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The Problem of Equating Content with  
Process in the Mythopoetic Model

Anna Abraham

The target article sees Asma distinguishing the 
characteristics and workings of the “mythopoetic 
mind” from that of its counterpart; a counter-
part that turns out to be a bit of a shapeshifter 
as it is nameless and inconsistent in form. 
Depending on which part of the paper one is 
attending to, this counterpart to the mythopo-
etic mind could be referring to the representa-
tional mind, the propositional mind, the rational 
mind, the Western mind, the modern mind, the 
impersonal mind, the unemotional mind, the 
conceptual mind, the objective mind, and so on. 

There are two directions this commentary 
could take. One approach would be to contrast 
the mythopoetic model of the mind with the 
so-called dominant model to see which has 
better explanatory power. Unfortunately, the 
scanty citations provided in the feature paper in 
relation to the dominant model do not actually 
indicate who the proponents of this view are and 
which of their works form the basis of these 
claims. In the absence of explicit detailing of this 
information, the reader has to speculate to deter-
mine (a) which scholars within the fields of 
“cognitive science, philosophy of mind, and 
evolutionary psychology” the author is referring 
to, and (b) whether the dominant model of the 
mind is indeed what the culprit scholars 
subscribe to, or if it is merely the case that their 
particular microlevels of scholarly analysis do not 
actually extend to the kind of big picture views 
of the mind that Asma is arguing for. 

The approach taken in this commentary, 
therefore, is necessarily an alternative one. It 
takes the proposed mythopoetic model at face 
value, and reflects on the many questions this 

view of the mind raises. In doing so, three 
selected considerations are highlighted.  

1. Process/Content Confusion

The idea of indicative versus imperative channels 
of knowledge is invoked by the author when 
attempting to situate the mythopoetic mind. 
The distinction made is one between the type of 
knowledge that is purely descriptive in relation 
to a stimulus (indicative: “this is a snake”) and 
the type of knowledge that attributes what can 
probably be described as action tendencies to 
that stimulus (imperative: “I should run away”). 
However, to support this idea that a distinction 
in the type of knowledge content is central to 
defining the mythopoetic mind, Asma does not 
cite literature on conceptual knowledge, but 
instead leans on dual process models to make his 
case. Dual model explanations of how the mind 
works are ubiquitous in the literature and are 
applied to all levels of psychological function, 
including perception (top-down versus 
bottom-up [Kastner and Ungerleider 2000)], 
emotion (conscious versus unconscious [Smith 
and Lane 2015]), memory (implicit versus 
explicit [Squire and Zola 1996]), language (auto-
matic versus controlled [Jeon and Friederici 
2015]), problem solving (intuitive versus analyt-
ical [Pretz 2008]), social cognition (reflexive 
versus reflective [Satpute and Lieberman 2006]), 
and reasoning (intuitive versus reflective [Evans 
and Stanovich 2013]), to name a few. However, 
they do not map onto the Asma distinction of 
indicative versus imperative knowledge content. 
This is because modes of processing are not 
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necessarily paired one-to-one with specific 
content. The burden of explanation hence is to 
make a convincing case for how and why content 
in the mythopoetic model is tied to one stream 
of processing. 

2. �Animism in How We See the World Versus 
How We Explain the World

The conflation of process and content continues 
in the discussion of animism. Asma states: “On 
my view, we are all natural-born animists, and 
those of us in Western developed countries 
slowly learn to discount this mode of cognition 
in favor of a mechanical view of the world.” The 
mythopoetic mind, then, is a stable way of 
perceiving and engaging with the world (premise 
A) that has become dormant in Western  
developed nations (premise B), a claim based on 
a lack of evidence in such nations of “the  
belief/behavior that nature and the physical 
world generally is populated with nonhuman 
agentive minds and goals” (premise C). Premises 
A and B raise the issue of whether the author is 
proposing that different models of the mind are 
required to account for cross-cultural differences. 
In this reading, the dominant model may not be 
“fundamentally flawed” but rather misplaced or 
overemphasized depending on the cultural 
context. Premise C suggests that what matters 
for the mythopoetic mind is not that we tell 
stories, but what kind of stories we tell. That is 
to say, it is precisely how we explain our world 
(which is culturally bound) that matters to the 
mythopoetic mind, not how we see our world as 
human beings (which in large part relies on 
general purpose operations of the mind). This is 
noteworthy when considering evidence that 
demonstrates the penchant for the human mind 
to readily read personal significance into seem-
ingly neutral contexts (Sui, Rotshtein, and 
Humphreys 2013; Abraham 2015), and that our 
perceptual systems are generally primed to 
ascribe animacy, agency, and attributions even 
when deriving explanations of events containing 

nonsocial stimuli (Heider and Simmel 1944; 
Bloom and Veres 1999; Scholl and Tremoulet 
2000). This fits with the idea of the intentional 
stance, which holds that an involuntary reading 
of intentions will occur even in sparse, low- 
narrative contexts when the events that unfold 
cannot be explained by applying a physical 
stance (appealing to immutable laws of nature) 
or a design stance (based on preordained prop-
erties of an artefact) (Dennett 1987). The 
question for the mythopoetic model, then, is to 
specify the parameters of the type of story that 
engages the mythopoetic mind, and how the 
processes involved differ from these general 
purpose mechanisms of reflexive intention 
ascription. 

3. �Deriving the Mythopoetic Mind from 
Mythopoetic Processes

The author derives insights about the mythopo-
etic mind based on work that examines purport-
edly mythopoetic operations (e.g., engaging with 
fiction). Making a case for the principal involve-
ment of the default mode brain network (DMN) 
in the mythopoetic mind based on empirical 
research on daydreaming is a particularly curious 
choice for a model that is repeatedly character-
ized throughout the paper as one that is nonrep-
resentational, noninferential, embodied, 
enactive, and extended. The DMN, after all, is 
notably “suppressed during tasks that demand 
external attention” and is engaged during states 
of internal mentation tapped by tasks involving 
“remembering, envisioning the future and 
making inferences about other people’s beliefs” 
(Buckner and DiNicola 2019, 593, 596). In the 
same vein, the claim that the lack of imagery in 
the case of aphantasia and “the low attribution 
of other minds” in the case of autism is evidence 
of the unimaginative counterpart to the mytho-
poetic mind not only constitutes a blunt 
lumping together of very different facets of 
imagination (Abraham 2016; 2020), but also 
provides no explanation of the preserved/enhanced 
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imagination that can and does occur in such 
populations (e.g., Maras et al. 2014; Kasirer, 
Adi-Japha, and Mashal 2020).  

Notwithstanding the many thorny issues that 
come with juxtapositions of simple binaries like 
the exotic old world/mind versus the mecha-
nistic new world/mind, the examination of the 
utility of the mythopoetic model cannot be 
established by merely going head-to-head with 

an amorphous dominant model. It also needs to 
address how it offers a better explanation of the 
human mind than other models of the imagina-
tion that are similarly informed by psychological, 
neuroscientific, evolutionary, and philosophical 
traditions (e.g., Schacter et al. 2012; Mullally 
and Maguire 2013; Abraham and Bubic 2015; 
Abraham 2016; Irish 2020; Andrews-Hanna and 
Grilli 2021).
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