Mindreading & Joint Action:
Philosophical Tools

Lecture 9: Interacting Mindreaders

ButterfillS@ceu.hu

1. Aim

Show that capacities for pure goal ascription and
shared agency could explain the emergence of min-
imal theory of mind, and of simple forms of com-
munication.
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2. Recap: shared agency

There is a form of shared agency exercises of which
do involve no shared intention, nor any mindread-
ing beyond pure goal ascription (see Lecture 8).

3. Recap: goal ascription

Goal ascription is the process of identifying out-
comes to which purposive actions are directed as
outcomes to which those actions are directed.

Pure goal ascription is goal ascription which oc-
curs independently of any knowledge of mental
states.

Let Rys(a, G, s) be the relation that holds just if:
(i) were M tasked with producing G in situation s,
then it would plan action a; and (ii) G is desirable.

Claim: pure goal ascription depends on using
one’s own planning mechanisms to compute this
family of relations Rj;.

4. Limits of Pure Goal Ascription

4.1. The Problem of False Belief

Differences between what an observer and an ac-
tor believe can be an obstacle to goal ascription.

4.2. The Problem of Opaque Means

Ignorance about to which ends actions are means
can be an obstacle to goal ascription. This prob-
lem affects (i) tool use and (ii) communication.

5. Your-goal-is-my-goal

1. You are willing to engage in some joint ac-
tion* or other with me.

2. T am not about to change the single goal to
which my actions will be directed.

Therefore:

3. A goal of your actions will be my goal, the
goal I now envisage that my actions will be
directed to.

[*Any conception of joint action on which joint
actions involve distributive goals will do.]

6. Application: communication

‘to understand pointing, the subject needs to un-
derstand more than the individual goal-directed
behaviour. She needs to understand that ... the
other attempts to communicate to her ... and ...
the communicative intention behind the gesture’®

A failed reach (left) and a helpful point (right).*

For something to be among the target objects of an
action is for it to be an object that would normally
be intervened on if the action were successful.

Leekam et al.: ‘the adult’s social cues conveyed her
communicative intent, which in turn encouraged

the child to ‘see through the sign’.”®

7. Natural Pedagogy: Ingredients

ostension ‘the teacher has to explicitly mark her
behaviour as being a pedagogical manifestation



... communication makes manifest not just the in-
tended message content but also the communica-
tive intent of the speaker’?

reference ‘the teacher ... has to specify what she is
teaching about.’?

relevance: ‘Manifesting knowledge content and
disambiguating such manifestation can rely on the
mutually shared understanding between teacher
and learner that ... the teacher’s communication
conveys novel and relevant knowledge to the
learner.’?

8. Natural Pedagogy & Opaque Means

Natural pedagogy shows that if we can solve the
problem of opaque means for communication, we
can solve it for tool use too. Natural pedagogy
doesn’t explain how the problem of opaque means
is solved for communication.

9. Natural Pedagogy & Reference

What is the relation between a communicative ac-
tion and its referent? (Compare: We might charac-
terise the relation between an action and its goal by

appeal to intention, motor representation or tele-
ological function, and we can explain how this re-
lation can be tracked using the Principle of Ratio-
nality.)

10. Natural Pedagogy & Mindreading

Natural pedagogy does not require mindreading:
‘the ability to teach and to learn from teaching is
a primary, independent, and possibly phylogenet-
ically even earlier adaptation than ... the ability to
attribute mental states.”3

Natural pedagogy does require mindreading: ‘the
assumption of relevance requires the learner to de-
code the teacher’s manifestation with respect to
his own knowledge. ... the pedagogical question
driving the learner’s inferential interpretation of
the teacher’s demonstration is this: “What is the
new information in this manifestation that I don’t

yet know and would not be able to figure out my-
self?”°2

Natural pedagogy does require mindreading: ‘in-
fants, by decoding ostensive signals, recognize the
communicative intentions of communicators ...
Attributing a communicative intention is attribut-

ing a second-order intention’!
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