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Abstract: The origin of the frame problem lies in artificial

intelligence (Al) research and first-order logic. Initially understood
as a purely logical issue, the problem later acquired epistemic and
philosophical dimensions. De Sousa (1987: 172) defines the frame
problem as the challenge of avoiding the retrieval of irrelevant
information from our extensive store of knowledge in any given
situation, while questioning how we achieve this unless such
information has already been accessed. His proposed solution
appeals to human emotional capacity, suggesting that emotions
narrow our field of perception and reasoning, limit our options, and
thereby help us manage the frame problem. This approach has been
influential in both philosophy and cognitive science. In this paper,
De Sousa’s theory is examined in detail, and two main criticisms are
presented: first, the question of why a particular emotion is activated
in a given situation; second, whether emotions can assist in solving
the frame problem in cases where they are not consciously active.
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Introduction: The frame

problem, first formulated by
McCarthy and Hayes (1969),
emerged as a computational
challenge within Al research. It
describes the difficulty of
designing a system that can act
effectively in real time despite
environmental changes—some
aspects of the environment
change while others remain
constant—and accounting for
these constants (Viger, 2010).
Initially treated as a technical
matter within logic and Al, the
problem eventually attracted
philosophical interest,
expanding its scope to questions
about the functioning of the
human mind.

In simple terms, the frame
problem is the difficulty of
determining which elements—
beliefs, connections, reasons,
properties, and so forth—are
relevant for a specific task.
Glymour (1987: 65) frames it as
the challenge of selecting
pertinent information from the
vast array of potentially
available data. The

philosophical version
interrogates how humans are
able to filter vast repositories of
knowledge and identify what is
relevant to their immediate
context.
Several  philosophers  and
cognitive scientists have argued
that emotions play a central role
in solving the frame problem.
Recent  empirical findings
suggest that emotions not only
support but also enhance
rationality. 'This view has
influenced some Al researchers,
who increasingly see emotions
as a critical, rather than
incidental, element in
addressing the frame problem.
In everyday life, human
emotions and feelings help us
select relevant factors, directing
attention and filtering possible
interpretations and actions.
Among such perspectives, De
Sousa’s proposal stands out: he
argues that emotions are the
key, underappreciated
component in resolving the

frame problem.
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indings: De Sousa (1987: 172)

states that the frame problem
concerns our ability to avoid
retrieving irrelevant
information from our extensive
store of knowledge in a given
situation. The puzzle, he claims,
is how we manage this filtering
without first accessing the
irrelevant information we are
trying to exclude. De Sousa’s
answer lies in the role of
emotions: emotions constrain
and guide our perceptions and
reasoning, narrowing our field
of attention and consequently
reducing our practical and
cognitive options.

For example, when faced with
the threat of a bear, fear
naturally focuses attention on
aspects of the situation most
relevant to survival, excluding
unrelated details (Scarantino &
de Sousa, 2018: §10.2). The core
of the frame problem, in this
view, is the need to provide a
rapid answer to the question
“What should I do?” in a given
situation. A related theoretical
question is “What should I

believe?”—both
identifying

information in light of certain

require
relevant

goals and evidence (Ransom,
2016: 4). Here, emotions
assume an evaluative role: they
help prioritize and filter
information at both practical
and theoretical levels.

The difficulty is that, in
principle, to determine which
information 1is relevant, one
must examine all available
information first. This seems
paradoxical: how can we know
which factors to ignore without
considering all of them? This is
why De Sousa (2007: 149)
maintains that emotions
provide the only plausible
solution—they enable selective
attention without exhaustive
search, thereby breaking the
paradox.

According to his view, emotions
are not merely distractions or
biases; they are cognitive
mechanisms that guide
relevance judgments in both
decision-making and belief
formation.
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Discussion and Conclusion:

While the idea that emotions
play a significant role in solving
the frame problem has attracted
support, it has also been subject
to critique. Ransom (2016), for
instance, distinguishes between
intra-context frame problems
(filtering information within a
known context) and inter-
context  frame  problems
(determining which context we
are in). He concedes that
emotions may help solve intra-
context problems, but argues
that habits, learned skills, and
environmental ~ cues  also
contribute, making emotions
insufficient as a standalone
solution. For inter-context
problems, he questions how we
identify the context in the first
place—a difficulty reminiscent
of Dreyfus’s “sequence of fields”
problem.

Two further critical points can
be raised:

1.Why are specific emotions
activated in particular situations?

Do emotions arise in response
to the situation, or do they, in

fact, constitute the situation by
making certain aspects salient?
If the latter, it would mean that
we have already made the
relevant  discriminations—the
very thing the frame problem
challenges—before the emotion
plays its role in guiding our
response. This reverses De
Sousa’s direction of
explanation: instead of
emotions determining salience,
salience appears to determine
which emotion is felt.

2.Can emotions assist when they are
not consciously active?
Neuropsychological  theories,
such as those of Damasio,
suggest that emotions may
operate unconsciously, sending
signals that help the brain filter
out irrelevant information.
However, one might argue that
unconscious cognitive
processes—such as implicit
inferences or heuristics—can
perform  similar filtering
functions without invoking
emotions. If that is so, then the
unique explanatory role De
Sousa attributes to emotions

becomes less clear.
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In summary, while emotions
undoubtedly play an important
role in addressing the frame
problem, they cannot be
considered the sole or complete
solution. Overemphasizing
their role risks neglecting other
cognitive  mechanisms—both
conscious and unconscious—
that contribute to relevance
determination. Addressing the
frame problem fully will likely
require integrating emotion
with  other
cognitive processes, rather than

rational and

framing them as purely
opposing  or exclusively
complementary.  Ultimately,
moving beyond the traditional
reason vs. emotion dichotomy
may yield a more
comprehensive understanding
of how  humans (and,
eventually, machines) solve the

frame problem.
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