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Abstract I clarify recently developed phenomenological approaches to social cogni-
tion. These are approaches that, drawing on developmental science, social neuroscience,
and dynamic systems theory, emphasize the involvement of embodied and enactive
processes together with communicative and narrative practices in contexts of intersub-
jective understanding. I review some of the evidence that supports these approaches. I
consider a variety of criticisms leveled against them, and defend the role of phenome-
nology in the explanation of social cognition. Finally, I show how these phenomeno-
logical approaches can solve the “starting problem” of social cognition.

Recent phenomenological approaches to issues in social cognition have challenged
the more established and standard theory of mind (ToM) explanations, namely, theory
theory (TT) and simulation theory (ST). Both TT and ST define social cognition in
terms of our ability to ascribe mental states to others (mindreading). For TT this is a
process that depends on making theoretical inferences based on folk psychology. ST,
in contrast, relies on putting ourselves in the other’s shoes and running a first-person
simulation routine, in which case “observing what other people do or feel is trans-
formed into an inner representation of what we would do or feel in a similar,
endogenously produced, situation” (Keysers and Gazzola 2006, 394).

The phenomenological approaches have involved both a critique of various
versions of TT and ST, and a positive twofold account of social cognition.1 The
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1I refer to phenomenological approaches in the plural to include those that draw not only from phenomeno-
logical philosophy, but also from enactive theories of perception, developmental studies of social
interaction, and/or narrative theory. There are a number of authors who take such approaches to social
cognition, but who give different weight to these different aspects. They are in general agreement in their
criticism of ToM approaches, but are not in full agreement in their positive accounts. See, for example, De
Jaegher et al. (2010); Fuchs and De Jaegher (2009); Gallagher (2001, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008); Gallagher
and Hutto (2008); Gallagher and Zahavi (2008); Hutto (2008; Hobson (1993); Ratcliffe (2007); Reddy
(2008); Trevarthen (1979).
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twofold account draws not only from phenomenology, but also from developmental
science, social neuroscience and narrative theory, and includes:

(1) An account of basic forms of intersubjectivity that emphasizes embodied face-
to-face interaction in pragmatic and social contexts—this is sometimes referred
to as interaction theory (IT);

(2) An account of communicative and narrative practices that build on, but also
modulate, basic forms of intersubjectivity, and can explain our more nuanced
adult capacity for social cognition.

In this paper I want to clarify and correct some misconceptions about these
phenomenological approaches, and respond to some recent criticisms leveled against
them. Let me first say, however, that the scope of issues covered by recent debates
about social cognition is quite extensive. I can’t pretend to cover all of the issues or
answer all of the important questions. Nor can I promise to cover every important
aspect of the phenomenological approaches. My primary aim in this paper is to clarify
certain issues and to engage with a number of recent critics (e.g., Carruthers 2009;
Currie 2008; Herschbach 2007, 2008; Jacob 2011; Spaulding 2010), with the hope of
pushing the discussion forward.

1 Phenomenological Approaches

Phenomenological approaches challenge several basic suppositions that inform most
standard ToM accounts of social cognition. These suppositions include the following.

(1) Hidden minds: The problem of social cognition is due to the lack of access that
we have to the other person’s mental states. Since we cannot directly perceive
the other’s beliefs, desires, feelings, or intentions, we need some extra-
perceptual cognitive process (mindreading or mentalizing by way of theoretical
inferences or simulation routines) that will allow us to infer what they are.

(2) Mindreading: These mentalizing processes constitute our primary, pervasive, or
default way of understanding others.

(3) Observational stance: Our normal everyday stance toward the other person is a
third-person, observational stance. We observe their behaviors in order to
explain and predict their actions, or to theorize or simulate their mental states.

(4) Methodological individualism: understanding others depends primarily on cog-
nitive capabilities or mechanisms located in an individual subject, or on processes
that take place inside an individual brain.

In contrast to these suppositions, phenomenological approaches maintain that the
other person’s emotions and intentions are normally and frequently apparent in their
embodied and contextualized behaviors, including their vocalizations, gestures, facial
expressions, eye gaze, and situated postures. For example, we can see that someone is
sad or angry from their facial expressions, or that they intend to do something specific
from their posture and movement (we can see what they intend in their motor intentions
and their intentions-in-action), and often the circumstances in which we see them make
it clear why they are sad or angry, or what their precise action will mean. Moreover, in

S. Gallagher

Author's personal copy



most everyday encounters our understanding of others does not need to go beyond what
we can perceive in such behaviors and expressions. That is, mindreading is not usually
required, although it is not ruled out, for example, in rare puzzling situations. From a
phenomenological perspective, we understand others, not by taking up observational
positions, or attempting to work out explanations of their behavior in terms of their
beliefs, but in the contexts of shared situations where we work with, play with, or
otherwise interactively engage with them. Nor is social understanding reducible to
mechanisms located in individual minds or brains (ToM mechanisms, mirror neurons,
etc.), but are ultimately cashed out in interaction processes that take more than one
person to accomplish.

To unpack all of this is beyond the scope of this paper, but let me provide a brief
summary of the evidence that is usually cited to support these claims. I’ll focus on the
concept of interaction, as found in interaction theory (IT), and defined following De
Jaegher et al. (2010):

Interaction: a mutually engaged co-regulated coupling between at least two
autonomous agents where the co-regulation and the coupling mutually affect each
other, constituting a self-sustaining organization in the domain of relational
dynamics.

This definition involves the strong claim that interaction in some cases (but not all
cases) constitutes, and does not just causally contribute to intersubjective understand-
ing. If interaction in such cases makes social cognition what it is, it is more than just a
causal element. The justification for such a strong claim is to be found in different
kinds of evidence.

1.1 Developmental Studies

ITappeals to evidence from developmental studies, starting with primary and secondary
intersubjectivity (Trevarthen 1979; Trevarthen and Hubley 1978). Primary intersub-
jectivity consists of the innate or early-developing sensory-motor capacities that bring
us into relations with others and allow us to interact with them. These capacities are
manifested at the level of action and action-oriented perceptual experience—we see
or more generally perceive in the other person’s bodily movements, gestures, facial
expressions, eye direction, vocal intonation, etc. what they intend and what they feel,
and we respond with our own bodily movements, gestures, facial expressions, gaze,
etc. In this respect perception is perception-for-action or perception-in-action, rather
than an off-line observation. From birth the infant is pulled into these interactive
processes. This can be seen in the very early behavior of the newborn. Infants from
birth are capable of perceiving and imitating facial gestures presented by another
(Meltzoff and Moore 1977, 1994). Importantly, this kind of imitation is not an
automatic or mechanical procedure; Csibra and Gergely (2009) have shown, for
example, that the infant is more likely to imitate when the other person is attending to it.

Primary intersubjectivity can be specified in more detail as the infant develops. At
2 months, for example, infants are able to follow the gaze of the other person, to see
that the other person is looking in a certain direction, and to sense what the other
person sees (which is sometimes the infant herself), in a way that throws the intention
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of the other person into relief (Baron-Cohen 1995; Maurer and Barrera 1981). In
addition, second-person interaction is evidenced by the timing and emotional re-
sponse of infants’ behavior. Infants “vocalize and gesture in a way that seems
[affectively and temporally] ‘tuned’ to the vocalizations and gestures of the other
person” (Gopnik and Meltzoff 1997, 131).2 Murray and Trevarthen (1985) have
shown the importance of the mother’s live (and lively) interaction with her 2-month
old infant in a two-way video monitor experiment where mother and infant interact
by means of a live television link. When presented with a recorded replay of their
mother’s previous actions, however, interaction fails; infants quickly disengage and
become distracted and upset.

At 5–7 months, infants are able to detect correspondences between visual and
auditory information that specify the expression of emotions (Walker 1982; Hobson
1993, 2002). At 6 months infants start to perceive grasping as goal directed, and at
10–11 months infants are able to parse some kinds of continuous action according to
intentional boundaries (Baldwin and Baird 2001; Baird and Baldwin 2001; Woodward
and Sommerville 2000). They start to perceive various movements of the head, the
mouth, the hands, and more general body movements as meaningful, goal-directed
movements (Senju et al. 2006).

By the end of the first year of life, infants have a non-mentalizing, perception-based,
embodied and pragmatic understanding of the emotions and intentions of other persons.
Secondary intersubjectivity begins with the advent of joint attention (at around
9 months). Attending with another to objects in the world and seeing how they are
regarded and used provide the infant not only with information about the world, but
specifically about the other’s attitudes and actions. Thus, at around 1 year of age infants
start to use pragmatic and social contexts (the surrounding environment and the various
normative practices that define the social milieu) to enter a two-fold process. (1) They
refer to others (in social referencing) and enter into joint actions where they learn how
objects are used by using them and from seeing others use them, and they begin to co-
constitute the meaning of the world through such interactions with others in a process of
‘participatory sense-making’ (De Jaegher and Di Paolo 2007); and (2) they build upon
these interactions to make sense of the other’s behavior in specific contexts. Thereby
they gain a more nuanced understanding of others by situating their actions in
contexts that are defined by both pragmatic tasks and cultural practices.

Aspects of secondary intersubjectivity and participatory sense-making have been
explored in a variety of experiments. For example, Csibra and Gergely (2009)
provide evidence that human infants are sensitive to ostensive signals (gestures, eye
gaze, utterances) when addressed by another person and they develop referential
expectations that the information conveyed (by showing or communication) in such
contexts is kind-relevant and generalizable. Infants, as early as 8 months, expect to
see a referenced object when they follow the gaze of the other, and at 13 months they
expect to see a specific kind of thing behind a barrier when that thing is named by the
person whose gaze they are following (Moll and Tomasello 2004). When 14-month-
olds see another’s emotional display directed towards a particular object, they take

2 By citing the work of Baron-Cohen, Gopnik and Meltzoff, I do not mean to endorse their ToM
interpretations of the experimental data. Rather, I suggest that the data, some of which was developed in
their experiments, supports the IT view of primary intersubjectivity.
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this to signify something about the valence of the thing rather than about the person’s
subjective attitude, and they generalize this to mean that others will also find the
object to have the same valence (Csibra and Gergely 2009). These expectations and
interpretations are apparent, however, only when the other person interacts with the
infant in an ostensive way, that is, addressing or looking at the child first. Cisbra and
Gergely call this a ‘natural pedagogy’, and this is clearly a good example of
participatory sense-making where objects take on a certain meaning through the
intersubjective interaction.

Experiments with 18-month-old infants show they are able to understand the
action intentions of another person who is playing with a toy but fails to complete
some task (e.g., trying to separate two parts of the toy but failing). If given the chance,
infants will go on to complete those intended actions (Meltzoff 1995). In this situation
the infant is focused more on understanding what the other person wants to do. The
understanding demonstrated in such a situation clearly depends on the pragmatic
context as well as the bodily actions of the other person.

As Rakoczy et al. (2009, 445) suggest, starting around 1 year of age the actions
that children learn ‘are not just individual, idiosyncratic behaviours, but cultural
conventional forms of action. And many of these forms of action are rule-governed
and normatively structured....’ In their experiments they show that by the time young
children are 2 and 3 years of age they adopt strict norms about how to play a
particular game, following rules arbitrarily set by the experiments. The children
objected and strongly protested when a puppet played the game in the “wrong”
way, taking the puppet’s actions as failing to conform to the social norm.

1.2 Behavioral and Phenomenological Evidence

Neither primary nor secondary intersubjectivity disappears after the first or second
year of life. These are not stages that we leave behind. Rather, citing both behavioral
and phenomenological evidence, IT argues that the embodied and pragmatic process-
es of primary and secondary intersubjectivity continue to be operative in adult social
engagements and to characterize our everyday encounters even as adults. That is, we
continue to understand others in strong interactional terms, facilitated by our recog-
nition of meaning in facial expressions, gestures, postures, and actions situated in
pragmatic and social contexts.

Scientific experiments bear this out. Point-light experiments (actors wearing point
lights on their body joints, presenting abstract physical patterns of emotional and action
postures in the dark), for example, show that not only children (although not autistic
children) but also adults perceive emotion even in movement that offers minimal
information (Hobson and Lee 1999; Dittrich et al. 1996). Detailed analysis of facial
expression, gesture and action in everyday contexts shows that as adults we continue to
rely on embodied interactive abilities to understand the intentions and actions of others
and to accomplish interactive tasks (Lindblom 2007; Lindblom and Ziemke 2007).

Accordingly, meaning and emotional significance is co-constituted in the interac-
tion—not in the private confines of one or the other’s head. The analyses of social
interactions in shared activities, in work situations, in communicative practices, and
so on, show that agents most often unconsciously coordinate their movements,
gestures, and speech acts (Issartel et al. 2007; Kendon 1990; Lindblom 2007). In

In Defense of Phenomenological Approaches to Social Cognition

Author's personal copy



the contextualized practices of secondary intersubjectivity timing and emotional
attunement continue to be important as we coordinate our perception-action sequen-
ces; our movements, for example, are coupled with changes in velocity, direction and
intonation in the movements and utterances of the speaker.

The evidence suggests that from birth our actions are coded in the same cross-
modal, sensory-motor “language,” in a system that is directly attuned to the actions
and gestures of other humans (Meltzoff and Moore 1994; Gallagher and Meltzoff
1996). Phenomenology suggests that in this kind of interaction there is a bodily (or
motor) intentionality distributed across the interacting agents, an intentionality that
could not be realized without there being actual interaction. The meaning, the
intentionality of one’s action, is in the interaction. That is, in cases of interaction,
one’s motor intentions and intentions-in-action (Pacherie 2008; Searle 1983) are not
just formed in one’s individual body as the result of an isolated subjective process, but
depend in a dynamic way on the other’s elicitations and responses. Merleau-Ponty
calls this ‘intercorporeity’, and he characterizes it in this way: “between this phe-
nomenal body of mine, and that of another as I see it from the outside, there exists an
internal relation which causes the other to appear as the completion of the system”
(1962, p. 352; see 1968: 141, 143). Intercorporeity involves a mutual influence of
body schemas, a reciprocal, dynamic and enactive response to the other’s action,
taking that action as an affordance for further action and interaction.

1.3 Evidence from Dynamic Systems Modeling

Dynamic systems modeling relies on the use of computer simulations, as found, for
example, in the field of evolutionary robotics (e.g. Beer 2000; Harvey et al. 2005).
These models can serve as a useful technological supplementation to phenomeno-
logical methodology (Froese and Gallagher 2010). Theorists have used this approach
to investigate minimally social behavior (Froese and Di Paolo 2010, 2011). Basing
their model on Murray and Trevarthen’s (1985) two-way video contingency study
(discussed above), Iizuka and Di Paolo (2007), for example, used an evolutionary
robotics approach to show that the detection of social contingency emerges from the
dynamics of the interaction process itself. In their simulation model the evolved
agents successfully acquired the capacity to discriminate between ‘live’ (interactive)
and ‘recorded’ (one-way, non-interactive) relations. Dynamic systems analysis dem-
onstrates that this capacity cannot be reduced to the isolated individual agent, but that
the dynamics of the interaction process itself play an essential role in enabling this
behavior. When the agent attempts to interact with a non-responsive ‘partner’ whose
movements are merely played back from a recording of a previously highly success-
ful encounter, the interaction fails to materialize. Individual actors do not achieve
their action performance by utilizing internal computational mechanisms, such as
‘social contingency detection modules’. Rather, their successful performance consti-
tutively depends on dynamical properties involved in their mutual coupling with the
other. The give and take, back and forth mutual process makes the action on either
side what it is.

On this view, social interaction can best be explained from an enactive perspective.
That is, as embodied agents we do not passively receive information from our
environment and then create internal representations of the world; rather, we actively
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participate in the generation of meaning, which is the result of pragmatic and dynamic
interchanges between agent and environment (Varela et al. 1991). In the intersubjec-
tive context, interaction involves processes that go beyond what any one individual
brings to the interaction (De Jaegher et al. 2010). Indeed, much like dancing the
tango, the interaction is not reducible to a set of mechanisms contained within the
individual; it requires at least two embodied individuals who are dynamically coupled
in the right way.

1.4 Communicative and Narrative Competencies

To get the full story of social cognition one would need to add to these various
processes of interaction communicative and narrative (C&N) competencies, which
develop later and which bring along the more subtle and sophisticated aspects of
social cognition that we find in adulthood. There is also a developmental story to be
told here since young “pre-verbal” infants are already involved in meaningful com-
municative practices that involve eye gaze, facial expressions, affective responses,
gestures, pointing, and verbal communication (e.g., motherese). As Merleau-Ponty
(1987) indicates, the infant is born into a “whirlwind of language” since we never
wait for the infant to “acquire” language before we start talking to the infant.
Moreover, in almost all cultures caregivers begin to tell stories (e.g., nursery rhymes,
sing-song rhymes, children's stories) to infants even before they can understand them.
When children begin to verbalize a caregiver will begin to elicit their own stories by
asking leading questions about, e.g., “what we did yesterday.” Children also engage
in narrative practices in the form of imaginary play. “Children’s first narrative
productions occur in action, in episodes of symbolic play by groups of peers,
accompanied by—rather than solely though—language. Play is an important devel-
opmental source of narrative” (Nelson 2003: 28). Nelson goes on to explain that
narrative competency for what Bruner (1986) calls the “landscape of action” (i.e.,
narratives of action that do not contain mental state terms) emerges in 2-year olds,
"with respect to the child's own experience, which is forecast and rehearsed with him
or her by parents." Two-year olds may start this process by working more from a set
of short behavioral scripts than from full-fledged narratives; and their autobiograph-
ical memories have to be elicited by questions and prompts (Howe 2000). Develop-
mental advances in reflective self-consciousness (as signaled in mirror self-
recognition), and in episodic and autobiographical memory, contribute to a child’s
ability, starting in the third year, to engage in self-narrative, which may be initiated by
appropriating the stories of others (Nelson 2003). More developed communicative
and narrative practices carry primary and secondary intersubjective capabilities
forward and put them into service in much more sophisticated social contexts. (See
Gallagher and Hutto 2008; Hutto 2008).

The claim here is not only that these C&N practices inform our reflective abilities
to understand and give reasons for our actions and the actions of others, but that they
inform our more primary and pre-reflective ways of understanding others and the
situations they are in. When confronted with a puzzling set of behaviors or a strange
situation, we tend to ask, ‘What’s going on?’ or ‘What’s the story?’ In such cases
(outside of scientific or technical contexts) we’re typically asking for an explanation
in narrative terms rather than for a theoretical account or a lower-order mechanistic
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account. And when things are not so puzzling and we don’t ask such questions
explicitly it’s because we already have the story implicitly. We implicitly make sense
of everyday actions and situations in narrative frameworks, and we tend to provide a
narrative account when anyone asks us ‘What’s going on?’

Part of what is at stake in this regard is whether one requires the inference or
simulation processes of ToM to enter into our C&N practices, or vice versa. The
phenomenological approaches argue that the embodied and contextualized processes
of primary and secondary intersubjectivity are a sufficient basis for the development
of C&N practices, and that to whatever extent ToM processes enter into certain social
cognitive situations, they are derivative from reflective capacities that depend on
communicative and narrative practices. The claim, then, is that the majority of what
happens in most of our everyday social-cognitive encounters with others can be
accounted for in terms of primary and secondary intersubjective interactions and
our communicative and narrative competencies. In most situations we are not trying
to mindread the other person; we are not concerned about the other person’s mental
states, although such concerns may be motivated by relatively unusual behaviors, or
by attempts to give reasons for or justify actions reflectively. Even in response to
questions about why someone is doing something (as opposed to simply what is
happening), however, narrative accounts in terms of actions often suffice. Even when
mental state concepts enter into the story, it usually takes the form of a folk
psychological narrative rather than a folk psychological theory (see Hutto 2008).

2 Concerning Precursors, Observational Stances, and False Belief Tests

I would now like to consider some objections to ITand the phenomenological approaches
raised by several critics, including Greg Currie (2008), Peter Carruthers (2009),
Mitchell Herschbach (2007, 2008), Pierre Jacob (2011), and Shannon Spaulding
(2010).

Currie (2008) contends that interaction theory focuses on what are considered the
precursors of more mature mentalizing. The precursors are purportedly just those
previously mentioned sensory-motor capabilities that one finds in primary intersub-
jectivity, and the joint attention and contextual aspects of interaction in secondary
intersubjectivity. In this regard, Currie agrees

[…] that primary intersubjectivity is developmentally prior to and essential for
the development of theory and/or simulation. But as far as I can see ST/TT folk
would not deny this. [ST/TT agree] that there is a whole lot of stuff going on
well before children acquire belief-desire psychology and which quite clearly
counts as facilitating competent interaction with other people, and they have
speculated on what the precursor states might be that underpin early intersub-
jective understanding, and make way for the development of later theorizing or
simulation. (2008, 212; emphasis added).

It’s true that TT & ST take the capacities of primary and secondary intersubjectivity
as precursors (e.g., Baron-Cohen 1991, 1995) which then ‘make way’ for either theory
or simulation. Frequently, however, as we’ll see, in the ToM literature these processes
are thought of as already a form of mindreading, even in young infants (e.g., Kovács

S. Gallagher

Author's personal copy



et al. 2010). As should be clear from the above account, this view is quite different
from IT’s understanding of these processes. Furthermore, the notion of precursor
suggests that primary and secondary intersubjectivity constitute developmental stages
that one goes through and leaves behind; some shadow of the real thing that we
finally get past. In contrast, IT maintains, with the support of the scientific studies of
adult interaction mentioned above, that these processes don’t ‘make way’, but
continue to characterize our everyday interactions even as adults. That is, we continue
to understand others via embodied practices that find meaning in facial expressions,
gestures, postures, and actions in the rich contexts of social interaction.

Carruthers (2009) rejects the claim that TT describes social cognition in a third-
person observational way (see the observational stance supposition, above).

In particular, it is simply false that theory-theorists must (or do) assume that
mentalizing usually involves the adoption of a third-person, detached and
observational, perspective on other people. On the contrary, theory theorists
have always emphasized that the primary use of mindreading is in interaction
with others (which Gallagher calls ‘second-personal’) (2009, 167).

Gopnik et al. (1999) make the same claim, namely that the child (or the adult) as
described by TT is not a “distant, detached observer” (p. 47). Yet the literature on TT
consistently characterizes social cognition in third-person observational terms. This is
most clear in discussions of the standard false-belief tests normally appealed to as
supporting scientific evidence for TT.3 Indeed, it’s standard practice in false-belief
tests to set up the task as a third-person observational one. The subject (usually a
child) is asked about a person (sometimes a puppet, or a character in a story) with
whom she is not interacting, and it’s that third-person observational task that is tested.
At the same time, a three-year old child who usually fails the false belief test
successfully interacts (in a second-person way) with the experimenter, and seemingly
has little trouble in understanding what the experimenter wants her to do.4

In regard to the description of social cognition in terms of the observational stance,
it would not be difficult to gather a number of quotations from many TT sources to
this effect, but perhaps it will suffice to point out that Carruthers himself describes
mindreading as an observational event. The task of mindreading is just this: ‘to
provide fine-grained intentionalistic predictions and explanations’ based on ‘infer-
ences from observation’ (1996, 26, emphasis added). He indicates that ‘we surely use
our mind-reading system, for example, when processing a description of someone’s
state of mind as well as when observing their behavior’ (Carruthers 2002, 666,
emphasis added). Most recently, in the same paper where he denies that mentalizing

3 By “standard” false-belief tests I mean the experiments conducted with 3–4 year old children. See below
for discussion of the more recent experiments with infants who are under 2 years of age.
4 Some ToM theorists complain that it’s difficult to make sense out of the concepts of third-person
observation and second-person interaction in the IT account (e.g., Spaulding 2010, p. 129, n12). One of
the clearest examples of this distinction, however, is to be found here in the standard false-belief tasks. The
child is in a third-person relation to the person (or puppet or character) she is asked about. In other words,
she is observing, but not interacting with that person. She is, however, in a second-person interactive
relation to the experimenter to whom she is responding when asked the questions. It follows that false-
belief experiments are not testing our everyday interactions with others, but what seem to be more
specialized third-person, observational mindreading abilities.
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usually involves the adoption of a third-person, detached, observational stance, he
characterizes mindreading as something done by ‘a third-party observer’ (2009, 134).

The observational model, in contrast to the interaction model, makes us more like
spectators of others’ behaviors, charged with the task of working out their mental
states, than like agents who are working with, playing with, communicating with each
other. It’s difficult, of course, to think that any theory of social cognition would not in
some way acknowledge our interactions with others, but an important question is
precisely how the theory portrays interaction with others, and in what way such
interactions enter into the account of social cognition.5 TT, as Carruthers character-
izes it, claims that mindreading facilitates interaction rather than the other way
around. On this view, mindreading has priority in the logic of how we interact with
others; we first observe, then infer the other’s beliefs, and only then, on this basis,
engage in interaction. If non-mentalizing interactive processes are precursors, on this
view, they give us no purchase on understanding; and to whatever extent interactions
serve social cognition, they are already informed by mentalizing inferences. Interac-
tion is purely an explanandum, and never serves as an explanans. This is what
phenomenological approaches question, since the evidence (summarized above)
indicates something closer to the opposite. Of course this does not mean that we
never engage in observation of others. As I’ll try to make clear below, however, even
our observations involve a more primary enactive stance, that is, we observe others in
terms of the affordances they offer for interaction.

Carruthers also argues that IT’s appeal to sensory-motor abilities is inadequate:
‘Appealing just to sensory-motor skills (as Gallagher does) is plainly inadequate to
account for the flexibility of the ways in which adults and infants can interact with
others’ (2009, p. 167). This ignores the fact that the phenomenological approaches
appeal to muchmore than sensory-motor skills (involved in primary intersubjectivity)—
they also appeal to the processes of secondary intersubjectivity (joint attention, interac-
tion in meaningful contexts) as well as communicative and narrative competencies. It’s
clear that sensory-motor skills can get us only so far; meaningful pragmatic and social
contexts move us toward a more complex understanding of others, and communicative
and narrative competencies give us the resources and the particularistic information we
need to gain a more sophisticated and nuanced understanding of others. Narrative
practices, for example, in contrast to theoretical applications of the general rules or
platitudes of folk psychology, are oriented towards the particularities of personal
situations, and draw from a richer store of detailed and situated knowledge to shape
our ongoing interpretations of other persons.

Carruthers (2009, p. 166) raises a much more important issue, I think, in suggest-
ing that secondary-intersubjective skills are already metarepresentational, citing ‘ev-
idence of very early metarepresentational competence in infants, embracing false-
belief understanding inter alia (… Onishi and Baillargeon 2005 [also see Surian et al.
2007])’. This is certainly one interpretation of the evidence from false-belief

5 Thus Baron-Cohen and Swettenham (1996) explicitly state “mind-reading allows flexible social interac-
tion (based on shared plans)…” (p. 159). Astington (1996) acknowledges the importance of interaction as a
process between the child and the social world and explains that “in theory-theory the social world provides
data that are used in the construction of concepts, or it lays out analogies for the child’s benefit .... Thus the
issue is not whether social interaction is important, because it is of some importance in everybody’s view”
(p. 198).
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experiments with infants—but a controversial one that is currently under debate. Let’s
take a closer look at the evidence.

First, we should note that the experiments are consistently (from the beginning, even
as the experiments are being designed) presented as experiments that test false belief
comprehension. That is, they are framed in terms of the concept of belief. The exper-
imental results are surprising precisely because the consensus had been that infants this
young (13–15 months) were thought not to have a concept of belief, and certainly not to
be capable of representing (or engaging in the kind of metarepresentational process
necessary to grasp) false belief. Viewing the experiments from the perspective of ToM
naturally leads the experimenters to say that very young infants are capable of recog-
nizing false beliefs. They explain that in these experiments “children’s understanding of
an agent’s false belief is inferred from behaviors they spontaneously produce as they
observe a scene unfold (just as adults watching a movie might spontaneously produce
responses that reveal their understanding of the characters’ mental states)” (Baillargeon
et al. 2010, 110). The experimenters are engaged in a scientifically guided mind-
reading here, but the question is whether they are right that the infant’s understanding
is also based on inference from evidence that leads to recognition of false belief.

In some experiments (Onishi and Baillargeon 2005; Song et al. 2008; Surian et al.
2007), the infants indicate a violation of expectations (VOE) by looking longer at
unexpected behavior. The observed person (the agent) looks for a toy where they
shouldn’t, since the information they have should lead them to look in a location
where they falsely believe the toy to be. The infant looks longer at such behavior. In
other experiments (Southgate et al. 2007) infants show anticipated looking (AL) at
targets where they expect the agent to look for the toy.

In each case we can say that the infant expects a certain action; that expectation is
formed by familiarity with a situation in which the agent sees or does not see
something. The infant knows, for example, that the agent has not seen where the
toy has been placed, anticipates that the agent will look one place, but is surprised that
the agent looks in a different location. Baillargeon et al. (2010) conclude that the
infant not only infers that the agent’s mental state consists of a false belief, but that the
child can reason about a complex set of mental states, including dispositional
preferences, intended goals, and knowledge about the situation. But one could
equally say that the infant’s expectations are shaped by the infant’s taking into
account that the agent’s actions are informed by her familiarity with the situation,
and specifically by what that agent has been in a position to see or not see. The agent
was not in a position to see the toy’s switch from location A to location B. If the
agent’s actions are guided by what she has seen, then one would expect her to look in
A and is surprised that she looks in B. Here’s how it goes:

(1) Agent puts toy in A, or sees toy put in A.
(2) Infant sees (1)—that is, the infant sees that the agent is in a position to see where

the toy is.
(3) The toy is shifted from A to B, but the agent is not in a position to see this.
(4) Infant sees (3)—that is, the infant sees that the agent is not in a position to see

the shift.
(5) TT hypothesis: Infant infers that agent has false belief about location of toy.
(6) When agent looks in B, there is a VOE.
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TT introduces an extra step (5), where the infant has to make an inference to a
mental state. An alternative hypothesis is simply that the infant expects the agent’s
action to be guided by what the agent has done or seen (and not by what the agent has
not seen). In this case the infant already has enough information (2–4) to explain the
VOE at (6). The infant has a pragmatic (enactive) grasp of how perception and action
are connected and does not have to infer anything about mental states in order to
understand the agent.

Although this account may seem similar to the behavior rules view proposed by
Ruffman and Perner (2005; Perner and Ruffman 2005), which appeals to the infant’s
grasp of behavioral rules (e.g. ‘people look for objects where they last saw them’)
gained via statistical learning abilities, there is an important difference. Baillargeon et
al. (2010) suggest that the behavioral rules explanation fails because of the large
number of rules that would be needed in a variety of situations involving false beliefs,
and it is unlikely that infants this young would come equipped, or be able to learn so
many rules and use them so readily. One could also imagine a multiplication of
behavioral rules to correspond to a variety of different behaviors that target different
characteristics of the objects (e.g., the toy) involved—identity versus properties
versus number, etc., or a variety of circumstances where agents are guided by
knowledge gained in different ways. For example, infants are not surprised that
agents, who do not know that the toy has been shifted from A to B, look in A; but
they are surprised if the agent looks in A after being informed by word or gesture that
the toy is in B (Song et al. 2008), or are informed not by vision but by some other
modality or action of their own (Träuble et al. 2010). Behavioral rules advocates,
however, might respond that it is not clear why infants should not be able to apply
more general, sensory and modality-independent, perception and action principles to
different features of the objects involved, or to apply them flexibly to different
sensory or motor modalities that inform the agent, especially if infants spend their
entire first year interacting with others and begin to engage in joint attention and joint
actions starting around 9–12 months. As Träuble et al. (2010) suggest, the behavior
rules view cannot yet be ruled out, since the rule may be formulated more flexibly or
more generally: “infants might well use a rule whereupon people search for objects
according to their perceptual access in a more general sense, including various forms
like visual, auditory, and tactile access” (442–443; see Povinelli and Vonk 2003 for a
variation based on behavioral abstraction; also see Stack and Lewis 2008 for further
criticism of such proposals).

The phenomenological-enactive approach provides an alternative to both the ToM
and behavioral interpretations. Specifically, the idea that infants are applying percep-
tion and action principles may be modeled on enactive perception without appealing
to behavioral interpretations. According to IT, infants understand others in terms of
how they can interact with them, or in terms of the infant’s engagement in what the
other is doing or expressing or feeling. As Merleau-Ponty (1964, 119) puts is, “the
other’s intentions somehow play across my body” as a set of possibilities for my
action. The infant will see the other’s action as aimed at the world in ways that offer
social affordances for interacting, possibly for joint attention, or possibly for joint
action. In simple terms, if the agent moves to position A and looks disappointed, that
situation offers certain possibilities for the infant’s response that are quite different
from the agent’s moving to position B and looking satisfied. Whether the agent was in
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a position to see what happened to the toy, or not, and whether the agent looks in the
infant’s direction or not, may change those affordances. This may apply derivatively
even in cases where the infant is merely observing rather than actually interacting with
the agent. The agent’s involvement in the world, the way he or she moves (slowly or
with enthusiasm; cautiously or with abandon), or the location to which he or she moves,
or the expression on her face, etc. which the infant sees, can influence the infant’s
expectations of what that person will do and how the infant might be able to respond.

If seeing what the other is doing is framed in terms of the possible actions I would
take if I were to engage with that agent, this does not require making inferences to the
agent’s mental states. Consider, for example, some of the more interactive experi-
mental designs. In a study by Buttelmann et al. (2009) 18-month-olds try to help an
agent retrieve a toy while taking into account the fact that the agent doesn’t know
about a switched location (the false belief situation). In that situation, when the agent
focuses on the wrong container (the original location, A), the infant is ready to lead
him to the correct box (B), but not in the situation when the agent does know about
the switch, i.e., the true belief situation, and still goes to A. In the latter case the infant
goes to assist the agent at A. In this study when the agent goes to Box A, the infant
sees exactly the same thing in the case of true belief (when the agent knows there has
been a shift from A to B) as in the case of false belief (when the agent does not know
about the shift). Again, the fact that the infant knows either that the agent has been in
a position to see the switch or not, plus the agent’s behavior with respect to A (e.g.,
moving to A and attempting to open it), is enough to specify the difference in the
agent’s intention. For the infant, that signals a difference in affordance, i.e., a
difference in how the infant can act, and thereby interact with the agent. The infant
does not have to make inferences to mental states since all of the information needed
to understand the other and to interact is already available in what the infant has seen
of the situation.

Similar considerations hold for a study by Southgate et al. (2010), where the agent
hides two toys in separate boxes, and then leaves. Infants then watch as another
person switches the contents of the two boxes. When the agent returns she (the agent)
points to one of the boxes (A), announcing that the toy hidden inside is a ‘sefo’.
When the infants are then asked to retrieve the ‘sefo’ most of them approach the other
box (B), indicating that they must have understood that the agent intended to name
the toy that was now in B, unaware of the toy’s changed location. The infant sees the
agent’s original action and sees the switch that the agent does not see. There is
interaction when the agent communicates in this situation and when the infant is
invited to act. It is not at all clear that the infant has to engage in mindreading since all
of the information relevant for the infant’s response is available in the behavioral
situation, and is sufficient to inform the infant’s action.

These results support IT’s enactive interpretation of these early infant experiments.
Generally speaking, they suggest that the capacity for understanding social situations
complicated by an agent’s lack of information is closely intertwined with the ability to
deploy social competences that engage with those situations. This explanation builds
on the relevant resources closer to the perceptual and interaction processes of primary
and secondary intersubjectivity than to metarepresentational and mentalizing abili-
ties, the purported presence of which in young infants continues to surprise even
theory theorists.
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Herschbach (2007) also cites the false-belief tests in young infants, as part of his
criticisms of the phenomenological approaches, pointing out that such tests, in contrast
to the standard false-belief tests, are ‘online’ (and implicit) using average looking time or
anticipated looking rather than depending on verbal reports. Herschbach, however,
rather than going metarepresentational like Carruthers, adopts Jérôme Dokic’s (2002)
idea that simulation may account for the infant’s ability in this regard: ‘simulation—
i.e., the information about the other’s beliefs gained from pretending to have
those beliefs (where ‘pretending’ is not necessarily a conscious or person-level
notion)’ (2007, 15). I’ve argued elsewhere (Gallagher 2007, 2008), however, that
pretense and instrumental use, essential to the traditional account of simulation, do
not fit with subpersonal processes, required, for example, by the claim that mirror
neurons (MNs) simulate the actions of others (see, e.g., Gallese 2001, and many
others).6 Accordingly, Herschbach (2008) follows a route taken by Goldman in
shifting to a minimal concept of simulation defined by the ‘matching hypothesis’.
Goldman is motivated to redefine simulation in this way by just such worries about
finding anything that looks like pretense at the subpersonal level.

Applied to mindreading, a minimally necessary condition is that the state
ascribed to the target is ascribed as a result of the attributor’s instantiating,
undergoing, or experiencing, that very state. In the case of successful simula-
tion, the experienced state matches that of the target. This minimal condition for
simulation is satisfied [in the neural simulation model]. (Goldman and Sripada
2005, 208)

The matching hypothesis involves an automatic neural resonance of the MN
system when observing the actions of others. Matching means “mapping the visual
representation of the observed action onto the motor representation of the same
action” in the observer’s brain (Rizzolatti et al. 2001, 661), although Goldman seems
to suggest (in the quotation above, and elsewhere, e.g., Goldman 2006; and Jacob
2011, 527 seems to agree) that it involves a match between the observer’s brain and
the target’s brain.

Setting aside the question of whether this model can be applied to mindreading per
se, there are a number of objections that can be raised against the idea that our motor
system goes into a matching state, rather than what we might call a response
preparation state, when we observe the actions of others (see Gallagher 2008). There
is in fact empirical evidence against the idea that MNs are activated in a way that
necessarily matches the observed action (Catmur et al. 2007; Dinstein et al. 2008;
Csibra 2005; Iacoboni et al. 2005). Rather, activation of broadly congruent MNs may
represent a complementary action or appropriate response rather than a similar action

6 The underlying thought is that the sort of pretense involved depends on being able to distinguish self from
other. Part of the argument against the simulationist interpretation of MNs is that, as claimed by many of the
same people who claim that MNs are simulating neurons (e.g., Gallese 2005; Hurley 2005; Jeannerod and
Pacherie 2004), MNs are neutral in regard to the agent. That is, they are activated whether I am engaged in
action, or I see you engaged in action. On such accounts, there is no ‘I’ or ‘you’ in the subpersonal
activation of MNs, and therefore there can be no ‘I’ pretending to be ‘you’, or ‘me’ putting myself in ‘your’
place in such activations (Gallagher 2007; Gallagher and Zahavi 2008). Even if, in fact, MNs are not neutral
with respect to distinguishing self from other (e.g., firing rate patterns are different for action vs.
observation) pretense involves more than simply this differentiation.
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(Caggiano et al. 2009; Newman-Norlund et al. 2007, 55). To be sure, matching states
may be important if our task is to imitate, but if we are enactively engaged in non-
imitative interaction our responses will likely involve non-matching motor states. At
least some of the mirror system seems designed not to mirror, but to activate in
complementary ways.

Let me summarize my responses to Currie, Carruthers, and Herschbach. First, the
developmentally early processes important for embodied interactive understanding of
others are not precursors; they stay with us throughout our life. Second, embodied
primary intersubjective processes by themselves do not deliver everything we need
for social cognition; rather secondary intersubjective processes that involve joint
attention and context, and later developing communicative and narrative competen-
cies are required to complete the picture. Third, ToM theorists, including Carruthers
himself, whether they mean this as a principle or not, commonly characterize social
cognition in third-person observational terms, and appeal to experimental evidence
that is framed in observational terms and that ignores second-person interaction.
Fourth, whether the processes that allow young infants to pass false-belief tests
involve metarepresentation (TT), simulation (ST), or enactive perception (IT) is still
an open question, but an enactive perceptual ability that is attuned to expected
contextualized behavior is, at the very least, one viable candidate.

3 The Relevance of Phenomenology

Spaulding (2010) provides a nice example of just the sort of social cognition in adult
behavior that both ToM and phenomenological approaches attempt to explain.

Suppose Jill is at a coffeehouse, busily working on a paper. A young man, Jack,
comes and sits at the table next to Jill. Jill smiles politely, Jack smiles back, and
then Jill goes back to working on her paper. Jack asks Jill whether she is a
student, and she says yes. Jack asks Jill what her major is, and Jill says
philosophy. Jack says, ‘Philosophy? I bet you’re really deep,’ to which Jill
replies, ‘Sure’. Jack asks whether Jill is an undergraduate, and she answers,
‘No’. Jack continues making small talk, and Jill continues giving one-word
answers. In this situation, it is clear to Jill that Jack is interested in her and,
furthermore, that Jack mistakenly thinks that she is interested in him. In an
effort to discourage Jack’s interest, Jill gives curt, one word answers to his
questions. Jill tries to influence Jack’s behavior by making it clear to him that
she is not interested in making small talk with him. If Jack realizes that Jill is
not interested in talking to him, he will likely lose interest as well and leave her
alone. (p. 120).

On the mindreading account, Spaulding suggests that ‘From Jack’s behavior …’
Jill infers to his beliefs (122). That seems to suggest that Jill already understands
Jack’s behavior. One could ask, on what basis does she have this understanding? The
phenomenological view suggests that the basis for Jill’s understanding of Jack’s
behavior is just how the whole scene is playing out; not only Jack’s verbal commu-
nication, but also Jack’s gestures, positioning, vocal intonation, facial expression, etc.
Consider a second scenario. If Jack, dressed in a business suite, sat down, pulled out a
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notebook, and started to take notes as he asked the same questions of Jill—that is, if
there were an entirely different manner in Jack’s approach—it is reasonable to think
that Jill would have an entirely different understanding. And Jack too, might be
entirely satisfied with Jill’s curt responses.

Two points are to be made in this regard. First, much depends on the manner of the
interaction between Jill and Jack, and much of it would be a prequel to Jill attempting
to mindread, if in fact mindreading is required (something, I think, far more likely in
the second scenario, since it would be a strange encounter that would require
explanation—Why is this guy in a business suit interviewing me?). Mindreading,
however, I’ll argue below, could not get off the ground without all the embodied
interactions that give us our first sense (and often a sufficient sense) of what’s going
on. In this regard, at least, the embodied practices have a primacy.

Second, as I just suggested, the embodied practices may be sufficient, and in most
everyday encounters, they usually are. When Jill ordered her coffee she walked up to
the counter as a customer does; the person standing behind the counter looked at her
in a way that suggested that he was ready to take her order. She could see that. That is,
she could see from the situation that this person, standing behind the serving counter,
turning his attention to her and perhaps raising his eyebrows, intended to take her
order. She did not have to go any further in trying to understand what this person
believed or desired about the situation; she did not have to explain to herself why this
person looked at her the way he did. Nothing at all called for an explanation. She
simply ordered her latte.7 Likewise, Jack’s behavior was quite transparent. Jill didn’t
need an explanation in terms of beliefs and desires to know what Jack wanted. Jack’s
wanting wasn’t, for her, a mental state in his mind. It was all over his posture and
gestures, and she had no need to dig into his propositional attitudes; his motor and
communicative attitudes were sufficiently meaningful. As for Jack, unless he was
completely obnoxious, he would experience Jill’s rebuff in the curtness of her replies
and her refusal to engage; and he would experience this as a deep feeling of
disappointment (maybe even in his gut, as the original butterflies crawled back into
their cocoons), rather than as a set of inferences to her mental states. After all, Jack
wasn’t necessarily interested in Jill’s mind to begin with.

Spaulding (2010) and Jacob (2011) raise concerns about phenomenology and
whether it could be mistaken in regard to what we do in everyday encounters with
others. Certainly, I agree, it is not implausible that phenomenology can be mistaken in
numerous instances. Spaulding mentions the ‘extensive data’ on sensory illusions and
introspective confabulation. But it is a significant leap to go from such extensive data
(developed in specific experimental or clinical settings) to any claim about the
extensiveness of the phenomenon. That is, even if phenomenology can be mistaken
in many instances, that doesn’t mean phenomenology is mistaken in all instances or is
systematically mistaken. Even if some of our perceptions involve illusions, that
doesn’t mean that all of them do. Should we really think that we are systematically
mistaken about our experience of how we interact with others?

7 Ordering a coffee is an embodied process since it depends on bodily positions, postures, facial expres-
sions, gestures, etc. on both sides of the counter. That both customer and coffee-man are playing socially
defined roles, however, may play a larger part in how this gets worked out (we still get our coffee even if the
coffee-man is daydreaming or emotionally upset and manifesting this in his bodily comportment).
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To be clear on what the claim is here, let’s distinguish several things that this
skepticism about phenomenology might mean. On the one hand, it might mean (1)
that our phenomenological access to our experience, even if not systematically
mistaken, is not always reliable. For example, we may think that we experience
everything that is directly in front of us, but in fact, in certain circumstances, we miss
gorillas and such things (as in the inattentional blindness experiments [see Simons
and Chabris 1999]). Although one might reasonably agree on this point, I think it
would be a mistake to generalize this and claim that phenomenological access to our
experience is never reliable. On the other hand, skepticism about phenomenology
might mean (2) that although our access to our experience is relatively reliable,
experience is not always a reliable indication of how we actually do what we do.
For example, I see the sun rise; but not only does that not give me veridical
information about how the planetary system actually works, it doesn’t tell me
anything about how the visual system actually works. If we over-generalize this the
implication is that (3) phenomenology never helps us understand how things, like
cognitive mechanisms, actually work, and science should avoid basing any conclu-
sions on phenomenology. We can accept some version of (2), however, and still think
that a careful phenomenology can be of some help to working out scientific
explanations.

Spaulding’s comments on phenomenology offer a good opportunity to clarify
some things. For example, Spaulding attributes to me the belief that it is the role of
phenomenology to ‘dictate the nature of operative sub-personal processes’ (p. 131).
That is not what I think. I would, however, defend the idea that one can look to
phenomenology as part of the evidence about what might be going on at the level of
subpersonal processes. This is not an unusual way to approach questions about
subpersonal processes, if by subpersonal processes we mean things like brain pro-
cesses. Phenomenology can serve as a useful diagnostic tool, for example. If a patient
walks into the emergency room and complains of headaches and blindness in one eye,
the neurologist would be remiss to simply assure the patient that phenomenology is
not always dependable. More likely she would take the phenomenology as a clue, run
some clinical tests, run an MRI scan, and, again, because of the specific phenome-
nology, decide to examine scans of the visual tract from the optic nerve back to visual
cortex, rather than look at e.g., the somatosensory cortex. Without the phenomenol-
ogy, in fact, the neurologist would be hard pressed to know what to look for; she
would be working in the dark (as sometimes happens in cases when patients are
brought to the emergency room unconscious). To be clear, there is not necessarily a
clear cut, one-to-one correlation between the phenomenology and specific brain
processes for the neurologist to follow. Diagnosis remains an art. But the situation
is similar in social neuroscience at least insofar as researchers are able to point to
common areas activated when subjects are engaged in ToM experiments, or to areas
of the mirror system when we observe another person’s action.8

8 One of the journal’s anonymous reviewers suggested that the two cases (emergency room vs social
cognition) are different in that the correlations are known in the medical context but that “what's at issue in
the phenomenology/social cognition debate is precisely the [yet to be determined] correlation between
personal and subpersonal.” Although it’s not clear to me that in the medical condition the correlations are
always well known, it is clear that if in the case of social cognition what is at issue is to discover the
correlation between personal and subpersonal then phenomenology is directly relevant.
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Spaulding disagrees that person-level phenomena can be of help in this regard and
takes it one step further. ‘The fallibility of phenomenology is one reason to doubt
Gallagher’s phenomenological argument. The total irrelevance of phenomenology is
another. One simply ought to reject his claim that non-conscious mindreading would
result in conscious, explicit third-person based explaining and predicting’ (131). I
actually agree with the spirit of that last sentence. The claim that what one is doing
when one is mindreading is explaining or predicting9 the other person’s action in
terms of mental states, however, is not my claim. It’s a claim that is pervasive in the
ToM literature. Here are some examples (italics added): we’ve already seen that
Carruthers considers that through mindreading ‘one is able to predict and explain the
actions of others’ and that mindreading’s task is ‘to provide fine-grained intentional-
istic predictions and explanations’ based on ‘inferences from observation’ (1996, 26).
Davies and Stone (1998) describe folk psychological practice as ‘a practice in which
we all engage on an everyday basis.... We explain people's behaviour (or decisions, or
judgements, or other psychological states) by appeal to their psychological states’.
Gordon (1995) makes the claim for ST: ‘The simulation theory holds that we
represent other human beings, and explain and predict their behavior, by simulating
them…’ (fn. 6). According to the ‘mentalistic (rich) interpretation,’ which Saxe et al.
(2004, 88) defend, around age 3 or 4 ‘young children attribute mental states to others
in order to predict and explain behavior’ and ‘normal adults attribute to one another
(and to themselves) unobservable internal mental states, such as goals, thoughts, and
feelings, and use these to explain and predict behavior’ (see Saxe 2005 for the same
vocabulary). Stich and Nichols (1992, 35–36) attempt to sort out what’s theory and
what’s simulation with respect to ‘the cognitive mechanisms underlying our ability to
describe, predict and explain people's behavior’, which they call ‘our ordinary [and
‘everyday’] explanatory practice’.

I could go on indefinitely. The vocabulary of ‘explain and predict’ is ubiquitous in
ToM accounts, and it’s part of the claim that mindreading is the primary and
pervasive way that we understand others (the mindreading supposition). This is not
my claim; it’s the claim generally made by theory theorists and simulation theorists.
One more example might suffice. Spaulding’s own description of mindreading makes
use of the same vocabulary: ‘The basic idea of mindreading is that we understand and
interact with others by having some grasp of their mental states and using this
understanding to explain and predict their behavior on the basis of these mental
states’ (p. 119). To be clear, for the phenomenologist, explaining and predicting
another person’s behavior is something we can do, but is not the primary or most
central thing that we do when we are engaged in social interaction.

The real question, however, is whether explanation and prediction are to be taken
as personal-level phenomena, or something sub-personal. Whatever the subpersonal
mechanisms might be, Stich and Nichols (1995, 88) suggest that they are meant ‘to
subserve commonsense predictions and explanations’. Explanation and prediction,
they note, occur at the personal level, although it ‘is conceded on all sides that there

9 I take predicting in these contexts to mean a rather commonsense operation on the same order as
explaining. The two seem to always go hand-in-hand in this literature. I would distinguish prediction in
this sense from the kind of automatic anticipation that one finds in motor responses. I think that anticipation
is ubiquitous in human behavior, but predicting, in this sense, is a more specialized cognitive ability.
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are many cases in which the prediction and explanation of people’s behavior is not
accompanied by imagery or any other salient phenomenology’ (92). According to
Stich and Nichols, at least, explanation and prediction are personal-level phenomena,
apparently sometimes conscious and sometimes non-conscious.

Nonetheless, this is just where proponents of ToM would reject the relevance of
phenomenology.

Neither account [TT or ST] is committed to any view on what phenomenology
tells us is going on in our ordinary interactions. With mindreading, there is a
process (theorizing or simulating), and there is a product (an explanation or a
prediction). In general, neither the process nor the product need be consciously
accessible, let alone phenomenologically transparent’ (Spaulding 2010, 131).

Whether this is true or not, what I call the ‘simple phenomenological argument’,10

which both Spaulding (2010) and Jacob (2011) criticize, is meant to target only those
theorists who do claim that theoretical inferences and/or simulations and the explan-
ations and predictions involved in mindreading, are in fact explicitly conscious, a
matter of introspection, as well as a pervasive feature of our understanding of others.
This was Goldman’s original ‘introspectionist ST’ view (Goldman 1995, 216), for
example, and is now relegated to what he calls high-level mindreading (Goldman
2006).11 The simple phenomenological argument was not meant as an objection to
implicit or subpersonal accounts of mindreading.

Although no one claims that phenomenology can give us any direct evidence about
subpersonal processes, phenomenology can give us some clues about what might be
happening, for example in low-level, subpersonal processes of social cognition. This
claim is consistent with current scientific views. Thus, for example, in his account of
simulation, Gallese (2001) contends that a phenomenology of empathy correlates with
sub-personal simulation on a functionalist level, and with mirror neuron activation on
a neurological level. Whether this contention is correct, or not, it suggests not only
that what happens on a phenomenologically accessible personal level can give us
some clue to what may be happening on the subpersonal level, but that in some cases,
it counts as part of the explanation of subpersonal processes. If a neuroscientist tells
me that neurons in area F5 are firing, I have no explanation of what that means until
she gives me some indication of what it correlates to on the personal level of
experience or behavior. Moreover, in regard to methodology in the context of social
neuroscientific experiments, if subjects are not in a specific personal-level situation
(e.g., attending to the other’s actions) there is no expectation that MNs will fire, or
that low-level simulations will happen. It is not at all unusual for neuroscientists to
appeal to personal level practices and phenomenological experiences in setting up
their experiments, and in many cases the only way to define the explanandum is in
terms of phenomenology. For example, if a neuroscientist wants to study brain

10 The ‘simple phenomenological argument’, simply stated, is that if inferential mindreading or simulation
is both explicit/conscious and pervasive in our social encounters, as some claim, then there should be
phenomenological evidence for this; but there’s not. See e.g., Gallagher (2007, 356)
11 Thus, for example, Goldman writes: ‘“High-level” mindreading is mindreading with one or more of the
following features: (a) it targets mental states of a relatively complex nature, such as propositional attitudes;
(b) some components of the mindreading process are subject to voluntary control; and (c) the process has
some degree of accessibility to consciousness” (Goldman 2006, 147).
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processes that correlate with empathy she needs to have something better than a wild
guess about what the experience of empathy is and what behavioral situations might
elicit it.

Although phenomenology isn’t able to tell us anything directly about subpersonal
processes, and although much of what we do when we encounter others is non-
conscious, it is also clear that when we engage and interact with others we are not
entirely unconscious. Jill is certainly conscious of Jack in some way, and vice versa.
Indeed, subpersonal processes are meant to explain, in part, the possibility of just
such experience. In that regard, phenomenology cannot be irrelevant. It would be odd
to think, for example, that scientists who design the standard false-belief tests, or
people taking the tests, are not in a position to tell the difference between a third-
person observational stance in which we are called upon to explain the behavior of
someone with whom we are not interacting (the typical task in the standard false-
belief experiments), and a second-person process, which involves interaction, for
example with the experimenter. There is a phenomenological difference between
these two stances. Only by ignoring it can the scientist come to think that the standard
false-belief experiments can explain something about second-person interaction.

Can standard false-belief tests with children who are age 3-years and older tell us
anything about subpersonal processes? According to Spaulding (2010, 134), such
experiments test a hypothesis, namely, ‘they take certain forms of behavior in the
experimental context to be evidence for a certain kind of sub-personal processing....
The experiment does not require the subject to engage in conscious, explicit process-
ing. The processing is already done at the sub-personal level while the subject is
watching the scene. All these experiments do is ask for the product’ (Spaulding 2010,
134). This assumes, however, that the child’s mindreading is already complete before
the experimenter asks the question, and that the experimenter’s question has no
bearing on the process. The child seemingly already has the answer to a question
that he has not yet been asked. In the experiments, however, the experimenter tends to
play a role more like Socrates to Meno’s slave boy. That is, the experimenter is
interacting with the child, asking the child to consider different scenarios (“What if
Snoopy comes back into the room …”), providing the child with narrative details
(“Sally puts the toy in the box and then leaves the room…”), asking reality questions
(“Where is the toy really?), and so on. In the end the child is asked to consider all of
this and to say where the other person or puppet will look for the toy. Much of this
seems to require conscious, explicit processes on the part of the child—following the
story, answering the questions. Indeed, the 4-year-old is sometimes asked to explain
their answer, and they do. Pace Spaulding, these experiments certainly involve
conscious, explicit cognitive processes since children are asked for a reflective
judgment or prediction about the observed actions of other persons (puppets or
characters).

It’s not clear that ToM approaches can have everything they want in this regard.
On the one hand they deny the relevancy of phenomenology by claiming that both the
process of mindreading and the product (to use Spaulding’s term for the explanation
of the other’s action) remain non-conscious. On the other hand, they also claim that
the product is consciously available in standard false-belief experiments, which
require the subject to give a report, that is, a prediction or explanation of the other
person’s behavior. On this view, to think that phenomenological reflection could
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access the product is a mistake; but to think that a subject in a false-belief test can
report the product is not. At the very least, even if we discount the idea that the
process involves some explicitly conscious reflection on the part of the experimental
subject, we should think of the product as something that is consciously available.
Indeed, it’s not clear that in the false-belief task the subject’s reporting of the product
is something different from the product itself. That is, if the child is asked to predict
the other person’s behavior, reporting his prediction and actually predicting amounts
to the same thing. One might argue that he makes the prediction in his head, and then
tells the experimenter what it is. In either case, the predicting appears to be accessible
for the child—he can predict on request, and, if there is a difference between
predicting and reporting his prediction, he can both access and report it. The
‘product’, i.e., the explanation or prediction, on the best account, is clearly a
personal-level phenomenon. Whether 3- or 4-year-olds are precocious enough to be
able, when asked, to say, ‘Yes, I’m offering a prediction or explanation of this
puppet’s behavior,’ may depend on the individual child. But surely someone who
deals with such predictions or explanations all the time (that is, all of us, according to
theory theorists who make the strong claim about the scope of ToM) should be able to
become aware of such things. If I am constantly predicting and explaining the
behavior of others, it would seem odd to claim that I’m not sometimes aware of it,
especially, for example, when my predictions or explanations fail, that is, when I fail
to understand the other person, which is not an infrequent event.

4 The Starting Problem

I want to conclude by taking a close look at what I’ll call the ‘starting problem’
in social cognition. Neither TT nor ST has a good explanation of how the social
cognitive process gets off the ground—or more precisely, what ground we stand
on as we engage in the process. One can see the starting problem clearly, for
example, in Goldman’s description of the first step involved in running a
simulation routine. ‘First, the attributor creates in herself pretend states intended
to match those of the target. In other words, the attributor attempts to put herself
in the target's 'mental shoes'‘ (Goldman 2005, 80).12 This first step seems tricky.
How do I know which pretend state (belief or desire) matches what the other person
has in mind. Indeed, isn’t this what simulation is supposed to deliver? If I already
know what state matches the target, then the problem, as defined by ST, is already
solved.

The situation is no easier for the theory theorist. TT will claim that we simply
apply our folk-psychological theory by appealing to some specific rule or platitude
that will explain the other person’s behavior. But that seems to assume that we already
know what the appropriate rule or platitude is for the specific situation. The rules of
folk psychology, however, are rather abstract—they supposedly apply to human

12 Or consider Nichols and Stich (2003): ‘The basic idea of what we call the ‘off-line simulation theory’ is
that in predicting and explaining people’s behavior we take our own decision making system ‘off-line’,
supply it with ‘pretend’ inputs that have the same content as the beliefs and desires of the person whose
behavior we're concerned with, and let it make a decision on what to do’ (pp. 39–40).
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behavior in general, and, in part, that’s what makes them theoretical. Moreover, the
application of such rules may be especially troublesome in ambiguous situations. The
issue is this: faced with a particular person in a particular situation, how do we know
which rule to apply, unless we already understand something about the other person
and the situation?

To address this problem some theorists have pursued hybrid versions that combine
TT and ST. For example, it might be said, I’m in a position to take the first step in the
simulation process precisely because I already have a folk psychology that allows me
to make a supposition about what the other person is thinking. Theory helps me to get
my simulation off the ground. Or perhaps I know what rule of folk psychology to
apply because I begin by simulating the other person’s situation. It seems to me,
however, that these hybrid approaches simply push the problem back a step and into a
vicious circle. What seems to be lacking in any of these cases is the right kind of
particularistic or contextual knowledge that would be the ground for getting such
processes off the ground.

One might appeal to Leslie’s idea that we have an innate ToM mechanism as one
possible solution to the starting problem (e.g., Spaulding 2010, 136). We are phylo-
genetically designed and innately predisposed to attend to mental states over other
things. But this doesn’t answer the question in the right way. Even if we are innately
tuned to attend to mental states, how do we know what those mental states are in any
particular case? The same problem will haunt any answer that appeals to methodo-
logical individualism or to some internal mechanism, whether ToMM or mirror
neurons. There is, however, a much more workable answer readily available.

What sets us on the right track and gets social cognition off the ground, are the
social interaction processes of primary intersubjectivity. With exceptions for patho-
logical cases, we arrive on the scene already attuned to other people’s faces and their
emotional expressions; we come already perceptually attentive to biological motion;
we come already prepared for embodied interaction with others—and we are imme-
diately pulled into such processes by caregivers and other persons. There is no
starting problem here, because we are already started in ways that simply do not
require us to engage in mentalizing. From the very beginning some movements, some
emotional expressions, some physical contacts and biological processes are salient—
while others are not so relevant, although some of them may gain relevance with time
and experience. These are precisely the primary-intersubjective processes that IT
points to, not only as the starting point developmentally, but as the continuous starting
point for our everyday interactions with others.

Whatever we learn from these early and continuing interactions at the level of
embodied and interactive social skills is further enhanced by communicative practices
and culturally shaped by narrative practices, which deliver what, following Bruner
and Kalmar (1998) we can call the ‘massive hermeneutical background’ that informs
mature social cognition. To whatever extent and in whatever circumstances we do
actually engage in mindreading, whether by theory or simulation, or (on the phe-
nomenological account) understand others without mindreading, the starting problem
is already solved by these embodied social skills and narrative practices. They
provide the rich worldly contextualization and the even richer social and cultural
frameworks forming the massive hermeneutical background that in every instance
continues to get social cognition off the ground.
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