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ABSTRACT 
 
This article assesses the role of intersubjectivity—specifically, the role of interpersonal 
communication—in the study of linguistic understanding and psychological attribution. In order 
to do so, we ask whether it is possible to explain certain patterns of conduct (namely, what a 
person means and how he acts) in terms of subpersonal states, mechanisms and processes; a 
question regarding the existence (or non-existence) of vertical relations between the so-called 
‘personal’ and ‘subpersonal’ levels. In the light of this question, a distinction is made between 
two models or ways of conceiving naturalism: reductive and non-reductive naturalism. While 
the former aims at elucidating facts at the personal level in terms of subpersonal-level facts, the 
latter model rejects this possibility on the grounds that personal-level facts are constitutively 
bound to a point of view that is brought about in communication, when simultaneously 
interacting with other individuals and the shared world. Because this point of view is a 
condition for assessing facts at the personal level, we argue that the attempt to explain these 
facts reductively is not a tenable option, a conclusion that doesn’t entail abandoning naturalism 
in the study of language and mind.  
 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Philosophers who consider themselves ‘naturalists’ understand this term in different 
ways, even if they take the following thesis as expressing one of the central tenets of 
their philosophical worldview: “no entity or explanation should be accepted whose 
existence or truth could contradict the laws of nature, insofar as we know them” (De 
Caro and Voltolini 2010: 71). The reason seems clear enough: the thesis De Caro and 
Voltolini call “the constitutive claim of contemporary naturalism”, although it excludes 
any form of entity or explanation that lies beyond nature, does not settle key questions 
regarding what kind of entities must we admit—if one should admit entities that are not 
reducible to physical ones—and how, or by which methods, should we study reality—if 
there’s any room for methods that may not be reducible to those of the natural sciences. 
These two questions, ‘what there is?’ and ‘how to study what there is?’, pertain, 
respectively, to the ontological and methodological dimensions of naturalism, both of 
which play a crucial role when studying phenomena under this perspective. This article 
focuses in the methodological dimension of naturalism when the subject matter is 
language and mind.  
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Certainly, the study of language and mind is a vast field that concerns many disciplines, 
from philosophy to neuroscience, including linguistics, psychology and the cognitive 
sciences. A methodological approach that, in recent decades, has proven successful in 
this field of inquiry consists in locating each of these disciplines at a specific level of 
analysis in what has come to be known as a hierarchical and unified explanatory 
structure (Bermudez 2005: 28). The guiding assumption behind this approach is that 
each level of the structure elucidates the level above it, making thus plausible to think of 
each discipline as concerned with the same phenomena but at different levels of 
understanding.  
 
Accordingly, at the top level of the structure we find the personal level, one that deals 
with the explanation and prediction of behavior in terms that correspond to the 
vocabulary of folk or common sense psychology. What distinguishes explanation at this 
level is that it involves states accessible to consciousness that can only be attributed to 
the person as a whole, such as the propositional attitudes: believe that, wish that, intend 
to, etc. This contrasts with the kind of explanations found at the subpersonal level, those 
that appeal to states, mechanisms and processes not accessible to consciousness that can 
only be attributed to parts of the person, like computational and neurophysiological 
states that underlie those mental operations whose study belongs to the disciplines 
occupying the lower levels of the explanatory structure.1  
 
Now, the methodological approach based on the model of a hierarchical and unified 
explanatory structure, at whose center lies the personal/subpersonal distinction, raises a 
more specific question regarding the existence of interlevel vertical relations, i.e., 
relations of explanatory dependence between, on the one hand, the level of folk or 
common sense psychology and, on the other hand, the level of explanations that involve 
non-conscious states, mechanisms and processes. Briefly put, the question is: can 
personal-level facts—such as what a person means and how he acts—be reductively 
explained in terms of subpersonal-level facts—facts that depict the relations that hold 
between parts of the person? We consider this question as one that yields a distinction 
between two opposing models or varieties of naturalism.  
 
The first model considers the personal level as an autonomous level of explanation 
whose facts cannot be reductively explained in terms of subpersonal-level facts. We 
shall call this model non-reductive naturalism. 2  According to it, the process of 
explaining and predicting an individual’s behavior is inextricably bound to the idea we 
have of others when we consider them as agents or rational beings: as individuals with 

                                                
1 See Bermúdez (2005: 16-39) for a more informed and precise account of the personal/subpersonal 
distinction. The distinction was originally introduced by Daniel Dennett (1969), though Dennett claims it 
was already implicit in Ryle and Wittgenstein. A couple of decades later, Dennett himself offered a 
tripartite distinction that somehow amends and complements the previous one (see 1989). For a valuable 
discussion of the reasons that led to Dennett to modify his original position, see Hornsby 2000.  
2 Several views fall under this label. Those views include Davidson’s (2001a) anomalous monism, 
Strawson’s (1985) liberal or soft naturalism, McDowell’s (1996) second-nature naturalism and 
Hornsby’s (1997) naive naturalism.  
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mental states that are mutually coherent and consistent. Thus, to the defender of this 
model, the process of explaining or making sense of other agents is sustained in a series 
of normative principles—e.g., rationality, coherence, consistency—that depict how the 
agent should (ideally) think and act, principles that play no role in accounting for 
phenomena at the subpersonal level. From a methodological point of view, the upshot 
of this position is that some properties of mind and language—viz., those closest to the 
idea we have of others when we see them as agents or rational beings—must be studied 
considering the personal level as an autonomous level of explanation, one that doesn’t 
need to be clarified in terms of vertical relations with the subpersonal level.  
 
The second model sees the personal level as one that needs to be clarified by means of 
those explanations found at the bottom of the explanatory structure, explanations that 
make no use of the normative principles we subject others to when we depict them as 
agents or rational beings. We shall refer to this model, in contrast with the foregoing 
one, as reductive naturalism. Its guiding assumption is that a correct assessment of 
personal-level facts must establish their relation to concomitant subpersonal facts, facts 
that depict the relations that hold among non-conscious states, mechanisms and 
processes. Methodologically, this implies that the personal level is not explanatory 
autonomous, that in studying the fundamental properties of language and mind we aim 
at discovering the vertical relations that hold between the personal and subpersonal 
levels.3  
 
We deem the opposition between both models or varieties of naturalism—one that 
follows from taking side on the issue regarding the existence of vertical relations 
between the personal and subpersonal levels—as a center stage problem in several 
debates that lie at the intersections of philosophy, linguistics and psychology. That is 
particularly the case in discussing whether propositional attitudes can be characterized 
computationally, as abstract symbols in a Fodorian-like “language of thought”, or as 
neurophysiological states of the brain. In this paper we shall focus, fundamentally, on 
the methodological dimension of this discussion: our interest is in assessing the extent 
in which certain properties of mind and language—viz., linguistic understanding and 
psychological attribution—can be illuminated in a reductionistic manner. As it will be 
clear, our conclusion is that in both cases the reductive naturalist’s pretensions—to 
illuminate these properties in terms of interlevel vertical relations—are misconceived, a 
conclusion that follows from noticing the way in which personal-level facts relate 
essentially to a point of view that is brought about in communication, when 
simultaneously interacting with other individuals and the shared world. Though this 
conclusion rejects the possibility of accounting for these properties reductively, we shall 
see that it does not entail abandoning naturalism in the study of language and mind.  
                                                
3 As we shall see, the consequence of denying the existence of interlevel vertical relations is not that facts 
at the personal level do not depend or supervene on subpersonal facts; rather, it is that facts at the 
personal level can only be explained in terms of their relation to the point of view within which those 
facts are constituted. Since this point of view is brought about in communication, when simultaneously 
interacting with other individuals and the shared world, the attempt to illuminate personal-level facts in 
terms of facts that do not appeal to such point of view is problematic.  
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2. Davidson and Chomsky on linguistic competence and understanding 
 
To get a clear sense of the commitments that articulate the reductive naturalist’s project, 
we shall start considering a distinction that Chomsky (2000: 76) has made between two 
ways of approaching the study of language and mind: the internalist view, associated 
with the approach that Chomsky calls “methodological naturalism”, and the externalist 
view, characteristic of what he calls “methodological dualism”. As one might suspect, 
the purpose of this distinction is to determine what commitments should prevail in the 
empirical study of mind, particularly of language, and which ones should be rejected 
because unfounded or unscientific.  
 
According to Chomsky, a naturalistic approach to the mind “investigates mental aspects 
of the world as we do any others, seeking to construct intelligible explanatory theories, 
with the hope of eventual integration with the ‘core’ natural sciences” (2000: 76). The 
scientific model underlying this approach is one that aims at discovering how the 
description of certain abstract properties—namely, of mental phenomena—sheds light 
on fundamental physical properties, in this case, unknown properties of the human brain 
(Chomsky 2001: 582). This view contrasts with the approach undertaken by 
methodological dualism, which, according to Chomsky, abandons the methods of 
scientific inquiry when studying humans “above the neck”, imposing on its subject 
matter arbitrary and a priori demands that would never be contemplated by serious 
science. Surprisingly for Chomsky, this view has had the greatest influence in recent 
philosophy of mind and language, one that is highly controversial for it tries to find 
answers far from the only place these are likely to be found: “in the hard sciences, 
where richness and depth of understanding provides some hope of gaining insight into 
the questions” (2000: 77).  
 
So where does methodological naturalism lead in the study of language and 
mind? Basically, to the position that sees language as a component of the human brain, 
a component Chomsky calls “the language faculty”. The language faculty has an initial 
state that is part of our innate biological endowment and a series of attained states that 
characterize a myriad of linguistic expressions according to their phonetic, structural 
and semantic properties. Each state attained by the language faculty is the result of a 
generative computational procedure Chomsky calls “I-language”—‘I’ to suggest the 
conception of language is internal and individual (2000: 78). The I-language is a 
mechanism of the mind/brain, more specifically, a cognitive or mental state that 
underlies our knowledge of language: how to use language and understand different 
linguistic expressions (2000: 81).  
 
Chomsky admits the I-language is something like a way of speaking and understanding; 
however, he makes clear that the knowledge involved in this procedure is not an 
acquired skill: it is an internal representation, in the mind/brain of the speaker, of a 
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certain state achieved by the language faculty (2000: 50, 69). All this, according to 
Chomsky, is just conventional scientific practice by the standards of methodological 
naturalism:  
 

The child, endowed with certain innate capacities, acquires knowledge of a language—
automatically, and with little if any choice in the matter. The linguist is trying to find 
out what knowledge the child acquires, and what innate properties of the mind/brain are 
responsible for this process of growth of knowledge (trying to find out what the child 
knows in advance of experience, to use a locution that seems to be quite appropriate). 
The linguist will quite properly use conclusions about innate properties, however 
derived, for the description of the knowledge attained, in particular, for the study of 
meaning, this domain having the same status as any other (2000: 54).  

 
Against this view, the approach of methodological dualism considers that we cannot 
study mind in the same way we study other phenomena of the natural world, a position 
that, according to Chomsky, only leads to skepticism and mysticism in this field of 
study. Chomsky is referring to the view, popular among philosophers of the second half 
of the 20th century, according to which language and thought possess an irreducible 
social dimension, a view championed by the later Wittgenstein and, in more recent 
times, by Davidson’s model of radical interpretation (Davidson 2001b: 125-139). For 
Chomsky, this model is built on the basis of two interrelated assumptions, both false 
from his point of view: first, that the study of meaning—not what meanings are, but 
how an interpreter understands what a speaker means by her words—has its sole source 
of evidence in the use of sentences, by the speaker, in overt public situations; second, 
that in order to explain how the interpreter understands what the speaker means by her 
words, we must appeal to a recursive truth theory4 that serves as a model of the 
interpreter’s linguistic competence (2000: 102). A corollary of this assumption, which 
Chomsky quotes with disapproval, is that “it does not add anything to this thesis to say 
that if the theory does correctly describe the competence of an interpreter, some 
mechanism in the interpreter must correspond to the theory” (Davidson 1986: 438, cited 
in Chomsky 2000: 56). In all, he rejects the Davidsonian view of linguistic competence 
summarized in the following passage:  

 
[…] we might try to say in what a person’s ability to interpret or speak to another 
person consists: it is the ability that permits him to construct a correct, that is, 
convergent, passing theory for speech transactions with that person. […] This 
characterization of linguistic ability is so nearly circular that it cannot be wrong: it 
comes to saying that the ability to communicate by speech consists in the ability to 
make oneself understood, and to understand. It is only when we look at the structure of 
this ability that we realize how far we have drifted from standard ideas of language 
mastery. For we have discovered no learnable common core of consistent behaviour, no 
shared grammar or rules, no portable interpreting machine set to grind out the meaning 
of an arbitrary utterance (Davidson 1986: 445-446).  

                                                
4 A recursive truth theory is a theory that gives the truth conditions for all the sentences of the speaker’s 
language. Since Davidson holds that the meaning of a sentence is partly determined by the conditions 
under which the sentence is true or false (see 2001b: 24), he maintains that a truth theory should serve as 
a theory of meaning for the speaker's language: a theory that captures what the speaker means or says in 
specific occasions.  
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In characterizing linguistic competence as the ability to converge on a passing truth 
theory from time to time, Davidson is attacking the idea that to understand others—i.e., 
to be able to say what the speaker wants the interpreter to understand by using her 
words in a certain way—interpreter and speaker must both know the same linguistic 
conventions or regularities, share a common code or method of interpretation, or 
possess a similar internal grammar. His point is that linguistic understanding requires 
essentially that each individual communicates with the other: that one is understood the 
way one expects to be understood, a result that depends on the ability to construct a 
correct or convergent passing theory for speech transactions with another speaker.5 Of 
course, the fact that one is understood the way one expects to be understood is favored, 
under normal circumstances, by the fact that one usually speaks more or less like others 
do; however, this does not mean that one is obliged to speak like others do to be 
understood. The case Davidson uses to illustrate this point is the common slip known as 
‘malapropism’, a mistake that results from confusing a word with another whose sound 
is similar—as in ‘lead the way and we’ll precede’—; a case in which understanding is 
achieved, not on the basis of what words mean regularly or conventionally, but from the 
recognition of the speaker’s intentions: what the speaker meant to say in such occasion.  
 
Hence, the idea behind the notion of a passing theory—‘passing’ because of its variable 
and circumstantial nature—is that the process of being understood the way one expects 
to be understood does not impose on speakers any kind of social or lexical obligation, it 
does not require to follow rules such as ‘whenever one wants to talk about cats use the 
word cat’, but is more affected by wit, luck and empathy. Note that Davidson is not 
saying that knowledge of grammar or the way people usually talk is irrelevant in order 
to achieve understanding. His point is rather that linguistic understanding does not 
require that such knowledge is shared in advance, i.e., prior to communication, since 
being understood is a matter of getting the interpreter to recognize in what way one 
intends or expects to be understood.  
 
This view of linguistic competence and understanding contrasts with the position 
bolstered by Chomsky when he asserts: “Others understand what we say, because they 
have the same biological nature and sufficiently similar experience with simple 
utterances” (2001: 593). Or when he claims: “I can understand Jones, within limits, 
because my I-language is not too different from his, and because he and I more or less 
share other unknown properties that enter into the full interpreter” (2000: 72-73). 
However, we can see how this position is undermined by the fact that linguistic 
understanding depends, in a crucial sense, on the mutual attribution and recognition of 

                                                
5 Davidson puts it as follows: “A passing theory really is like a theory at least in this, that it is derived by 
wit, luck, and wisdom from a private vocabulary and grammar, knowledge of the ways people get their 
point across, and rules of thumb for figuring out what deviations from the dictionary are most 
likely. There is no more chance of regularizing, or teaching, this process than there is of regularizing or 
teaching the process of creating new theories to cope with new data in any field—for that is what this 
process involves” (1986: 446).  
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mental states—such as beliefs and intentions—, those necessary to determine how the 
speaker expects to be understood in a particular occasion.  
 
To appreciate this point, take the case of what is commonly referred to as the ‘(Gricean) 
communicative intention’, the intention whose fulfillment allows the speaker to 
communicate something to her interpreter or audience. In fulfilling this intention, the 
speaker communicates something to her interpreter by letting the interpreter know 
something they both know—namely, that the speaker wants the interpreter to grasp her 
intention of being understood in a certain way. For this reason, the communicative 
intention must be public or overt for both individuals. At the same time it must be 
recursive since it involves several levels of intentionality, i.e., it involves mental states 
about one’s own mental states and those of others.6 Thus, only when communication 
assumes an overt and recursive form such as ‘I want you to know and know that we 
both know’, the interpreter can recognize how the speaker intends or expects to be 
understood. To that extent, the overt and recursive character of the communicative 
intention implies that the phenomena of linguistic understanding is inseparable from the 
process of creating an overt common ground (Tomasello 2008: 94), since grasping this 
intention requires that each interlocutor know that the other knows and that they both 
know together.  

 
Chomsky would reply to this position arguing that the interest of methodological 
naturalism is not in communication as such, but in the state of the internal, or 
subpersonal, mechanism underlying the interpreter’s understanding of the speaker’s 
words (2000: 56). Since the study of language in the approach that Chomsky favors is 
the study of the I-language, all notions related to the study of language and its use 
pertain to the properties of the I-language: “The fact remains that Jones speaks and 
understands the way he does on the basis of the I-language he has acquired in the course 
of language growth” (2000: 72). Nevertheless, we can see that no discovery about 
internal states or mechanisms can shed light on the question, central as it is for the 
interpreter, of how the speaker intends or expects to be understood in a particular 
occasion. Note that this question is about the way in which we ascribe or recognize in 
others certain mental states by creating an overt common ground: how to understand 
others in terms of shared beliefs and intentions.  
 
Against this conclusion, Chomsky would argue, first, that science is not interested in 
capturing the contents of ordinary discourse, that there are certain concepts—those that 
belong to the vocabulary of folk psychology, such as belief, desire, meaning and 
intention—that fall outside the scope of naturalistic inquiry because they are too general 
and vague: “The concepts of natural language, and common-sense generally, are not 
                                                
6  In Sperber and Wilson’s (1986) account of intentional communication, the recognition of the 
communicative intention requires, in addition to the intention to communicate something (‘Your friend is 
approaching’), the intention to communicate something about the process of communication itself (‘I 
want you to know I’m trying to inform you that your friend is approaching’), in one word, 
metacommunication.  
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even candidates for naturalistic theories” (2000: 22). Secondly, he would maintain that 
there is no such thing—contrary to what is suggested by the model of radical 
interpretation—as a science devoted to “the study of everything”, nor that it is possible 
to comprise under a single label, such as ‘the problem of (radical) interpretation’, all 
those aspects about language and its structure that deserve to be investigated empirically 
(2000: 29, 49-50, 69). As a result:  
 

The study of communication in the actual world of experience is the study of the 
interpreter, but this is not a topic for empirical inquiry, for the usual reasons: there is no 
such topic as the study of everything. Similarly, science does not investigate other 
phenomena of the world as presented to us in everyday experience. [...] The proper 
conclusion is not that we must abandon concepts of language that can be productively 
studied, but that the topic of successful communication in the actual world of experience 
is far too complex and obscure to merit attention in empirical inquiry [...] (Chomsky 
2000: 69-70). 

 
Undoubtedly, the issue of successful communication will be too complex and obscure 
for anyone interested in finding out what mechanisms in the mind/brain are responsible 
for what the child seems to know, as Chomsky says, “in advance of experience”. The 
point is that nothing says this is the right question to ask when it comes to explaining 
the fact that one is usually understood the way one expects to be understood. In this 
latter case, what we need is a theory to account for something the interpreter achieves 
based on the sole evidence he has: the use of sentences, by the speaker, in overt public 
situations. Now we can see why it does not add anything to this thesis to say that if the 
theory correctly describes the ability of the interpreter, the theory must correspond to 
some mechanism in his mind/brain. For the relevant question here is what makes this 
theory interpretive—i.e., how can it yield correct interpretations of what the speaker 
means or says—regardless of the subpersonal mechanism involved in this operation.  
 
Apparently, Chomsky is conflating what are really two different concerns: on the one 
hand, the question of how to describe or characterize, through a recursive theory of 
some sort, the ability of the interpreter to understand the speaker, and, on the other 
hand, the question of what innate properties of the mind/brain enable the linguistic 
knowledge that speakers possess. The latter issue is independent of the former, since, as 
we have seen, understanding does not require that speakers share the same grammar or 
innate properties. In this sense, Chomsky may be right in saying that language 
(specially syntax) can be studied in the manner of a body organ, but not in maintaining 
that understanding is achieved because the states attained by the I-language of each 
interlocutor are similar.  
 
Moreover, to argue that the issue of interpersonal communication has no place within 
naturalistic inquiry is to cling to an unnecessarily narrow conception of what it means to 
be naturalistic. Here is where the two models of naturalism we noted earlier, the 
reductionist and non-reductionist, depart from each other. For the reductionist thinks 
that a correct assessment of patterns of conduct discernable at the personal level must 
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explain these patterns in terms of their relation to concomitant subpersonal states and 
processes. This strategy ensures continuity between the personal and subpersonal levels 
by reducing higher-level facts to lower-level facts. Counter to this position, the non-
reductionist holds that personal-level facts—like how the speaker expects to be 
understood—are assessable only on the basis of a common ground or point of view that 
is brought about in communication, when both interlocutors share an understanding 
about each others’ psychological states. Because this point of view is essential in order 
to attribute beliefs and intentions, the non-reductionist sees the attempt to account for 
personal level facts reductively—abandoning the point of view that makes possible to 
attribute psychological states and assess facts in terms of those states—as a change of 
subject that leaves unexplained what was supposed to be explained in the first place.  
 
In the next section we take a closer look at the interpersonal character of this point of 
view and establish its relevance for understanding agency and psychological attribution. 
This will allow us to see, in a subsequent section, why the prospect of accounting for 
personal-level facts in terms of subpersonal ones faces insurmountable difficulties.  
 
 
3. Passing theories and psychological attribution 
 
A consequence that derives from Davidson’s argument against the idea that linguistic 
understanding requires that interpreter and speaker possess the same knowledge in 
advance—that they know the same linguistic conventions or regularities, share a 
common code or method of interpretation, possess a similar internal grammar—is that 
there is no recognition of mental states, or meanings, prior to interpersonal 
communication. For when the question is about understanding others linguistically, 
what we need to explain is how the interpreter manages to understands the speaker the 
way the speaker expects to be understood, basically, how they come to share an 
understanding about their own and each others’ mental states. This is where the notion 
of a convergent passing theory fits in.  
 
Of course, there are cases in which language is used for purposes other than 
communication—e.g., to clarify our own thoughts—as well as cases in which we 
ascribe mental states to others without being in communication with them—in 
overhearing a conversation or reading a novel. The point is not that for all uses of 
language one must be in communication with someone else, it is rather that the question 
‘what does the speaker mean or say?’, even if it’s about one’s own words, requires 
grasping some kind of intention—semantic, communicative, etc.—, a process 
inseparable from the point of view that individuals assume in communication with each 
other.  
 
A second consequence that follows from the preceding paragraph is that the notion of a 
passing theory must serve as a heuristic tool for explicating psychological attribution 
(often known as ‘mentalizing ability’ or ‘theory of mind’), the capacity to attribute 



 10 

mental states to others, including oneself, in order to make their behavior intelligible. 
This is because the theory the interpreter devises in order to understand the speaker is 
one whose content and form derives from acknowledging possession of a shared view 
of the world—a view about an objective world that is knowingly shared with others—, 
one that is essential in order to think of others as agents or rational beings: as 
individuals whose behavior can be explained and predicted in terms of their mental 
states. In this sense, we shall argue now that there’s no recognition of mental states, or 
meanings, independently of an interpersonal point of view that emerges in 
communication: a point of view about a shared world or reality that is constitutive of 
agency.7  
 
To see this, consider the relation between, one the one hand, the attribution of mental 
states and, on the other hand, possession of the concepts of truth and error, i.e., grasping 
the distinction between what is the case and what is thought to be the case (Davidson 
2001c: 210). We can trace this relation by thinking of the passing theory as the theory 
the interpreter will use to understand the speaker—linguistically and psychologically—
on the basis of a shared view of reality or a common way of classifying things in terms 
of truth and error. Considering the passing theory along these lines is helpful insofar it 
sheds light on the fact that understanding occurs whenever interpreter and speaker 
acknowledge possession of a common or shared view about an objective world, a world 
independent of what each individual thinks. On the face of it, not being able to 
understand others is not being able to recognize that others respond to objects and 
events located in the shared world. For in those cases where the interpreter does 
understand the speaker, what he discovers is that the view of reality he and the speaker 
possess is one that they both share, and know they share, insofar both acknowledge a 
similarity in their ways of classifying things in terms of truth and error. Lets consider 
this point in turn.  
 
Why does the interpreter need to discover that he and the speaker classify things in the 
same way, or that they share a view of things, in order to understand each 
other? Basically, because mental states with propositional content—like belief, desire 
and intention—appeal to the contrast between truth and error, or success and failure; a 
contrast between what is and is not the case, respectively. This is an objective contrast 
and, as such, one that is independent of what any individual thinks. Being so, it cannot 
be learned or grasped by an individual alone; the individual must be in communication 
with someone else in order to exhibit two things: a) knowledge of the way others 
classify things (in terms of truth and error); b) knowledge of the way he classifies things 
(in terms of truth and error), for this is precisely what being in command of such 
contrast consists in. Back to the interpreter and speaker, the situation presents in terms 
of the following question: how does the interpreter know that that speaker has thoughts, 

                                                
7 The interpersonal character of this point of view has been well established by Mead’s notion of a 
generalized other (Mead 1974: 154), which serves to account for the emergence of the significant gesture 
and symbol, as well as Davidson’s model of triangulation (Davidson 2001c: 205-220), according to 
which possession of language and thought requires being in communication with others.  
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and what thoughts, about the world? This is, to be sure, a question about how they 
manage to acknowledge a similarity in their ways of thinking about the world or 
classifying things in an objective world. Because the interpreter relies on his own 
standards to do so, the interpreter must find, according to those standards, the thoughts 
of the speaker similar to his own. But this can’t be all, for then it would count as similar 
anything the interpreter sees as similar. In order to make sense of the idea that a 
similarity exists between both parties, the speaker must, according to her standards, also 
judge or find the thoughts of the interpreter similar. In other words, they must both 
judge, or at least be in a position to recognize, that their ways of thinking about the 
world are similar. Hence, in discovering how the speaker thinks about the world, the 
interpreter also discovers that his way of thinking about the world is one that he shares 
with the speaker insofar the speaker is someone who acknowledges the similarity in 
question. Recapitulating: 
 

a. Having thoughts requires being in command of the contrast between truth and 
error. 

b. The interpreter can only attribute thoughts to the speaker on noticing how the 
speaker distinguishes between truth and error.  

c. To notice how the speaker distinguishes between truth and error, the interpreter 
must find similar the way the speaker classifies things.  

d. However, for a similarity to exist, the speaker must also acknowledge the 
similarity in question: she must judge that the interpreter is someone who 
classifies things in the same way she does.  

e. Hence, the interpreter can only attribute thoughts to the speaker on the basis of a 
common way of classifying things in an objective world: one that derives from 
the judgments that both parties make on the basis of a perceived similarity. 

f. Having thoughts requires knowing that one shares with others a view of the 
world.  

 
The idea, then, is that the process of attributing thoughts and understanding others 
requires seeing others as individuals with whom one communicates and shares a view of 
things in an objective world. Thus, an agent is someone who acknowledges possession 
of a shared view of things and whose behavior is intelligible in the light of such 
recognition. Put in terms of Davidson’s model of triangulation (2001c: 205-220), in 
attributing thoughts to others, an interpreter cannot but refer explicitly and 
simultaneously to all three vertices of the conceptual triangle that comprises three 
interdependent varieties of propositional knowledge: subjective, intersubjective and 
objective knowledge. For an interpreter need not know how the speaker represents the 
world in order to describe it himself, nor does he need to know how the speaker 
represents the interpreters’ own mind in order to know his own thoughts. However, the 
interpreter must know how the world looks like for the speaker and himself, as well as 
how the speaker and himself think of their own thoughts, in order to attribute the 
speaker states like beliefs, desires and intentions. It is this feature of our knowledge of 
other minds what makes the process of attributing mental states one that is distinctively 
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interpersonal (or second-personal). Note that it is interpersonal not because it involves 
attributing mental states to someone else, but because understanding other minds 
requires knowing, and knowing one shares with others, a way of thinking about the 
world.8 
 
This account of psychological attribution has been subject to criticism by those who 
believe there must be what Dennett (1989: 42, 294) calls a “deep fact” about 
psychological attribution; a psychological entity or fact, entirely independent of the 
process of interpretation, that reveals the true identity of the agent’s mental state. 
According to this line of thought, if the interpersonal account were correct, then an 
agent would not know, in general, what thoughts he has if having thoughts requires 
being in communication with someone else—thus jeopardizing the authority that each 
agent has over his own thoughts: the fact that one usually knows what one thinks in a 
way that others do not. The intuition behind this criticism is that the process of 
understanding the speaker amounts to discovering something that was initially known 
only by the speaker, something like an internal mental object. However, if 
understanding consisted in becoming familiar with something that only the speaker is 
familiar with, then, to know the thoughts of others, we would need to be in contact with 
the same internal objects they are in contact with, a condition that would render 
impossible to know if others have thoughts at all.  
 
According the conception of psychological attribution we have presented so far, in 
ascribing mental states to others one need only discover that there are true sentences 
that describe the way others think, sentences that attribute them states of belief, desire, 
intention, among others (Davidson 2001c: 74). These sentences are true not because 
they correspond to an internal object in the speaker’s head, but true in virtue of the 
process by which we discover, as interpreters, that the view of things we possess is one 
that we share with the speaker, in other words, true under an interpersonal standard that 

                                                
8 At the empirical level, the interpersonal account of psychological attribution is reinforced by studies that 
emphasize the role of social interaction in the development of children’s understanding of other minds 
and the world (see Carpendale and Lewis 2004). According to these studies, children’s understanding of 
other minds and the world is “built” in social interaction as the child learns to interact with others 
triadically, i.e., distinguishing between himself, others and the world of physical objects he shares with 
others. The epistemic triangle generated by this kind of interaction is one that forms on the basis of joint 
attention, when adult and child recognize that their views converge on the same objects of their 
environment. The evidence shows, in this regard, that the ability to read minds and understand the social 
world around us are capacities of those individuals who can triangulate with each other and the shared 
world, an achievement that consolidates when communication ceases to be egocentric and becomes fully 
cooperative or intentional (see Tomasello 2008: 72-108). 
Now, a possible objection to this thesis is that the evidence could be used to draw the opposite 
conclusion, namely, that communication becomes intentional because mental states are complex from the 
beginning and not complex due to the kind of communication that develops on the basis of joint 
attention. However, this objection misses its mark since, as we have seen, ascribing complex mental 
states, such as the propositional attitudes, requires making sense of the idea that two creatures respond 
similarly to the same objects or events in the world. The recognition that their responses are similar, or 
that they classify things in the same way, is a trait that depends on each individual perceiving or judging 
that a similarity exists. It is on the basis of such perceived similarity that we can begin to attribute 
thoughts to others in order to make their behavior intelligible.  
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communication generates. The mental fact to be captured—if we want to call it that—is, 
not in the speaker’s head, but in the relation between those who knowingly and 
simultaneously interact with each other and the shared world.  
 
Now, as Davidson has pointed out (2001c: 60, 75, 214-215), there will always be more 
than one way of capturing correctly the fact in question, just as there are different ways 
of capturing correctly the temperature or weight of an object using different systems of 
measurement. The difference is that in the case of sentences that capture the way others 
think, we have no standard to judge the correctness or truth of those sentences but an 
interpersonal standard. The fact that it is interpersonal entails that the criterion of truth 
and falsehood we appeal to in this case is one that cannot precede communication, for it 
must take into account what the interpreter and speaker think about each other, 
themselves, and the world they both share. The sentences we use to report the 
temperature or weight of an object do not depend on a similar standard, they are true or 
false regardless of what anyone thinks. For this reason, what distinguishes our way of 
speaking about ordinary physical objects and talk of mental states in general is that the 
normative standard deployed in the latter case, being an artifact of communication, is 
one that intersubjectively constitutes the facts we assess using the vocabulary of folk 
psychology. In the case of mental states, this standard is provided by the passing theory, 
hence its importance in the study of psychological attribution.9  
 
 
4. Personal level autonomy 
 
Let’s return now to the question raised at the beginning regarding the possibility of 
accounting for personal-level facts reductively—in terms of their relation to 
subpersonal-level facts. Recall that the personal level is one where we explain an 
agent’s behavior—e.g., what the agent means and how he acts—by appealing to the 
agent’s beliefs and desires, among other propositional attitudes. As the preceding 
remarks show, the characterization one offers of an agent’s behavior in terms of his 
mental states is one that is bound, and not by accident or chance, to a view of reality 
that must be manifest to at least two individuals. This has to do with the fact that in 
ascribing mental states to others, each individual must acknowledge the distinction 
between truth and error; each individual must recognize that they share with someone 
else a way of classifying things in an objective world. In the case of common sense 
psychological explanation, this means that we can only explain an agent’s action—his 
doing something with an intention—by saying how the world looked like for the agent 
at the time of his doing, in sum: what the agent believed or saw that made the action 
desirable. Now, if what explains an agent’s action is not the agent’s mental states but 
                                                
9 An example that illustrates this importance is the phenomenon of irrationality. A belief is irrational not 
because it is strange or unusual, but because it is inconsistent with other things the agent believes or 
should believe. The interpreter’s discovery of what counts as a reasonable belief and what as an irrational 
belief compels him to triangulate with the speaker and the world in order to determine to which category 
the belief in question belongs. A holistic and normative approach in this case is inevitable, for the same 
belief could belong to a different category in another interpretative context.  
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subpersonal causes beyond his recognition—like a brain state or event—, then the 
subject of our explanation ceases to be an action, for then we would not be facing a case 
where we try to explain something an agent does intentionally by appealing to the 
agent’s beliefs and desires, but rather, something that occurs to the agent as a result of 
forces that are devoid of purposiveness or intentionality, something we could hardly see 
as an action. It seems clear, then, that in eliminating those motivations that led the agent 
to act, it’s the agent’s action what disappears, a result that amounts to not thinking of 
the agent qua agent: as an individual whose behavior can be explained and predicted in 
terms of the way the world presents to him and others with whom he communicates.  
 
In the light of these considerations, we can see that the explanatory autonomy of the 
personal level derives from the essentially interpersonal character of agency and 
psychological attribution. Put in other words, we can say that what allows someone to 
speak, at this level of analysis, of patterns of conduct that are distinctively rational is 
the point of view that emerges when simultaneously interacting with other individuals 
and the shared world, not the relation these patterns bear to subpersonal facts. The 
importance of this point of view cannot be minimized if, as it has been suggested, such 
point of view is constitutive of those facts we identify and explain using the vocabulary 
of folk psychology.  
 
This puts us in a better position to evaluate the reductive naturalist’s pretensions of 
illuminating the properties of mind and language in terms of vertical relations between 
the personal and subpersonal levels. The existence interlevel vertical relations entails 
that facts at the personal level are explained in terms of their relation to concomitant 
subpersonal facts. But if we accept that the point of view we rely on when we explain 
what an agent means and how he acts is constitutive of the facts to be explained, then 
there is no chance of illuminating or explaining these facts by appealing to something 
that is alien to such point of view—like a subpersonal mechanism or state—, something 
that is not inextricably bound to a view of reality that is manifest for at least two 
individuals. Our talk of facts at the subpersonal level draws its force not from such point 
of view, but from the point of view that does not include any reference to the 
individuals who possess it: the point of view that represents phenomena as instances of 
the way things happen according to laws. Thus, we conclude that no relations of 
explanatory dependence hold between facts that respond to different, as well 
as distinctive, points of view or normative standards. The irreducibly interpersonal 
character of the point of view that constitutes agency in making possible to attribute 
thoughts is what determines the lack of continuity between the personal and subpersonal 
levels.  
 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
We have assessed the role of intersubjectivity—specifically, the role of interpersonal 
communication—in the process of recognizing thought and meaning, i.e., its importance 
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for the kind of explanation that involves attributing other individuals mental states like 
beliefs, desires and intentions. Communication is central to this process because the 
way we characterize an agent’s behavior by appealing to his mental states is one that 
results from acknowledging a common way of classifying things in an objective world, 
a condition that is fulfilled in communication, when simultaneously interacting with 
other individuals and the shared world. The point of view we rely on when we explain 
things in this manner is irreducibly interpersonal and, as such, independent of the kind 
of intelligibility found at the subpersonal level, where no reference is made to the way 
things appear to individuals interacting with each other. For this reason, it has been 
argued that some properties of language and mind—viz., linguistic understanding and 
psychological attribution—cannot be illuminated in terms of vertical relations between 
the personal and subpersonal levels, that their study is confined to the level at which we 
see others as individuals with whom we share a world and a way of thinking about the 
world.  
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