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Abstract In this paper, we first review recent arguments

about the direct perception of the intentions and emotions of

others, emphasizing the role of embodied interaction. We

then consider a possible objection to the direct perception

hypothesis from social psychology, related to phenomena

like ‘dehumanization’ and ‘implicit racial bias’, which

manifest themselves on a basic bodily level. On the back-

ground of such data, one might object that social perception

cannot be direct since it depends on and can in fact be

interrupted by a set of cultural beliefs. We argue, however,

that far from threatening the idea of direct perception, these

findings clearly contradict the idea of hardwired theory of

mind modules. More generally, we suggest that in order to

further the understanding of social cognition we must take

seriously insights about in-group and out-group distinctions

and related phenomena, all of which are currently neglected

in the mainstream social cognition literature.
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1 Introduction

The problem of other minds, or of how we come to

understand others is a central issue in philosophy and

psychology. The epistemological version of this problem

involves the question of how to justify the possibility of

gaining knowledge about entities (minds) that purportedly

are not observable in the external world. One way of for-

mulating this problem is in terms of an asymmetry between

our direct access to and knowledge of our own experiences,

and the lack of direct access in the case of the experiences of

others. On the background of such a gap it might seem that a

sceptic could challenge our entitlement to knowledge.

On most accounts, then, the problem of social cognition

is framed as a problem of access to the other person’s

mind. The supposition is precisely that the other person’s

mental states are hidden away and are therefore not

accessible to perception. Since psychological (cognitive,

affective, motivational, experiential, etc.) states are

imperceptible, we have access only to behavior or action,

which is not meaningful unless supplemented by some kind

of an additional inferential operation. This ‘principle of

imperceptibility’ is nicely stated by Johnson:

Mental states, and the minds that possess them, are

necessarily unobservable constructs that must be

inferred by observers rather than perceived directly.

(Johnson 2000, p. 22).1

Accepting this principle motivates the question of whether

our epistemic access to other minds works in a way that is
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1 This idea is frequently expressed in the literature on social

cognition. For example, Dretske, states it clearly: ‘‘We cannot see

other minds. They are unobservable. You can see the smile (at least

the upturned mouth) but not the thought ‘behind’ it. You can see the

perspiration, the flushed face, the wrinkled forehead, the squint, the

jerky motion of the arms … but you cannot see the fear, the

embarrassment, the frustration, the desire …’’ (Dretske 1973, 36).

Likewise, Wellman (1990, p. 107), defending this view writes:

‘‘Mental states, such as beliefs and desires, are private, internal and

not observable in others.’’
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fundamentally different from, structurally similar to, or

analogous to those processes by which we acquire knowl-

edge about other domains (Stueber 2006). The two

standard ‘‘theory of mind’’ (ToM) answers to the episte-

mological problem of other minds, simulation theory (ST)

and theory theory (TT) generally accept the ‘principle of

imperceptibility’ and posit some extra-perceptual cognitive

step (inference or simulation) as necessary for ‘‘mindread-

ing’’ the mental states of others. Hence, much of the

discussion is concerned with identifying the mechanisms or

rules by which we habitually infer or simulate our way to

others’ mental states on the basis of their behavior. TT

holds that the standards that guide our inferences come

from an intuitive theory, which, although non-scientific, is

comparable with bodies of scientifically structured knowl-

edge about phenomena and their causes. In other words, TT

argues that we have recourse to a set of folk-psychological

rules that allow us to infer an explanation of the observed

behaviour in terms of mental states and dispositions (e.g.,

Frith and Frith 2007). The competing account, ST, suggests

that the standards that guide mindreading are not tied to

theoretical knowledge, but come from ourselves: to

understand what is going on in other minds, we rely on

simulation routines that enable us to mirror and reproduce

the other’s inner states in our own system, based on our

own first-person experience (e.g., Goldman 2006). Despite

such disagreements about the nature of the process, both

TT and ST subscribe to the ‘principle of imperceptibility’

and hold that when we perceive others, we perceive mere

bodily activity, patterns of mechanical movements that

warrant the inference or suggest the correct simulation to

the other’s intentional states. I may register what the other

person does, but until I call forth some theory, or until I run

through a simulation routine, I seem not to have any sense

of what that person is up to or what the behavior means.

Yet, this principle sometimes appears to be paradoxical.

Mental states are unobservable, and have complex

logical properties… if anything, we should have

expected that mental state concepts should be baf-

flingly difficult to acquire, and yet even the most

unremarkable child seems to understand them—

without any explicit teaching (Baron-Cohen and

Swettenham 1996, p. 158)

Indeed, somewhat surprising from the perspective of TT,

infants as young as 13 months have been shown capable of

understanding actions, intentions, and, purportedly, beliefs

(Onishi and Baillargeon 2005). Perhaps for this reason some

theorists have begun to suggest that the idea that some mental

states may be perceptible is not inconsistent with TT. They

stop short, however, of endorsing a direct perception view.

Thus, for example, Lavelle (2012, 228) concludes: ‘‘The

moral is that while theoretical entities need not be

unobservable, one requires a theory in order to observe

them.’’ And, according to Carruthers (2013, 144n3): ‘‘the

phenomenology of much everyday mindreading is that we just

see someone as being about to act in some specific way in

pursuit of a presumed goal, or hear the intent behind what they

say.’’2 Like many theory theorists, however, both Lavelle and

Carruthers discount the phenomenology and place all the real

action of social cognition in extra-perceptual processes at the

subpersonal level where theory makes up for an impoverished

perception (also see, e.g., Jacob 2011; Spaulding 2010).

Carruthers, for example, adopts Leslie’s idea of a domain

specific innate module that starts to function at around

6 months of age, and which provides infants ‘‘with the

concepts and core knowledge necessary to represent the

mental states of other agents’’ (2013, 142).3

Opposing this picture, philosophers, such as Wittgen-

stein,4 phenomenologists like Scheler (1954) and Merleau-

Ponty,5 and philosophers of mind like Duddington (1918),

Dretske (1973), and Cassam (2007), have, to different

extents, argued against the principle of imperceptibility. In

the contemporary landscape, interaction theory (IT) (De

Jaegher et al. 2010; Gallagher 2001, 2004, 2005, 2012;

Gallagher and Hutto 2008) defends the idea that social

understanding is based primarily on embodied social

interaction. On this account, in our everyday interactions

with others, we are able to directly perceive their intentions

and emotions; perception can grasp more than just surface

behavior—or to put it precisely, it can grasp meaning—the

2 We thank one of the journal referees for pointing out the statements

made by Carruthers and Lavelle.
3 One finds stronger claims about the role of perception in the

simulationists. Thus, noting the idea ‘‘that in some circumstances

some mental states of others can be the objects of direct perception,’’

Heal remarks: ‘‘Nothing I have said is meant to rule out this idea; and

exploration of its connections with simulationism might be of

interest’’ (Heal 1995, p. 50). Robert Gordon (2008, 221), too, makes

room for direct perception: ‘‘There should be no conflict between

ST… and Gallagher’s [view]… that our primary and pervasive way of

engaging with others rests on ’direct’, non-mentalizing perception of

the ’meanings of others’ facial expressions, gestures and intentional

actions’’. Within ST, however, there has been, so far as we know, no

exploration of this issue which does not insist on the need for an extra

step of simulation to supplement perception.
4 ‘‘Look into someone else’s face, and see the consciousness in it, and

a particular shade of consciousness. You see on it, in it, joy,

indifference, interest, excitement, torpor, and so on. … Do you look

into yourself in order to recognize the fury in his face?’’ (Wittgenstein

1967 §229) And again: ‘‘In general I do not surmise fear in him—I

see it. I do not feel that I am deducing the probable existence of

something inside from something outside; rather it is as if the human

face were in a way translucent and that I were seeing it not in reflected

light but rather in its own.’’ (Wittgenstein 1980, § 170).
5 ‘‘Anger, shame, hate, and love are not psychic facts hidden at the

bottom of another’s consciousness: they are types of behavior or

styles of conduct which are visible from the outside. They exist on

this face or in those gestures, not hidden behind them.’’ (Merleau-

Ponty 1964, 52–53).
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intention in intentional behavior and the emotion in emo-

tional expression. The view is that intentions and emotional

states are in most cases not purely mental (‘‘in-the-head’’)

episodes of which we acquire knowledge via inference

from behavior. Rather, we perceive them directly in the

bodily movement, expressions, and actions of others.

In this paper, our objectives are twofold. We first clarify

how it is possible to directly perceive intentions and

emotions. Second, we consider a possible objection to the

direct perception hypothesis from social psychology that—

to our knowledge—has not yet been considered in the

social cognition literature.

In regard to the first objective, we address three ques-

tions: (1) What is an intention if it is something that can be

perceived? (2) What is an emotion if it is something that can

be perceived? And, (3) what is the nature of social per-

ception if intentions and emotions can be perceived? The

latter question is important since according to one sense of

‘perceiving another’s mental states’, X perceives Y’s

mental states iff Y’s mental states figure in the content of

X’s perceptual experience.6 One might then argue that

neither TT nor ST should deny the phenomenological claim

that we have perceptual experiences with such content. The

question then becomes whether sub-personal processes that

give rise to such perceptual experiences involve extra-per-

ceptual processes. As we’ve already noted, TT and ST

suggest that at the subpersonal level theory or simulation

enter into the process. Accordingly, clarifying a sense in

which perceptual processes at the subpersonal level do not

involve either theoretical inference or simulation will be

important. In order to elucidate what it is to directly per-

ceive intentions and emotions, we borrow from action

theory and emotion theory certain conceptions that are

consistent with the idea that we can perceive such things

directly, i.e., without having to infer or to simulate or to add

any other cognitive process to perception. In this regard, we

argue, mindreading, as construed by either TT or ST, is not

our primary way of understanding others (although it may

still be possible in special cases).

It is important to keep in mind that the account of direct

perception outlined here is one part of a larger theory (IT),

which emphasizes the role of embodied interaction and

narrative, in addition to direct perception, in the constitution

of social cognition. Direct perception plays an important role

in IT, but an explanation of its role is not meant to be a full

explanation of social cognition. Moreover, one can argue in

favor of the direct perception thesis in several ways (Smith

2010; McNeill 2012; Krueger and Overgaard 2012) but

endorsing it by no way commits one to IT.

Although social cognition does not reduce to direct

perception, our intent is not to provide a full account of

social cognition and we will not rehearse all aspects of IT,

or the research in developmental psychology, phenome-

nology and neuroscience that supports this approach (for

good summaries of this research see Hobson 2002; Reddy

2008; Trevarthen 1979; Gallagher 2005). Rather, we keep

the focus on direct perception.

In regard to the second objective, we consider a possible

objection to the idea of direct perception from social psy-

chology, related to empirical findings about phenomena

like ‘dehumanization’ and ‘implicit’ racial bias. One might

object, based on these findings, that social perception is not

direct since it obviously depends on a body of cultural

beliefs that operate along the lines of a culturally relative

folk psychology. In addition to defending against this

objection, we will suggest more generally that studies in

social psychology help us to see that an adequate account

of social cognition requires going beyond the relatively

narrow realm that the current theorizing on this topic

occupies. This may be surprising to many since the study of

social cognition is held to be a prime example of inter-

disciplinary research, involving cognitive and develop-

mental psychology, neuroscience and philosophy.

However, we think there is something missing, namely

insights from an understanding of social cognition that is

embraced in social psychology and more generally in

social philosophy. These insights involve in-group and out-

group distinctions that manifest themselves in different

ways, as ideological constructs, cultural narratives about

otherness, class relations in societies, and so on. For pur-

poses of this paper we focus only on the in-group/out-group

distinction in general, without going deeper into the dif-

ferent ways in which it can be motivated. We claim that

this is an issue that is currently neglected in the mainstream

literature on social cognition that focuses on debates

between TT, ST, or IT. To avoid misunderstandings, we

should note that there is no shortage of research in social

psychology on in-group and out-group relations (on general

issues see Tajfel 1981; Tajfel et al. 1971; Leyens et al.

1994; Brewer and Silver 2000; Brewer et al. 1993. More

specifically connected to our topic Haslam et al. 2005,

2007; Bain et al. 2009; Bastian and Haslam 2010; Fiske

2004, 1991; Likowski et al. 2008). Our point is that such

results have not been taken into account in the debates

between TT, ST and IT. Although in studies of social

cognition these factors are considered to be little more than

icing on the cake, we will suggest that they form an

essential part of the recipe of social cognition.

2 Perceiving Intentions

We start with some familiar distinctions from action the-

ory. Searle (1983), Bratman (1987), and Pacherie (2006,6 We thank an anonymous reviewer for this formulation.
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2008) make important distinctions among different types of

intention. For our purposes, Pacherie’s three-fold distinc-

tion will be the most convenient to consider.

• D(istal) or F(uture) intention: the product of a

thoughtful deliberation—I prospectively form an inten-

tion to do something (e.g., Considering certain facts, I

decide to buy a car next week).

• P(roximate or Present) intention: Searle’s concept of

intention-in-action—I specify my intention in the

particular requirements of the action situation (e.g., I

take a taxi to the car dealership and kick some tires).

• M(otor) intention: the intention intrinsic to the move-

ments that make up my action. The M-intention

specifies the precise movements necessary to accom-

plish the action (e.g., standing thus-and-so, or taking up

a certain position to be able to kick the tire).

In the following, we will focus on P- and M-intentions, and

we start by clarifying M-intentions. The notion of

M-intention can be associated with the phenomenological

discussion of ‘‘operative intentionality’’ (fungierende In-

tentionalität) in contrast to ‘‘act [mental-content] inten-

tionality’’ (Merleau-Ponty 2002). Bodily or motor

intentionality involves the aspects of meaningful motor

behavior and expression that constitute what we call

intentions. This idea attempts to capture the fact that the

experiencing agent is intentionally engaged with the world

through actions and projects that are not reducible to

simple internal mental states, but involve an intentionality

that is motoric and bodily. Actions have intentionality

because they are directed at some goal or project, and this

is something that we can see in the actions of others. As

Merleau-Ponty indicates:

[O]perative intentionality is that which brings about

the natural and prepredicative unity of the world and

of our lives; it appears more clearly … in our visual

field than in objective knowledge (2002).

This account of M-intention is also consistent with

pragmatist and neo-pragmatist views:

A founding idea of pragmatism is that the most

fundamental kind of intentionality (in the sense of

directedness towards objects) is the practical

involvement with objects exhibited by a sentient

creature dealing skillfully with its world. (Brandom

2008, 178).

Turning from phenomenology and pragmatism to science,

there is good evidence that we can directly perceive M- and

P-intentions since such intentions are actually present in the

movements that we can see. Studies by Becchio et al. (2012)

show that even in the absence of contextual information,

intentions can be perceived in bodily movement. These

studies build on well-known work in kinematics showing

that different action intentions specify different kinematic

dynamics in movement (Ansuini et al. 2008; Marteniuk et al.

1987; Ansuini et al. 2006; Sartori et al. 2011a). The first

point, then, is that intention shapes action kinematics (e.g.,

grasping): what you are going to do with an apple (eat it,

offer it to someone, throw it) shows up in the dynamics of

one’s reach, and in variations in grasp. In this respect the

intention is built into the movement of the action. Second,

Becchio et al. show that perceivers are sensitive to these

differences in kinematics and can see (with above 70 %

accuracy) the intentions in these movements—they are able

to discriminate between cooperative, competitive and indi-

vidual-oriented actions (Sartori et al. 2011b). Furthermore,

subjects are able to discriminate these differences even

without specific contextual information—in the dark with

point-lights on the wrist and fingers of the agent (Manera

et al. 2011a, b, c; Becchio et al. 2012). Further evidence for

the perception of intentions can be found in studies of adult

bodily kinematics and the dynamics of social attention and

interaction (Atkinson et al. 2007; Lindblom 2007).7

Someone might still object that these experiments do not

rule out the idea that upon seeing what we see of the

movement, we still must infer the intention. But this is to

misunderstand the nature of the M-intention.8 It is not that

the M-intention lies somewhere outside of the action

movement or behind it, such that we need an inference to

get to it; the action movements (the kinematic dynamics)

constitute the M-intention. In many cases of intentional

action there is no prior D-intention—no deliberative plan-

ning out; and there may be no or a minimal P-intention. For

example, if I am sitting at my desk working hard to solve a

philosophical problem, I may reach for my cup of coffee to

take a drink, even as my attention remains on the problem.

This is an intentional action, but I did not first form an

intention to take a drink (although, of course, if asked, I

could retrospectively formulate an intention or reason to

explain my action). At best, the intention was formed in the

movement itself, and there was nothing other than that

M-intention—no intention other than the one you can see

in the movement. Certainly in some cases there may be

something like a P-intention formed along with the

movement and we may call this an intention to have a

7 The study by Lindbloom (2007), for example, can help to address a

concern raised by one of the journal’s referees. The experiments by

Becchio and colleagues imposed an artificial constraint in asking

subjects to identify one of three possible action intentions. The

Lindbloom study, however, involved field research rather than lab

experiment, and the ecological situation that she studied did not

involve artificial limitations in terms of a limited range of possible

answers. The subjects studied were interacting with each other on a

complex task in a work setting.
8 This also goes to the issue of what precisely the nature of

perception is. We address this below in Sect. 4.
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drink. But even in that case there is an M-intention and the

intention to have a drink can be seen in the kinematic

dynamics. So even if there is a P-intention formally distin-

guishable from the M-intention, one doesn’t need to make

an inference about it, since one can see the M-intention. To

suggest that we need to go beyond what is just there in the

movement in order to infer an intention located somewhere

beyond the action, is to invent something (some hidden

intention) that in some cases does not exist. In these kinds of

intentional actions, the P-intention may be nothing over and

above the M-intention—it’s literally the intention-in-action.9

Furthermore, even in cases when the other person has

formed a D-intention and we are attempting to grasp that

D-intention, perhaps by processes that involve inference or

simulation, we do so in many cases only by starting with the

M-intentions that we take as (at least) expressing the

D-intention. That is, it is only by directly perceiving the

M-intention that we can even start to make an inference to

the D-intention, if in fact that is necessary at all.

One question that frequently comes up in connection

with this kind of direct perception view concerns decep-

tion. Surely we cannot know that another person intends to

deceive us without some serious mindreading. But first, the

possibility of erring about another’s intention to deceive is

nothing special (McNeill 2012). It is often the case that

situations occur in which we err about basic features of

objects, so the mere possibility of error, in no way under-

mines the possibility of direct perception. Second, it’s

important to note that if indeed another person’s behavior

motivates a suspicious mindreading about possible decep-

tion, it is likely something that we perceived in their

behavior that was the motivating factor. Third, however,

we may in fact recognize deception in the motor behavior

of the other without having to take the further, mindread-

ing, step. At the level of M-intentions and P-intentions,

subjects are already able to detect attempts at deception.

‘‘If an actor pretends, say, that a suitcase he is carrying is

heavier than it actually is, his movements will have a non-

natural kinematics that can be detected by observers’’

(Pacherie 2005, p. 9 citing Runeson and Frykholm 1983).

Subjects can discern whether activity is intended or not in

staged social actions, even when watching point-light dis-

plays of the agents’ movements (Good 1985). Importantly,

these capabilities start to take shape in infancy. Seven- to

nine-month-old infants perceive certain ambiguous acts

like offering and withdrawing object as playful inten-

tions—with different goals and outcomes than when the

same intentions are interpreted literally (Legerstee 2005,

p. 124; Reddy 1991, 2008).

Intentional bodily movements therefore have very dis-

tinctive properties; they are simultaneously constrained by

the agent’s goal, by the attributes of the situation and by a

set of kinematic and biomechanical rules that jointly shape

their dynamics (Pacherie 2005). The intentional aspects of

bodily movements are not extrinsic to those movements—

they are intrinsic and are reflected in the organization of

movement. Intentional actions have observable character-

istics that distinguish them from non-intentional behaviors.

Intentional kinematics reflect, not only a distinctive

dynamics contingent on the agent’s goal, but also specific

features of the situation. Thus, an important aspect of both

P- and M-intentions concerns the fact that intentional

actions are not carried out in thin air—they are always

situated in physical and social environments. How I will

carry out my D-intention to buy a car will depend on the

various circumstances of who, what, when, where … and

specific environmental and bodily conditions that may

facilitate or hinder my action. Intentions involve feedback-

governed processes that extend into the world, and which

exhibit, as Brandom puts it,

a complexity [that] cannot in principle be specified

without reference to the changes in the world that are

both produced by the system’s responses and

responded to …. [Such practices] are ‘thick’, in the

sense of essentially involving objects, events, and

worldly states of affairs. Bits of the world are

incorporated in such practices’’ (Brandom 2008, 178)

According to IT and the direct perception hypothesis,

social perception is enactive.10 That is, my perception of

your action is already formed in terms of how I might

respond to your action. I see your action, not as a fact that

needs to be interpreted in terms of your mental states, but

as a situated opportunity or affordance for my own action

in response. The intentions that I can see in your move-

ments appear to me as logically or semantically continuous

with my own, or discontinuous, in support or in opposition

to my task, as encouraging or discouraging, as having

9 John McDowell (2011) makes a similar point: ‘‘adapting Brian

O’Shaughnessy’s dual aspect conception of the will, I propose that

when one intentionally engages in bodily action, the action’s

intentional character is an aspect of something that is also bodily

through and through. The result stands in contrast with familiar

philosophical pictures of the relation between mind and body’’ (p. 1).

He proposes that ‘‘If rationality can be in bodily activity as opposed to

behind it, we have a vivid contrast with a familiar picture according to

which a person’s mind occupies a more or less mysterious inner

realm, concealed from the view of others. If physical activity can be

rationality in action, as opposed to a mere result of exercises of

rationality, we have a vivid contrast with the tendency to distance a

person’s body’’ (p. 17). For the notion of bodily rationality, see

Gallagher 2013b and in press).

10 IT adopts an enactivist view of perception. See, e.g., De Jaegher

et al. (2010). It is not the case, however, that all enactivists or all

proponents of direct perception adopt IT, or that all proponents of

direct perception are enactivists.
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potential for (further) interaction or as something I want to

turn and walk away from. As Merleau-Ponty put it, my

experience of movement is not as a meaningless mechan-

ical event, but is a ‘praktognosia’ (2002, 162). My own

perceptually informed bodily responses to the world or to

another person are ways of encountering the other that

cannot be reduced (or inflated) to a form of mindreading.

The perceiver is enactively engaged in perceiving the

intentions of others, in such a way that her own motor

intentionality contributes to perception.

We know from research on mirror neurons (MNs) that

they are activated for intended actions but not for unin-

tended movements; activation depends on the action

intentions of the perceived person, as well as pragmatic

context (Fogassi et al. 2005; Iacoboni et al. 2005; Kaplan

and Iacoboni 2006). In contrast to an internalist/simula-

tionist interpretation of MN activation, the enactivist view

conceives of MN activation not as subserving an act of

mindreading, but as something that is intrinsic to the

structure of perception—my perception being shaped by

my own action possibilities—what I can do in response to

the other. As we interact with others we can perceive their

meanings and their (M- and P-) intentions in their bodily

movements, gestures, facial expressions, in what they are

looking at, and what they are doing in the rich pragmatic

and social contexts of everyday life. Even if, to some

degree, action movements by themselves are underdeter-

mined, pragmatic and social contexts add specification. On

the enactive view, one doesn’t need to go to the level of

mental states (propositional attitudes, beliefs, desires,

inside the head); rather, on both (or all) sides of social

interaction, intentions are in the movement, in the action, in

the environmentally attuned responses. In such contexts,

we normally perceive another’s intentionality in terms of

its appropriateness, its pragmatic and/or emotional value in

the particular situation, or in terms of our own possible

responses, rather than as reflecting inner mental states, or

as constituting explanatory reasons for her further thoughts

and actions.

Is this a form of behaviorism? No. The idea of ‘‘thick’’

behavior involves rejecting the view that takes ‘‘behavior

to be just bodily movement and so strips it of intentionality,

relocating all that is alive and intelligent in the hidden

mind’’ (Leudar and Costall 2004, 603).11 Movement,

behavior, gesture, expression, and action are infused with

intentionality—not only because they are expressive of or

specified by M- and P-intentions, which may reflect

D-intentions, but also because they are situated in mean-

ingful contexts. What is out there to be seen is more than

thin behavior understood as a series of mere movements;

rather we can perceive a rich mixture of physical and social

contexts, intentions, and meanings.

3 Perceiving Emotions

We should be clear, the claim is not that we can directly

perceive all or all kinds of mental states. We may see con-

textualized behavior that suggests that a person believes

some particular fact, or is thinking in a certain way. But we

do not claim that we can see his belief or his thought. In

contrast, however, we do think that we can directly perceive

some emotions. According to the thin ToMistic view, emo-

tions are mental states that need to be inferred in the light of

other mental states, e.g., beliefs and desires (Harris et al.

1989; Nguyen and Frye 1999; Wellman and Banerjee 1991).

They may be expressed in bodily ways, but to perceive

bodily expressions/behaviors is not to perceive the emotion

itself. We require inferences to move from bodily expres-

sions to an understanding of actual emotions. So on the direct

perception view, how is it possible to perceive emotions?

The claim that we directly perceive emotions is not by

way of a Jamesian move that might reduce emotions (at

least in part) to observable bodily expressions; the claim is

not that to perceive an emotion is reducible to the idea that

I perceive the gestures of the other’s body simpliciter. Nor

is it the idea that I perceive the visible expressions and

apperceive the hidden sides of those expressions (see Joel

Smith’s (2010) appeal to a Husserlian idea; see Krueger

2012 for critique). Rather, we want to say that emotions are

often perceivable because of their embodied and complex

nature. If we think of emotions as complex patterns of

experiences and behaviors—and as such as ‘‘individuated

in patterns of characteristic features’’ (Newen et al., under

review)—features that may include bodily expressions,

behaviors, action expressions, etc., then emotion percep-

tion can be considered a form of pattern recognition (Izard

1972; Izard et al. 2000; Newen et al., under review).

On this view, particular expressions and expressive

actions may be constitutive features of a specific emotion

but not necessary components of all instances of the

emotion—in this respect we don’t always see a person’s

emotion. Emotion, accordingly, is a cluster concept, char-

acterized by a sufficient number of characteristic features,

although none of them are necessary to every instance.

What we do perceive when we perceive an emotion is a

package (a gestalt, or what Green 2010 calls ‘‘an interre-

lated set of phenomena’’ or a ‘‘systematically related set of

11 ‘‘If we stop thinking of behaviour as something that must be

described in ‘thin’ terms, and recognize that it can also be described

in ‘thick’ terms, then the illusion that the line between ‘the

observable’ and ‘the unobservable’ is to be drawn along the line of

thin descriptions will evaporate, and one will stop thinking that ‘the

mental’ is unobservable, obscured from view by bodily movements

and accessible only as a matter of inference’’ (Coulter and Sharrock

2009, 77).
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components’’) that includes a number of different consti-

tutive aspects of the emotion pattern–not necessarily all

aspects—but enough of its significant constituent features

to count.12

Jacob (2011) has objected that the direct perception

view leads to a crude behaviorism. The dilemma that Jacob

puts forward is that if the direct perception hypothesis

argues that bodily expressions are constitutive of emotional

or cognitive states, if they can be identified with patterns of

observable behavior then direct perception advocates must

embrace an unattractive behaviorist position. This, how-

ever, does not follow. It is possible to maintain that some

bodily actions are expressive of and partly constitute

mental phenomena (in the sense that they actually make up

their proper parts), without reducing psychological states to

expressive behavior (Krueger and Overgaard 2012). The

claim is simply that embodied mental states are only partly

constituted by perceptible behaviors. As Green (2007) puts

it, if we accept that we sometimes perceive objects by

perceiving their parts, then it is also acceptable that we can

perceive intentions and emotions although they entail other

components that are not fully perceptible (for a differing

view see McNeill 2012). Furthermore, the perceptual

aspects of the complex pattern of an emotion are not

reducible to purely bodily expressions. We also need to add

(consistent with Dewey’s critique of James) a situational

account—where the fact that emotional experiences and

behaviors are situated in specific ways is part of the pattern

(Mendoça 2012). This is to take seriously the phenome-

nological point that emotions involve intentionality,

something that helps to disambiguate emotional expres-

sions. Including situational aspects as part of the perceptual

pattern of emotions also suggests that one can perceive

complex, and not just basic emotions. Certain postures and

gestures and the style of certain glances may be perceived

as jealousy only when enough of the context is also

perceived.13

4 Social Perception

In much philosophy of mind, direct perception is suspect

because it has traditionally been associated with the idea

that it cannot be mistaken. If there is no representation that

mediates perception, then we cannot account for error or

illusion. Malcolm (1953), for example, considers G.E.

Moore’s claim that one can have a direct perception of an

after-image (in a way that one cannot have a direct per-

ception of an environmental object) and ends up thinking

that ‘‘‘impossibility of error’ is the main feature of the

philosophical conception of direct perception.’’ But taking

an after-image or a visual illusion as an example of

something we can directly perceive, and concerning which

we cannot make a mistake, is, we think, a mistake. Dealing

with this issue would take us too far afield, however, so

let’s put things differently.

By direct perception we mean perception that does not

involve a certain kind of inference, but can still involve

error. Perception, however, can involve inference in two

ways: in either intra-perceptual processing or extra-per-

ceptual processing. We argue against a view that would

posit the latter type of processing and that would suggest:

1. We perceive (or sense) X, but X is meaningless unless

we add something to perception, and.

2. What gets added to perception is an inference—a very

fast inference (or some other cognitive process like

simulation) to make sense of X.

Going back to the idea that we can directly perceive M-

and P-intentions, and the evidence to this effect provided in

the experiments by Becchio et al., one might object that

from the claim that a perceiver understands that p is the

case solely on the basis of perceptual stimuli (e.g., the

M-intention in the action), it is not legitimate to conclude

that the perceiver understands that p is the case based

solely on perceptual processes, i.e., that the subpersonal

processes are entirely perceptual. Rather, the objection

might go, perception of an intention is underpinned by both

perceptual and extra-perceptual subpersonal processes. On

some versions of TT and ST something like an extra-

perceptual inference (or simulation) is added to the

perception because perception by itself is characterized

as an impoverished form of observation, detached from

action (or interaction). On this view there is a disconnec-

tion between my perception and anything that might

involve my own action. On such models, if I were to

remain with only what I literally perceive of your apparent

behavior I would seemingly be in the dark, or totally

perplexed, or at least puzzled by it.

In contrast to this view, the enactive approach argues

that perception, without any extra-perceptual processes,

can grasp more than just surface behavior—or to put it

12 We note that this kind of emotion pattern perception fails in autism

and schizophrenia where subjects have a propensity to view the face

as an array of unrelated details; they miss the pattern/gestalt and fail

to recognize the emotion. ‘‘While most people perceive the face or

body of another as a familiar whole imbued with life, subjectivity, and

expression, schizophrenia patients will sometimes focus on individual

parts or the purely material aspect of the person before them’’ (Sass

and Pienkos 2013).
13 This is just a sketch of the pattern theory of emotion (see Newen

et al. under review, for a more detailed account). Goldman and

Sripada (2005) provide a simulationist account of face-based emotion

recognition, emphasizing that non-perceptual processes might be

necessary ‘‘to elaborate purely perceptual information.’’ This need not

contradict the idea that we directly perceive emotions since the latter

does not deny that ‘elaborating’ on perceptual information can

involve cognitive (non-perceptual) processes. The issue considered

here, in any case, is not one of elaboration.
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precisely, it can grasp behavior as meaningful—it’s a kind

of smart perception (Gallagher 2008a, b). In the case of a

not-so-smart social perception I open my eyes and I see a

body moving in a meaningless way, flailing her arms for

example, and I have to make sense of it in some non-

perceptual way. My eyes are working fine; my visual

cortex is processing all of the visual information, but what

vision delivers is relatively meaningless, ‘‘thin’’ behavior,

which I then have to interpret in some further cognitive

steps that involve inference. In contrast, in the case of

smart perception, in the very same situation, when I open

my eyes I see a person engaged in an exercise routine at her

gym. I do not see meaningless behavior and then infer that

it is a form of exercise—and I don’t have to call on

inference unless she is doing something out of context or

something that consists of weird or inappropriate

movements.

My perception is obviously informed by my prior

experience, so if I never encountered yoga before then I

might start to wonder and to make inferences when I see

the other person in a certain yoga position. Likely I may

even have to ask someone what she is doing.

On the smart perception view, there is no denial that

subpersonal processes in the brain contribute to perception.

Even Gibson’s notion of direct perception does not deny

that subpersonal brain processes are involved in our ability

to see affordances in the environment. In the case of smart

social perception, the brain actively contributes—more

precisely, the organism, including the brain, is engaged,

and has something to contribute to the shaping of percep-

tion. Perception involves complex, dynamic processes at a

subpersonal, sensory-motor level—but these processes are

part of an enactive engagement or response of the whole

organism, rather than additional, extra-perceptual, infer-

ential or simulative processes.

For example, the fusiform ‘‘face area’’ of the brain is

activated, not only for face perception, but also when we

look at the front (grill, headlights) of cars (Gauthier et al.

2000; Xu 2005). The significance of this is that our neural

processes are plastic and can be tuned by (social and cul-

tural) experience. This activation (part of what constitutes

the perception I have of my car if in fact I am looking at its

front end) is not the underpinning of some additional

inferential cognitive act. I do not perceive and then go

through some other process that correlates to the activation

of the fusiform face area; rather, fusiform activation helps

to constitute the way that I perceive the car, or the other

person’s face, etc.14 Importantly, perception of another’s

face activates not just the face recognition area and ventral

stream, but the dorsal visual pathway—suggesting that we

perceive affordances in the face of the other (Debruille

et al. 2012). Faced with the face of a real person, the

perceiving subject, at a minimum, makes eye contact with

very subtle eye movements. Accordingly, face perception

presents not just objective patterns that we might recognize

as emotions. It involves complex interactive behavioural

and response patterns arising out of an active engagement

with the other’s face—not a simple recognition of facial

features—but an interactive perception that constitutes the

recognition of emotions.

Meaningful perception of any sort may rely on activa-

tion of association brain areas outside of very early per-

ceptual processing areas in, for example, V1 in the visual

cortex. Recent research shows that even neuronal activity

in the earliest of perceptual processing areas, such as V1,

reflects more than simple feature detection. For example,

V1 neurons are activated in ways that anticipate reward if

they have been tuned by prior experience (Shuler and Bear

2006). This is not perception first, followed by an addi-

tional neural or cognitive function that registers the pos-

sibility of reward.

It’s just here that followers of Helmholtz (1867) will

argue that these subpersonal (intra-perceptual) processes

that constitute perception are composed of inferences. And

in terms of social perception, the theory theorist might be

tempted to say that this subpersonal inference just is the

theoretical inference that allows us to mindread (e.g.,

Lavelle 2012). But the theory theorist cannot claim that

Helmholtzian inferences that are underpinning perception

are the ones underpinning mindreading. First, Helmholtz-

ian inferences (if there are such things) are characterized as

very basic processes involving, for example, the visual

perception of edges, colors, shapes, and so forth, and are

meant to answer very basic questions about how we per-

ceive anything as a visual object. It’s not clear how such

processes would be related to folk psychology.

14 In discussing the concept of direct perception, Gallagher (2008a)

made use of the example of perceiving his red car. This has misled

some critics (e.g., Bohl and Gangopadhyay 2013) into thinking that he

was suggesting there is no difference between perceiving the sensory

properties of things and perceiving the intentions or emotions of

Footnote 14 continued

others, as if intentions and emotions were reducible to simple sensory

properties like the redness of blushing. Perceiving my red car (not its

sensory properties) and perceiving another person’s intentions or

emotions may be similar insofar at both perceptions are direct and

enactive, and in that sense ‘‘smart.’’ That there are important differ-

ences, both neurologically and phenomenologically, between object

perception and person perception, even in regard to what ‘enactive’

means, has been explicated (even in Gallagher 2008a, but also in

Gallagher 2005, 2008b; and Gallagher and Zahavi 2008), for exam-

ple, in terms of the differences between instrumental and social af-

fordances, between mere observation and engaged perception, and in

terms of the dynamics of interaction. Bohl and Gangopadhyay are

after a more detailed explanation of ‘‘the cognitive-perceptual

mechanisms’’ of direct social perception and are clearly not satisfied

with an embodied, dynamical approach that includes an enactive

interpretation of the mirror system.
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Helmholtzian inferences, at least in the classic sense, are

not rich enough to underpin mindreading. Second, if TT

did make this claim, it would be tantamount to the claim

that mindreading just is the perception of mental states.

The Helmholtzian idea that perception involves subper-

sonal inferences may or may not be correct (see Bennett

and Hacker 2008, 9–10; Orlandi 2011; Hutto and Myin

2013). Even if the theory theorist thinks that it is correct,

however, strictly Helmholtzian inferences will not give TT

what it needs for social cognition, since according to TT

such inferences would, at best, deliver only a perception of

behavior—e.g., I see the agent reaching for the cup. One

would need to add to perception some other kind of sub-

personal, extra-perceptual, extra-Helmholtzian mindread-

ing inferences. That would bring us back to not-so-smart

perception plus some other cognitive process.

Alternatively, the theory theorist might try to make the

extra-perceptual inferential process part of perception

itself. This is precisely Jane Lavelle’s (2012) proposal in

her TT critique of direct perception. Objecting to the claim

that MNs are able to register the action intention or goal of

a perceived action she proposes an inferential process in a

classic syllogistic set of brain processes that are to be

integrated, somehow, into perceptual processes.

Premise 1 is generated in the representation of a

motor action in the parietal mirror area.

Premise 2 is equivalent to ‘‘knowledge’’ representa-

tions about cultural practices or folk psychology

formulated [propositionally] in some other brain

module.

Conclusion: the brain computes across these repre-

sentations to infer the best explanation in terms of the

other’s mental states.

Cultural knowledge or folk psychological platitudes need

to be provided by some mechanism (a ToMM, for

example) other than the primary activation of perceptual

and mirror areas. Accordingly, Lavelle rejects Gallese’s

idea that low-level processes are sufficient for understand-

ing actions.

[W]e don’t need to suppose an over-arching top-

down influence in order to have a neural mechanism

that maps the goal. We already have it in the pre-

motor [or parietal] system. We don’t need to imply a

further mechanism that maps the goal. (Gallese 2006,

p. 15])

Lavelle’s rejection of this proposal ignores the possibility

that sensory-motor areas have undergone plastic modifica-

tions in prior experience. This kind of discounting of brain

plasticity is a retreat to a standard computational model of

the mind (see Fodor 1983; Strawson 1994, and the critique

of hyperintellectualist models in Hutto and Myin 2013). On

this view, perception by itself is impoverished, and

meaning would be added, top-down, piled onto the

perceptual vehicle forming a new representation.

We question whether it is best to think of social and

cultural factors in terms of theory laden perception, as if

the way our experience is (in)formed by social and cultural

factors translates into the possession of a theory (folk

psychology) that needs to be added to perception to for-

mulate an extra inferential step in understanding others.

Rather than adding extra-perceptual inferential processing

(generated in a ToMM, or a folk-psychological module, for

example) to perception, there is good evidence that per-

ceptual processes at the subpersonal level are already

shaped, via mechanisms of plasticity, by bodily (enactive)

and environmental (including social and cultural) factors

and prior experience. For example, consider the now well-

known difference between the way Westerners and Asians

perceive and attend to visual objects and contexts (Goh and

Park 2009). One also finds, for example, not only brain

processes that are different relative to the use of different

cultural tools and practices, but also cultural variations in

brain mechanisms specifically underlying person percep-

tion and emotion regulation (Kitayama and Park 2010). For

example, relative to European Americans, Asians show

different neural processing in response to images of faces

that represent a social-evaluative threat (Park and Kitay-

ama 2012). In very specific ways, social and cultural fac-

tors have a physical effect on brain processes that shape

basic perceptual experience and emotional responses.

To summarize, M- and P-intentions are not hidden,

purely mental events; they are visible in situated, embodied

actions. We can perceive M- and P-intentions without the

need for extra-perceptual cognitive inferences. Emotions

are constituted by patterns of bodily-experiential-expres-

sive aspects, some significant parts of which can be per-

ceived and understood without the need for extra-

perceptual cognitive inferences. In most cases, the sub-

personal processes of perception that contribute to under-

standing others, even if they involve intra-perceptual

Helmholtzian inferences, do not require extra-perceptual

cognitive inferences to do the job. Finally, in the larger

system of brain-body-environment, brain plasticity plays

an important role in building social and cultural factors into

the way perception works.

5 Some Concerns from Social Psychology

Although we have argued that in many if not most cases we

directly perceive intentions and emotions in others, because

they are visible (or audible) in situated, embodied actions,

evidence from social psychology may seem to put the idea

of direct perception into question. It is well known, for
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example, that individuals are more accurate at recognizing

the intentions and the emotions of members of their own

culture versus those of other cultures (Elfenbein and

Ambady 2002a, b; Matsumoto 2002). In itself, this phe-

nomenon does not constitute a challenge for the view of

direct perception proposed here. We have said that emo-

tions are best thought of as complex patterns of experiences

and behaviors and that emotion perception can be consid-

ered a form of pattern recognition. In that case, it makes

sense that the cultural differences between these patterns

might make it harder for individuals to recognize the

emotions of individuals from other cultures. There are

subtle differences in emotional ‘dialects’ across cultures,

which reduce cross-cultural emotion recognition (Elfenbein

et al. 2007). Research also shows that the in-group

advantage in emotion recognition is largely independent of

biological or ethnic factors. It seems that individuals make

best sense of emotions expressed by a member’s own

cultural group, regardless of race and ethnicity (Elfenbein

and Ambady 2003). Something similar might be said about

intentions insofar as there are culturally typical ways of

doing things, and culturally typical things to do.

However, research also shows that independent of

‘dialects’, beliefs, and most strikingly negative beliefs

about out-group members can interfere with one’s ability to

recognize emotions (Gutsell and Inzlicht 2010). In these

cases making sense of the emotions of others is not con-

strained by the differences in emotion patterns, but by

specific beliefs about the outgroup member. At least, it

seems that whether X is able to recognize the emotions and

intentions of Y, is crucially dependent on X’s beliefs about

the racial or ethic group to which Y belongs. On some

conceptions it is not just a matter of ‘having a belief’ but of

having a set of beliefs or a set of platitudes about the out

group that constitute part of folk psychology, or, in effect, a

theory. On this view, the kind of subpersonal syllogism

suggested by Lavelle’s (2012) seems more feasible.

The phenomenon of dehumanization shows that being

able to experience the other as a human being, and to grasp

her intentions and emotions, are to a large degree contingent

socio-cultural factors. Dehumanization, a phenomenon

often found in war and genocide contexts, refers to pro-

cesses in which individuals or groups are simply understood

as somehow lacking full humanity. Others are understood as

lacking characteristics that in-group members take to be

characteristically human (a sense of morality, civility,

higher cognitive abilities, emotional warmth etc.). In-group

members occasionally perceive people of a certain ethnicity

as animal-like (animalistic dehumanization) or as automa-

tons (mechanistic dehumanization). In extreme cases, such

out-group members are met with disgust and perceived as

somehow non-humans or sub-humans, as beings without an

inner life (Harris and Fiske 2006; Haslam 2006). It seems

that in such cases perception completely fails to grasp the

other, and basic empathy, the grasp of another as a fellow

human, is missing. In situations of extreme conflict this

helps overcome revulsion against killing; but moderate

versions of this phenomenon are present in subtle everyday

processes (Haslam et al. 2005, 2008a and b; Haslam 2006;

Haslam and Bain 2007; Bain et al. 2009; Bastian and Ha-

slam 2010; Fiske 2004, 1991; Goffman 1986). Thus,

dehumanization is a matter of degree, not of kind.

Again, this seems to present a challenge to the direct

perception hypothesis. Indeed, dehumanization is manifest

on the level of bodily interaction usually connected with

‘primary intersubjectivity’: non-conscious processes of

automatic mimicry of others’ expressions, gestures, and

body postures are less frequent for dehumanized out-group

members (Likowski et al. 2008). Also, what are considered

innate motor-resonance mechanisms that supposedly allow

us to directly perceive intentions and emotions are modu-

lated by cultural factors and inextricably bound to group

membership. A study by Xu et al. (2009) dramatically

demonstrates the neural effects of implicit racial bias and

shows that empathic neural responses to the other person’s

pain are modulated by the racial in-group/out-group rela-

tionship. fMRI brain imaging showed significant decreased

activation in the anterior cingulate cortex (ACC), an area

thought to correlate with empathic response, when subjects

(Caucasians or Chinese) viewed racial out-group members

(Chinese or Caucasian respectively) undergoing painful

stimulations (needle penetration) to the face, compared to

ACC activation when they viewed the same stimulations

applied to racial in-group members.

We are simply less responsive to out-group members

and display significantly less motor cortex activity when

observing out-group members (Molnar-Szakacs et al.

2007). Most strikingly, in-group members fail to under-

stand out-group member actions, and this is particularly

prominent for disliked and dehumanized out-groups. The

more dehumanized the out-group is, the less intuitive the

grasp of out-group member intentions and actions (Gutsell

and Inzlicht 2010).

The evidence from studies of dehumanization and

implicit racial bias thus seems inconsistent with the direct

perception hypothesis, and shows that mechanisms of basic

empathy are constitutively dependent upon historical-cul-

tural situatedness and group membership. While the argu-

ment for direct perception draws on empirical findings

concerning primary intersubjectivity and enactive inter-

pretations of resonance processes, it seems that social

psychology and cultural neuroscience raise questions about

exactly such phenomena. Recent studies on embodied

primary intersubjectivity and mirror neuron activity deliver

evidence for our basic understanding of others being con-

stitutively dependent on culturally sanctioned beliefs. In
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light of these findings, we may ask: should such cultural

beliefs that enable and disable social cognition not be seen

as a form of theory? And, if the recognition of emotions

and intentions depends on such a theory would this then not

contradict direct perception and support theory-theory?

Our answer is no. First of all, recall that the idea that we

have direct perceptual awareness of the other’s intentions

and emotions is part of a larger interaction theory of social

cognition (IT) which draws on evidence that our basic

empathic understanding of others is enabled by innate or

very early developing embodied capabilities and by inter-

action itself (see De Jaegher et al. 2010). The term ‘innate’

here signifies those capabilities that have developed pre-

natally as a combination of genetic and prenatal experi-

ential factors. The newborn comes already prepared for

interaction with others, as evidence on neonate imitation

and primary intersubjectivity suggests (Meltzoff and

Moore 1977, 1994; Trevarthen and Aitken 2001; including

cross-cultural studies, Meltzoff and Moore 1989). To dis-

rupt a common metaphor, however, this does not mean that

the infant comes ‘‘hardwired.’’ Rather, it means that the

newborn infant has some circuits already working, but even

these circuits are open to plastic reorganization; they are

either reinforced or they deteriorate depending on sub-

sequent experience15; generally speaking, they are

reshaped by social and cultural experiences.

Although interaction theorists, in their critique of TT

and ST, focus on primary embodied processes, they also

grant that social and cultural contexts are important for a

full understanding of the other. IT maintains that we are not

only action oriented in our pragmatic dealings with the

world, we are also, from the very beginning, interaction

oriented in our encounters with others. Thus, beyond the

embodied capacities of primary intersubjectivity, IT has

acknowledged the importance of secondary intersubjec-

tivity (starting with joint attention in the first year of life,

and including the pragmatic understanding of others in

highly contextualized situations) and of communicative

and narrative practices (Gallagher and Hutto 2008). The

stories that we listen to as children, or that we see enacted

(in various media), or play-acted, and even the stories we

are exposed to as adults—parables, plays, myths, novels,

films, television, etc.16—are not neutral with respect to

how we perceive the world. Cultural narratives, as well as

our own culturally situated experiences with others, bias

our expectations in regard to their actions and, as the sci-

ence shows, can bias perception itself. While it was once

thought that such biases were automatic and more or less

immune from change, it is now accepted that the manip-

ulation of the social context can moderate in-group racial

bias, down to the level of perceptual processes (Barden

et al. 2004; Blair 2002; Bargh 1999). Thus, IT can and does

acknowledge that social and cultural forces play an

essential or constituting role in social perception and par-

ticularly in the understanding of emotions and intentions.

Moreover, this kind of evidence puts into question

accounts of social cognition that assume we are hardwired

to intuitively grasp others as ‘‘fellow human beings’’ by

means of innate, modularistic ToM mechanisms or pre-

programmed mirror systems operating in an automatic and

context-independent fashion, yielding capacities of the sort

described by Scholl and Leslie (1999, 136–137).

One hallmark of the development of a modular cog-

nitive capacity is that the end-state of the capacity is

often strikingly uniform across individuals. Although

the particulars of environmental interaction may

affect the precise time-table with which the modular

capacity manifests itself, what is eventually mani-

fested is largely identical for all individuals. As the

modular account thus predicts, the acquisition of

ToM is largely uniform across both individuals and

cultures. The essential character of ToM a person

develops does not seem to depend on the character of

their environment at all. It is at least plausible, prima

facie, that we all have the same basic ToM! (…) The

point is that the development of beliefs about beliefs

seems remarkably uniform and stable.17

Others like Segal (1996) maintain that the pattern of ToM

development is identical across the species, which is in

marked contrast to the uneven and culturally dependent

development of many other capacities. Evidence from

15 Evidence along this line can be found in what is sometimes

considered induced autism as the result of extreme social deprivation

in orphanages (see Hobson 2002).
16 Rorty (1989, xvi) suggests ‘‘the novel, the movie and TV program

have, gradually but steadily, replaced the sermon and the treatise as

the principle vehicles of moral change and progress’’ (1989, xvi). We

should add video games to this list. As research shows, prolonged

play of such games induces changes in various cognitive functions,

including hand-eye coordination, spatial visualization, visual antici-

pation, reaction time, and attention (Latham et al. 2013). Such

Footnote 16 continued

changes involve brain plasticity; they are not induced because players

change their theories or improve their inferences.
17 Scholl and Leslie (1999, 140) add that ‘‘It is certainly the case that

these basic ToM abilities may eventually be recruited by higher

cognitive processes for more complex tasks, and the resulting higher-

order ToM activities may well interact (in a non-modular way) with

other cognitive processes, and may not be uniform across individuals

or cultures.’’ On this view, higher-order cognitive elaboration does

not affect perceptual or basic ToM processes. On the enactive view

proposed here, cultural practices, including communicative and

narrative practices, go deeper and affect embodied perceptual

processes and action possibilities. The material we draw on suggests

that cultural factors can also lead to the loss or diminishment of the

ability to understand others.
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studies of dehumanization, however, is inconsistent with

these expectations, and shows that mechanisms of social

cognition are constitutively dependent upon historical-

cultural situatedness and group membership. This suggests

that the fundamental perceptual level of understanding

others as persons is essentially context dependent—an

aspect that any theory of social cognition must account for.

To deny that cultural factors have such effects on per-

ception would only make sense if one were to accept the

thesis of the ‘cognitive impenetrability of perception’

(Pylyshyn 1999) and hold on to the distinction between

‘seeing’ and ‘seeing as’. However, many now acknowledge

that perception is cognitively penetrable (Siegel 2011). The

frequent example in discussions of cognitive penetrability

involves beliefs. When you know that bananas are yellow,

this knowledge affects what color you see bananas to be, so

that an achromatic banana will appear to be yellow (Ge-

genfurtner et al. 2006). This leads too quickly to the idea

that perceptions are ‘‘theory laden,’’ a concept borrowed

loosely from philosophy of science. But moods, traits,

practices and skills also can modulate perception. For

example, to the newly trained reader of Russian, a sheet of

cyrillic script looks different than it looked to her before she

could read it; to a vain performer, the faces in the audience

never look disapproving, while to a performer who lacks

confidence, the same audience may look displeased (Siegel

2011). In a kind of circular way, and as Siegel points out, in

a way that can be epistemically pernicious, penetrated

perceptions are confirmatory of the belief, mood, trait, etc.

In the case of cultural biases, they can also be neurologi-

cally pernicious since they can reinforce neuronal firing

patterns and result in the plastic changes discussed above.

More generally, they can reinforce embodied practices and

postures, behavioral habits, and intersubjective interactions.

None of this, however, counts against the idea that my

perception of another’s intentions and emotions are direct,

requiring no extra-perceptual inference that would take us

beyond what we perceive. All such changes, pernicious or

not, are not additions to perception, an added-on set of

inferences; rather, they transform the perceptual process

itself. In the case of dehumanization, for example, one is not

trained to make bad inferences; one is conditioned to

directly perceive others as non-persons.

6 Conclusion

We started by noting that the problem of social cognition is

usually framed as a problem of access to the other person’s

mind and that it is usually supposed that the other person’s

mental states are not accessible to perception. Buying into

the ‘principle of imperceptibility’ it is assumed that we

have access only to behavior or action, which is not

meaningful unless supplemented by some kind of an

additional inferential operation. In this framework the

central discussion is concerned with the nature of the

standards that guide our inferences, and whether they come

from a folk-psychological theory (TT), or from our own

experiential resources (ST). In opposition, IT denies the

‘principle of imperceptibility’ and argues that perception

can directly grasp meaning in intentional behavior and

emotional expression.

In this paper, we drew from action theory and emotion

theory to elucidate how it is possible to directly perceive

intentions and emotions. We then considered a possible

objection that could be launched against the direct per-

ception hypothesis by drawing on social psychology stud-

ies concerning ‘dehumanization’ and ‘implicit’ racial bias.

Such findings could be interpreted to prove that perception

is not direct, but rather depends on cultural beliefs that

might be seen as a form of theory. We argued, however,

that far from threatening the idea of direct perception

within IT, these findings seem to clearly contradict the idea

of innate or hard-wired ToM modules.

In conclusion, we want to suggest that the science of

social cognition needs to take into account the role of

ideological constructs, cultural narratives about otherness,

phenomena concerning in-group and out-group dynamics,

and, we would add, class and power relations in societies.

These are topics that are currently neglected in the main-

stream social cognition literature found in philosophy of

mind, cognitive psychology, and neuroscience. Too often, in

this mainstream literature, social cognition is portrayed as

dependent on internal mechanisms that belong to a neutral

observer of another person’s behaviour, simpliciter, without

taking into consideration that social interaction processes

are shaped by forces external to the individual, and by social

and institutional practices that impact intersubjective

understanding to the extent that they form and sometimes

deform perception (Gallagher 2013a), as well as any further

cognitive processes involved in our understanding of others.
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