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ABSTRACT 

Vincini, Stefano Giuseppe. PhD. The University of Memphis. May, 2016. Developmental 
Phenomenology: Epistemic Grounding, Infant Imitation, and Pairing. Shaun Gallagher 
PhD. 
 

The present dissertation is comprised of three chapters. While the first chapter confines 

itself to Husserlian phenomenology, the other two pull together phenomenology and 

cognitive science, especially developmental psychology. Each chapter is an autonomous 

paper. However, the second and the third chapters are clearly connected. The claim 

defended in the second chapter figures as a premise in the third, and so the former chapter 

constitutes a part of the project that is carried out in the latter. Moreover, I show that 

there are deeper connections among all three chapters, which I explore in the introduction 

and in the conclusion. 

In the first chapter, I argue that the phenomenological reduction makes possible a 

viable solution to the epistemological problem of whether the belief in the world’s 

existence is justified. The chapter includes a relatively long exegetical section aimed at 

demonstrating that the problem of the epistemic ground for the world’s existence 

constitutes one of Husserl’s motivations for the phenomenological reduction. After the 

exegetical section, I clarify the key distinction between immanence and transcendence 

and present an argument for the possibility of propositions about experience that do not 

presuppose the world’s existence. In the second chapter, I propose the association by 

similarity hypothesis for neonatal imitation. This phenomenon is at the center of heated 

debates involving psychologists and philosophers. By relying on the basic, far-reaching 

character of association by similarity, I propose that modeled acts reawaken specific 

motor habits that begin to be acquired during the prenatal period. I argue that this 
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hypothesis has various advantages over the hypotheses that currently dominate the 

debate. In the third chapter, I claim that infants come to perceive others as minded beings 

on the basis of an association by similarity between the behavior of others and their own. 

This claim constitutes a significant application of the “theory of pairing,” which was 

endorsed in its core by both Husserl and Merleau-Ponty. I discuss the preconditions of 

pairing in the order of development: motor experience, association, and innate 

predispositions. Neonatal imitation, explained in light of the association by similarity 

hypothesis, bares witness to the early functioning of these preconditions. I examine action 

perception in infants and I argue that pairing occurs in infant-caregiver interaction. 
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 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1. What is the dissertation about? 

The dissertation is about epistemic grounding, neonatal imitation, and the theory of 

pairing. These are three distinct topics, which correspond to the three chapters composing 

the dissertation. Each chapter is an autonomous paper, and argues for its own specific 

claim. However, the second and the third chapters are closely connected. The claim 

defended in the second chapter figures as a premise in the third, and so the former chapter 

constitutes a part of the project that is carried out in the latter. 

In addition to the direct link between the last two chapters, there are connections 

between all three chapters. Indeed, although they are about different topics, each chapter 

strengthens the others. Thus, the introduction and the conclusion explore the connections 

between the three chapters. While the introduction raises the problems, the conclusion 

collects the fruits. I begin with a brief presentation of the three chapters. This will provide 

an idea of the combination they form. 

In the first chapter, I argue that the phenomenological reduction makes possible a 

valuable solution to the epistemological problem of whether the belief in the world’s 

existence is justified. The definition of the phenomenological reduction is taken from 

Husserl, as well as all the resources employed to formulate the solution to the 

epistemological problem. The chapter includes a relatively long exegetical section aimed 

at specifying one of the motivations for the phenomenological reduction. Husserl 

indicates that the reduction is required in order to avoid circularity in providing the 

epistemic ground for the world’s existence. After the exegetical section, the chapter 

clarifies the key distinction between immanence and transcendence and presents an 
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argument for the possibility of propositions about experience that do not presuppose the 

world’s existence. The Husserlian solution is contrasted with more prevalent 

contemporary ways of thinking with respect to the same problem. The chapter is guided 

by the thought that, if Husserl’s solution is self-consistent and capable of withstanding 

major objections, then it represents a position that cannot be neglected in epistemological 

debates. 

In the second chapter, I propose the association by similarity hypothesis for 

neonatal imitation. This phenomenon has generated heated debates among developmental 

psychologists and is often discussed by philosophers and neuroscientists. Indeed, 

neonatal imitation is referred to in a number of different discussions about, for example, 

the origins of imitation, social cognition, communication, visual-motor coordination, and 

nativism. Much seems to be at stake in regard to this phenomenon, but there is no 

consensus about its nature. Scientists disagree on whether the experimental findings are 

substantial and also on how to explain them. My association by similarity hypothesis 

represents a novel contribution to the debate. Although its main idea is relatively simple, 

it has not yet been proposed as an alternative explanation. In my view, the main reason 

for this notable lacuna is the dominance of Andrew Meltzoff’s Active Intermodal 

Matching model (AIM). Such a computational model over-intellectualizes the neonate’s 

cognitive operations. In contrast, simple principles familiar to the practitioner of 

phenomenology provide a more plausible and parsimonious explanation, which also 

better account for the variability of the findings. Hence, the chapter specifies why, given 

the findings currently available, the association by similarity hypothesis should be 

preferred. A notable consequence of the association by similarity hypothesis is that 
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neonatal imitation cannot be understood to be an episode of social cognition in the sense 

provided by Meltzoff. 

 In the third chapter, I claim that the phenomenological theory of pairing accounts 

for how infants come to experience others as minded beings. By “theory of pairing” I 

mean a view that was endorsed in its core by both Husserl and Merleau-Ponty. In the 

chapter I take the core of this view and I test it against developmental findings. I discuss 

the preconditions of pairing in the order of development: motor experience, association, 

and innate predispositions. Neonatal imitation, explained in light of the association by 

similarity hypothesis, is not an instance of pairing, but rather bares witness to the early 

functioning of its preconditions. Moreover, I examine different positions on the problem 

of when in development infants perceive others as minded beings (at birth? At six weeks? 

At nine months?). Finally, I discuss action perception in infants and I suggest that pairing 

occurs in infant-caregiver interaction. Rather than being contrasted with traditional 

accounts such as Theory Theory or Simulation Theory, the theory of pairing is contrasted 

with nativist views of mental state attribution. Indeed, the theoretical opposition between 

pairing and nativism is more significant for phenomenological debates on 

intersubjectivity. 

To recapitulate, the dissertation is composed of a chapter in Husserlian 

phenomenology and two interdisciplinary chapters pulling together phenomenology and 

cognitive science. Despite the fact that the last two chapters form a unity with regard to 

both content and method, there are differences between the two. The chapter on neonatal 

imitation is a paper in cognitive developmental psychology. It provides an explanatory 

model that is directly comparable with the explanations currently proposed by 
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psychologists. In this chapter, phenomenology plays a merely inspirational role. In the 

chapter on paring, however, phenomenology is an integral part of the investigation’s 

methodology. That is to say—I also investigate phenomenological questions. 

Specifically, I practice an empirical and reconstructive “phenomenological psychology” 

that makes use of empirical data to formulate a plausible hypothesis about the dynamics 

of the infant’s “lived experience.” At the same time, I claim that the theory of pairing is 

capable of modeling the origins of mental state attribution in the terms of cognitive 

psychology. The theory can thus be read as a theory of cognitive processing, without 

implying a reference to lived experience. Because the third chapter offers itself to a 

twofold reading—as providing both a phenomenological-psychological reconstruction 

and a cognitive-developmental model—it is probably the most ambitious of the three. 

The original motivation for my research on neonatal imitation and infant social 

cognition was to be able to substantiate particular phenomenological claims in a more 

effective way. It was clear that developmental psychology had something to say to 

phenomenology. That phenomenologists frequently mention infants or children to 

exemplify their claims was an indication of the fruitfulness of studying the empirical 

literature. However, I soon made a discovery that added complexity to the kind of 

intellectual work I was pursuing. There is no monolithic and concordant developmental 

psychology to which a phenomenologist can simply refer as a set of scientifically proven 

propositions. To significant debates in phenomenology, there correspond significant 

debates in cognitive psychology. In general, philosophers run the risk of reporting only 

the findings that confirm their own theories and ignoring the complexity of the scientific 
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field. For this reason, it was imperative for me to address the details of empirical and 

theoretical issues in cognitive psychology as much as possible. 

A result of such involvement with the details of cognitive science was the 

realization that, in light of phenomenological principles, one can not only provide a 

philosophical interpretation of empirical findings; one can also formulate original, 

competitive hypotheses for the field of cognitive science. An example of this is the 

association by similarity hypothesis for neonatal imitation. Another example concerns the 

origins of mirror neurons and will be discussed in the conclusion. In my view, these 

hypotheses have not yet received attention because theorizing in cognitive science is 

framed by assumptions that obscure valid theoretical alternatives. Obviously, there is still 

a lot of work to do to make these hypotheses acceptable for cognitive scientists and 

perhaps even capable of guiding their research. Nonetheless, I have enough reasons to 

believe that it is worth devoting my efforts to the strengthening of these hypotheses—

something I am currently doing in collaboration with cognitive scientists at the University 

of Memphis. 

To give an idea of how developmental psychology can have implications for 

phenomenology, in the next section I introduce Husserl’s method of eidetic variation and 

discuss what it entails for phenomenological propositions. I also explain how one can 

derive counterexamples to phenomenological propositions starting from empirical facts. 

In the subsequent sections, I examine a central point of connection between the three 

chapters and I explicate preliminary distinctions. 
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2. Eidetic Variation, Counterexamples, and Empirical Science 

Although not all authors in the phenomenological tradition endorse Husserl’s version of 

eidetic variation, what they do not dismiss is the idea that it is possible to gain insights 

into the structure of experience. Phenomenologists tend to think that philosophy can 

achieve valuable general insights into the different kinds of experience and knowledge. 

Husserl’s eidetic variation is a method to produce such general insights. Specifically, it is 

the process of examining imagined instances of a given kind in order to grasp the 

invariant features that apply to all its possible instances. The process starts with a single 

instance that is then varied in non-arbitrary ways to produce other instances to be 

examined. As Husserl practiced it, eidetic variation included the effort to identify single 

instances of a general kind that can falsify universal assumptions hastily believed to be 

valid. 

For Husserl, the propositions of transcendental phenomenology are “eidetic” 

(from “eidos,” essence). This means that they apply to all possible cases of a given kind. 

If an instance of a kind does not instantiate the structure that is predicated of all instances 

by the eidetic proposition, then the proposition is falsified, i.e. it is not eidetic at all. 

When a proposition is claimed to be eidetic, it is claimed that there are no possible 

counterexamples to it. 

Now, the theory of paring is a proposition of transcendental phenomenology. The 

original motivation behind the second and the third chapters was to investigate whether a 

particular instance of intersubjective experience could count as a counterexample to the 

theory of pairing. The particular instance was the infant’s experience of others as minded 

beings. From the start, it seemed that this instance would have been very helpful in 
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showing the general validity of pairing if it had proved to be an instantiation of it. Indeed, 

the perception of the other that an adult human being has is shaped by a history of 

previous acts of social understanding. Pairing might not be so visible in the experience of 

the adult human being, but it is still a precondition of her experience insofar as it was 

necessary to make intersubjective experience possible in her past. The infant’s case may 

enlighten the way in which pairing made the perception of the other possible in our past. 

Moreover, given certain qualifications, the infant’s experience may provide the starting 

example for the process of eidetic variation. In other words, the infant’s case seemed able 

to open the scope of reflection in an effective way and put us in a better position for 

judging on whether pairing applies to all possible cases. Although it was clear that a 

single case verifying an eidetic proposition does not decide its truthfulness, it appeared 

that the case of the infant could be very stimulating. 

As I show in the third chapter, developmental psychologists claim that humans 

start perceiving others as minded beings in infancy. For example, they provide evidence 

that infants perceive others as endowed with intentions, perceptions, and emotions. 

Assuming that developmental psychologists are right, the infants’ experience of others as 

minded beings counts as a factual instance of intersubjective experience. Yet, in its 

Husserlian formulation, eidetic variation is not concerned with factual instances. Eidetic 

variation targets all possible instances, i.e., all instances of a kind whether they are actual 

or not. Accordingly, a factual instance can be examined in the process of eidetic variation 

only if it is stripped of its factuality and considered on an equal footing as any other 

possible instance that can be imagined. This qualification is important because a single 

instance cannot have any privilege over other instances. That certain instances are actual 
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must not mislead us. It must not prevent us from investigating instances of the same kind 

that can only be imagined. Consequently, a phenomenologist engaged in eidetic variation 

can profit from an empirical case only if she transmutes it in a purely imaginary case, in a 

“pure possibility.” I do not find this transmutation to be particularly problematic. An 

instance of experience that is posited as real and as endowed with certain characteristics 

can thereby be imagined as having those characteristics. After all, this is nothing more 

than a way to reinterpret the old scholastic principle “ab esse ad posse valet illatio” (the 

inference from being to possibility is valid). 

Because Husserl claimed that the propositions of transcendental phenomenology 

are eidetic propositions, one is led to interpret the theory of pairing as a proposition that 

can be established through eidetic variation. If the infant’s experience proves to be a 

counterexample, then either the method has been executed incorrectly (i.e. pairing is not 

truly universal, but the method is capable of producing other truly eidetic propositions) or 

the method is in itself deficient and believing that eidetic variation can provide us with 

universal truths is an illusion. In the first case, Husserl would have failed to provide a 

correct account of the eidetic structure of intersubjectivity. In the second case, Husserl 

would have not been aware of the deficiencies of his method. 

If, on the contrary, the infant’s experience does verify the theory of pairing, then 

the examination of this particular instance might initiate and facilitate a process of eidetic 

variation. The infant’s experience—transmuted in pure imaginary possibility—might 

help us imagine other examples in which pairing applies and so quicken the process by 

which one can grasp pairing as a truly necessary structure. Or, although it shows that 

pairing likely applies to infants, the discussion of the developmental data and their 
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explanatory models might have suggested possible dynamics of intersubjective 

experience that do not instantiate pairing. In this case, though verified as an empirical 

proposition about infants, pairing would have been falsified as an eidetic structure of 

intersubjective experience. A result of this kind does not have to be interpreted as a sign 

of the impracticability of the eidetic method; it might simply be an indication that the 

generality of the theory of pairing has to be reappraised.  

In short, my inquiry into infant’s experience should be considered against the 

background of the phenomenological search for the invariants of experience. In itself, the 

examination of an empirical case may have no meaning for a question about necessary 

structures. However, if the empirical case is integrated in a philosophical consideration of 

general structures, then its results can be particularly illuminating precisely in view of the 

goals of the philosophical investigation. In the Husserlian framework, a move of this kind 

implies requalifying the empirical instance as a pure imaginary possibility. This pure 

possibility must then be inserted in a process of eidetic variation that eventually will 

discriminate true from false invariants.   

In the background of the second and the third chapters stand the following 

questions: Is pairing a necessary structure of intersubjective experience? Can it be 

established through eidetic variation? Although it is argued that pairing accounts for the 

infant’s case, the last two chapters contain considerations—specifically, considerations 

about nativism—that point to the possibility of experiencing others as minded beings 

without making use of pairing. Therefore, the last two chapters suggest that the answer to 

those background questions is no. Although pairing applies to infants, it does not apply to 
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all possible cases of intersubjective experience. I will come back to such issues in my 

concluding remarks. 

It is important to emphasize that there can be no arbitrary limit to the use of 

imagination in eidetic variation. The simple fact that an imaginary example appears 

strange and abstruse, and that we can be confident that it will never be actualized, does 

not make it insignificant for the purposes of the variation. The goal of eidetic variation is 

to identify features that are present in all possible instances of a kind, whether they are 

actual or not. A strange and abstruse exemplar can count as a counterexample to an 

alleged eidetic claim just as much as an exemplar derived from actual experience. 

Imaginary examples can even be grotesque, but if they count as exemplar of their given 

kind, they must be accounted for by eidetic propositions. 

This radicalism with respect to the use of imagination corresponds to the 

unprejudiced openness of phenmenological investigations. Examples can be derived from 

any field of human activity: science, art, literature, historical research, religion, etc. For 

instance, descriptions of the Nirvana in Buddhism might help us identify a certain kind of 

experience, which we would have neglected otherwise. We can then use that kind of 

experience to test claims about more general kinds of which it is a subspecies. Or, 

perhaps, we can use that kind of experience to test claims about experience in general. 

One of the motivations for my involvement with cognitive science was that this 

field often solicits phenomenologists to think about instances of experience they would 

not consider otherwise. Even if perhaps in theory it is possible to identify those instances 

without any input from the empirical sciences, in actual fact such an input happens to be 

particularly efficacious. In my conclusion, I will point out how the study of 
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developmental psychology obliged me to think about possibilities I would have otherwise 

neglected. 

3. Two Eidetic Propositions I Take as Assumptions 

Before I present the problem cutting across all three papers, I shall now state two 

propositions that I endorse as being eidetically valid. Contemporary phenomenologists 

have defended these two propositions convincingly. They constitute background 

assumptions of the views I argue for in this dissertation. 

1. Consciousness entails self-consciousness, at least in the pre-reflective form 

(Zahavi, 2014). 

In substance, this proposition posits the ubiquitous character of a minimal form of self-

consciousness. This minimal form is implicit or pre-reflective, but is nonetheless 

essential. Every conscious experience is also experienced, given, lived. Self-awareness is 

the most direct, “original” way in which experience can be present to a subject (Husserl).1 

2. Only a subject that is (pre-reflectively) acquainted with its own experiences can 

attribute experiences to others. “It takes one to know one” (Nenon, 2002, p. 12). 

This proposition asserts the following: when I experience the other there is a reference to 

my own experience. Such a reference is a phenomenological nexus of implication. The 

other is another experiencer, i.e. something of the kind that I also am. To the 

phenomenological meaning “other” belongs a core of meaning that I have experienced in 

myself, i.e. “being an experiencer.” In other words, something can appear to me as 

another experiencer only because I know what an experiencer is from my own 

                                                
1 Perhaps it would be better to say that self-awareness is the givenness of experience in “flesh and blood.” 
Recollection of a past experience can be considered as givenness in flesh and blood (it is first-personal), but 
is not original because it is derivative with respect to the present. 
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experience. Thus, another experiencer can only be an experiencer of the same kind that I 

am. Without experiencing myself, I could not know about any experiencer. As Nenon 

(2012) puts it, self-awareness provides “the basis for the constitution of a region of 

beings with anything like a mental life at all” (p. 12). 

 This does not at all mean that the other is an extension of myself. To the 

phenomenological meaning “other” belongs the meaning “someone who is not me.” An 

experience of an extension of myself is not an experience of the other. The other is not 

me, but is an experiencer of the same kind. Proposition 2 says that self-awareness comes 

first. The perception of the other comes second and depends on the first. It is as if 

consciousness made use of the givenness of experience to itself as a resource to produce 

the act of “intending” someone else.2 

 It is important to distinguish the second proposition from the notion of pairing. 

Pairing is a more specific claim. It adds that the perception of the other as a minded being 

requires an association by similarity between my own (acting) body and the other’s 

(acting) body. Nothing like that is entailed in the mere idea that “it takes one to know 

one.” To repeat, proposition 2 is that an experiencer can experience another experiencer 

only in virtue of the acquaintance it has of itself as experiencer. A subject can perhaps 

directly perceive the other’s lived experience without requiring an association by 

similarity with one’s own body. However, this subject would perceive the other’s 

experiencing as an experiencing, i.e., as something of the kind it has experienced in itself. 

Therefore, in this case, the experience of the other would imply a reference to one’s own 

                                                
2 Husserl understands consciousness to be productive in deriving the consciousness of the just past 
(retention) from the consciousness of the present (original impression). However, as De Warren (2008) 
insightfully elucidates, the alterity that is involved in generating the intention of someone else’s experience 
(empathy) is even more radical. 
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experiencing, but not a reference to one’s own body due to the similarity with the other’s 

body: no pairing. Although pairing is true only if proposition 2 is true, the latter could be 

true even if the former is false. 

 I will return to the distinction between proposition 2 and pairing in my concluding 

remarks. For the time being, it suffices to have stated that the two are not equivalent. 

4. The Question Cutting across the Three Chapters 

There is a phenomenological question that plays an important role in all three chapters. 

The question can be phrased as follows: is it possible to have an experience that 

constitutes no world?3 

 In the formulation of the question the term “constitution” has to be understood in 

the phenomenological sense. “Constitution” means the manifestation of something as 

qualified in certain ways; it is another name for the intentional experience of something. 

Because the world is experienced as existing, as “being there,” the question entails the 

idea of a positing of factual existence. Consequently, the question can be phrased in other 

equivalent ways: Is a flux of experience in which no world is manifested possible? Is a 

stream of consciousness that posits no world possible? 

 Evidently, the meaning of the question depends on the meaning that we assign to 

the term “world.” In this dissertation, I take the term “world” to indicate the core content 

of what Husserl describes as “the natural attitude.” The natural attitude is a basic 

structure of experience that supports practical life, culture and science. Most human 
                                                
3 A consequence of asserting the necessity of self-awareness for experience in general is that all experience 
is intentional. The universal structure of inner time consciousness implies intentionality. For this reason, I 
do not formulate the question as “is it possible to have an intentional experience that constitutes no world?” 
The addition of the adjective “intentional” would not be particularly relevant, at least not at this point. I 
take “experience” to be synonymous with “manifestation,” and I take manifestation to be always 
manifestation of something. In a manifestation, something is manifested, be it manifestation itself. The 
same holds for the notion of appearing (Erscheinen). 
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beings instantiate this structure of experience and it is an open empirical question 

whether other beings do it too. Husserl (1982) provides a precise characterization of the 

core content of the natural attitude: “the one spatiotemporal actuality to which I belong 

like all other human beings who are to be found in it and who are related to it as I am” 

(pp. 56-57). 

In this characterization, the two minimal structural features of the phenomenon 

“world” are clearly stated: spatiotemporal actuality and intersubjectivity. One could argue 

that causality as the (regulated) dependence of spatiotemporal objects is also a structural 

feature of the core content of the natural attitude and so defines a necessary constituent of 

the notion of world. However, for the purposes of this dissertation, it is sufficient to be 

guided by the two features mentioned in Husserl’s statement. The world is not only a 

spatiotemporal reality and so the opposite of an illusion, but also an intersubjective 

phenomenon. The world is “there-for-everyone.” Precisely, the relationship between 

world and intersubjectivity is one of co-implication. There is no world without 

intersubjectivity and there is no intersubjectivity without world. For this reason, the 

question of whether an experience that posits no world is possible is equivalent to the 

question of whether it is possible to have an experience that posits no intersubjectivity. 

One cannot answer one of the two questions without answering the other as well. These 

two questions denote one and the same problem. 

 The notion of world so delineated does not capture the entire meaning of the word 

“world” in ordinary language. Nor does it play a role in all philosophical issues that are 

discussed by making use of the word “world.” However, our notion of world does indeed 

pick up a significant part of the ordinary meaning of the term and is also philosophically 
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pregnant. As I show in the dissertation, this notion is involved in crucial epistemological 

problems and in the investigation of the origins of intersubjective experience. Let me then 

state what are the implications for my three chapters of the question “Is an experience 

that constitutes no world possible?” 

 In the first chapter, the answer to that question has epistemological consequences. 

Given the framework of transcendental idealism, the question ends up deciding the 

epistemological status of the belief in the world’s existence. In Husserl there are different 

levels of apodicticity (i.e., incontrovertibility). If there is no experience without 

spatiotemporal actuality, then the fact that a spatiotemporal actuality exists is sensu 

stricto apodictic. In other words, the fact that a spatiotemporal actuality exists is 

incontrovertible in the highest philosophical sense, i.e., in the strictest and most radical 

sense. The reason for this is that, within the framework of transcendental idealism, 

existence is defined in terms of intentional experience. If any (and every) experience 

posits a spatiotemporal actuality, then the fact that a spatiotemporal actuality exists 

cannot be controverted by any possible future course of experience (although it is 

possible that the spatiotemporal actuality that really exists is totally different from the one 

which I currently believe to be the case). On the contrary, if it is not true that any (and 

every) experience posits a world, then that a spatiotemporal actuality exists is in theory 

controvertible. The consequence is that the belief in the world’s existence does not enjoy 

the highest philosophical degree of apodicticity.4 

                                                
4 In addition to deciding the epistemological status of the world belief, in the first chapter the answer to the 
question on the possibility of “world-less” experience also plays another role. It supports an argument for 
the possibility of the special kind of propositions targeted by the phenomenological reduction. 
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 Analogously, the question has important implications for the project unifying the 

second and the third chapters, i.e. the investigation of whether pairing accounts for how 

infants come to perceive others as minded beings. If the answer is in the negative, one is 

obliged to say that as soon as infants start having experience they also experience other 

minded beings (remember that the experience of the world implies intersubjectivity). 

When do infants start having experience? Usually, we perceive a newborn crying not as a 

robot bereft of lived experience. We perceive its behavior as expressing lived experience 

(empathy in the phenomenological sense). As we shall see, this attribution is confirmed 

by a number of scientific studies. If, then, one believes that there is no experience without 

intersubjectivity and accepts that a neonate has experience, then it is implausible that a 

neonate experiences others as minded beings because of pairing. How would pairing 

operate given that the infant has so little experience of its own body and of the body of 

the other? One then would have to opt for a nativist account of infant mental state 

attribution that is incompatible with the theory of pairing. 

 If, on the contrary, an experience that posits no intersubjectivity is possible, one 

can hypothesize that there is a period in development where the infant consolidates its 

experience before perceiving others as minded beings. In this period the infant could 

acquire enough experience of its own body and the body of others. At a certain point, the 

development of experience would make pairing possible, i.e. an attribution of lived 

experience based on similarity. Through a radical restructuration of an experience 

developed without intersubjectivity, intersubjectivity would come about. In other words, 

the possibility of a period of non-intersubjective experience strengthens the theory of 
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pairing because it gives the infant the time to develop the factors of experience without 

which pairing cannot occur. 

 To recap, I formulate the answers to the question “Is an experience without world 

possible?” in terms of phenomenological propositions. If a phenomenologist accepts a 

negative answer, then she commits herself to the following eidetic proposition: 

N1: Experience essentially entails the positing of the world. 

N1 is an eidetic proposition because it denies that an experience that posits no world is 

possible. No counterexample is imaginable. Since positing the world implies positing 

intersubjectivity, N1 is equivalent to N2. 

N2: Experience essentially entails the positing of intersubjectivity. 

In contrast, if a phenomenologist endorses a positive answer, she commits herself to: 

P1: An experience that posits no world is possible. 

We must bear in mind that P1 simply means that an experience that posits no world is 

conceivable. Indeed, in the framework of transcendental idealism, possibility is the same 

as conceivability—yet transcendental idealism allows one to distinguish between 

possibilities for which we have at least some reasons to expect that they will become 

actualized (real possibilities), and possibilities for which we have none (pure 

possibilities). Furthermore, we must keep in mind that we are operating with a particular 

notion of world. Thus, P1 is equivalent to P2. 

P2: An experience that posits no intersubjectivity is possible. 

In this dissertation, I endorse P1 and P2. I argue that an experience that posits no world 

and no intersubjectivity does not only exhibit the minimal requirements of 

“intentionality” (see footnote 3); it can also present significant degrees of organization. 
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Given our historical philosophical context, it could be suspected that endorsing P1 

and P2 commits one to solipsism or to the downsides of Cartesianism. In the dissertation, 

I focus on making phenomenological insights accessible, so there are no extensive 

discussions specifically devoted to dispel these kinds of worries. Yet, in my exposition, I 

do seek to avoid generating associations in the reader that might obscure the conceptual 

framework that is really at stake.  

5. Two Preliminary Distinctions 

I would like to recall two more distinctions. These distinctions help clarify points that 

could not be sufficiently discussed in the respective chapters because of space limitations. 

They also help forestall possible objections. The first distinction concerns the first 

chapter whereas the second regards the second and third chapters. 

 In the context of the phenomenological theory of knowledge, one has to 

distinguish between “grounding” (Begründung) and “direct presentation” (Aufweisung). 

Grounding is the same as justification. In every instance of grounding, there is something 

that grounds and something that is grounded, something that justifies and something that 

is justified. Direct presentation is a subspecies of justification. In a direct presentation, 

what has to be justified is presented in itself, and it is through this presentation that its 

validity is exhibited. For example, mathematical axioms are known through direct 

presentation. When I have a clear insight into a mathematical axiom, I grasp that a 

general mathematical relationship obtains. What has to be grounded and what is doing the 

grounding coincide. Before the process of justification, the mathematical relationship is 

only “emptily intended,” i.e., I understand the statement that expresses the axiom, but I 

don’t know whether the axiom actually holds. In realizing the direct presentation, the 
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empty intention of the mathematical relationship is fulfilled by the mathematical 

relationship itself. That an axiomatic relationship holds means precisely that it can 

present itself in acts of insightful mathematical thinking. 

The difference between grounding and direct presentation is that grounding also 

applies to processes of justification where the ground differs from the grounded. For 

example, in inductive or deductive arguments, premises justify a conclusion. Direct 

presentation corresponds to a specific style of justification. This specific style can be 

expressed by the simple invitation: “Look!” With regard to the world’s existence, 

traditional skepticism (especially in modern philosophy) rejected such a way of 

justification because it claimed that what we see is just a mental picture, which gives us 

no guarantee of the external world. The transcendental idealism endorsed by 

phenomenologists rejects the assumptions of skepticism (e.g., that it makes sense to talk 

about a world beyond experience) and so restores direct presentation as the way in which 

the world’s existence is certified. Existence is just a phenomenon of a specific kind. It is 

the fulfillment of an “intention”—which does not mean that in the genesis of experience 

the intention comes before the fulfillment. To ask whether the world exists is to ask 

whether something fulfills my world intention. The answer is very simple. I answer by 

looking around or by touching the table in front of me and feeling how well I am rooted 

in the world. In these acts, my world intention is fulfilled by the world itself. Look! Here 

is the world. 

However, this is not the end of the story. For sure, this is not all that Husserl had 

to say, as I show in the first chapter. Most importantly, I think that the simple invitation 

to look does not fully clarify what grounds my belief in the world’s existence. It is true 
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that it is the world itself that is presented in my acts of perception. Yet the world 

infinitively transcends each of my acts of perception. In perception, I intend the world as 

something capable of fulfilling an infinity of future acts. Am I justified in intending it that 

way? What, if anything, grounds the positing of the world as infinitely transcending my 

actual experience? My first chapter is motivated by the idea that, in order to address these 

questions, one has to go further than simply appealing to the direct presentation of the 

world. The ground of my belief must be further clarified. 

The second distinction I would like to acknowledge concerns the project of the 

third and second chapters. It is the distinction between social cognition and theory of 

mind in cognitive science. For the most part, cognitive scientists use the term “theory of 

mind” to indicate the ability to ascribe mental states to others. Theory of mind is 

synonymous with mental state attribution. On the other hand, the term “social cognition” 

has a much wider application. It refers to social skills and to interactive processes that do 

not necessarily imply the attribution of mental states. 

In this dissertation, I exclusively investigate low-level mental state attribution. It 

is correct to say that I investigate social cognition only because mental state attribution is 

an eminent part of social cognition. Nevertheless, it is important to emphasize that none 

of the claims I defend in this dissertation entails a specific definition of social cognition. 

When I reject Meltzoff’s claim that neonatal imitation is an episode of social cognition it 

is not because I reject Meltzoff’s conception of what social cognition is. Rather, I claim 

that the form of social cognition he has in mind (i.e., the recognition of similarities 

between self and other) does not apply to the phenomenon of neonatal imitation. I do 

think that the way cognitive scientists use the term “social cognition” (i.e., as broader 
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than theory of mind) is appropriate and fruitful, but I confess that I do not know how to 

define it. One problem with defining social cognition is how to discriminate cases of 

interaction between agents that count as social cognition from cases that most people 

would not consider as episodes of social cognition (e.g., breastfeeding). Hence I do not 

even know whether a clear definition of social cognition is possible. 

Fortunately, I do not need a definition of social cognition because my only focus 

is mental state attribution. Such a restriction of the field of inquiry is not arbitrary. The 

expression “mental state attribution” tracks a phenomenon that has been of special 

interest to phenomenologists. This phenomenon is the experience of others as beings 

endowed with lived experience, i.e. as minded beings. For many phenomenologists, this 

is an essential aspect of what they call “intersubjectivity.” In this dissertation, I use the 

language of mental state attribution interchangeably with more traditional 

phenomenological language. It is possible to do so, without necessarily incurring a 

misunderstanding, because both languages seek to account for the things themselves. 

In order to clarify the terminology, it is helpful to quote a passage from section 55 

of the Cartesian Meditations. The section is entitled “Establishment of the community 

[Vergemeinschaftung] of monads. The first form of Objectivity: intersubjective Nature” 

and begins with the following statements:  

But it is more important to clarify the community, developing at various levels, 

which is produced forthwith by virtue of experiencing someone else; the  

community between me, the primordial psychophysical Ego governing in and  by 

means of my primordial organism, and the appresentatively experienced Other; 

[...] The first thing constituted in the form of community, and the foundation for 
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all other intersubjectively common things, is the commoness of Nature, along 

with that of the Other's organism and his psychophysical Ego, as paired with my 

own psychophysical Ego. (Husserl, 1999, p. 120) 

This passage contains indications of three basic features of what is implied by the term 

“intersubjectivity.” First, there must be the experience of someone else. However, it is 

possible to experience someone else’s body without experiencing that it belongs to 

someone. For intersubjectivity to occur it is not enough that one experiences the sensory 

features of the other’s body (e.g., the color or the warmth of a surface of the body). It is 

necessary that the subjectivity of the other’s body be experienced. The other must be 

experienced as a minded being, or, in other words, there must be the experience of a 

plurality of subjects (as subjects). Second, the experience of a plurality of subjects 

belongs to at least one of the subjects of this plurality. This subject has a first-personal 

experience of its own experiences and of its own body, whereas it has a non-first-

personal experience of the experience of others and of their lived bodies. If it experienced 

the other first-personally, there would be only one subject, no intersubjectivity. Third, the 

other experiences the same reality that the self experiences. It is not possible to 

experience the other as a minded being without perceiving her as experiencing the same 

world I experience. A common world must be experienced. 

The main authors in the phenomenological tradition (Husserl, Heidegger, 

Merleau-Ponty, Sartre, etc.) imply these three features in using the term 

“intersubjectivity,” even when they downplay the significance of the notion. These three 

features of intersubjectivity are not meant to exhaust what phenomenologists usually 
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mean. However, they constitute a sufficient characterization of the notion of 

intersubjectivity for how it is used in this dissertation. 

This phenomenological notion does not coincide with the notions of primary 

intersubjectivity or secondary intersubjectivity as it is used in contemporary 

developmental psychology, although it is related to them. Whereas the interactions 

described as primary intersubjectivity do not necessarily entail intersubjectivity in the 

phenomenological sense (they do not require the infant to experience the caregiver as a 

minded being), secondary intersubjectivity identifies a level of intersubjectivity that is not 

the most basic instantiation of intersubjectivity in the phenomenological sense. That is: 

secondary intersubjectivity requires intersubjectivity in the phenomenological sense, but 

it is not the most basic form of intersubjectivity in the phenomenological sense 

(secondary intersubjectivity requires complex triadic interactions which do not represent 

the earliest stage of the experience of others as minded beings). I will say more about the 

relations between the phenomenological notion and the notions used in developmental 

psychology in the third chapter. 

The phenomenological notion I just characterized is abstract and suggests the 

specification of different levels of intersubjectivity.5 For example, a basic level of 

intersubjectivity is the experience of others as beings endowed with simple intentions, 

emotions, and sensory perception. A more complex level—which presupposes the basic 

one just mentioned—is characterized by the ascriptions of beliefs and desires, as when I 

say, “John thinks it is late and he wants to take the car to go to school.” At this level, 

intersubjectivity requires the constitution of a cultural world with stable, common 

                                                
5 Cf. Husserl, 1999, p. 128, where he talks about lower and “higher levels of intermonadic community.” 
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meanings. For the present dissertation, it is not necessary to give a phenomenological 

account of the main levels of intersubjectivity. My inquiry concerns solely the earliest 

kind of intersubjective experience that is instantiated by human beings in their 

ontogenetic development. It is reported by developmental psychologists that infants 

perceive the basic intentions, emotions, and perceptual experiences of others. This is 

clearly a low, basic level of intersubjectivity. My question will be whether the theory of 

pairing accounts for how this kind of intersubjective experience comes about. 

The distinction between lower and higher levels of intersubjectivity corresponds 

to the distinction between low- and high-level mindreading or mental state attribution in 

philosophy of mind. Low-level mindreading includes precisely things like “motor 

intention attribution” and “face-based emotion attribution” (Goldman, 2009, p. 247). 

These are the kinds of mental state attribution that infants are capable of in the first nine 

months of development. In contrast, the typical examples of high-level mental state 

attribution—“decision attribution, desire attribution, belief attribution, and the like” 

(Goldman, 2009, p. 247)—are not usually ascribed to infants before nine months. Hence, 

the question I investigate in the third chapter can be phrased as follows: how does early-

developmental low-level mental state attribution come about? 

It is generally accepted that higher levels of intersubjectivity depend somehow on 

lower level of intersubjectivity and that high-level mental state attribution depends 

somehow on low-level mental state attribution. I certainly endorse this idea.  However, it 

is important not to neglect a simple consideration. Just as each level of intersubjectivity is 

an instance of intersubjectivity, low-level and high-level mental state attribution are kinds 

of mental state attribution. Each level of intersubjectivity requires positing the other as a 
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minded being by ascribing some kind of lived experience to her. Each kind of mental 

state attribution requires that mental states be attributed to others (here we are not 

considering self-mental state attribution). This remark allows us to start seeing with more 

confidence that expressions like “basic-level intersubjectivity” or “low-level mental state 

attribution” can be used to track the same phenomena in early development. 

 



 

 26 

CHAPTER 1 

HUSSERL AND THE EPISTEMOLOGICAL NECESSITY OF A STRICT 

PHENOMENOLOGICAL REDUCTION 

Prelude: An Epistemological Problem 

There is an epistemological problem concerning one’s own belief in the world’s 

existence. It is a problem of ancient vintage, but I choose two influential philosophers of 

the 20th century to present it. The first is Wittgenstein, with his discussion of non-

justifiable propositions; the second is Foucault, who points to the problem in his critique 

of phenomenology. 

 In On Certainty, Wittgenstein claims that some basic propositions cannot be 

justified because they are presupposed by all other propositions one can possibly 

formulate. These propositions are like “hinges” in the sense that any inquiry or 

justification has to “turn” on them, i.e., has to assume them as valid.1 If you try to justify 

them, you have to rely on some proposition that logically presupposes them. So their 

justification is circular and not a real justification.2 Wittgenstein (1969) mentions the 

“existence of the earth” as one of these bedrock beliefs (p. 28). We can generalize this a 

little and say that the existence of the world understood as a spatiotemporal reality is also 

a belief that cannot be doubted or justified. 

                                                
1 “The questions that we raise and our doubts depend on the fact that some propositions are exempt from 
doubt, are as it were like hinges on which those turn. That is to say, it belongs to the logic of our scientific 
investigations that certain things are in deed not doubted” (Wittgenstein, 1969, p. 44). Because of 
statements like this, some scholars have considered Wittgenstein as a kind of foundationalist (Caraway, 
2003). 

2 As Wittgenstein (1969) puts it, “at the foundation of well-founded belief lies belief that is not founded” 
(p. 33). 
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Wittgenstein’s remark concerning the non-justifiability of his having two hands 

allows us to stress why he thinks that nothing can count as evidence for bedrock beliefs.3 

He says that the reason why he cannot take his visual perception of his hands as evidence 

of their existence is that the sight of his hands is as certain as the hands’ existence. 

Indeed, when I assert that I see my hands I imply that a bodily being exists with head and 

eyes to see. These facts are no more certain than my hands’ existence. Therefore, visual 

perception cannot work as evidence of having hands. We can capitalize on this 

consideration and reflect on the belief in spatiotemporal reality. If I had to provide 

evidence for the world’s existence, it seems that the best available option would have the 

form “I’m justified in believing that the world exists because I experience it.” But my 

experience, as any cognitive act or mental state, is a psychological fact relative to an 

embodied being existing in spatiotemporal reality. This embodied being has a material 

existence just as much as the things around it. Consequently, propositions about 

experience presuppose the world’s existence and cannot work in evidence of it. Hence we 

can take it to be a roughly Wittgensteinian view that epistemic circularity blocks the 

possibility of justifying the world’s existence. 

 Foucault (2005) hints at the same kind of circularity when he accuses 

phenomenology of being “anthropology” or a form of “anthropologism.” To be sure, 

Foucault’s accusation combines various elements. One idea is that, although 

phenomenology claims to identify a priori, necessary laws, it actually captures only 

contingent, factual circumstances of the knower. This amounts to a denial of the 

                                                
3 “My having two hands is, in normal circumstances, as certain as anything that I could produce in evidence 
for it. That is why I am not in a position to take the sight of my hand as evidence for it” (Wittgenstein, 
1969, p. 33). 
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possibility of what Husserl called “eidetic reduction.” A second element is that, despite 

the phenomenologists’ attempt to thematize a non-worldly subjectivity, the real subject of 

phenomenology is utterly mundane. Willy-nilly, phenomenology is about “man.” This 

second strand of criticism amounts to denying the possibility of what Husserl called 

“phenomenological reduction,” which Foucault (2008) explicitly defines as 

“transcendental illusion” (p. 107).  

 It is the second strand of criticism that interests me. Because phenomenology is 

about man, Foucault claims phenomenology falls prey to vicious circularity. Instead of 

being a radical philosophy that restores the epistemic foundations of even the most basic 

beliefs, it dogmatically presupposes the existence of man.4 For Foucault (2005), the fact 

that phenomenology refers to bodily experience and “sedimented significations” (p. 350) 

and the fact that it gives rise to “phenomenological psychologies” (Focault, 2008, p. 107) 

are signs that its epistemological reflections inevitably rely on something mundane—and 

therefore presuppose the world’s existence.5 

In short, both Wittgenstein and Foucault point to the insight that it is impossible 

to justify the belief in the world’s existence by resorting to something that presupposes it. 

This insight raises the following epistemological problem (henceforth I also refer to it 

simply as “the epistemological problem”): it seems impossible to exhibit a justification 

                                                
4 According to Foucault (2005), phenomenology confuses “the circularity of a dogmatism folded over upon 
itself in order to find a basis for itself within itself with the agility and anxiety of a radically philosophical 
thought” (p. 372). 

5 The same kind of thinking can be evinced in Lawlor’s (2004) endorsement of Foucault’s critique of 
phenomenology. Lawlor (2004) first acknowledges that “to use a mundane being […] to account for the 
reality of the world […] is circular;” then he equates the “empirical” with the “psychological,” i.e. the 
“mundane,” and, finally, suggests that phenomenology is unable to differentiate the “transcendental” and 
the “empirical” (p. 27). The consequence of such reasoning is that phenomenology grounds the empirical 
on the transcendental, but, because the transcendental is in its turn empirical, the grounding attempted by 
phenomenology is circular. 
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for the world’s existence because anything that can be employed to this purpose relies on 

the very thing it is supposed to ground epistemically. In different ways, both Wittgenstein 

and Foucault respond by maintaining that the problem is insolvable and that in no sense 

philosophy should try to seek a justification for the world’s existence. 

 In this paper, I contend that Husserl’s response to the epistemological problem is 

different from Wittgenstein’s and Foucault’s, and is worth considering. The paper is 

divided into five sections. The first section is exegetical: I show that one of Husserl’s 

motivations for a strict phenomenological reduction is precisely the epistemological 

problem just delineated. The second section has a more theoretical character: I propose an 

argument to support the plausibility of Husserl’s way of approaching the problem. Then, 

in the third section, I sketch Husserl’s solution, which consists in the realization of 

systematic analyses from within a new kind of philosophical practice. In the second to 

last section, I neutralize a common kind of objection. Lastly, in the fifth section, I suggest 

that the rigor of Husserl’s epistemological project goes together with an embodied and 

socially embedded view of the subject on the ontological level. 

By identifying a specific motivation for the phenomenological reduction, I do not 

try to exhaust this multifaceted topic; rather my interpretation is complementary to 

readings that legitimately emphasize other aspects of the Husserlian texts. Hence, I 

declare in advance that my exegetical considerations are intentionally selective, although 

they seek to capture an essential contribution of Husserl’s philosophy. For example, in 

the first section, I come across a markedly epistemological definition of the 

“transcendental problem” (Husserl, 1997, p. 168). However, the “transcendental” in 

Husserl has also a wider meaning, as it had for the Neo-Kantians of his time (Staiti, 
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2014). According to a comprehensive formulation, the transcendental problem is “the 

relationship between the knower and the known” (Nenon, 2008, p. 434), and one can 

easily see how this formulation leaves space for an ontological investigation of both the 

knower and the known. However, in this paper, I focus on the epistemological 

delimitation of the transcendental task, as it emerges in certain Husserlian texts. 

The reader should be cautioned that the following analysis requires some 

patience. Examining the Husserlian solution to the epistemological problem requires 

specifying a number of notions like “phenomenological reduction,” “purity,” “natural 

attitude,” “world,” “original presence,” “apodicticity,” and, most important of all, 

“immanence” and “transcendence.” All these notions cannot be clarified at once; thus, 

they must be laid down as the discussion progresses. All pieces will be in place, however, 

before we consider Husserl’s way to ground the belief in the world’s existence (section 

3). 

1. The Epistemological Motivation of the Reduction 

The claim that the problem of epistemic circularity relative to the world’s existence 

motivates the transcendental-phenomenological reduction has been already defended by 

Dieter Lohmar (2002). Here is how Lohmar summarizes his view: 

If we try to find a justification for this universal claim of ‘reality’ [of the world] 

we have to start on an experiential ground that does not use this presupposition—

neither implicitly nor explicitly—otherwise we use a circular argument. This is 

the simple motive for the performance of the transcendental reduction. (Lohmar 

2012, p. 283) 
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Lohmar (2002) supports his view concerning the transcendental reduction by discussing 

six different contexts in which Husserl employs the method of “reduction.” He shows that 

in each of these contexts the legitimacy of a specific claim is under investigation and the 

same strategy is brought into play: the validity of the claim is suspended in order to 

identify evidence that does not presuppose it. With the exception of one particular 

context, I do not revisit Lohmar’s accurate considerations. Because Lohmar did not 

engage in a discussion of Husserl’s texts in order to back up his interpretation of the 

transcendental reduction, I provide textual evidence to this end. I chiefly refer to 

Husserl’s late texts in which he, looking back at his work of many years, presents his own 

transcendental phenomenology. However, I also show how the epistemological 

motivation enlightens the first published elaboration of the phenomenological reduction 

in Ideas I. 

 In the lecture entitled “Phenomenology and Anthropology” (1931), rejecting any 

characterization of his transcendental phenomenology as being about the “human being,” 

Husserl indicates the ideal of radical self-responsibility as the context from which to 

begin. In this setting, self-responsibility means the capacity to account for one’s own 

beliefs, i.e., to exhibit the evidence (or non-evidence) that one possesses or may possess 

for them. For Husserl, the philosopher is a person who tirelessly asks for the epistemic 

ground of accepted beliefs, defying all dogmatic dicta, including those that come from 

science or philosophy. This is an ideal, because, although concrete philosophical work 

realizes steps in its direction, it is always far from being fulfilled in its entirety. 

If, in line with this ideal, any belief must be questioned with regard to its 

evidential grounds, this questioning applies also to the belief in the world’s existence, 
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which is so central in the architecture of our knowledge. Indeed, all our practical life is 

pervaded by the certainty of the world’s existence, and ordinary or scientific knowledge 

relies on it. Evidently, this certainty remains unshaken even when false assumptions 

about particular objects are unveiled. Yet, moved by the ideal of self-responsibility, 

Husserl (1997) raises the question about its epistemic legitimacy: “What status does the 

evidence for this certitude have?” (p. 490). Note that when one raises this question, he or 

she should be open to the idea that no justification is available. On the other hand, one 

should not take non-justifiability as a dictum; rather one should investigate whether a 

justification may indeed be exhibited. If epistemological investigation will give a 

negative result, then the world’s non-justifiability will be a philosophical acquisition, not 

a dictum. 

Husserl is determined to pursue this investigation, which requires one to examine 

whether there is an epistemic ground that does not presuppose the world’s existence. That 

is: it requires us to perform what Husserl’s called “epoché,” a putting out of action the 

belief in the world’s existence as basis for philosophical theorizing. 

Once I put in question the certitude about being that operates in my experience of 

the world, this certitude can no longer serve as the basis for forming judgments. 

Thereby [damit] what is demanded of us—or of me the meditating and 

philosophizing ego—is a universal epoché regarding the being of the world. 

(Husserl, 1997, pp. 490-491; my emphasis) 

In other words, the nature of the problem imposes a demand to seek an evidential ground 

that remains available when we deprive ourselves of the possibility of relying on world’s 

existence. “What then remains? […] Am I not standing face to face with nothing?” 
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Initially we do not know whether such ground exists, but we know that it is the only kind 

of ground that can possibly function as evidence. 

 Indeed, in Husserl’s entry on Phenomenology submitted to the Encyclopedia 

Britannica (1929), the necessity of seeking such a ground is clarified as a “basic 

requirement of any rational method” (Husserl, 1997, p. 171). The justification of 

something that is “in question” necessitates relying on something that is “not 

questioned.” If the evidential ground presupposes what is questioned, then a vicious 

circle occurs: no real evidence is provided, but merely the non-justified affirmation of 

what was questioned at the level that was supposed to be the ground. For Husserl, in the 

case of the world’s existence, a ground sheltered from vicious circularity exists and is 

attainable through a method called “transcendental-phenomenological reduction.” 

 Husserl’s idea is that we can find the epistemic ground for the belief in the world 

in the domain of consciousness if we consider consciousness without assuming the 

world’s existence. For this reason, Husserl (1997) presents the reduction as a 

“purification” of consciousness from a usual, natural layer of meaning that it has for us 

(p. 172). Before I explain, allow me to first note that Husserl uses the terms 

“consciousness,” “subjectivity,” “mental life,” “lived experience,” “Ego,” or “I,” 

interchangeably. 

Unless we adopt a very peculiar philosophical standpoint, we understand 

consciousness as a feature of a mundane being. For example, it belongs to a human being 

or some other animal. In contrast to this natural apprehension, the transcendental-

phenomenological reduction gives us consciousness in its “transcendental purity:” it is no 

longer considered, as we otherwise always do, as an event of the world (Husserl, 1999, p. 
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21, p. 35; Husserl, 1982, p. 135).6 Through the transcendental-phenomenological 

reduction, phenomenology can investigate subjectivity without presupposing the world’s 

existence as basis for its own theorizing. As Husserl (1999) puts it, phenomenology 

becomes “a science that is, so to speak, absolutely subjective, whose thematic object 

exists whether or not the world exists” (p. 30).7 

Phenomenology as an “absolutely subjective” discipline investigates nothing 

other than consciousness, and investigates consciousness independently of the existence 

of anything other than consciousness. Husserl expresses this idea through a particular 

modulation of the immanence-transcendence opposition that defines the field of 

phenomenology (cf. Husserl, 2003, p. 80). The clarification of immanence and 

transcendence is perhaps the aspect of phenomenology that produces the most 

unexpected results. Below, we shall see how extensive the immanence of consciousness 

is, in that it includes a plurality of subjectivities and also the world as “mere 

transcendental ‘phenomenon’” (Husserl, 1970, p. 174). At the same time, we shall see 

how important it is for Husserl to have at his disposal a methodological procedure that 

allows one to suspend the validity of all that transcends consciousness. For now, I simply 
                                                
6 “Die Phänomenologische Reinheit (Hua III/1, 198, 2007, 2017) bedeutet einmal die Fernhaltung aller das 
dem Bewusstsein Gegebene transzendierenden Deutungen (z. B. realen oder psych. Apperzeptionen) und 
wird durch die phänomenologische Epoché oder Reduktion als Absehen all dieser Deutungen erreicht” 
(Helmuth, 2004, p. 460). 

7 In 1929, Husserl rewrites the following passage: “by virtue of the phenomenological putting out of action 
our existential acceptance of the Objective world as existing, this sphere of “immanental” being does 
indeed lose the sense of being a real stratum in the reality belonging to the world and human being (or 
beast), which is a reality already presupposing the world. It loses the sense of being human conscious life, 
as can be seized upon progressively by anyone in purely “internal” experience. But it is not simply lost; 
rather, when we maintain that attitude of epoche, it receives the sense of an absolute sphere of being, an 
absolutely self-sufficient sphere which is, in itself, what it is—apart from any question concerning the 
being or non-being of the world and its human beings, while we refrain from taking any position regarding 
that matter, thus receiving the sense of something already existing beforehand in itself and for itself, no 
matter how the question of the being of the world—which can be rightly asked and answered only in this 
sphere—may be answered on the basis of good or bad reasons” (Husserl, 1982, p. 66; my emphasis). 
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note that, despite his pursuit of this method, and his transcendental idealism—which will 

be discussed later—Husserl always maintained a robust notion of transcendence. He 

equated this notion to the general idea of “being-in-itself,” including not just the factual 

physical world but also idealities of various kinds (e.g. mathematical), “transcendent 

essences” (Husserl, 1982, p. 137). Something in itself “is how it is, whether or not I, or 

whoever, become by chance aware of it or not” (Husserl, 1997, p. 169).8 Husserl’s 

transcendental idealism is compatible with the idea that the physical universe existed for 

billions of years without the existence of any consciousness. The world in which we 

believe is capable of existing when it is not experienced. 

It is precisely the existence of the transcendent world that cannot be taken as valid 

in transcendental investigation as Husserl conceives of it. 

To the essential sense of the transcendental problem belongs its all-inclusiveness, 

in which it places in question the world and all the sciences investigating it 

(Husserl, 1997, p. 168). 

For Husserl, when we look at consciousness without presupposing the world’s existence, 

we notice that our subjectivity experiences and posits (i.e., believes in) the world. We can 

then appreciate his relative straightforward formulation of “the transcendental problem:” 

How it [consciousness], so to say, manages in its immanence that something 

which manifests itself can present itself as something existing in itself, and not 

only as something meant but as something authenticated [Ausweisbares] in 

concordant experience. (Husserl, 1997, p. 169) 

In this formulation, the reference to consciousness “in its immanence” implies that 
                                                
8 Transcendent physical things are things “which exist in themselves, whether or not they are perceived” 
(Husserl, 1982, p. 110). 
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I grant to Reddy (2008) that infants attribute emotions by nine months because by 

that time the infant has experienced substantial commonalities in self and others through 

interaction. However, I do not endorse her view that the first social smiles (infant smiles 

back to adult’s smile) or the first affective interactions are indicators of mental state 

attribution. The child’s initial behavior is more parsimoniously explained in terms of 

innate preferences and a predisposition to interact with something in various degrees 

stimulating, enthralling and welcoming. There is also another reason to be cautious about 

early emotion attribution. Prior to learning specific emotion words around 2 or 3 years of 

age, infants can reliably discriminate emotions only in terms of general valence (i.e. 

happy vs. sad); they cannot differentiate between more specific emotion categories 

(Lindquist, MacCormack, & Shablack, 2015). Thus, the way infants initially ascribe 

emotions is probably rough. 

 It is difficult to be more precise as to when exactly emotion attribution takes 

place. There are probably significant individual differences between infants. A more 

defined timeline would require not only some ingenious experiment, but also accurate 

descriptions deriving from a second person approach of the kind Reddy (2008) pursues. 

In general, pairing may be gradual or may be characterized by periods of preparation 

followed by relatively sudden global transfers. Indeed, for Merleau-Ponty (1964b), 

pairing takes place as a Gestalt restructuration of experience. The experience of the 

infant’s own (inter)-acting body creates an imbalance, which—as it is increasingly 

echoed in the experience of the other—is finally followed by a rapid reconfiguration of 

the interaction as a system of two minded beings reciprocating with each other. 
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 The account proposed in this subsection is greatly indebted to Interaction Theory 

(Gallagher, 2005). As applied to early social cognition, this model emphasizes the role of 

sensorimotor capacities for interaction for the acquisition of socio-cognitive skills that 

allow infants to understand others’ mental states (Fiebich, Gallagher, and Hutto, in press). 

Yet Interaction Theory is neutral with respect to whether pairing or an innate module is 

ultimately responsible for the earliest experiences of the other as a minded being. I argue 

that pairing is more faithful to the spirit of Interaction Theory than a nativist view of 

mental state attribution. A nativist view tends to interpret infant-caregiver interaction as 

entailing mental state attribution from the very beginning. In contrast, although I grant 

that at a certain stage particular features of the interaction might be taken as indicators of 

mental state attribution, I claim early interactions do not presuppose mental state 

attribution, but rather contribute to bring it about.  

 It is true that advocates of Interaction Theory say sometimes that dyadic relations 

“presuppose sensitivity towards embodied emotions” (Fiebich, Gallagher, & Hutto, in 

press; emphasis mine). However, sensitivity to embodied emotion can be understood in a 

very general sense, i.e. simply as the idea that different embodied emotions of others 

provoke different kinds of responses in the infant. Indeed, Trevarthen’s (1979, p. 322) 

original definition of primary intersubjectivity merely requires that infants “be able to 

adapt or fit this [their] subjective control [of actions] to the subjectivity of others.” This 

definition, which was substantially adopted by Interaction Theory, can certainly be 

applied to interactions where the other is not yet experienced as a minded being. When 

the infant, who fixes the mother’s eyes as if it were captured by them, smiles back at her 

smile, it “adapts or fits” its behavior to the emotion embodied by the mother. Yet, at least 
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in the very first stage, it may not perceive an emotion “in” those movements that it finds 

so agreeable. 

 A nativist view would assign to interaction a merely enabling function. To clarify 

this, recall that I have equated mental state attribution to the apprehension of perceptual 

stimuli in terms of action, because, according to the conception I have endorsed, action, 

or, behavior, entails mental content. At best, then, interaction would provide the 

necessary ingredients, i.e., perceptual stimuli coming from the other and the experience 

of behavior in oneself. However, the decisive connection between perceptual stimuli and 

behavior would be operated by a pre-programmed link that matures when all 

preconditions are in place. Therefore, to the extent that Interaction Theory seeks to assign 

a more robust causal role to interaction, pairing is a preferable model. Pairing is a 

dynamic reorganization of the contents of experience occurring in virtue of their intrinsic 

properties. From the point of view of pairing, interaction does not only provide the 

relevant contents of experience, the experience of self and of others with their common 

elements (vocalizations, kinematics, etc.). It also adds a factor of similarity that could not 

possibly be realized otherwise: the being together of self and other, i.e. the presence of 

both in a unique exchange and the comparable roles played in it. Assuming that 

assimilation is always ready to function, interaction provides then all that is needed for a 

reconfiguration to occur where mental states are attributed to others. No need for a 

modular system as deus ex machina! 

 Before I move to my concluding remarks, it is opportune to clarify how the notion 

of intersubjectivity I used in this chapter relates to the notions of primary intersubjectivity 

and secondary intersubjectivity. The notion I used is a phenomenological notion that 
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requires the experience of the other as a minded being. More specifically, it refers to low-

level mental state attribution, i.e., the experience of the other’s bodily intentions, 

emotions, or perceptions. In contrast, a great number of psychologists and theorists who 

talk about primary intersubjectivity do not require this kind of intersubjectivity to imply 

low-level mental state attribution. The phenomenon they capture with the expression 

“primary intersubjectivity” is a kind of infant-caregiver interaction in which the behavior 

of the two partners is regulated by the mental states of the other (especially the other’s 

affective states). An infant can produce appropriate responses to the embodied emotions 

and the actions of the mother without attributing emotion or action-intentions to her.  

  As Fiebich, Gallagher, and Hutto’s review (in press) specifies, primary 

intersubjectivity starts soon after birth, whereas secondary intersubjectivity, which 

requires complex triadic interaction such as joint attention, begins typically after the ninth 

month. In subsection 2.2, I argued that the hypothesis that primary intersubjectivity is 

accompanied by mental state attribution from birth is not correct. It is more probable to 

suppose that infants do not attribute mental states to other in the first two months of life. 

In subsection 3.1 and 3.2, I provided evidence to support the hypothesis that low-level 

mental state attribution begins to occur between the third month and the ninth month. 

With regard to bodily intentions, the earliest episode of attribution is detected at three 

months (Sommerville & Woodward, 2005). With regard to emotion, I admitted that this 

chapter does not specify when exactly the earliest episode of mental state attribution may 

occur. Yet I argued that we have reasons to believe that emotion attribution occurs before 

the establishment of secondary intersubjectivity. 
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 As a consequence, the onset of the kind of intersubjectivity defined by the 

phenomenological idea of experiencing the other as a minded being—this idea requires 

low-level mental state attribution but does not require specific kinds of triadic interaction 

like join attention—must be situated between the onsets of primary intersubjectivity and 

secondary intersubjectivity. The developmental findings reviewed in this chapter suggest 

that the notions of primary and secondary intersubjectivity are not fine-grained enough to 

account for the onset of low-level mental state attribution.18 There is a period of primary 

intersubjectivity without low-level mental state attribution, but low-level mental state 

attribution arises before secondary intersubjectivity.  

Conclusion 

To recapitulate, pairing is a perceptual process that implies a transfer, just as any other 

ordinary perception (Section 1). Transfers from past or other present experiences occur in 

virtue of the similarity with the experiences instantiating the transfers. Yet, in the case of 

pairing, the content of the transfer includes “lived experiences” or “mental states.” For 

this reason, pairing functions as a process for attributing mental states to others. This is 

the principal aspect of pairing I develop in this chapter. Nevertheless, the way in which 

the similarities engendering mental state attribution are experienced—i.e. self and others 

are both active participants in an environmentally situated, interactive system—hints at 

another aspect of pairing that contributes to social cognition. Pairing points to the 

generation of a we-system: we grasp these toys, we look at these objects, we enjoy this 

interaction, etc. Evidently, the experience of self is radically modified when the self is 

experienced as a member of a system of minded beings. Thus, the focus on how a subject 
                                                
18 Among others, this consideration is clearly supported by Tomasello (2008) and Astington and Hughes 
(2013).  
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comes to experience others as minded beings should not make one think that it is an 

isolated topic. On the contrary, mental state attribution is connected to the constitution of 

shared intentionality and the development of self, although these topics are beyond the 

scope of this chapter. 

 I examine the earliest episodes of mental state attribution in development (Section 

3). An infant comes to experience others as minded beings by attributing to them bodily 

intentions, emotions, and perceptions. In all probability, the consistent attribution of these 

mental states indicates that the infant has an overall sense of the other’s body as a minded 

body, i.e. as a body lived from within. In subsection 3.1, I show that a transfer through 

similarity with the infant’s own behavior explains the attribution of bodily intentions 

from its earliest detection at 3 months. I also point to signs that the same kind of transfer 

is involved in the ascription of visual perception. In subsection 3.2, I argue that paring 

likely occurs in infant-caregiver interaction between the third and the ninth month, before 

the time at which it is widely agreed that infants experience others as minded beings. The 

affective character of the interaction allows for the attribution of emotions. I conclude 

that pairing accounts for the earliest episodes of mental state attribution. This conclusion 

is corroborated by the discussion of the preconditions of pairing in the order of 

development (Section 2). Starting in prenatal life, subjects experience their own motor 

activity. Association by similarity between one’s own and the other’s movements may 

occur in the neonatal period, as demonstrated by early imitation. Although pairing does 

not occur at this stage, the preliminaries for its occurrence are progressively laid down 

and interaction is set into motion. 
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 The method of my interdisciplinary inquiry pulls together phenomenology and 

cognitive science. Phenomenologists may read the present chapter as an investigation of 

the infant’s lived experience, cognitive scientists and philosophers of mind as an 

investigation of its cognitive processes. A result of this interdisciplinary study is 

particularly evident. While the main traditional theories of social cognition do not seem 

to provide a credible account of the infant’s phenomenal experience, the theory of pairing 

does. Phenomenologically speaking, infants do not think like scientists who infer hidden 

mental causes (Theory Theory). Nor do they put themselves in the other’s mental shoes 

by imagining what they would feel if they were in the other’s situation (Simulation 

Theory). These operations require reflective capacities to be executed consciously. In 

contrast, the idea that infants have an intuitive sense of the subjectivity expressed in the 

actions of others is credible. It is credible that such intuition tacitly combines motor and 

perceptual experiences in accordance with the basic associative principle of similarity. It 

must be acknowledged, however, that Simulation Theory is on the right path when it 

emphasizes the role of previous self-experience. Indeed, if simulation theorists are ready 

to accept that in mental state attribution nothing is really “simulated,” but, to the contrary, 

mental states are posited thanks to a transfer of the same kind as the one through which 

non-sensorially given features of objects are posited in ordinary perception, then I would 

be happy to concede that their theory does not significantly differ from pairing. 

 The real contraposition is between pairing and nativist views of mental state 

attribution (Baron-Cohen, 1995; Carruthers, 2013; Csibra, 2010; Leslie, 1994). In their 

various forms, they all postulate the existence of pre-programmed links that serve to 

interpret the perceptual stimuli relative to the actions of others in terms of mental 
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contents. After having considered the arguments for pairing, can we exclude this 

alternative? Certainly not. It is possible that pairing operates together with an innate 

modular system. I encourage experimental psychologists to excogitate ways to falsify the 

assumption that pairing accounts for all basic episodes of mental state attribution in early 

infancy. If they can prove that a basic episode of mental state attribution occurs 

independently of an association by similarity with the infant’s own behavior or before 

such association may take place, then the assumption will be falsified. However, at 

present, the theory of pairing does account for a large variety of findings. It 

accommodates in a unitary framework phenomena as diverse as newborn imitation, 

innate preferences and dispositions, action understanding, gaze following, proto-

conversation, and affect attunement.19 This consideration makes me dare to think that the 

theory may indeed be a sufficient account of early mental state attribution. For the time 

being, if the present chapter is able to spread some caution in front of the easily accepted 

assumption that mental state attribution early in infancy must be explained through innate 

mechanisms specifically pre-programmed for this function, I can consider myself 

satisfied with this result. 

                                                
19 Considering the basic character of processes of association by similarity, I predict that a comparable 
result would be achieved through the study of non-human species. 
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CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Each chapter had its own conclusions. Therefore, I refer the reader to the concluding 

sections of the three chapters for a recapitulation of their chief arguments. In the 

conclusion of the entire dissertation, I tie together some of the dissertation’s main ideas in 

three sections. In section (1), I focus on the phenomenological issue cutting across the 

three chapters. In section (2), I take up questions raised in the introduction and propose 

answers based on the content of the three chapters. Finally, in section (3), I briefly state 

the problems left unsolved in this dissertation to which I would like to devote my efforts 

in the near future. 

1. World-less experience 

In order to recall the question that cuts across the three chapters, let me, again, state the 

notion of world with which I operate. The notion of world I employ is not the only notion 

that is used in philosophical and phenomenological contexts. I can happily accept the idea 

that, philosophically speaking, it is not the most significant notion. However, I do claim 

that this notion of world is important because it allows one to tackle the philosophical 

problems addressed by this dissertation. 

The “world” is a core content of “the natural attitude” (Husserl’s term for a basic 

structure of experience that supports practical life, culture and science). This core content 

is characterized as “the one spatiotemporal actuality to which I belong like all other 

human beings who are to be found in it and who are related to it as I am” (Husserl 1982, 

pp. 56-57). The world is the spatiotemporal actuality that is the ultimate context in which 

every spatiotemporal reality is found. The world is there-for-everyone. Spatiotemporal 
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actuality and intersubjectivity define the notion of world that appears in the question 

cutting across the three chapters: “Is an experience that posits no world possible?” 

 The three chapters of the dissertation entail an affirmative answer to this question. 

We should now make this answer the focus of our attention. This will allow us to see how 

each chapter strengthens the others. In order not to be misled by the different 

methodologies of the three chapters, I emphasize that the question on the possibility of 

world-less experience can be decided through the method of eidetic variation. Eidetic 

variation is the method I employ to tackle the question directly. If we can imagine an 

experience that posits no world and we can imagine it “intuitively,” i.e. in the fullness of 

its details, then this experience is possible. Remember that I endorse transcendental 

idealism and that I take the notion of “pure possibility” (as opposed to real possibility) to 

capture the phenomenon of possibility that is at stake. A real possibility can in theory be 

actualized, but we do not need to have a reason to expect that it will ever become actual. 

Let’s then engage in the imagination of a stream of experience that posits no 

world. I shall provide enough details to make it imaginable, yet at no point will it be 

necessary to imagine that the experience of intersubjectivity comes about. I shall use 

quotation marks to remind the reader that the unities of experience that manifest 

themselves in the stream are not posited as transcendent realities. The stream will know 

nothing about other experiencers that relate to the same unities. In imagining such a 

stream, we have to put ourselves in the shoes of the experiencer who lives it and examine 

the experience from her perspective. In other words, we have to construct an experience 

and consider it immanently, as a self-given experience. 
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Before I start, note that we should imagine the stream as present-focused. In the 

stream we are going to imagine, there is neither recollection of past experience nor 

anticipation of future experience beyond what is entailed by the present phase. The 

present is extended, for it includes the just past and the expectation of what is imminent, 

as well as a larger, indefinite background of future and past experience. However, there is 

no act that targets a future or a past experience. The stream targets the present only. This 

does not mean the past has no effect on the present. The stream can preserve its past even 

if it is not directed to it and the present can be experienced in light of the past. 

 Imagine the experience of a “bodily spatiality,” a feeling of diffused warmth and 

fullness, as when one has been nourished and is calm. Imagine the experience of an 

impulse to move and the experience of fulfilling this impulse by releasing the 

“movement.” The movement is felt from within as discharging a potential that had been 

accumulating. It has a situation of departure and an end state, a state of arrival. 

Movement is a temporal unity; it manifests itself by means of a temporal synthesis 

operated through the interplay between retention, impression, and protention (Husserl, 

1991). A movement ends on other surfaces that are felt. As a consequence of the 

encounter between felt bodily spaces, there are tactile sensations. New warmth is 

generated on these surfaces. Pressure is exercised on a surface; thus, there is a sense of 

actively exercising pressure and felt passivity in the area on which pressure is exercised. 

A sensation of itch solicits a movement. The actual scratching creates a placation of the 

itch, a pleasant sensation, but also a new “itch” somewhere else… Movement creates and 

enlarges the experienced spatiality. There is a felt spatiality and a spatiality of potential 

movement opening itself around the usual organs of movement. One of these movements 
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encounters external resistance. There is a surface that opposes resistance and at the same 

time offers itself as a surface to be explored. Another tactile encounter was initially just a 

factor of discontinuity in a movement; yet it solicits exploration and evokes a specific 

action. The active “organ” closes around something; “grasping” occurs… All these 

experiences are extremely transitory; they occur and they elapse forever. That they elapse 

forever means that they will never be retrieved, but it does not mean that they leave no 

trace. A past experience may constitute a solicitation to act in a certain way. A past 

experience of tactile contact evokes a certain movement. The end state that was achieved 

by chance is now the state guiding the movement. Repetitions induce new repetitions. 

Repetitions also create rhythms. For example, a series of repeated movements is 

experienced as a series of “events” across “time.” 

 Imagine that a quality of a specific kind is experienced on a certain surface of the 

felt bodily spatiality. It is the more or less pleasant quality we designate with the word 

“taste.” Bursts of this quality are integrated in stable patterns of movement and tactile 

sensation. At other points of the life of the stream, the quality of smell becomes 

prevalent. There are more or less slight variations in the experience of smell. A sensation 

of smell has a duration. It also has a location in a more or less defined area in or around 

the bodily felt spatiality. Imagine that “sounds” are experienced. Again, these are unities 

of a different quality. They sometimes come in bursts, but there are also periods in which 

they are relatively continuous. They constitute unities that emerge out of a background of 

silence or background noise. “Sounds” considerably enlarge the experienced spatiality; 

they come from different directions. Although we imagine that all these experiences are 

extremely transitory, we can still imagine that they leave a trace in the stream of 
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consciousness. Certain sounds are experienced as familiar because they are assimilated to 

sounds experienced in the past. Other sounds are novel. Perhaps, a habitual familiar 

sound has a high pitch and a low intensity. A new sound has a low pitch and is very loud. 

To these different characters correspond different emotional responses. 

 Imagine that a new sensory field is opened: light. At first it is just an array of 

suffused sensations, then the stimulus is intense and overwhelming. When the field 

stabilizes, unities begin to be discriminated from the background. “Movements” are seen. 

These imply surfaces or lines that vary their position in the field, but also rhythms, which 

may evoke rhythms previously experienced. “Shapes” and “colors” emerge, stay for a 

while, and then vanish, perhaps to come back again. Shapes can be vague and the color 

array can be poor. The field presents nothing more than contrasts between dark and light 

color. However, a triangular surface looks different from a circular surface. Around a 

circular light surface, there is a thick dark contour; this contrast is strong and clearly 

perceivable (relatively to the rest). Inside the light surface, there are irregularities and 

movements of lines. There is also a pair of dark, thick points next to each other. Their 

similar quality and their closeness make them appear as a single unity, a pair. All these 

kinds of experiences are transitory; if they return, they do it without regularity. 

 Imagine regressions of experience. For example, areas of felt bodily spatiality are 

no longer available. Where once movements had encountered surfaces on which tactile 

sensations or sensation of warmth arose, now nothing is given. New areas of felt bodily 

space arise; relatively to what had been felt heretofore, these new areas appear in 

different positions. There is little stability in the areas defined by the presence of 

localized sensations (warmth, cold, itch, tactile sensations, etc.). Imagine regressions and 
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recoveries in the different sensory field, occurring at different times. Imagine that this 

kind of experience goes on ad infinitum. By realizing that the kind of experience we have 

imagined can be final and never develop into another kind, we understand we have 

identified a pure possibility of experience that does not need to be intermingled with 

kinds of more complex experience. 

 The stream we have imagined presents experiences that are intentional and 

structured. There is experience of a sound, vision of a shape, touching of a surface, etc. 

There are minimal organizing structures such as association and contrast. A sound, a seen 

shape, a felt surface are unities in time and space, and they emerge from the background 

through contrast. The stream never posits other streams of consciousness and there never 

arise a motivation to do so. As a consequence, the experienced unities are nothing more 

than immanent unities, temporary formations within the stream of consciousness. There 

appears an experienced spatiality, but this is not experienced as the spatiotemporal 

actuality that is there-for-everyone. In short, we have imagined a world-less experience. 

A world-less experience is a pure possibility of experience. 

 The question of whether a world-less experience is possible is here decided 

through a purely philosophical method. It concerns a possibility that can be envisaged by 

means of eidetic variation. We can now look back at the chapters of this dissertation and 

better appreciate how each of them validated the idea of world-less experience. By 

substantiating the possibility of world-less experience, each chapter supports not just its 

own arguments, but also the arguments that rely on the same idea in other chapters. If, 

with regard to world-less experience, one is not convinced by the philosophical 

arguments of the first chapter, then he or she can perhaps be persuaded by the empirical 
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considerations of the second and third chapters. If, on the other hand, one is skeptical 

toward relying solely on empirical considerations, then one can consider the purely 

philosophical arguments of the first chapter. 

 In the first chapter, world-less experience is presented as a possible variation of 

my current experience. I identify the possibility according to which this new state of 

world-less experience goes on to infinity, i.e. is final and no longer controvertible. 

Assuming the validity of transcendental idealism, this possibility amounts to the 

possibility that the world does not exist. The world’s existence is a correlate of an infinite 

process of future verification; if we imagine a possibility incompatible with this process, 

then we are imagining the possibility that the world does not exist despite our current 

experience of it. The insight into this possibility makes it clear that some propositions 

about my current experience can be true even if the world does not exist. Propositions 

about my actual(ized) experience that do not presuppose the world’s existence are 

possible. By means of these propositions, one can exhibit the epistemic ground of the 

world’s existence in a way that is sheltered from fallacious circularity. The 

harmoniousness of the immanent process of verification grounds my belief in the 

transcendent world. In the first chapter, the possibility of world-less experience helps 

show the non-circular justification of the world’s existence. 

 If one is not persuaded by philosophical arguments, empirical considerations can 

be helpful. In the second and third chapters, I argue that human beings do not experience 

others as minded beings from two months before birth to two months after birth. 

However, they do have a growing and relatively well-structured sensorimotor experience. 

Such hypothesis is supported by behavioral and neuroscientific findings. Hence, in 
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providing a plausible phenomenological-psychological interpretation of the behavior of 

young infants, one is led to construct a flux of experience that posits no intersubjectivity 

and, therefore, no world—remember that world and intersubjectivity are defined as co-

implicating each other. 

Accordingly, the third chapter undermines a nativist argument concerning mental 

state attribution. Csibra (2010) thinks that mental state attribution must occur in virtue of 

an innate mechanism because this is the only kind of mechanism that can account for 

mental state attribution at birth. In contrast, I argue that it is more parsimonious and in 

accordance with the available findings to hypothesize that up to 8 weeks infants are still 

consolidating a kind of non-intersubjective experience. After this period, everything is in 

place for pairing to take place. Therefore, nativism has to compete with pairing as 

plausible explanation for mental state attribution. 

There are a great number of findings on human beings from two months before 

birth to two months after birth. The more one tries to interpret these findings in light of 

the hypothesis of a non-intersubjective experience, the more one is obliged to specify 

details about what that non-intersubjective experience is like. In the third chapter, I 

emphasize aspects such as motor experience, innate instincts and dispositions, and 

auditory experience. Relying on the findings that intermodal perception and visual 

discrimination of shapes and figures occur in newborns (Bremner, 2005; Gallagher, 2005; 

Slater, 2002), one could also stress the organization of visual experience that precedes 

intersubjective experience. A phenomenologist who has engaged in early developmental 

psychology can more easily describe the meaningful structures of a stream of world-less 
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and non-intersubjective experience.1 Indeed, while reading the description of the 

imaginary example of world-less experience suggested in these concluding remarks, the 

reader might have noticed how that description was, to a large extent, simply a 

transmutation of the infant experience in the realm of imaginary possibilities. As 

discussed in the introduction, the phenomenologist can transform an empirically posited 

experience into a pure possibility, drawing her examples from any field of science or 

human activity. 

2. Questions about Grounding and Pairing 

In the introduction, I raised the issue of determining the relationship between grounding 

(Begründung) and direct presentation (Aufweisung) in the case of the world’s existence. 

After having proposed a formulation of the Husserlian solution to the epistemological 

problem of the world’s existence (chapter 1), the particular application of those two 

concepts in this context can be better understood. Below, I report a long quotation from 

Husserl. This quotation does not only exemplify how Husserl uses the terms “grounding” 

and “direct presentation;” it also represents an excellent summary of the points I made in 

my first chapter. 

Thus, the regressive way of the grounding of a science that is absolutely to be 

justified (up to the ultimate element to be justified) begins with the direct 

presentation of the presupposition of both the empirical sciences and pre-scientific 

practical life. This presupposition is the pre-givenness of the world. From this 

presupposition, it moves on to demand the epistemic grounding of this 

                                                
1 I reject the view that experience arises from a state of total confusion over which the activity of 
discrimination is exercised. If there were no discrimination in the way in which sensory experience 
originally organizes itself, then active discrimination would never be possible. 
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presupposition. As a consequence of this demand, it leads to the “bracketing” of 

the world’s existence—to its strict remaining-in-suspension—and to the direct 

presentation of the ground of experience and being, to which the being that is in 

question is bound, as well as every way of deciding on theoretical matters and of 

providing justification. This ground of being has to be examined as the 

presupposition of knowledge for the knowledge of the world that is ultimately 

grounded. (Husserl, 1959, p. 476)2 

This passage reveals a distinctively Husserlian line of thought. We can recapitulate it as 

follows. The grounding of science requires the direct presentation of its presupposition 

(the world belief). The grounding of this presupposition requires bracketing the world’s 

existence and the direct presentation of transcendental experience. Transcendental 

experience is the ultimate presupposition of my knowledge of the world and its epistemic 

ground. However, a passage like this raises some questions. Why does the grounding of 

my world belief require the bracketing of the world’s existence? In what sense is 

transcendental experience “the presupposition” of my belief in the world? In what way is 

my belief justified? 

Let us rephrase the Husserlian line of thought according to the considerations 

made in the first chapter. The search for the ultimate epistemic ground for science 

requires acknowledging the presupposition of both empirical science and practical life, 

                                                
2 “Der regressive Weg der Begründung einer absolut rechtfertigenden (einer bis ins Letzte zu 
begründenden) Wissenschaft führt also von der Aufweisung der Voraussetzung, welche in der 
Vorgegebenheit der Welt für die positiven Wissenschaften wie schon für das vorwissenschaftliche 
Erfahrungsleben besteht, zur Forderung der Begründung dieser Voraussetzung; in Konsequenz davon zur 
Forderung der „Einklammerung" der Weltexistenz (zu ihrem konsequenten In-Schwebe-bleiben) und zur 
Aufweisung des Erfahrungs- und Seins-bodens, an den das fragliche Sein und jeder Weg der Entscheidung 
und Begründung gebunden ist. Dieser Seinsboden muß nun thematisch werden als 
Erkenntnisvoraussetzung für eine letztbegründete Welterkenntnis.” 
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i.e. the belief in the world’s existence. It cannot be taken for granted that this 

presupposition constitutes the ultimate ground. Thus, one has to ask whether there is an 

epistemic ground for the world belief. If a philosopher wants to take this question 

seriously, she must be willing to perform the phenomenological reduction, at least as an 

attempt. Indeed, a ground for the world’s existence that presupposes the world’s 

existence is not really a ground; it is just the circular re-assertion of what was supposed to 

be grounded. The phenomenological reduction puts out of action the belief in the world’s 

existence; if, after the performance of the reduction, there is still something that can be 

found, our knowledge of it will not rely on the world’s existence. Let me emphasize this 

point. The phenomenological reduction is a method to guarantee that what is investigated 

does not presuppose the world’s existence. If it has to be possible to exhibit an epistemic 

ground for the world’s existence that is sheltered from circularity, a method of that kind 

must be available. 

 After the performance of the reduction, there is still something that can be known. 

The phenomenologist can point to, i.e. exhibit, the field of transcendental experience. 

Transcendental experience is manifested to us through direct presentation (in the mode of 

reflection). Because transcendental experience does not presuppose the existence of the 

world, it can function as the ground for my belief in it. As Husserl puts it, transcendental 

experience is “the presupposition of knowledge for the knowledge of the world that is 

ultimately grounded.” It is impossible to know the world if transcendental experience is 

not given. Moreover, knowledge of the world has a ground. To know that the world exists 

is to believe that it is transcendent. My belief in the transcendent world is grounded in the 

immanent experience I have had so far. The continuous presence of the world as an 
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immanent phenomenon justifies the positing of the world as transcendent. The world as 

immanent phenomenon is nothing more than the correlate of my experience so far, just as 

it has presented itself in my present and past experience. To posit the world as 

transcendent means to posit that its presence (i.e., its “original manifestation”) is not 

restricted to what has become actual for me so far, but rather that it extends into an 

infinite process of future verification. 

 At this point, we should take up another problem put forward in the introduction. 

There, I ask whether paring can be taken to be an eidetic proposition. Is pairing a 

necessary structure of the experience of others as minded beings? Does pairing apply to 

all imaginable cases of intersubjective experience? Can pairing be established through 

eidetic variation? In raising these questions, I have in mind a particular element of the 

theory of pairing, i.e., the idea that mental state attribution occurs in virtue of an 

association by similarity between my bodily behavior and the behavior of others. In the 

theory of pairing, similarity plays the crucial role of motivating the transfer of lived 

experience to a body other than mine. The acting body of the other presents traits I have 

experienced in my own action. It is because of this similarity that I interpret the action of 

the other in light of my own action and this interpretation involves the transfer of lived 

experience. Yet I do not have to become aware of the similarity between my behavior and 

hers; similarity operates tacitly. 

 Is it conceivable that a subject comes to attribute lived experiences to another 

without being motivated by the similarity between one’s body and the other’s body? The 

discussion of nativist explanations of mental state attribution obliged me to take such a 

possibility very seriously. Although, in the third chapter, I argue that nativist explanations 
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do not offer a convincing account of infant mental state attribution, they do point to the 

possibility of experiencing the other as a minded being without resorting to pairing. This 

possibility can be grasped by putting ourselves in the shoes of an imaginary infant. 

 Imagine that a month old baby sees its mother smiling. It immediately perceives 

the mother’s smile as expressing a positive emotion. The infant sees not just a likable 

face, a surface that it likes; it sees a happy face, i.e., it sees happiness in the face of the 

other. A description of this kind can apply to our adult experience of a happy face as 

well. However, in the case of our adult experience, we can postulate that this direct 

perception of emotion presupposes previous perceptions of the same kind that were made 

possible through pairing. By referring to the infant, we now imagine an episode of mental 

state attribution that does not involve the motivating role played by association via 

similarity. Imagine that it is a simple, original fact of the life of the infant that, when the 

mother smiles, it sees a happy face. A happy face appears. If this is an original fact, a 

phenomenologist has no more elucidations to offer. There are no features of the stream of 

experience that explain why the episode of mental state attribution has occurred. If there 

is an explanation, it has to be extra-phenomenological. For instance, we could 

hypothesize that the brain of the infant possesses an innate mechanism by which the 

visual stimuli of a smile are directly connected to the representation of happiness. We can 

imagine another example in which the infant perceives the mother’s vocalizations as 

expressing her intention to communicate. Again, from the phenomenological point of 

view, this would be an original fact, a fact that cannot be explicated through a particular 

dynamic of lived experience such as a transfer motivated by similarity. 
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 The stream of experience we are imagining does not instantiate pairing. 

Nevertheless, it does instantiate the law “It takes one to know one” (Nenon, 2002). We 

discussed this law in the introduction. It simply requires that basic kinds of experience be 

first-personally experienced before they are perceived as belonging to someone else. For 

instance, if I have no first-personal experience of happiness, I cannot understand what it 

means for another to undergo happiness. In other words, in order to “intend” (in the 

phenomenological sense) an episode of happiness that is not lived by me, I use my 

experience of happiness as a resource of meaning. In our example of the fictional infant, 

we can easily imagine that the baby has undergone happiness or other experiences in its 

first month of life. Accordingly, when the fictional baby perceives the same experiences 

in others, it is employing its own experience as a resource. 

 The crucial point is that, in interpreting the visual stimuli as expressing emotion, 

the fictional infant does not need to be motivated by the similarity between its behavior 

and the other’s behavior. The latter behavior might not be more similar to its own than 

any other visual stimulus. Phenomenologically speaking, it would be simply an original 

fact that an emotion embodied in a seen face appears. If we wanted an explanation of this 

fact, we would probably resort to the idea of an innate brain mechanism that connect 

specific visual input to a representation of happiness—with the clause that, for the 

mechanism to operate the connection, the representation of happiness must have been 

activated before for independent reasons. The moral of this story is that the formula “It 

takes one to know one” can be true even if pairing is false. This happens when the 

perception of the other’s mental state is not motivated by similarity. 
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 That pairing is not a necessity was implicit in how I described it in the second and 

the third chapters. I claimed that the infant interprets the grasping as a goal-directed 

movement because the movement presents similarities with its own grasping. However, I 

stressed that similarity operates tacitly (see, for example, Section 6 of the second 

chapter). This means that, in my view, when an infant sees another grasping, it does not 

have to think about its own grasping: it simply sees a grasping and that grasping happen 

to be executed by someone else. Similarity originates the transfer of goal-directedness, 

but does not become an object of awareness. Now, to a large extent, the fictional infant 

has the same phenomenal experience of (what I believe to be) the real infant: it simply 

sees a grasping as goal-directed. The difference between the real infant and the fictional 

infant is that the former attributes goal-directedness in virtue of the similarity with its 

own behavior, whereas in the latter the attribution of goal-directedness is an original 

phenomenological fact. When, in the second and third chapters, I claim that similarity 

originates mental state attribution, I do not imply that similarity is an object of awareness. 

Therefore, it is not difficult for me to imagine an episode of mental state attribution that 

gets rid of the tacit functioning of similarity but maintains the phenomenal experience of 

perceiving a mental state in the other’s behavior. 

 Admittedly, these are quick remarks for a topic that deserves a more careful 

examination. As a provisional conclusion, let me state that I think that it is possible to 

imagine a perception of the other as a minded being that does not presuppose a transfer 

based on similarity. Although I believe that that pairing applies to real infants, I do not 

think that pairing applies necessarily to all imaginable cases. In Husserlian language, 

pairing is not an eidetic proposition. 
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3. What comes next? 

The dissertation intersects various topics that merit a separate in-depth discussion. In this 

final section, I would like to mention some topics that are touched on in this dissertation 

and that correspond to projects on which I am currently working or to which I intend to 

devote my efforts in the near future. A brief sketch of these projects helps put the 

dissertation into perspective. 

 The first project is exegetical and concerns Merleau-Ponty. Many interpreters of 

Merleau-Ponty’s lectures on child psychology (e.g., Mclaren, 2008; Welsh, 2013; 

Whitney, 2012) tend to read these lectures as if Merleau-Ponty claimed that infants lived 

in a state of self-other confusion or “syncretic sociability” from birth. This way of 

interpreting Merleau-Ponty is unilateral and, in some respects, it is explicitly contradicted 

by the text. Let me mention just three facts that scholars usually neglect: (a) Merleau-

Ponty argues that the experience of one’s body precedes the experience of the other as a 

minded being; (b) according to Merleau-Ponty, from birth to six months the infant does 

not perceive the mental states of others—syncretic sociability regards a successive period 

that goes from six months to three years; (c) Merleau-Ponty endorses the theory of 

pairing as a theory of perceptual experience that cannot be conflated with the traditional 

model of the inference by analogy. I believe that one of the main reasons why scholars 

dismiss this textual evidence (Merleau-Ponty, 1964b, 2010) is that they sympathize with 

the ontological-metaphysical aspects of Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy that stress the idea 

of self-other confusion. However, in doing so, they neglect genuine phenomenological 

insights present in Merleau-Ponty’s work. In the near future, I would like to contribute to 

a clarification of Merleau-Ponty’s view on the developmental origins of intersubjectivity.
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 In this dissertation, I did not tackle the problem of self-other differentiation in 

infancy. Indeed, I discussed how infants come to experience others as minded beings, but 

I did not specify reasons to believe that the minded beings experienced through pairing 

are not a mere extension of the self. This topic needs to be dealt with if I want to give a 

full picture of what the theory of pairing implies. With regard to the relationship between 

pairing and self-other differentiation, two considerations will play an important role: 1) 

by definition, an experience that is “transferred” through pairing is not first-personally 

experienced; 2) the other’s body is “there,” i.e. it is in a position that is incompatible with 

the “here” of my body. Furthermore, I will have to take into close consideration work in 

recent developmental psychology that traces the origins of the sense of self in early motor 

behavior (even before birth). Because the sense of self and others continuously changes 

throughout infancy, I prefer to speak of “experience of self” (as opposed to “experience 

of others”) rather than “sense of self.” However, I acknowledge that, from the beginning, 

the experience of self coalesces into a unity of experience that can be called “self.” This 

self is given as stable bodily space that is felt from within and as the organ/originator of 

action. 

 In the second chapter, the phenomenological description of the functioning of 

association by similarity—similarity does not entail recognition—originates a 

competitive model of neonatal imitation for the field of cognitive developmental 

psychology. Analogously, the theory of pairing discussed in the third chapter suggests a 

novel theoretical proposal for the origins of mirror neurons. Let me recall very briefly 

what mirror neurons are and the current dominant hypotheses on how they originate.  
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Mirror neurons are activated both during action execution and action observation. 

When I see an action, I activate the same neurons that fire when I execute the same 

actions. Thus, mirror neurons are claimed to subserve action understanding because they 

allow a subject to understand the action of others in terms of its own actions. Currently, 

there are two dominant hypotheses concerning the origins of mirror neurons. The 

hypothesis that was initially prevalent was that mirror neurons are a genetic adaptation. 

According to this genetic account, monkeys and humans evolved in such a way that their 

brains automatically connect a visual representation (action observation) to a motor 

representation (action execution). A more recent hypothesis, which is gaining growing 

consensus, is that infants learn to associate visual representations to motor representations 

(Cook et al., 2014). The key idea in this associationist model is that the connection 

between visual and motor representations comes about via contiguity and contingency. In 

other words, according to this hypothesis, throughout development the visual 

representation of action x (e.g., grasping) happens to be contiguous in time and 

contingent upon (i.e., has a significant statistical relation with) the motor representation 

of x. This is how the visual representation of x gets associated with the motor 

representation of x. As two main proponents of this hypothesis suggest, “our 

developmental environments have exposed us to more matching, x–x, than non-matching, 

x–y, sensorimotor relationships” (Ray & Heyes, 2011, p. 97). 

The two hypotheses share a basic assumption: that there is nothing in common 

between the visual representation of x and its motor representation. This is why the visual 

representation cannot, by itself, awaken the motor representation of x. There must be 

either an innate connection or the connection must be established through contiguity and 
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contingency. There is nothing intrinsic to the visual representation of x that is capable of 

awakening the motor representation of x. In contrast, the theory of pairing leads us to 

challenge precisely this assumption. Instead of an extrinsic link between action 

observation and action execution (i.e. a link that is formed either genetically or through 

contiguity/contingency), the theory of pairing leads us to hypothesize that there is an 

intrinsic link between action observation and action execution. According to my 

interpretation of the theory of pairing, there are commonalities between action 

observation and action execution; in virtues of these commonalities, action observation 

activates the representation of action execution. Therefore, there is no need that the 

association be established genetically or through a kind of Pavlovian learning. The visual 

representation is capable, by itself, of evoking the motor representation. 

With regard to mirror neurons, the theory of pairing suggests an answer to the 

question: “Why do I interpret the actions I see in terms of the actions I do?” The answer 

is that this kind of assimilation is not caused by an innate mechanism specifically evolved 

for this purpose, nor is it the result of a developmental environment that offered the 

observation of x as contiguous and contingent upon the execution of x. Rather, I interpret 

the actions I see in terms of the actions I do simply because the former present 

similarities with the latter. As I explained in the third chapter (section 1.2), this is an 

ordinary dynamic of perception. If the theory of paring is correct, the only developmental 

requirement for the functioning of mirror neurons is that infants act on their own before 

they understand others in terms of their own actions. At present, nobody would deny that 

this developmental requirement is actually in place. Thus, the model of the origins of 

mirror neurons deriving from the theory of pairing appears to be advantageous with 
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respect to parsimony, because it does not stipulate specific additional requirements on 

development or evolution. I am currently working on elucidating the differences between 

this model and the dominant associationist model, which relies on association by 

contiguity/contingency but rejects similarity.3 

Finally, I need to raise an issue that reminds us of the limited scope of the 

discussion of pairing in this dissertation. Does pairing entail shared intentionality? Does 

pairing imply the constitution of a “we”? In the third chapter, I hinted at an affirmative 

answer to these questions, but I did not take up the discussion. It has to be clarified in 

what sense pairing is the constitution of a pair, i.e. in what sense self and others appears 

as members of the same system. Moreover, specific questions about shared intentionality 

need to be addressed. When the infant perceives the other’s movement as goal-directed 

grasping, is it experiencing a common world to which both self and others refer? When 

paring occurs in a joyful interaction with the caregiver, does the infant experience the 

caregiver as enjoying the same interaction it is enjoying? The aspect of pairing on which 

I focus in this dissertation is the transfer of lived experience based on similarity, but this 

aspect does not exhaust the potentialities of the notion of pairing. In particular, the 

relationships between pairing and shared intentionality/the constitution of the “we” will 

have to be determined as I intend to give a more comprehensive and precise 

characterization of pairing. 

 

 

                                                
3  Currently, the proponents of the associationist model explicitly reject the role played by similarity, e.g. 
,Ray & Heyes, 2011, p. 97: “the associative mechanisms that make imitation possible via matching vertical 
associations do not encode or ‘know about’ similarity.” 
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