix these sidewalks?" If you bump into a glass door because you didn't see it, the result is similar. If you swing at a fastball and miss, you also get a distress signal from the SMC.

The SMC and the SLM usually work well together. Often, the SLM gives orders, and the SMC carries them out through bodily expression. Other times, the SMC alerts the SLM to an unexpected bodily input, which might be an alert (Duck!), but it could be something good. "Do I smell cookies?"

Aside from exploration in pursuit of sensory satisfaction, which all animals do, many complex human SMC actions were initially socially learned. Language skills are prime examples. Speaking, writing, spelling, and typing were all taught and learned. None are built into the SMC. They all come to the SMC via the social and cognitive SLM. Walking upright is learned the same way. You have to be taught how to do it.

Most complex sensorimotor skills, such as driving a car and playing the piano, were learned one tiny move at a time under the precise intellectual control of the SLM. Eventually, individual actions become integrated and automatic, and after that, we usually have no memory of their acquisition. Skills like reading were handed off to the Sensorimotor Cycle long ago.

The SMC is a kind of mentality, but unlike the cognitive SLM, it has no capacity for language or thought. It is only minimally self-aware. It will withdraw a hand from a hot stove, but it doesn't have any ideas. Introspection by the SMC is not a possibility.

The Intrinsic Motivational Source (IMS)

The third partner-in-mind is called the Intrinsic Motivational Source. The IMS lies beyond normal cognitive awareness, so the SLM usually does not even know about it. The IMS has no capacity for conceptualization, language, or thought. It is a "lights-out" operation, working without the illumination of conceptual self-awareness.

The Intrinsic Motivational Source is the motivational engine for the other mental modules. It provides their animation, their impetus to act and explore. The IMS is the motivation of the mind.

Here's an example of how the IMS works. A terrestrial animal will not intentionally walk off the edge of a cliff. Why not? Because the IMS provides motivation suitable for the animal's embodiment. For the kind of body a dog has, there is no motivation to go off the edge of a cliff, whereas a bird wouldn't hesitate. The dog does not decide to stay on solid ground. It just knows, in a non-conceptual way, with its SMC, that dogs don't fly. A human would be much the same, although, with its well-developed SLM, the human might think, "If I had a hang-glider..."

A human SLM is not motivated to kill everyone it meets. Why not? Because the IMS provides motivation appropriate for the kind of deep empathy that drives most human interaction. Somebody could be a crazed killer, but that's not normal. The "S" in SLM is for "Social." Normally, the SLM is deeply entwined with its community. The motivation to act and adapt is customized to the social needs of the SLM just as it is customized otherwise to the survival needs of the SMC. The SMC must keep the body alive and working because it cannot do its job without the body. The SLM must remain engaged in a social matrix because it cannot survive in isolation.

The SLM and the SMC are motivated, but their animation is not intrinsic to themselves. The source of their motivation is the IMS, a distinct kind of mental process. Where does the Intrinsic Motivational Source get its own motivation? From nowhere. Motivation is intrinsic to the IMS. That means the animation of the mind overall is built into the IMS, not derived from any other source. Chiefly, it is not derived from biology. It is mental motivation.

How the Three Partners Get Along

The SLM can introspect, which often leads people to the incorrect conclusion that the SLM is the mind's totality. That presumption is common in philosophy of mind, phenomenology, and nearly all of cognitive psychology. Clinical psychologists, who have at least encountered Freud's theory, are more open to the idea that other parts of the mind lie beyond the SLM.

The SLM likes to declare itself the beginning and end of consciousness. Because of that tendency, many theorists flatly deny the existence of any invisible, silent partners, such as an "unconscious mind." Certainly, such thinkers would resist the idea that the SLM has two silent and co-equal partners, the SMC and the IMS.

Paradoxically, the SLM is the only one of the three with the power to introspect, conceptualize, and formulate an idea of what the mind is like. With all that power, it can make itself the Sun King if it wants to. Who is going to argue? Not the SMC. Not the IMS. They can't think. They can't speak. The SLM wins.

But no matter how great the SLM thinks it is, my thesis is that it is entirely dependent upon two other components of the mind that are just as important. All three parts are necessary. It is an error to assume that the socio-linguistic mind is the sum-total of the mind.

I admit it is odd to consider that the SLM, what I ordinarily think of as "my mind," has two silent partners. It's actually a little disturbing. Who are these partners? Where are they, and what do they want? My first reaction is to reject the idea of the three-part mind. The SLM is pleased with its self-aggrandizement as the entire mind and does not relish the prospect of a power-sharing arrangement.

On the other hand, we have to admit that a singular mind-as-SLM has a lot to answer for. We don't understand our motivation, especially its sources. We can't understand embodiment, why the body doesn't always do what it is told, and why it does things on its own, like get sick, fall, sleep, and die.

We don't know what intuition is or where creativity comes from. We can't adequately explain memory, attention, or learning, or why we say things we don't mean. Personality is a mystery. We don't know what love is, how to get it, or why it goes wrong. We don't even know why we do the things we do half the time.

So despite the SLM's impulse to reject the concept of a three-part mind, if the new schema promises to clarify psychological life, it is prudent to remain "open-minded."
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Chapter 2. The Socio-linguistic Mind
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The socio-linguistic mind (SLM) is the kind of consciousness characterized by language and thinking, social interaction, and self-awareness. Introspection is an exercise of the SLM because introspection is a species of thinking.

The SLM is what most people mean when they refer to "the mind," although it is really just one-third of the mind. It might seem that the SLM would be the easiest of the three parts of the mind to describe because we are so familiar with it, but it turns out to be a slippery character.

What makes the SLM different from its cohorts is the quality of its mental processes. All SLM processes operate only within a social context. As much as a person likes to imagine that the mind (commonly taken as the SLM) is private and solitary, that is wrong. The SLM is social through-and-through.

The image of Rodin's sculpture, The Thinker, sitting alone on his stump, chin resting on fist, pondering who-knows-what, is profoundly misleading. That is not how thinking works, and it is not what the SLM is about. The SLM is social.

The SLM is a set of mental processes, and I should clarify what I mean by that. Mental process is the same as mental activity. Mental processes are all cognitive events like thinking, imagining, and remembering. I assume that all normal adults know that they have mental processes. It's whatever is going on in your head right now. That's our starting point. I have to assume you are aware
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