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4 Embodied Phenomenology and Narratives 
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4.1 The Critique of Folk-Psychological Reason 

The contemporary discussions about the nature of folk-psychology (that culminated in the 
simulation theory vs. theory-theory debated) are the offspring of several lines of research. The 
first one is the Wittgenstein-Anscombe-Davidson questioning about the nature of action 
descriptions. After Davidson, it was common to see belief and desires as propositional attitudes 
that rationalize and cause actions. The second one started with Sellars, Lewis and Quine, and then 
with Dennett, Fodor and Churchland: inquiries about the function of intentional states ascriptions. 
Now beliefs and desires are commonly thought of as mental representationsÑ either as real ones 
(Fodor), useful fictions (Dennett) or useless fictions (Churchland)Ñ used in prediction and 
explanation. The third one is constituted by all cognitive scientists interested in developmental, 
comparative and abnormal psychology: the presence (or absence) of a 'theory of mind' in 
primates, children, autistic children, etc. 

Consequently, the standard account of folk-psychology became something like: 

folk-psychology is the commonsense, intuitive framework we use to predict and explain 
actions; it consists in attributing propositional attitudes (mainly belief-desires). 

Any philosophy textbook presents a similar definition. Against the once dominant theoretical 
view, the simulationists insisted that in interpreting, we are not applying theoretical knowledge, 
but using our imagination and our own cognitive processes to make belief-desires predictions and 
explanations. The basic assumptions were not challenged.  

As this chapter and the following ones will illustrate, many disagreements with the standard 
propositional-attitude belief-desire psychology are possible. Many of its theses can be disputed:  

The content-ascription thesis: do we always ascribe content in interpretation?  

The content of folk-psychology (when we attribute content, is it propositional attitudes? and 
always beliefs and desires? what about, e.g. character traits?) 

The function folk-psychology (are we only predicting and explaining? what about evaluating, 
judging, justifying. And when we predict and explain is it always based on belief-desires 
attribution?) 

The psychological role of folk-psychology (what if belief-desire psychology is separate from 
actual interpretation? ) 

The unity of folk-psychology (are all belief-attributions identical, or are there many kinds of 
beliefs attribution? ) 

The evidential basis for philosophical accounts of folk-psychology (why using only conceptual 
analysis and a priori thinking?) 

The neglected role of phenomenology, moral judgment, non-conceptual content, narratives 

The interpretive perspective: why only third-person or first-person? What about second-person? 

 

One way to challenge the standard account is by arguing that interpretation is not a matter 
of simulating or theorizing, but an activity that, most of the time, recruits basic sensorimotor 
capacity and not explicit thought. This is Shaun GallagherÕs embodied phenomenology position. 
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Daniel Hutto also challenges the standard account: folk-psychology is not primarily an 
interpretive mechanism that manipulates beliefs and desires in order to explain or predict 
behavior: it is primarily a narrative practice. Folk-psychological discourse is essentially about 
the construction of reason-based narrative that figures in dialogues and conversation.   

4.2 Phenomeology and the limits of Òtheories of mindÓ 

 According to TT, we use a theoretical stance to interpret, while, for ST, we use our Òown 
experience as the measure of everyone else'sÓ. But none of them, according to Gallagher, is the 
primary way in which we interpret others (Gallagher, 2001). Both share the same Òmentalistic 
suppositionÓ: to know something about other minds is to know their beliefs, desires etc. We 
either simulate their belief-desires (ST), or derive them from folk-psychological laws (TT) 

 In both case, we allegedly use conceptual knowledge: we need the concept of belief-
desires to simulate/theorize about belief-desires. Even if these inference are implicit, they are 
informed by concepts: ÒTo discover a belief as an intentional state even in myself requires that I 
take up a second-order reflective stance and recognize that my cognitive action can be classified 
as a belief (É)  [it] requires something like a reflective detachment from my phenomenal 
experience Ò(Gallagher, 2001). ST and TT require always a certain detachment, a representational 
manipulation of theoretical knowledge or a representational simulation 

  ST and TT may capture what is going in when we talk with someone else about a third 
person: we may attribute or simulate the third person mental states. For Gallagher, however, these 
processes do not capture the nature of the interaction with our interlocutor. 

Òin a second-person conversational situation, although we may indeed tacitly follow 
certain rules of conversation, our process of interpretation does not seem to involve a 
detached or abstract, third-person quest for causal explanation.  Nor does it seem to be a 
theory-driven interpretation that takes the other person's words as evidence for a mental 
state standing behind what he has just said. Ò (Gallagher, 2001) 

 In fact, Gallagher challenges the very pre-suppositions of ST and TT: that, in 
interpersonal understanding, we posit a Òtheoretical entity called a belief and attribute it to [the 
interlocutor]Ó. He challenges what we could call the bi-Cartesian account of communication: 
Instead of construing communication as a process where there is first an exchange of information, 
that is processed by theoretical or simulation mechanisms and afterwards expressed in speech or 
behavior, Gallagher argues that the understanding happens in the process of communication. We 
do not understand someone first as saying something and then understanding the Òbelief in her 
headÓ. We rather understand--normally--when the person say something. We understand each 
others in a nonmentalizing way (neither reasoning (TT) nor imagination (ST): we use instead 
Òembodied practicesÑ practices that are emotional, sensory-motor, perceptual and 
nonconceptualÓ (Gallagher, 2001, p. 81). 

  We use third-person or conceptual knowledge only when regular, situated action does 
not follow its regular course. Normally, our understanding of the mental is just like our 
understanding of everyday objects we may use or everyday situations we may be in without any 
theory, knowledge or explanatory entities. To use Heidegger's example, the carpenter does not 
need conceptual knowledge of the hammer when she uses it: only when the hammer breaks, or 
when something goes wrong with it does the hammer become an object of thought. Most of the 
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time, the hammer become an extension of the body and is ÒabsorbedÓ in the action. Similarly, 
social understanding appears phenomenologically as immersed in pragmatic actions such as 
communication. We rely on theories and simulation only when social interaction does not follow 
its normal course.  

 

Gallagher gives this example. Imagine you hear this conversation:  

 Woman: I'm leaving you. 

Man: Who is he? 

 We could explain our understanding of the man's reaction by invoking his beliefs and 
desires, social scripts, schema and scenario that explains his conclusion. We could, but the real 
question is: when we hear this conversation, are we naturally prompted to explain it, or aren't we 
rather directly understanding his state of mind, or more precisely Òcomprehending it in an 
evaluative wayÓ (Ibid.)? His thought is already given to us in his speech, so that we do not need 
to be engaged in theorizing/simulating. Social understanding is centrally dependent upon non-
theoretical capacities: such as the recognition of movements, gestures, postures, facial 
expressions, etc. It is an ÒembodiedÓ practice, developmentally and psychologically primary. 
Simulated and theoretical understanding are complex refinements of this capacity.  

 We do not need simulation or theory when we chat about our day at work: the 
interlocutor's states of mind are not really objects of thought, of simulation or of theorizing, but 
part of the communication process. What we do in the course of interaction, is not ascribing 
beliefs or desires so that we can re-construct the interlocutor mental states but, according to 
Gallagher, evaluative: we judge, agree or disagree, approve or disapprove, etc.  Interpreting 
someone does not happen from a detached perspective, but in a situated, engaged perspective. It 
requires pre-theoretical abilities already present in children (before the child use mentalistic 
vocabulary). Similarly, we do not need to posit abstract or functional states beliefs and desires or 
propositional attributions ÒbehindÓ overt behavior and speech, since all we need to know is in the 
behavioral or linguistic expression: gestures, emotions, tone of voice, stare, etc. Simulationists 
tend to define simulation as a modeling process over which we have a certain control: we feed 
our decision-making process with pretend beliefs and desires, then use the output of this process 
to predict or explain someone's behavior. But at the personal level we, as subjects and agents, do 
not do anything: we just see that someone is happy to see us when she smiles and says ÒIt's good 
to see you!Ó We do not have any control over our automatic perception of her intention and over 
what she meant: 

 The other person has an effect on us (É ). This is not a simulation, but a perceptual 
elicitation. It is not us (or our brain) doing it, but the other who does this to us 
(Gallagher, 2007, p. 73) 

Thus interpretation is not an instrumental action like modeling. 

 While ST and TT suppose that we predict and explain each other, phenomenological 
accounts see social interaction as less theoretical, more situated: in most of our interactions we 
judge what the other means, or how we should behave instead of simulating/theorizing about 
beliefs and desires. Social interaction occurs with a high degree of engagement: it is more a 
pragmatic action than a conceptual reflection.  But then, when we take a more reflective stance, 
aren't we using theory and simulation? According to Gallagher and others (e.g. Hutto), no. 
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Understanding is not primarily about theory or simulation, about speculative causes. We instead 
use narratives to understand reasons.  

4.3 Folk-psychological narratives 

 Daniel Hutto's Narrative Practice Hypothesis (NPH) challenges the supposed primacy 
and pervasiveness of folk-psychology. Social cognition, most of the time, does not Òinvolve the 
manipulation of representations by inferential operations (let alone representations of 
propositional attitudes).Ó (Hutto, 2007, p. 116). We use scripts, heuristics and fast embodied 
recognitional capacities to navigate our social environment. We rarely need to Òread mindsÓ. 
Moreover, FP is not fundamental in social interaction and interpretation. Reason-based 
understanding is in fact limited to normal adult human beings. Yet even this claim should be 
restricted: FP schemas are not cultural universals. Although people make sense of each other, 
they do not always use the belief-desires framework: certain cultures favor trait-based or 
supernatural explanations (e.g., Lillard 1997). ÒFolk-psychologyÓ might be in fact the European-
American version of social interpretation. Hence FP is a restricted competence. 

 Hutto does not challenge that we use the belief-desires framework, but challenges the 
idea that we use it for speculating about other people mental states. We rather use is when we 
produce narratives that make sense of their action. 

Òasking the other for their reasons is vastly more reliable than trying to determine why 
they in fact acted as they did from the distance of a third-party spectator (...). It is only in 
second-personal contexts that we confidently obtain true folk psychological explanations, 
by and large, as opposed to speculating about merely possible onesÓ (Hutto, 2007 p. 118) 

  Instead of theorizing or simulating beliefs and desires, folk-psychology is a narrative 
practice. When we reflect upon others or us in a more detached way, we Ògenerate a narrative 
framework that would facilitate our understanding of themÓ (Gallagher, 2007, pp.63-64).  

According to Hutto, FP is learned in, and is used to produce, a certain type of stories: 
folk-psychological narrative, where agents act for reasons.  

Òit is through direct encounters with stories about reasons for acting, those supplied by 
responsive caregivers in interactive contexts, that children become familiar with (1) the 
core structure of folk psychology and (2) the norm-governed possibilities for wielding it in 
practice (i.e. learning both how and when to apply it).Ó (Hutto, 2007, p. 117) 

 Thus the content and the use of the belief-desires framework (reason-based explanations, 
interpretation, prediction, etc.) is developed through stories. It has a socio-cultural basis, not an 
innate one. Narrative practices are not folk-psychological modules (cf. chapter 8) or processes 
that we acquired in our evolutionary history: they are rather recent, human linguistic activities. 
Our ancestors had Òinteractive, imaginative and mimetic capacitiesÓ(p. 119), but not folk-
psychological ones. 

  We encounter folk-psychological narratives (stories about agents who act upon reasons) 
mainly in dialogue, where people produce narrations. Thus the primary function of FP is to 
produce and understand narratives. When we explain, predict or interpret people, we apply our 
narrative competence. We tell stories about others and ourselves to others. We make sense of 
others not in applying a theory or in simulating their mental states, but in interactive linguistic 
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exchange, in asking them about reasons, and listening to their narrative. We are not spectator, but 
actor in folk-psychological practices. 

 Òit is these second-person deliveries Ð these narrations Ð that do the heavy lifting in 
enabling us to understand and make sense of others with confidence.Ó (Hutto, 2007 p. 
118) 

Hence our folk-psychological competence is principally located in second-person 
dialogue and conversation, not in third-person or first-person observations. However, theoretical 
and simulation competence can supplement our narrative activity in situations where we are 
spectators. We sometimes have to speculate about mental statesÑ especially when we donÕt have 
enough information about the target agentÑ and thus have to use our theoretical and simulation 
heuristics; these ÒHolmesianÓ heuristics, as Hutto call them, are not essentially what FP is about: 
our folk-psychological competence is centrally narrative and primarily applied in interactive 
context.   

Thus Hutto present both an account of the etiology and function of FP: it is acquired and 
applied primarily in second-personal engagements. FP is thus intimately tied to the possession of 
a language; like Davidson, Hutto argues that interpretation requires linguistic abilities. In order to 
attribute reasons, one must have the ability to represent representations (otherwise the agent is a 
Rylean ancestor). Having propositional attitudes implies a three-place relation between a thinker, 
a sentence, and the state of affairs that the sentence refers to.  Sentences have the right kind of 
logical, semantic, compositional, computational and inferential features that reasons require. 
Having a propositional attitude requires having an attitude toward a certain sentence. To 
manipulate sentence, one must possess a language: to think with sentences, one must think in a 
language. With language comes Òsupermental thinkingÓ: it is a reconfiguration of mental habits, 
disposition and capacities. 

  Attributing a propositional attitude thus involves attributing to someone else an attitude 
toward a sentence. As in Sellars's Rylean ancestors myth, reasons and their logical articulation 
are modeled after speech acts. Linguistic beings start using the belief-desires framework when 
they attribute 'inner episodes' of practical deliberation and 'inner sentences' similar to public 
episodes of practical deliberation and public speech. A compositional language is thus necessary 
for practical reasoning; the capacity to describe practical reasoning also requires language. Thus 
folk-psychological practices are likely to be  not older than 35Ð40,000 years. They began when 
linguistic beings endowed with practical reasoning abilities (e.g. Sellars's Jones) began to be able 
to narrate their actions: 

 ÒThe authors of certain actions would have given accounts of the plans  they constructed 
based on propositional beliefs and desires, at leastÓ (Hutto, 2007, p. 121) 

Understanding reasons thus require inter-subjectivity as it is displayed in dialogues. Folk-
psychology begins when the second-personal perspective on reasons, when they are narrated in 
stories, are employed in third-personal speculations. It is thus trough stories that FP framework 
develop, not from inherited mechanisms. 

  FP is a multi-layered ability acquired progressively in development. It starts with 
embodied skills that do not require mental content ascription (e.g. joint attention, eye-tracking, 
etc.), but are necessary for reasons ascription. Then children have meta-representational abilities: 
they can attribute beliefs-as-subjective-perspectives, but not beliefs-as-reasons-for-action: the 
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child uses FP abilities when she understand that beliefs are logically articulated with action, that 
A does X because he believes that P: P is not just a perspective from A's point of view (as in the 
false belief task), it is also a reason for doing X. Children must understand the elements (beliefs, 
desires, etc.) but also how they are appropriately combined. Folk-psychological narratives about 
reasons provide ÒinstructionÓ for mixing meta-representational ÒingredientsÓ. Other embodied 
and imaginative skills are recruited for understanding narratives (as stories and acts of narration, 
stories and story-telling). Through autobiographical accounts, gossip, oral transmission, fairy 
tales (Little Red Riding Hood), myths, etc., stories familiarize children with the  content and 
norms of the folk-psychological framework 

   NPH accounts for the fact that mentalistic concepts are always located in a structured 
network (as Lewis argued), but does not imply that FP is a theory. Contrary to external 
theoretical accounts, learning FP, pace Lewis, is not learning a theory, but learning conventional 
practices (how to use words, concepts, stories, etc.). It is similar to a theory only because it has 
the same inferential structure and holistic semantics. But it is not a theory: a theory is a third-
personal, observational practice. Folk-Psychology is a narrative practice.  

  Contrary to TT, it does not explain the development of FP as a development of 
theoretical capacities, but practical capacities: embodied skills, scaffolded tools, and socio-
cultural practices. Simulation and theories are employed only when we speculate about possible 
reasons for actions. In conversation and folk-psychological narrative, we don't speculate, theorize 
or engage in pretend thinking: we just talk or listen. But these are heuristics, peripheral uses of FP 
capacities. 
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5  Experimental Approaches to Folk-Psychology: 
Moral Judgments and Pluralistic Accounts 
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