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ity” and the ‘transcendency’ of the world, at the
same time showing the world to be inseparable
from transcendental subjectivity.”

36. Husserl, Ideas I, 205.

37. Husserl, Cartesian Meditations, 41.

38. Edmund Husserl, Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phe-
nomenology and to a Phenomenological Philoso-
phy, Second Book: Studies in the Phenomenology
of Constitution, trans. R. Rojcewicz and A.
Schuwer (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publish-
ers, 1989), 61.

39. Ibid.

40. Cf. Zahavi, Husserl’s Phenomenology, 112-15.

41. These two volumes are Edmund Husserl, Aufséitze
und Vortréige (1922-1937), ed. Thomas Nenon
and Hans Rainer, Husserliana 27 (Dordrecht:
Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1989), and
Vorlesungen iiber Ethik und Wertlehre 1908-1914,
ed. Ullrich Melle, Husserliana 28 (Dordrecht:
Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1998). All transla-
tions are John J. Drummond’s.

42. Tom Nenon, “Willing and Acting in Husserl’s Lec-
tures on Ethics and Value Theory,” Man and World
24 (1990): 301. Cf. Gary E. Overvold, “Husserl on
Reason and Justification in Ethics” in Descrip-
tions, ed. Don Thde and Hugh J. Silverman (Al-
bany: State University of New York Press, 1985)
248-55. Overvold is much more skeptical about
the value of these texts in formulating an ethics,
but this skepticism concerns any attempt to justify
ethics through reason rather than with Husserl in
particular.

43. John J. Drummond, “Moral Objectivity: Husserl’s
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12 (1995): 166.
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45. For a good discussion of the foundedness of emo-
tional acts see Drummond, “Moral Objectivity.”

46. Isay “moral” normativity to indicate the universal-
ity and necessity of moral obligation and to distin-
guish this kind of normativity from the simple
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Edmund Husserl, Ms. F I 40, 133a, quoted in
Ulrich Melle’s “Edmund Husserl,” 238,
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A good treatment of the different species of a priori
in Husserl’s phenomenology is given by John J.
Drummond, “Synthesis, Identity, and the A Pri-
ori,” Recherches Husserliennes 4 (1995): 27-51.
The following treatment of the a priori is greatly
indebted to Drummond’s discussion.

Ibid., 41-42.

Drummond, “Moral Objectivity,” 174.

At this point it is important to note that the kinds of
claims that could be made regarding the material a
priori would be rather modest. In other words, the
material a priori does not allow one to “deduce”
virtues or goods that one is obligated to pursue.
What it does is indicate goods (ends in Kant’s lan-
guage) that human beings should pursue, and our
obligation to pursue these would be what Kant
calls wide duties rather than strict.

Though I cannot articulate this here, I think there
are significant similarities between Husserl’s pro-
Ject in his later reflections on ethics and Christine
Korsgaard’s Kantian argument for normativity in
The Sources of Normativity, ed. Onara O’Neill
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996),
90-166. Korsgaard’s emphasis on identities and
her grounding of ethics in our identity as members
of the Kindgom of Ends resembles Husserl’s dis-
cussion of forms of lifeand the absolute end of the
ethical human being, respectively. Cf. Husserl,
Aufsditze und Vortrige, esp. 29.

I would like to thank John J. Drummond, Kem
Crimmins, and Michael Kelly for their helpful
comments on earlier drafts of this essay, as well as
those who asked questions during the session at
which it was presented.
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MERLEAU-PONTY IN DIALOGUE WITH THE COGNITIVE
SCIENCES IN LIGHT OF RECENT IMITATION RESEARCH

Recent revival of interest in pursuing a
constructive dialogue between phenomen-
ologists and cognitive scientists testifies, if
need be, that the methodologies based on
first person approaches, i.e., rigorous and
trained reflection on experience, and objec-
tive or third person approaches, based on ex-
ternal observation, can be correlated. The
question of how exactly this correlation is to
be achieved has received a number of re-
sponses.' One view, neurophenomenology,
proposed by F. Varela, stipulates that the dis-
ciplines based on first and third person meth-
odologies should enter in a relation of mu-
tual constraint and enlightenment.” This
relation is especially productive in cases of
conflict between views espoused by
phenomenologists and natural scientists, in
that it allows the disciplines to throw a criti-
cal light on each other and also to stimulate
their respective developments. Another
view, heteropheonomenology, defended by
Dennett, claims that first-person reports
should be transformed into raw data for sci-
ence, i.e., for third person analysis.” This
view has received critical reception from the
phenomenological camp, to the effect that it
is a naive and possibly un-scientific strategy
which does not integrate but ultimately ef-
faces the first person perspective of
phenomenological analysis from objective
study.* In the heterophenomenological
framework, the scientist who interprets the
subjective reports in view of turning them
into data is herself not trained in the
phenomenological method and relies on her
own first-person experience and/or upon
unbracketed preexisting beliefs which tend
to be derived from the so-called folk psy-
chology. Finally, there have recently been
developments towards having a
phenomenologically enlightened experi-
mental science or front-loaded phenomenol-
ogy. In this perspective, phenomenological
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contributions should be used directly in con-
ducting empirical research. The novelty of
this perspective lies in that it moves from the
unidirectional influence of the natural sci-
ences on phenomenology, as evidenced
notably in the work of Merleau-Ponty as
well as Sartre, to a bi-directional relation
between the two disciplines, where
phenomenology itself has a say in how
natural science progresses.

In this essay, I propose to examine recent
studies on neonate imitation in-light of this
complex dialogue between phenomenology
and the cognitive sciences. The contention
that I will defend is that imitation studies
provide a concrete example of how to con-
duct the dialogue of mutual constraint and
enlightenment between phenomenology and
the cognitive sciences. This claim will criti-
cally bear on Dennett’s heterophenomen-
ological proposal; it will also permit me to
hypothesize about front loading
phenomenology into experimental research
on imitation.

Experimental research into infantile imi-
tation of facial and manual gestures of adults
has been conducted over the last thirty years
by a team of researchers in many parts of the
world. In the United States, imitation has
been most extensively studied by Andrew
Meltzoff and his associates. They have con-
clusively demonstrated that infants are able
to imitate simple facial gestures of adults,
such as tongue protrusion and mouth open-
ing, literally from birth on.” The infants do
not imitate in a reflex like fashion, i.e., they
do not automatically produce a fully fledged
copy of what they see the adult perform.
They initially experiment with the relevant
body part (e.g., the tongue) to gradually ar-
rive at the gesture matching the one dis-
played by the adult. Infantile imitation can-
not therefore be explained in terms of a
simple releasing mechanism but seems to
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mobilize a more complex cognitive system.®
This conclusion is further substantiated by
the fact that infants not only imitate what
they see the adult do on-line, but can also im-
itate from memory. For example, in a spe-
cially designed experiment to test delayed
imitation, infants observed two facial ges-
tures of mouth opening and tongue protru-
sion; they were prevented from mimicking
the facial display by having a pacifier in-
serted in their mouth during the experiment.
It was documented that after the pacifier has
been removed and the adult assumed a neu-
tral facial expression, the infants imitated the
gesture they previously perceived.’

This data documents the precocious exis-
tence and relative complexity of the so-
called invisible imitation, i.e., imitation per-
formed by parts of the body that cannot be
visually accessed by self (i.e., the face). The
early presence of invisible imitation has en-
abled Meltzoff et al. to argue for an innate
representational system which regulates the
intermodal connection of visual information
about other people’s facial gestures with the
proprioceptive awareness of the movements
and location of the infant’s own unseen face.
Following the researchers, the imitated fa-
cial gesture of, e.g., mouth opening is coded
in a sense-neutral or supramodal representa-
tion which can be cast both in the modality of
vision and proprioception. The fact that neo-
nates come to the world equipped with a rep-
resentational system which handles the com-
munication between different sense
modalities accounts for the possibility and
the mechanics of their imitative perfor-
mance: the active intermodal matching
(AIM) system transfers the representation of
a given gesture from its perceived appear-
ance on the adult’s face to the infant’s “invis-
ible” face, thus facilitating the reproduction
of a perceived act.®

The intermodal matching system which
interrelates perceived and performed activ-
ity clearly plays a significant role in how we
relate to others or how we register similari-
ties between our own and other people’s be-
havior. This explains why the imitation re-
search has been incorporated into the current
debates about how infants form a theory of
mind or how they arrive at the idea that other
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people are mindful agents analogous to
themselves.” Seen  from  the
phenomenological perspective, the interest
and novelty of recent experimental research
lies, however, primarily in the challenge and
call for revision it poses to the phenomeno-
logical accounts of interpersonal relations,

~ e.g., the one developed by Merleau-Ponty.

Merleau-Ponty’s account is directly in-
formed by previously dominant and cur-
rently questioned psychological theories,
which declared neonate imitation impossi-
ble and located it in later stages of infantile
development. Clearly, the debate engen-
dered by the up-to-date psychological re-
ports does not hang exclusively on the sheer
factual presence of imitation at the zero point
of human ontogenesis. The relevant ques-
tions raised by imitation research concern
rather the sort of cognitive processes that are
mobilized in neonates, their dependence on
innate structures and/or experience, and the
implications of neonate imitation for any
philosophical theory that wants to address
the earliest manifestations of inter-
subjectivity, as Merleau-Ponty’s theory
does. These philosophical questions raised
by up-to-date developmental studies to
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological ac-
count of self and others have been recently
discussed by Gallagher and Meltzoff. Refer-
ring mainly to Merleau-Ponty’s Sorbonne
lecture on “Child’s Relations with Others,”*
the authors argue that recent developmental
studies challenge the philosopher’s claim
that infants are born into a state of non-dif-
ferentiated confusion between self and
environment and suggest rather that a
primitive body schema facilitates the
neonate’s primitive sense of self and that a
basic framework of relations to others exists
from birth on.

To substantiate these points, recall that
neonate imitation does not operate in a re-
flex-like fashion but takes the form of a
learning process which gradually approxi-
mates the perceived facial gesture by infant’s
own motor performance. The condition sine
qua non of such gradual approximation of a
visual model is that the infant be able to
monitor and correct the gesture she performs
by means of proprioceptive feedback from
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her own body. This ability implies that the
neonate possesses an innate body schema
which facilitates a basic and rudimentary
awareness of self as an organized embodied
agent with a set of motor possibilities. An-
other implication of the fact that imitation is
a gradual approximation process concerns
the infant’s relation to the person she imi-
tates: the infant clearly registers the non-
identity between her own proprioceptively
felt gesture and the visually perceived ges-
ture of the adult, even if the gesture may be
cast within the same supramodal framework,
as Meltzoff et al. claim. In order to be able to
grasp the other’s gesture as a model to be at-
tained, the infant must be aware of the dis-
tinction between what the other does from
what the infant (feels that she) does. It can
therefore be concluded that neonate imita-
tion relies on a primitive sense of self and a
minimal distinction between self and non-
self. Phrased differently, the very modus
operandi of imitation precludes a confusion
between the two actors involved and, insofar
as imitation is a process observable at age
zero, it follows that a minimal distinction
between self and other occurs from the start
and not at a later developmental stage.

As Gallagher and Meltzoff observe,
Merleau-Ponty would not have objected to
the argument that imitation requires the cor-
related awareness of self and a distinction
from non-self. However, following the dom-
inant psychological authorities of his time,
notably Piaget’s, he assumed that such
awareness is precluded at age zero by the rel-
ative developmental immaturity of the infant
and postponed in ontogenetic time to the age
of 8-12 months. Unable to correlate the so-
called visual and tactile-kinesthetic
schemas, i.e., to intermodally link the visual
information received from the outside with
the tactile and kinesthetic sensations origi-
nating in its own body, the infant cannot imi-
tate facial gestures of others since she is sup-
posedly unable to connect them with the
distinct modality in which she experiences
her own unseen face in the first months of
life. This denial of neonate imitation by psy-
chologists received neurological backing
from the then accepted belief that neurologi-
cal pathways are incompletely myelinated at

birth, hindering infant’s proprioceptive
awareness of her own body and thus exclud-
ing any sense of individuated selfthood. Due
to these developmental blocks, the infant
was thought to live in an anonymous non-
differentiated state by a wide range of theo-
rists including Guillaume, Wallon, Lacan—
the authors whose views Merleau-Ponty
cited and embraced in his lecture on “The
Child’s Relations with Others.” These views
postulated the primacy of self-other confu-
sion or, in Piaget’s own words, adualism as
the original state of human sociality. Wallon
termed this initial indistinction between me
and the other syncretism or syncretic
sociality. A classic example of this adualistic
or syncretic sociality was arguably found in
the cases of transitivism; for example, the so-
called “emotional contagion” reported in ne-
onate nurseries where the crying of one in-
fant would spread to all the others in the vi-
cinity, regardless of their prior emotional
state. This phenomenon of an emotional
spill-over was interpreted as a proof that no
firm boundaries exist between young in-
fants. On this interpretation, the generalized
crying is a multi-voiced yet non-differenti-
ated event, a fusional choir without individu-
ated singers. Merleau-Ponty embraced this
interpretation that “indistinction of the two
personalities . . . makes transitivism possi-
ble,”" as much as he accepted that this
indistinction follows from the developmen-
tal immaturity of the neonate. Invoking up-
to-date research in developmental psychol-
ogy, Meltzoff and Gallagher call the validity
of this fusional view of infantile sociality
into doubt and argue for the primacy of self
and other distinction in human ontogeny. In
an effort to pursue a constructive dialogue
between the cognitive sciences and
phenomenology, the authors thus
demonstrate that Merleau-Ponty’s views are
directly challenged by recent findings from
experimental studies into infancy.

It remains to show that this dialogue need
not have a purely unilateral character with
phenomenology being critiqued by the cog-
nitive camp but that a bilateral dialogue is
called for as well. Before elaborating on this
point, let me add that Gallagher and
Meltzoff’s critical argument can be extended
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to additional texts by Merleau-Ponty that
have not been covered by the two authors,
notably the remaining lectures from the
Sorbonne series on child psychology and
pedagogy (currently available in French),
as well as some later philosophical texts
which address interpersonal relations, nota-
bly the essay on “The Philosopher and His
Shadow,”* and the working notes from The
Visible and the Invisible.*

In the Sorbonne lectures, Merleau-Ponty
positively appreciates some key ideas about
early infancy developed by Piaget, despite
the fact that Piaget is consistently critiqued
for the excessively intellectual interpretation
of child behavior. Merleau-Ponty notably
endorses Piaget’s idea that the child is char-
acterized by initial egocentrism, i.e., an
overvaluation of the immediate evidence of
her own senses. Merleau-Ponty clarifies that
this egocentric slant does not mean, as the
term may falsely suggest, that the child is
self-centered nor even that the child is self-
conscious. Egocentrism stipulates rather
that the infant’s experience is characterized
by “excessive realism,” insofar as the infant
does not initially identify the personal qual-
ity of her perceptions and, unable to distin-
guish between her own view and the world in
general (or the world for others), equates her
own percipi with the esse of world (184).
Piaget’s postulate of infantile egocentrism
does not point to an excessively self-cen-
tered consciousness but testifies rather to an
initial lack of (consciousness of) individu-
ated selfhood. As such, it has far reaching
consequences for the problematic of self-
other relations. If the infantile experience is
not attached to a self or if the infant is not
aware of the limits of her own perspective
and does not distinguish it from an alien one,
then the infant cannot make any sense of a
non-self or of another self either. Hence the
initial lack of separation or the aforemen-
tioned adualism between self and other.

Merleau-Ponty openly declares in the
Sorbonne lectures that the thesis of initial
egocentrism is both refined and correct,”
against the critics who mistakenly identified
Piaget’s idea with crude subjectivism. More
importantly still, the thesis of egocentrism
directly informs Merleau-Ponty’s own
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philosophical efforts to move beyond the
subjective idealism of Husserl’s phenomen-
ology of consciousness to the ontology of
impersonal flesh.” The references to ego-
centrism occur in a note of April 1960,
where Merleau-Ponty strives to restore the
meaning of sensible life irreducible to the
consciousness-object distinction. In this
note, he distances himself clearly from phe-
nomenology understood as an “ontology
that obliges whatever is not nothing to pres-
ent itself to the consciousness across
Abschattungen and as deriving from an orig-
inating donation which is an act, i.e., one
Erlebnis among others,” and invokes
Piaget’s psychological contributions in his
quest for restoring “life without Erlebnisse,
without interiority”—a life undistorted by
the subjective bias of Husserl’s idealist
philosophy."”

A similar debt to Piaget can be found in
the essay “The Philosopher and His
Shadow.” In this text, Merleau-Ponty rede-
fines Husserl’s idealist postulate of a solitary
subject or a solus ipse in terms of “true and
transcendental solitude,” which is more radi-
cal than in Husser] because it is impersonal.
While the solus ipse hypothesis continues to
theorize others in their experiential absence
Jfor the solitary self, impersonal solitude pre-
cedes self-awareness or is not attached to a
self. As such, it precludes the possibility of
having an Erlebnis of another person. Imper-
sonal solitude is therefore more primary and
veridical than the solitude contained in
Husserl’s pervasively subjectivist picture
could ever be. It provides the clue to
Merleau-Ponty’s thinking about impersonal
being—ultimately termed the flesh of the
world—which precedes individuated self-
hood and displaces Husserl’s starting point
of the transcendental consciousness to the
level of anonymous life. Merleau-Ponty uses
notably Piaget’s notion of the child’s
egocentrism to account for this original ano-
nymity. He cites the phenomena of infantile
transitivism and the confusion between self
and other, which are typical of egocentrism,
as a hallmark of the “solipsist layer” rede-
fined along the lines of true and transcenden-
tal solitude."® It is therefore in direct refer-
ence to phenomena studied and interpreted
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within developmental psychology that
Merleau-Ponty pursues his project of
supplementing the idealist stance of
Husserl’s phenomenology with the ontolog-
ical principle of anonymity.

It seems therefore fair to conclude that the
impetus for the ontological thesis of the pri-
macy of anonymous life over individuated
selthood has been found, in part at least, in
contributions from psychology, with
Merleau-Ponty’s ontological account con-
struing the apparent confusion between self
and other no longer as a developmental stage
to be overcome in more advanced stages of
human ontogenesis but rather as a perma-
nent and basic trait of being. Developmental
psychology seems then to have significantly
informed Merleau-Ponty’s thinking up to its
final formulation in terms of the flesh of the
world, and not only the reflections dealing
explicitly with child psychology and peda-
gogy. Furthermore, if it is true that the psy-
chological contributions that inform
Merleau-Ponty’s thinking are in need of re-
vision, as shown in this essay on the example
of self-other relations in neonate imitation,
then critical light is thrown not only on his
child psychology lectures but also on the
theories which have been, partially at least,
inspired and shaped by the psychological re-
ports, such as the thesis of anonymous im-
personal life. In that case, it may be that the
potential of Merleau-Ponty’s ontological
project to fully account for interpersonal re-
lations in terms of the dynamics of imper-
sonal flesh becomes limited, and that an al-
ternative theory of sociality which builds on
his insight of the foundational role of em-
bodied experience while incorporating the
more up-to-date findings from developmen-
tal psychology about the primacy of self-
other distinction is called for. This directive
for further phenomenological research pre-
serves, it seems, the spirit of Merleau-
Ponty’s own deliberately cross-disciplinary
inquiry and so it rejuvenates rather than
simply ‘refuting’ his philosophy.

Having critically examined Merleau-
Ponty’s views in light of developments in ex-
perimental psychology, I proceed to the sec-
ond section of this interdisciplinary ex-
change between phenomenology and the

cognitive sciences and raise the question
whether phenomenology can throw some re-
vealing light on the contemporary psycho-
logical research in turn. This question will be
answered in the affirmative. Specifically, it
will be argued that phenomenology provides
better tools for interpreting the data gathered
in experimental research on imitation than
those currently in use. Recall that following
Meltzoff et al., the neonate imitative perfor-
mance is regulated by an innate representa-
tional mechanism which codes the perceived
gestures in sense neutral or supramodal rep-
resentations that can be cast within different
sense modalities, for example proprio-
ception, and so automatically re-enacted by
self upon the perception of another’s person
activity. Following the authors, the function-
ing of this representational system and so the
efficacy of imitation is independent of
whether or not given sense modalities have
actually been employed by an individual in
the course of her life. For example, should a
born-blind individual recover sight, her abil-
ity to translate newly acquired visual infor-
mation into another sense modality would be
just as swift as in the case of sighted individ-
uals who have relied on visual information
throughout their life. On this innate account,
the intermodal system would kick in imme-
diately upon sight recovery, independently
of learning and experience. Henceforth, the
traditional dilemma raised by the seven-
teenth century philosopher William
Molyneux whether a congenitally blind per-
son who can distinguish by touch between a
cube and a sphere would be able to distin-
guish and identify them through vision as
well, if she were to recover sight, receives an
affirmative response from the defendants of
the innate intermodal matching mechanism
hypothesis. A special experiment was de-
signed to corroborate this view: young in-
fants were made to orally explore two differ-
ent types of pacifiers (with the spherical part
inserted into the mouth covered with rubber
nubs—or smooth), without being able to see
them. The infants were subsequently shown
both pacifiers and the duration of them fixat-
ing the pacifiers was measured. It was shown
that the infants fixated the pacifier which
was previously inserted into their mouth
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longer than the other one, and so inter-
modally linked visual and tactile
presentations of the same object at a very
young age."

The question remains, however, whether
these experimental findings automatically
extend onto the blind population, as
Meltzoff and Borton stipulate. This question
is clearly answered in the negative by con-
crete case studies of persons who regained
sight in adulthood. These studies demon-
strate that sight recovery patients frequently
fail to integrate the newly acquired visual in-
formation into their habitual ways of dealing
with the environment. These individuals
cling to their familiar tactile strategies of ex-
ploring and manipulating the world and do
not automatically correct these tactile habits
by means of the visual information at their
disposal. It is as if touch offered not only
sense-neutral information about the world,
as Meltzoff stipulates, but also a sense-spe-
cific style of interacting with the world,
which does not automatically translate into
the unfamiliar and possibly distinct style of
interaction required by the freshly recovered
visual sense. Vision introduces distance be-
tween the perceiver and the perceived in
place of proximity and contact which typi-
fies touch, and it may be that the latter is
never fully rendered in the visual givenness

the perceptum. The sight recovery patient
described by Oliver Sacks,” who insisted on
palpating newly encountered objects despite
the fact that he could perceive them visually,
seems faced with this difficulty of rendering
the immediate presence of things to his fin-
gers into their detached appearance in front
of his eyes. It seems therefore that perceptual
abilities cannot be theorized exclusively in
terms of modality neutral representations
and information processing mechanisms but
that specific perceptual habits need to be
taken into account as well.” Yet if habits
constitute an important variable in the theory
of perception, then so does the sensible body
which develops them, as Merleau-Ponty has
shown.” The challenge posed by Merleau-
Ponty to Meltzoff would then be not to limit
his account to dis-embodied representa-
tional mechanisms but to integrate the
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sensible body and its habitualities into the
innate intermodal matching system.
Another question that a phenomenologist
may raise to Meltzoff is whether neonate im-
itation really does substantiate the theory of
mind model of interpersonal relations. This
model is based on the idea that the self re-
lates to other mindful selves by constructing
a theory to the effect that they possess a mind
similar to her own. The starting point of self-
other relations is located in the first person
experience of one’s own mind as a matrix for
making theoretical inferences about foreign
minds. The imitative practice is argued to
play a foundational role in this regard, inso-
far as it enables the infants to relate visual in-
formation about others with “internal states,
the way the ‘feel’ themselves to be.”* How-
ever, once we realize that internal states indi-
cate the infant’s proprioceptive awareness of
her own face in the imitative exchange with
the adult, then we may be hesitant to accept
the conclusion that the former are akin to in-
ternal and private mental events, and hence-
forth provide the precursors of an invisible
mind, as Meltzoff and Gopnik stipulate. The
authors claim to follow “common-sense
psychology” and adopt its double require-
ment of interiority and privacy for the mind
theory: “mental states are located inside the
skin (or the head or the body), while physical
objects, including the bodies of others, are
located outside it.”* These internal states are
“private experiences,” which cannot be
“publicly observable.” They are defined
therefore as invisible sensations accessible
exclusively in the first person mode and con-
fined to the interiority of subjective life. We
may wonder, however, whether sensory
awareness of one’s own face really does sup-
port this idea of an invisible subject residing
in a visible body. It may be argued, to the
contrary, that Meltzoff and Gopnik have
made an unjustified theoretical leap from the
qualification of facial imitation as invisible,
i.e., devoid of visual data about one’s own
face, to the hypothesis of an invisible mind
as the necessary prerequisite of such imita-
tion. To substantiate this critical point if suf-
fices to clarify, with the help of
phenomenological analysis, that unseen
does not equal visually neutral and so does
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not permit making the transposition from the
face proper to invisible/internal/private
mental states.

The face proper may be thought of in
terms of an Abschattung, a hidden profile of
the body, which is in principle available to
view even though it is removed from my own
visual field. The body proper evades full vi-
sual inspection by the seer insofar as it pro-
vides the very means by which such inspec-
tion is carried out in the first place. The body
proper cannot therefore be fully captured in
terms of a visible thing, unless we resort to
positing a separate body-spectator who per-
ceives the body-object in its entirety, and
then yet another one to watch the spectator,
and so on, ad infinitum. This essential im-
possibility to theorize the body proper exclu-
sively in terms of visible things does not,
however, remove it from the visible register
either. The factual impossibility to perceive
parts of my body does not cancel the validity
of Merleau-Ponty’s ontological thesis about
the reversibility of the senses, which postu-
lates a necessary interrelation of seeing and
of being seen. Construed as an ontological
thesis and not only as an empirical observa-
tion, my visibility does not refer exclusively
to the de facto possibility of viewing parts of
my body but also to the de jure continuity of
the seer and the seen, ultimately based in the
shared element of the flesh of the world. This
continuity is exemplified but not exhausted
by the actual perception of our bodies,
whether immediate (as in the facade and the
sides of one’s body beneath the neckline) or
mediated by a reflection in the mirror (per-
ception of the face and the back). The onto-
logical thesis about the de jure visibility of
the seer enlarges the scope of visibility be-
yond the range of body parts actually given
to sight. It therefore puts pressure on the at-
tempts to extrapolate an invisible mind from
the unseen face proper and suggests that fa-
cial awareness does not become internalized
and confined to the private realm on account
of the fact that we do not perceive our own
faces directly. It replaces the paradigm of vi-
sion as a confrontation of an invisible mind
and the visible world, such as it figures in the
writings of Descartes who required that the
dis-embodied mind intervene in the process-

ing of visual information, with the thesis of
ontological continuity between the seer and
the seen based on shared corporeality. As
such, it provides theoretical tools for inter-
preting imitation as an embodied practice
which draws on the reversibility inherent in
vision. For example, it permits us to theorize
the modus operandi of imitation not exclu-
sively in terms of intermodal matching but
also of an intramodal process that relies on
visual continuity between the embodied seer
(the infant) and the seen (the adult). The lat-
ter view suggests that the infant does not re-
late a visually neutral proprioceptive input to
a visually perceived gesture performed by
the adult but rather that the infant correlates
two differentially given visibles, that of the
other’s and of her own face, during face-to-
face interaction. It seems that Meltzoff’s
account of imitation, which theorizes the
face proper exclusively in terms of
proprioceptive sensations, leaves open the
question of how the infant could ever learn
that this “internal” face has a visible exterior
as well.

Yet another way to think about the visibil-
ity of the face proper which has the addi-
tional merit of underscoring the interper-
sonal quality of face-to-face interaction may
be found in Sartre’s writings.” Sartre’s anal-
ysis of the effect produced by a foreign gaze
has been systematically critiqued for its neg-
ative overtones and the equation of social life
with irresolvable conflict.*® This charge is
certainly a fair one, but it does not remove
the possibility of drawing positive insight
from the philosopher’s reflections on the
role of the experience of a foreign gaze for
constituting the sense of a visible body
proper. It permits us to include the other per-
son as a co-agent involved in the evolving
sense of one’s own facial exterior and to fur-
ther substantiate the view that visibility is
not exhausted by direct visual perception but
includes indirect modes as well. Following
Sartre, the person who directs her gaze upon
my self produces the discovery of my body
as visible to others even though cut off from
my view. A foreign gaze directed at self is a
source of a lived experience of visibility
proper and the exposure to others mediates
the awareness of the body proper as manifest
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in the public world even though unseen by
self. In the context of face-to-face interac-
tion, this suggests that self gains a sense of
having a visible facial exterior in the ex-
change with another person looking at self.
By registering the gaze as directed at me, I
experience my facial exterior at the terminus
of the other’s gaze. In face-to-face interac-
tion, I not only register the visible spectacle
of the other’s face but have also a visually
significant experience of my own face as
seen by the other. The face-to-face interac-
tion depends then on a sense of visual conti-
nuity between the face proper and the other’s
face, and not only on the difference between
the modalities of vision and proprioception.
This brings us back to the observation that
face-to-face situations, such as facial mim-
icry, do not rely exclusively on intermodal
matching mechanisms but include
intramodal visual continuity between self
and other as well. We can then resituate the
previously made statement about the neces-
sary interrelation between the active and
passive modes of seeing within the context
of interpersonal life and characterize it as an
experience requiring two seers engaged in
direct social interaction. On this interper-
sonal account, the experience of being seen
arises out of the discovery of a foreign gaze
directed at self rather than being ontologi-
cally intertwined with seeing. Despite their
non-negligible differences, both accounts of
the interrelation of seeing and being seen al-
low us to challenge the all-to-easy exclusion
of the unseen face proper from the visual ex-
periential domain in sighted subjects and the
corollary confinement of facial awareness
the interior and private domain that typifies a
dis-embodied mind. Combining the ideas of
reversibility and the experience of a foreign
gaze from phenomenological theory we are
able to offer an alternative account of
visibility and facial embodiment which
leaves room for the unseen and visually
significant quality of the facial exterior
proper and which explains how another
person may play a significant role in the
experience of one’s own face.
This alternative account challenges the
polarized view of human experience under-
pinning Meltzoff and Gopnik’s interpreta-
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tion which maps the naive dualism of the
material and the mental onto the split be-
tween the visible and the invisible, and so re-
introduces Descartes’ metaphysical catego-
ries into contemporary empirical research.
Needless to say, the authors do not invoke
the seventeenth century metaphysics in their
work but rather make references to the sup-
posedly pervasive and generally accepted
beliefs regarding the mind and the body.
However, the problematic metaphysical
claim of a dis-embodied mind that parades in
the guise of these folk psychology postulates
and which biases the interpretation of imita-
tion research in favor of the theory of mind is
easily exposed and calls for some caution in
the face of the dominant interpretation. It
also calls for caution in the face of philo-
sophical efforts to turn subjective reports
into raw scientific data by untrained inter-
preters who rely on beliefs derived from folk
psychology and so may import similarly
problematic metaphysical presuppositions
into the body of science. The preceding re-
flections on neonate imitation interpretation
sends a warning sign against accepting the
heterophenomenological proposal as a neu-
tral and objective alternative to trained
phenomenological reflection. Contrary to its
purported neutrality and objectivity, hetero-
phenomenology runs the risk of incorporat-
ing pervasive yet problematic ideas into
experimental research.

Before concluding my exposition, let me
hypothesize about front loading phenomen-
ology into experimental research on imita-
tion. For the purpose, I will focus on the role
of the gaze in neonate imitation. The gaze
has not been included as a variable in the fa-
cial mimicry research conducted by
Meltzoff et al.”” This may be surprising inso-
far as the gaze is an irreducible element of all
face-to-face interaction and typically serves
to establish the communicative channel be-
tween two individuals facing each other and
looking at each other. In fact, we use the term
face-to-face relation only for those forms of
social interaction which are sustained by
mutual visual attention. Henceforth, we typ-
ically confine face-to-face relations to the
sighted population and hesitate whether or
not they may be attributed to the blind. It is
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also questionable that we could qualify the
interaction between a blind and a sighted
person as a face-to-face relation, insofar as
the blind individual does not see that she is
being looked at and so does not engage in a
mutual visual relation with the sighted indi-
vidual. Mutuality appears to provide the key
to face-to-face interactions, where both
actors see the other and see that they are
being seen.

The aforementioned omission of mutual
gaze in Meltzoff’s neonate imitation studies
has the effect of excluding the mutual visual
attention that binds two sighted individuals
facing each other. On Meltzoff’s account,
the crux of neonate imitation consists in the
intermodal relation between the infant’s in-
ternal awareness of her own unseen face and
the visual representation of the face of the
adult. Construed exclusively as an
intermodal transfer between the visually
perceived and proprioceptively felt body
parts, face-to-face relation is, however, not
functionally different from, to give a possi-
bly absurd yet telling example, a “back-to-
back” relation with another person, sub-
tended by an intermodal match between vi-
sual information about the other’s back and
the internal feelings in the back proper. The
“back-to-back” relation can be construed ei-
ther in on-line or off-line terms. In the former
case, I am positioned behind the other and
relate the visual information about her back
with the internal feelings of my own. In the
latter case, my relation to the other is based
solely on the visual representation of her
back perceived in the past. I may then be ac-
tually placed with my back opposite the
other’s as I match the visual and the
proprioceptive input. On Meltzoff’s ac-
count, the intermodal matching between
proprioceptive and visual information is in
fact typically construed as an off-line situa-
tion, with the infant relying on internally
stored representation of the gesture to be
executed.”

Whether construed in on-line or off-line
terms, the “back-to-back™ relation is analo-
gous to the face-to-face relation as theorized
by Meltzoff in the neonate imitation studies
because in both cases, the relation between
self and other centers on matching an unseen

part of the body proper (the back or the face)
with the perceived part of the other’s body
(the I_aack or the face), the intermodal transfer
making it possible to discover that the inter-
nally felt and the externally perceived infor-
mation refers to the same body part. The lim-
ited validity of this analogy exposes, it is
hoped, the difficulty of explaining face-to-
face interaction exclusively in terms of
intermodal matching between one’s own and
the other’s body parts. For what gets left out
of account in this case is the nature of the re-
lation established between self and other.
Whereas in the (on-line) back-to-back situa-
tion, the relation is unidirectional (I see the
other, the other does not see me), in the face-
to-face situation, the relation is bi-direc-
tional (I see the other and the other sees me).
The intermodal matching mechanism, lim-
ited to conjoining proprioceptive and visual
information about the face, unjustifiably re-
gards face-to-face interaction as a variant of
the unidirectional visual relation, devoid of
mutual visual contact.

I believe that by paying attention to the
role played by mutual visual attention in fa-
cial mimicry, it may be possible to bring the
bi-directional relation between self and
other in face-to-face interaction into focus.
Merleau-Ponty’s and Sartre’s insights about
the interrelation between seeing and being
seen are especially relevant in this context
and can be front loaded into empirical re-
search. They would serve to test whether the
conjoined experience of looking and being
looked at is an indispensable element of fa-
cial mimicry or whether infants imitate fa-
cial gestures independently of the degree of
visual contact with the adult. For example,
one could compare imitative performance in
groups where the adult maintains eye con-
tact with the infant and averts the gaze. If
mutual visual attention did turn out to signif-
icantly affect the imitative performance,
then it would be shown that infants differen-
tially experience mutual gaze long before
they are able to theorize about the other’s
non-manifest mental states. It would also be
shown that the engagement with the other
takes the form of a direct perceptual experi-
ence rather than being a theoretical process
based on inference. The other would be
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grasped as a perceiving agent rather than as a
perceived body to which mental states need
to be attributed on the basis of one’s own in-
ner events. It would be evidenced that the in-
fant’s facial awareness includes the sense of
being visible to others and so that facial imi-
tation supports the idea of a publicly mani-
fest social self rather than a hidden private
mind. I conclude therefore that insights
drawn from phenomenology may be utilized
to produce new empirical results in the area
of neonate imitation research and to chal-

lenge the dominant theory of mind paradigm
of social relations. In that case, neonate imi-
tation research clearly testifies to the contin-
ued validity of the methodology of mutual
constraint and enlightenment for interdisci-
plinary research, with phenomenology not
only being constrained and updated by
recent experimental research but also
contributing directly to the design of
experimental work and to the interpretation
of the data.
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