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1. Introduction

Such are the musings of the eccentric, ex-Parisian lawyer, Jean-Baptiste Clamence,
a character endowed by Camus with a disturbing willingness to confront the
purpose of existence. After a series of calamitous events, Clamence embarks on
a journey to dissect the “artifice” of external meaning, ultimately concluding
that existence itself is an affliction of epic proportions—albeit one that humans
may never be fully able to escape. On Clamence’s view, meaning is an illusion
which embeds individuals in self-narratives that lead to elaborate and “absurd”
human conventions and deontic frames of social discourse that typically go
unchallenged. The Fall is a brooding, dark portrait of humanity to be sure, but at its
core lays an idea which may linger well beyond its engaging literary effects.
Clamence captures a profound truth about the way humans have evolved to
confront the realities of their own lives: that the self sees the self as a privileged entity,
forever playing to real or imagined audiences, thus tangling itself tighter and tighter
inside a web of abstractions whose ontological status become increasingly difficult
to ascertain—abstractions that cognitive scientists somewhat apologetically refer to
as ““‘meaning.”

Consider Clamence’s confession. He asserts that he has no religion, but he
nonetheless envisions himself as an object of special attention, a being whose
personal experiences are driven by some ill-defined agency that had singled him out
for some purpose or reason. His intellect tells him there is no God, no ancestral
spirits, no culturally prescribed deities whatsoever, yet the abstraction remains
ineluctably intact—things happen for a reason. That this “‘proto-theistic’” abstraction
is so frequently glossed over in everyday parlance, not to mention the scientific
literature, simply highlights the contour and weight it typically assumes. It is ignored
as if it were the most banal and self-evident of things—a fact that suggests how
deeply engrained such reasoning may truly be.

In this article, I highlight the possibility that the human penchant for grappling
with this form of “meaning” is an extension of our species’ ability to conceive of
things that are inherently unobservable, particularly causal states. Although causal
explanation continues to be a very popular topic in the cognitive sciences,
researchers have yet to focus on the most abstract level of causal reasoning of all:
the “aboutness” of individual hives and the events and experiences comprising them.
There are many reasons why a scientific scrutiny of people’s causal reasoning about
these phenomena is difficult to achieve. One is that with life events and experiences,
the factors that promote attributions of meaning cannot easily be systematically
controlled and manipulated. In contrast, it is relatively easy to systematically
manipulate factors lending themselves to causal analysis when dealing with human
behavior (e.g., Schult & Wellman, 1997) or the dynamics of inanimate objects (e.g.,
Kotovsky & Baillargeon, 2000). In addition, simulating life events in the laboratory
seriously threatens external validity, and if emotionality plays an important role, as I
suspect it does, the experimenter is confined to serious ethical boundaries. For
example, if people are most inclined to see meaning in traumatic personal
experiences (e.g., being diagnosed with cancer, losing a loved one in an accident),
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the reality of any meaning that is external to human minds (this is the territory of
theologians and philosophers), but rather I am interested in the psychological
processes by which human minds effortlessly abstract such meaning from a universe
that is altogether absent signs of behavioral agency.

First, however, what do I mean by “meaning”? The term has many different
connotations, but in the present context, ‘“‘meaning’” comes very close to teleological
purpose, in that it implies intelligent design or a reason for being. In that Existence
(or existence) can be conceptualized as a discrete phenomenon, much as any other
abstract concept or material object, it is also capable of becoming the subject of
teleological analyses. Such analyses either implicitly or explicitly involve asking
questions such as: “What is the purpose of x?”’; “Why is x?”; “Why is x this way and
not some other way”; “What is x meant to do?” or; “What is the reason for x2,”
wherever “x” is some concept with a referent capable of being detected by the human
sensory system, or wherever “x” is capable of being labeled, defined, and
individuated from other concepts (even by reification).

Although teleological reasoning may be most evident when dealing with human
artifacts—for example, here is a dial with a small hand, which moves very slowly,
and a large hand, which moves more frequently, what is it meant for?—there is also
evidence that people routinely and automatically engage in this type of thinking for
the causes of natural objects, such as pointy rocks and zebras® stripes (Kelemen,
1999a). Indeed, the intuitiveness of teleological reasoning about the natural world
might help to explain why the vast majority of people continue to subscribe to a
naive Creationism and find it so difficult to accept “the blind watchmaker” account
of natural selection. The unpopularity of evolutionary theory may have as much to
do with its taxing cognitive demand of “turning off” a default appeal to intentional
agency as it does with people’s desire to believe in an intelligent creator (Dawkins,
1986; Dennett, 1995; Evans, 2001; Kelemen, 1999b).

When the subject of teleological analysis becomes the human organism’s own life,
however, it may be that ascriptions of purpose and meaning are altogether
inescapable. I would question, for instance, whether characterizing oneself as an
“atheist” or “deist” or, for that matter, a “‘scientist” accurately portrays one as the
type of intuitive thinker one is. It may well be that, like Clamence, those who have
such explicit beliefs continue to view themselves as privileged inhabitants of their
own lives, whose fates are not entirely arbitrarily assigned to them by an
indiscriminate nature. To use an analogy, although I doubt they would ever be
successful, someone might similarly abandon the prospect that there exist other
human minds by becoming a solipsist. This by no means implies that this person’s
theory of mind system vanishes from their default cognitive profile; it is unlikely that
a solipsist would ever cease to respond to other agents as if they had minds.
Likewise, I would argue that people who have rejected belief systems (e.g., religion)
that make explicit causal appeals to the purposefulness of individual existence may
find it cognitively effortful to censor intentional explanations when they are
confronted with patterns of life events meeting particular demands. Indeed, Weeks
and Lupfer (2000) have reported that non-religious individuals frequently appeal to
a belief repertoire including fate and immanent justice when explaining ironic or
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Likewise, phenomena that are based in the physical domain, such as the movement
of inanimate objects, can also occur in the existential domain. For example, a kite
may become entangled in an electrical wire during a windstorm, but the person flying
it “miraculously” avoids getting an electrical shock. Here, the entanglement of the
inanimate kite in the wire is envisioned to be guided by unobservable causal forces of
wind and gravity (physical domain), but the favorable outcome for the person flying
it might be interpreted as happening for a reason (existential domain).

What is unique about the existential domain, however, are the causal pathways by
which attributions of intentionality are made within domain boundaries. In other
words, what triggers mental state attributions in the existential domain is different

" from what triggers causal reasoning in the physical, social, and biological domains.

Namely, it is the event itself, which encompasses, but is not exclusive to, the
behaviors of other agents as well as the movements of inanimate objects, which is
interpreted as being about some underlying causality outside of these other domains.
For example, while the experience “not getting electrocuted”” may be composed of
behaviors from the social domain (“Why didn’t Gianni tell me that there was a

-windstorm coming when I informed him of my plans for this afternoon?”’), and also

movement of inanimate objects in the physical domain (“The wind was just too
strong to keep the kite away from the wire”), the experience ‘‘not getting
electrocuted” has a semantic structure independent of these behaviors and physical
properties in that it is also seen as being caused by some abstract force. This
underlying causality takes the form of intentionality, such that the occurrence of the
event is represented as a communicative message conveyed to the self by an
intentional agent (e.g., “God wanted me to learn a lesson.”).

In addition, causal réasoning in the existential domain appeals directly to the
mental states of some intentional agency without requiring a behavioral
intermediary. Of course, in the social domain, behaviors often occur at some
temporal distance from their effects on an audience, and in such cases the actor’s
intentions cannot be directly inferred from their behavior but only inferred from
physical evidence and signs that the behavior occurred (Moore, 1996; Williams,
1995). For example, a series of footprints with especially deep imprints left in the
mud beneath a window might tell an astute investigator that the person who left
these footprints was in a hurry to get out of the house after burglarizing it. Although
this might seem similar to the way people attribute meaning to life events—in that
the agent is not observed to act directly in front of us but only leaves signs of his or
her intentions—it is actually quite different. In such cases, physical evidence of prior
behavior is used to diagnose the intentions of the agent who engaged in the
behavior—the evidence means that a behavior occurred, and it is from the
representation of this now absent behavior that intentions are inferred (Moore,
1996). In the existential domain, however, because behaviors (either occurring on-
line or in the past) are not envisioned to have caused events, it is not necessary to
represent behavior in order to make inferences about intentions. Rather, events in
the existential domain are equivalent to behavior in the social domain in that they
directly-symbolize underlying mental states. There is no ‘““action-at-a-distance” in the
existential domain—there is no action, and there is no distance, but only the direct
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“mental-physical causality”
Woolley, Phelps, Davis, & M
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In order to see an event as meaningful, there are several basic cognitive abilities
that an individual likely must possess, including secondary representation, shared
attention, and an understanding of protodeclarative communication. Secondary
representation involves a perceptual referent, or primary representation, being
simultaneously represented as being about something other than its perceptually
apparent features. Such a process might involve cognitively “decoupling” the
actual perceptual referent from its secondary representation. Thus, the Arabic
numeral “7” is not merely a vertical line slanting to the left and intersecting with a
short horizontal line at a 45° angle, but rather these linear configurations stand for or
are about the unobservable numeric concept of a specific value. Secondary
representation does not appear to be unique to humans. Suddendorf and Whiten
(2001) have presented evidence that great apes are capable of this form of
representation as well, although it remains unclear whether the ability extends to
these species’ understanding of intentionality (see Povinelli & Bering, 2002;
Tomasello & Call, 1997).

In the existential domain, attributing meaning to events necessitates having
secondary representation because otherwise the event in question would simply be a
regular event occurring in the social, physical, or biological domains. It is when the
event comes to “stand for”” or is seen as being “‘about” something outside of these
domains that causal reasoning in the existential domain is instantiated. Secondary
representation has been implicated as a necessary factor in reasoning about other
minds in the social domain, in that behavior is not just behavior, but also the
symbolic incarnation of underlying mental states (Perner, 1991). Crying, for
example, is not just a person shedding tears and making choking sounds, but
rather it is “about” that individual’s current unhappiness (or happiness, as the case
may be).

Similarly, in the existential domain, events are not just events, but rather are about
the underlying intentionality of some abstract agency. Wind chimes blowing in the
middle of the night, for example, may stand for the intentions of some abstract
agency if the event impinges upon the subjective construal. For instance, a person
who has just lost a loved one the previous day might interpret the event as a
communicative message from the deceased. In this case, the event “wind chimes
blowing” has impinged upon the subjective construal and is therefore occurring
within the existential domain, where it will trigger causal reasoning in the form of
intentionality.

However, the identical event might occur under other circumstances, for example
a year before or after the death of the loved one, such that it does not impinge upon
the same individual’s subjective construal, does not occur within the existential
domain, and therefore will not trigger causal reasoning in the form of intentionality.
In other words, the event would be confined to the physical domain, and would just
be “wind chimes blowing.”

An important question in this area is the issue of event characteristics and priming:
is it the nature of the event that determines whether it will be interpreted as
meaningful, the individual’s current subjective stance within the existential domain,
or some combination of both? What about the role of emotionality? The flexibility of
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Baron-Cohen, 1994; Carpenter, Tomasello, & Savage-Rumbaugh, 1995; Corkum &
Moore, 1995; Povinelii & Eddy, 1996).

An understanding of shared attention is necessary in the existential domain
because events are interpreted as being the referential point in the environment that
both the individual and some abstract intentional agency are currently attending to.
The event is the ‘“‘attention-getting’’ mechanism that serves to direct the individual’s
attention to the communicative “‘gesture” of the unobservable agency. This also
raises important questions, however, about attribution processes in the existential
domain. If events in the existential domain are equivalent to behavior in the social
domain in that they both directly symbolize the intentions of an agent, then events in
the existential domain simultaneously direct individuals” attention to the prospect of
intentionality while also communicating these intentions. That is, the attention-
grabbing property of the event is not only an antecedent to an important message
coming after the attention is achieved, but it is also the important message at hand.
This is quite different from the attention-getting behaviors of children in the social
domain, such as throwing temper tantrums, blowing raspberries, or stomping one’s
feet, which are performed only as a means to the end of directing their parent’s
attention to what they really want to communicate.

Finally, the capacity for protodeclarative communication, particularly the ability to
comprehend the referential nature of intentional communicative displays, is required
for an individual to see an event as meaningful. Unlike protoimperative
communication, which is designed to manipulate only the behavior of other agents
in the environment, protodeclarative communication is used to transmit information
to a naive other and involves manipulating someone’s attentional and intentional
states. The distinction between protoimperative and protodeclarative communica-
tion has been made by cognitive developmentalists investigating gestural commu-
nication (Baron-Cohen, 1994; Camaioni, 1992). Pointing, for example, is said to be
either protoimperative, in that it is designed to get someone else to meet one’s
imperative demands (e.g., “‘give me that!”), or protodeclarative, in that it is designed
to get someone else to attend to something in the environment (e.g., “‘look at that!™).
In the first case of pointing, individuals can learn a set of associations among
indexical pointing and the behaviors of other agents, but the latter case requires
mental representational skills in that the individual understands that the other agent
1s not currently attending to something of interest. Comprehension of protodeclara-
tive gestures also requires an understanding of mental states in that the gesture is
seen as referencing the communicator’s intent for the individual to redirect his or her
attention to something in the environment. In controlled experiments, great apes
have failed to appreciate the referential nature of gestural communication (for a
review, see Povinelli, Giambrone, & Bering, 2003).

Because events in the existential domain are interpreted as being about the
intentions of some abstract agency, they are commensurate with a declarative
behavioral display. The event refers to, or is about, some underlying intentionality;
meaningful events are envisioned as being designed by an abstract intentional agency
that is purposefully sharing information with a receptive audience—namely, the
subjective self. Thus, a Bible falling from the bookshelf may be interpreted as a
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being favorable or unfavorable. For instance, the self may run into a long lost
friend at a carnival (favorable), or suffer a ruptured hernia on a trip overseas
(unfavorable). These examples are both experiences in that they involve events
that impinge upon the subjective construal by directly bearing on the self’s
behavior. Importantly, however, they also instantiate affective judgments because
they entail behavioral change as a result of their occurrence; this behavioral
change will introduce favorable goal-oriented actions (e.g., getting together with a
friend from childhood and talking about the past), or introduce unfavorable goal-
oriented actions (e.g., finding an emergency physician in a non-native speaking
country).

Experiences that do not encourage affective judgments (e.g., turning on a light
switch; being greeted by a coworker; driving home from work) may entail behavioral
change as well. One of the differences between such experiences and those occurring
within the existential domain, however, is that they are expected or regularly
occurring, and introduce goal-oriented actions which are neither favorable nor
unfavorable (e.g., writing at a desk, returning a coworker’s smile, stopping at the
store for milk). Although affective judgments are necessary for experiences to be
diagnosed with meaning, however, they are far from sufficient. One may (not) enjoy
a particular experience, and even have very strong positive (negative) feelings toward
the experience, but see no meaning in the experience.

Experiences occurring within the existential domain must also meet other criteria
which, cumulatively, serve to invoke causal reasoning involving attributions of
intentionality. Although these criteria are not currently known, candidates include
deviations from canonical scripts and the promotion of counterfactual thinking. In the
social domain, Bruner (1990) has argued that individuals will search for meaning
whenever others’ behavior violates their expectations, or does not adhere to
sociocultural scripts. For instance, breaches of Gricean conversational maxims
(“conversational implicatures”) will often encourage a search for intentions. If
someone responds with the answer “it’s two o'clock” after being asked what the
weather forecast is for tomorrow, most listeners will reason about the causes for this
inappropriate—or, at least, unexpected—social response. Perhaps the person does
not speak English, and did not understand the question; perhaps the person is
mentally ill; perhaps the person is angry and is trying to frustrate the listener; perhaps
the person is being sarcastic; perhaps the person did not hear the question and is
talking to himself, and so on. Although they invoke different theories for the causes
of the person’s behavior, each of these explanations share an appeal to psychological
causation. It is unlikely that similar explanatory appeals would be made if the
person gave an appropriate or expected social response (e.g., “I think it’s supposed
to rain.”). ‘

Similarly, experiences that are expected or mundane are unlikely to invoke causal
reasoning in the existential domain. For example, experiences usually unfold in a
manner consistent with sociocultural scripts; the context of a social event will
determine what amounts to appropriate, expected behavior. Going out to eat, for
instance, involves meeting a hostess at the front desk, waiting to be seated, following
the waiter to the table, ordering food from a menu, eating, paying the bill, leaving a
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this explanatory search will entail causal reasoning in the social domain by
“cognitively rewinding” a series of past events, systematically manipulating
behavioral variables, and then simulating the effect of these behavioral changes on
the representational self’s experiential outcome (Byrne, 2002). These behavioral
variables, however, must be constrained to the available informational and
emotional resources at the time the initial decisions for planning actions were made.
If there was both opportunity and reason not to take a particular course of action
leading up to some experience, but one took this course anyway, then counterfactual
thinking is unlikely to result in ascriptions of meaning. Rather, meaning will be
consigned to the social domain, in that the experience will be deemed the result of the
self’s purposeful behavior or, if in denial, the self might attribute the outcome to
someone else’s purposeful behavior. This does not imply, however, that such
incidences are not associated with counterfactual thinking. Indeed, counterfactual
thinking may occur with great frequency when individuals are personally responsible
for negative outcomes that occurred because of poor decision making (German,
1999). This is probably an adaptive strategy allowing people to avoid making similar
errors in the future.

In some cases, however, counterfactual thinking will be ineffective in delivering a
cause that is constrained to the available resources at the time the initial behavioral
decisions were made. That is, some script deviations simply cannot be prevented
because at the time the individual initiates the event sequence, they either do not
have access to valuable information encouraging them to behave otherwise, or are
unable to inhibit an action because of emotional factors. When the cause cannot
therefore be located within the social domain through counterfactual thinking, or
when only one course of action is possible at the time of event initiation (eg.,
emotional determinism), there is a default appeal to intentionality in the existential
domain. The experience “happens for a reason” in either case, but only when the
experience is viewed as thrown upon the self, rather than caused by the self, is meaning
attributed to the experience.

Causal reasoning in the existential domain, however, is limited to the
postulation of theoretical constructs, and is not amenable to empirical testing.
Because they are not controllable, meaningful experiences cannot, in essence,
ever be recreated and are unlikely to occur again. Thus, attributions of meaning
in the existential domain are based on a very small sample of highly individual
experiences. Also, because experiences consist of events, and not behavior, inferences
about intentionality are based on subjective rather than objective grounds. A
causal relationship between events and mental states cannot be empirically
evaluated. In contrast, in the social domain, different theories of mind can be
weighed and measured against each other in the process of devising a correct theory
about the relationship between behavior and mental states. This is because such
attributions involve behavioral agents, which allows individuals to systemically and
objectively probe behavioral causes by inferring intentionality through language or
by observing predicted relationships between mental states and overt behavior.
Constructing theories about the intentions of some abstract intentional agency
in throwing an experience upon the self, however, countermands these empirical
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5. Religion and meaning

Clearly, meaning and religion go hand in hand. Those individuals who profess
their religiosity make explicit attributions of meaning much more frequently than
those who claim to be non-religious or non-spiritual (Kunst, Bjorck, & Tan, 2000).
We must be careful, however, to distinguish between the intuitive capacity to engage
in this form of causal reasoning in the existential domain and the conscious decision
not to do so. Only the former occupies our attention here. Although religious
indoctrination may exert a very powerful influence on one’s sense of meaning and
purpose in life, it is not clear how it could actually endow people with the cognitive
skills needed to make such causal attributions. Religion appears to be the natural
product of this specialized system, not its enabler.

Historically, developmental psychologists bringing to bear any interest in the
ontogeny of religious thought have firmly written off the possibility that a specialized
causal frame unique to religion even exists, let alone that it develops on par with a
well-oiled epigenetic pathway virtually guaranteeing proficiency. Religious beliefs
have instead been mostly viewed as coming from “outside the head.” Much of this
can be traced back to Piaget (1929), who argued that culturally introduced religious
concepts are assimilated piecemeal into children’s thinking in line with their
particular stage of cognitive development. For example, Piagetians have argued that
the concept of God replaces the egocentric postulation of maternal omniscience
sometime during middle childhood in response to the child experiencing maternal
fallibility (Bovet, 1928). Summarizing the position of the field a little over two
decades ago, Elkind (1979, p. 279) wrote:

Psychologists who have concerned themselves with religious phenomena are in
general agreement with respect to one point, namely, that there are no uniquely
religious psychic elements.... There are no drives, sentiments, emotions, or mental
categories which are inherently religious. Psychic elements, it is agreed, become
religious only insofar as they become associated with one or another aspect of
institutional religion.

Despite successfully casting off the Piagetian lodestone that had come to dominate
developmental approaches to religion, the major contemporary theories are still in
alignment with Elkind’s unswerving enunciation. In his recent book on religion and
cognition, for instance, Boyer (2001, p. 311), wrote:

Because [religious] concepts require all sorts of specific human capacities (an
intuitive psychology, a tendency to attend to some counterintuitive concepts, as
well as various social mind adaptations), we can explain religion by describing
how these various capacities get recruited. We do not need to assume that there is
a special way of functioning that occurs only when processing religious thoughts
(italics in original).

According to Boyer (1994, 2001); Boyer & Walker (2000), religion can be explained
by focusing on the ways by which culturally variable religious concepts successfully
exploit the underlying structure of evolved human cognitive mechanisms, such as
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minds process information from the natural world to begin formulating testable
hypotheses about why individuals ask this existential question, sow they do so, and
when in ontogeny they are able to do so. Until we have reached this level of
understanding, our view of life and of our raison d’étre must remain close to Samuel
Butler’s very general assessment: “Life is the art of drawing sufficient conclusions
from insufficient premises.”
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