Mindreading & Joint Action:
Philosophical Tools

unique aspects of human cognition ... were driven
by, or even constituted by, social co-operation.’ 20

over months if not years.
− Success on these tasks is correlated with developments in executive function 22,23 and
language. 2
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1.

Terminology

Mindreading is the process of identifying mental
states and actions as the mental states and actions
of a particular subject on the basis, ultimately, of
bodily movements and their absence, somewhat as
reading is the process of identifying propositions
on the basis of inscriptions. 1
A joint action is an event with two or more
agents. 19
‘joint action can be regarded as any form of social
interaction whereby two or more individuals coordinate their actions in space and time to bring
about a change in the environment’ 25

2.

Quotes

‘We are stuck with our two main ways of describing and explaining things, one which treats objects and events as mindless, and the other which
treats objects and events as having propositional
attitudes. I see no way of bridging the gap by introducing an intermediate vocabulary.’ 10
‘[F]unctions traditionally considered hallmarks of
individual cognition originated through the need
to interact with others ... perception, action, and
cognition are grounded in social interaction.’ 15
The ‘Vygotskian Intelligence Hypothesis’: ‘the

3.

Infant false-belief tracking abilities

One-year-old children predict actions of agents
with false beliefs about the locations of objects 8,21,29 and about the contents of containers, 12 taking into account verbal communication. 27,24 They will also choose ways of helping 5
and communicating 16,28 with others depending on
whether their beliefs are true or false. And in much
the way that irrelevant facts about the contents of
others’ beliefs modulate adult subjects’ response
times, such facts also affect how long 7-month-old
infants look at some stimuli. 17

4.

Three-year-olds fail false belief tasks

Three-year-olds systematically fail to predict actions 32 and desires 3 based on false beliefs; they
simililarly fail to retrodict beliefs 31 and to select
arguments suitable for agents with false beliefs. 4
They fail some nonverbal false belief tasks; 6,18
they fail whether the question concerns others’
or their own (past) false beliefs; 11 and they fail
whether they are interacting or observing. 7

5.

− Success on these tasks is facilitated by explicit training 26 and environmental factors
such as siblings. 9,14
− Abilities to succeed on these tasks typically
emerge from extensive participation in social
interactions. 13
The pattern of failure indicates a single developmental transition. 30

6.

Puzzle
1. There are subjects who can pass A-tasks but
cannot pass B-tasks.
2. These subjects’ success on A-tasks is explained by the fact that they can represent
(false) beliefs
3. These subjects’ failure on B-tasks is explained by the fact that they cannot represent (false) beliefs

B-tasks

By stipulation, B-tasks have these features:
− Children tend to pass them some time after
their third birthday.
− Abilities to pass these tasks has a protracted developmental course stretching
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