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Abstract: In this paper, I intend to show the relevance of Schutz’s account of inter-
personal understanding within the context of the contemporary social cognition 
debate. Currently, the research on the nature of everyday interpersonal under-
standing is taking place almost exclusively within the fi eld of interdisciplinary 
cognitive science. Generally speaking, since the mid-nineties the so-called social 
cognition debate is dominated by two opposed theoretical outlooks which diverge 
concerning the ultimate mechanisms responsible for our understanding of Others, 
namely the theory-theory of mind (TT) and the simulation theory (ST). Yet, in the 
last couple of years, there is a phenomenological turn taking place in this debate. 
Th inkers like Zahavi, Gallagher and Overgaard, among others, return to classi-
cal phenomenological accounts of empathy—like those of Husserl, Stein, Scheler 
and Merleau-Ponty—to propose an alternative theoretical outlook on intersubjec-
tive understanding, namely the direct perception theory (DPT). However, this 
recuperation of classical phenomenological approaches to intersubjective compre-
hension is, to some extent, incomplete. Indeed, DPT supporters tend to neglect 
the valuable contributions that Schutz made to the study of this problem. Th is is 
quite curious, not only because Schutz’s phenomenological theory of interpersonal 
understanding agrees, to some degree, with the main thesis of the direct perception 
theory, but also because it contains of insights that may be helpful to formulate a 
more solid and self-clarifi ed version of it. 
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Introduction1

Far from being a mere method of interpretive social sciences, the under-
standing of the Other [Fremdverstehen] constitutes a fundamental ontological 
feature of human life. Following the sociologist and philosopher Alfred Schutz 
(1962 [1954]: 57), Verstehen is actually “the way in which common-sense 
thinking fi nds its bearings within the social world and comes to terms with 
it”. Now, in light of the centrality and pervasiveness of interpersonal under-
standing in everyday social life, it is worth asking: How do we get to under-
stand Others in our quotidianity? Which cognitive abilities and mechanisms 
come into play in our grasping of another’s mental states? In which degree are 
we able to know what our fellow-man is thinking, feeling or intending?2 Cer-
tainly, the answer to these and similar questions is vital for human sciences at 
large and for interpretive social sciences in particular. Th is is documented by 
the manifold studies on this issue that have been conducted since the end of 
the nineteenth century within diff erent disciplines and from the most diverse 
theoretical frameworks (cf. Lipps 1907; Simmel 1999 [1918]; Weber 1984 
[1921]; Gurwitsch 1976 [1931]; Stein 1917, among others).

Currently, the research on the nature of everyday interpersonal under-
standing is taking place almost exclusively within the fi eld of interdisciplinary 
cognitive science. Generally speaking, since the mid-nineties the so-called so-
cial cognition debate is dominated by two opposed theoretical outlooks which 
diverge concerning the ultimate mechanisms responsible for our understand-
ing of Others, namely the theory-theory of mind (TT) and the simulation 
theory (ST) (Gallagher and Zahavi 2008: 171-172; Krueger, Overgaard 2012: 
239-240; Maraff a 2014).3

1 Th is is a slightly modifi ed version of the paper presented at the 2nd Conference of Th e 
International Alfred Schutz Circle for Phenomenology and Interpretive Social Science. I would 
like to thank Prof. Hisashi Nasu, Dr. Jochen Dreher, Dr. Andreas Göttlich and Prof. Carlos 
Belvedere for the insightful comments on my work. I am in debt with Prof. Dan Zahavi who, 
at the Copenhagen Summer School in Phenomenology and Philosophy of Mind 2012, encouraged 
me to think about the relevance of Schutz’s account of intersubjectivity for the contemporary 
social cognition debate. I am also grateful to the anonymous reviewers of Schutzian Research 
for their comments and suggestions, and to Emma Caterinicchio for the English proofreading. 

2 When referring to the understanding of the Other, in this paper I use the verbs “to 
understand”, “to grasp”, “to seize” and “to know” in an equivalent way. In this, I follow Zahavi 
2010; Gallagher, Zahavi 2008. As it will be stated later, this paper focuses on the problem of 
the understanding of the Other’s expressions [Ausdrucksverstehen], and not in the problem of 
understanding the Other’s motives [Motivverstehen]. 

3 It is important to mention, however, that this clear-cut division is an oversimplifi cation, 
not only because there exist hybrid positions combining both elements of TT and ST, but 
also because neither TT nor ST are theoretical monoliths, but rather “families of theories” 
(Maraff a 2014; Gallagher, Zahavi 2008: 172).
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In general lines, TT advocates—such as Gopnik, Wellman (cf. Gopnik 
and Wellman 1992), Carruthers (cf. Carruthers 2009) and Baron-Cohen (cf. 
Baron-Cohen 1995)—claim that interpersonal comprehension is theoretical, 
that is to say, intellectual in nature. According to this view, in order to grasp 
another’s mental life when only confronted with his bodily movements, we 
make an inference to best explanation based on a folk psychology, that is, a 
lay theory about the workings of human mind (Gallagher and Zahavi 2008: 
172; Krueger and Overgaard 2012: 239; Maraff a 2014).4

On the contrary, ST defenders—like Goldman (cf. Goldman 2006), Gor-
don (cf. Gordon 1986) and Gallesse (cf. Gallese 2009), among others—deny 
the intellectual character of intersubjective comprehension, maintaining that 
emotional and imaginative processes are at work when understanding Others. 
In broad outline, ST claims that in order to understand another’s psychologi-
cal states, we have to put ourselves in his “mental shoes”, that is, we have to 
use our own mind as a sort of simulation model (Gallagher and Zahavi 2008: 
174; Krueger and Overgaard 2012: 239; Maraff a 2014).5 

Yet, in the last couple of years, there is a phenomenological turn taking 
place within the social cognition debate. Th inkers like Dan Zahavi (2010), 
Shaun Gallagher (Gallagher and Zahavi 2008) and Soren Overgaard (2010; 
Krueger and Overgaard 2012), among others, return to classical phenomeno-
logical accounts of empathy—like those of Edmund Husserl, Edith Stein, 
Max Scheler and Maurice Merleau-Ponty—not only to criticize both TT and 
ST, but also to propose an alternative theoretical outlook on the nature of 
intersubjective understanding, namely the direct perception theory (DPT). 
Generally speaking, this theory maintains that we directly perceive another’s 
mental states in his behavioral patterns without needing to deploy extra-
perceptual cognitive mechanisms such as theoretical inference or simulation 
routines. To support this thesis, DPT followers usually refer to the following 
statement of Max Scheler (1954 [1923]: 301): 

“We certainly believe ourselves to be acquainted with another person’s joy 
in his laughter, with his sorrow and pain in his tears, with his shame in his 
blushing, with his entreaty in his outstretched hands, with his love in his look 
of aff ection, with his rage in the gnashing of his teeth, with his threats in the 

4 Th eory-theorists are not unanimous concerning the character and origins of this naïve 
theory of mind. Some of them (Carruthers and Barron-Cohen, among others) claim that it 
is innate and modularized, whereas others (Gopnik, Wellman, among others) argue that it is 
acquired, deployed and corroborated in a similar way as scientifi c theories are (Maraff a, 2014; 
Gallagher, Zahavi 2008: 172).

5 Th ere are several discrepancies among ST defenders. Goldman’s view coexists with posi-
tions like the one of Vittorio Gallese, who, drawing on the research on “mirror neurons”, claims 
that simulation takes place in a sub-personal level without the need of deploying conscious 
imagination (Gallagher, Zahavi 2008: 174-175).
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clenching of his fi st, and with the tenor of his thoughts in the sound of his 
words.”

DPT advocates have the merit of bringing again to the fore long-forgotten 
phenomenological insights in the nature of social cognition, showing their 
topicality in light of current empirical researches within the fi elds of develop-
mental psychology and neurosciences. Without denying this merit, however, 
it should be noted that this recuperation of classical phenomenological ap-
proaches to intersubjective comprehension is, to an extent, incomplete. In-
deed, DPT supporters tend to neglect the valuable contributions that Alfred 
Schutz made to the study of this problem. Th is is quite curious, not only 
because Schutz’s phenomenological theory of interpersonal understanding 
agrees in some ways, with the main thesis of the direct perception theory, but 
also because it contains a set of insights that may be helpful to formulate a 
more solid and self-clarifi ed version of it.6

In this paper, I intend to show the relevance of Schutz’s account of inter-
personal understanding within the context of the phenomenological turn 
which is taking place nowadays in the social cognition debate. In order to do 
this, fi rst (1) I briefl y examine the main lines of the DPT. And secondly (2), 
I present the similarities and discrepancies between the DPT and Schutz’s 
phenomenological account of Fremdverstehen, showing subsequently how 
one of the many Schutzian conceptual distinctions can help to enhance the 
former.7 

1. DPT’s phenomenological criticism of TT and ST

It could be argued that DPT’s positive account of social cognition logi-
cally follows from its well-built phenomenological criticism of the two domi-
nant theoretical outlooks within the contemporary social cognition debate. 
Accordingly, in order to briefl y present the main lines of DPT, it is necessary 
to reconstruct this criticism. For DPT defenders, although TT and ST ap-
pear to be emphatically opposed to each other, they actually share two closely 
linked claims (cf. Zahavi 2010: 286). Both maintain, whether explicitly or 
not, that (1) the only thing we can actually perceive of the Other is his bodily 

6 As far as I know, Zahavi 2010 is the only DPT advocate who acknowledges the rel-
evance of Schutz’s account of interpersonal understanding for the contemporary social cog-
nition debate. 

7 In order to avoid misunderstandings, it must be noted from the outset that this paper 
does not aim to provide an exhaustive account of Schutz’s Th eory of intersubjective under-
standing, mainly developed in the chapters III and IV of Der sinnhafte Aufbau der sozialen Welt 
(Schutz 1967 [1932]: 97-215; Schütz 2004 [1932]: 139-285). Such a task exceeds the scope of 
this short paper, which merely intends to show the relevance of some aspects of the Schutzian 
approach to Fremdverstehen within the context of the contemporary social cognition debate. 
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behavior, whereas his psychological life always remains hidden to us; and from 
there, they draw the conclusion that (2) we necessarily have to resort to extra-
perceptual mechanisms—such as theoretical inference or imaginative simula-
tion—in order to fi gure out what is happening inside his mind.

Concerning the fi rst claim (1), DPT supporters criticize both TT and ST 
for taking as starting point an extremely impoverished conception of what is 
experientially given (Zahavi and Gallagher, 2008: 184). Rather than appear-
ing as a mere physical thing—that is, as a Körper, in Husserl’s words—Other’s 
body is always given to us as a lived or animated body—a Leib in Husserlian 
terms—that is, as a body that expresses the mental life of the Other (Overgaard 
2010: 265). To put it diff erently, when in presence of another’s bodily behav-
ior, we are confronted neither with “the kind of body described by physiol-
ogy” (Zahavi and Gallagher, 2008: 183) nor with a pure disembodied psyche; 
rather, we experience what Scheler (1954 [1923]: 265) calls an “expressive 
unity [Ausdruckeinheit]”, that is, an integral whole which embraces together 
the mental and the physical. It is on the basis of this phenomenologically 
informed conception of the given that DPT supporters can claim that, to an 
extent, we directly see the intentions, emotions and feelings of our fellow-men 
in their bodily behavior. 

As to the second statement (2), DPT defenders maintain that there is no 
phenomenological proof to support the claim that we employ extra-percep-
tual mechanisms such as simulation routines or theoretical inferences when 
understanding Others. If we phenomenologically refl ect upon our fi rst-person 
experience of understanding Others, we won’t fi nd any evidence of us per-
forming such complicated routines (Zahavi and Gallagher 2008: 176). Our 
everyday interactions are simply too fast and changeable to involve conscious 
use of either lay theories or simulation processes. 

Th is phenomenological criticism, thus, refutes ST and TT’s common as-
sumption that everyday social cognition is a two-stage process in which we, 
fi rst, perceive a mere physiological meaningless body and, subsequently, per-
form an extra-perceptual routine in order to understand it. As a matter of fact, 
in the view of DPT, our understanding of Others is conceived of as a sort of 
automatic process that takes place within the perception itself. 

2. Contributions of Alfred Schutz’s Phenomenological Th eory of Interpersonal 
Understanding to the Contemporary Social Cognition Debate

2.1. Schutz’s Account of Intersubjective Understanding as a DPT 

A careful review of Schutz’s work reveals that his phenomenological theory 
of interpersonal understanding is, to some extent, in agreement with the main 
thesis of the DPT. Indeed, for him, in its most primary form –that is, in the 
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face-to-face encounters–,8 our understanding of Others has a perceptual na-
ture. To be more specifi c, it could be argued that Schutz’s account of social 
cognition constitutes a moderate version of the DPT insofar as it recognizes a 
certain degree of “directness”9 in our understanding of the alter ego, but with-
out denying the insurmountable transcendence of the Other’s self-experience. 
In the following, I will show this by reviewing passages in which Schutz asserts 
the perceptual character of interpersonal understanding within face-to-face 
situations. 

In order to clearly defi ne the scope and limits of the present paper, it must 
be noted that although I will occasionally touch upon Schutz’s treatment of 
the understanding of the Other’s motives [Motivverstehen] –that is, the under-
standing of why the alter ego does what he does–, the focus will be put on his 
account of the understanding of the Other’s expressions [Ausdrucksverstehen] 
–i.e., the understanding that the alter ego undergoes certain mental state. Th is 
decision is due to the fact that the current social cognition debate is mainly 
interested in this kind of interpersonal understanding.10

In a similar vein to DPT advocates, Schutz (1967 [1932]: §3) confronts 
the classical view according to which we never experience the mind of the 
alter ego but only his body as a mere physical thing (cf., for example, Carnap, 
1928: 185 ff .). Drawing on both Husserl and Scheler, Schutz maintains that 
the alter ego is given to me from the outset as a psychophysical unity insofar 
as his body appears as fi eld of expression [Ausdrucksfeld] of his mental life. 
Th e bodily movements of the Other, writes Schutz, “function as indications 
[Anzeichen] of the other person’s inner life, for his body is no mere physical 
object, like a stick or a stone, but a fi eld of expression for the life-experience of 
that psychophysical unity we call the other self ” (Ibid.: 22). In fact, according 
to Schutz, when in presence of the body of the Other, his subjectivity is avail-
able to me “through a maximal abundance of symptoms” (Luckmann and 
Schutz 1973: 66). Now, if this is so, then it can be argued that, in Schutz’s 
view, there is no need of resorting to complicated extra-perceptual cognitive 
mechanisms in order to “know” something about another’s mind; for we can, 
at least to some degree, “directly experience” what he is intending, thinking 
or feeling by merely perceiving his bodily behavior. Indeed, in his paper on 

   8 “Th e encounter is only one relation, even if in its immediacy [Unmittelbarkeit] it is 
the most originary and genetically important social relation” (Luckmann, Schutz 1973: 69; 
Luckmann, Schütz 2003 [1973]: 110).

   9 When referring to the Schutzian account of social cognition, I deliberately put the 
nouns “directness” and “immediacy”, and the verbs “to experience”, “to perceive”, “to grasp” 
and “to seize” between quotation marks in order to do justice to the fact that, in Schutz’s view, 
the perception Of the Other’s mind is, at the same time, direct and indirect. Th at is to say, in 
order to stress the moderate character of Schutz’s version of DPT. 

10 I am thankful to one of the anonymous reviewers of Schutzian Research for making me 
notice the fundamental importance of this conceptual distinction. 
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Scheler’s account of intersubjectivity from the year 1942, Schutz writes, “If I 
listen to somebody I perceive him as such; moreover, I perceive him talking, 
proving, doubting, wanting, etc. And within the same limits I can also say 
that I perceive his wrath, his suff ering” (Schutz 1962 [1942]: 176). 

According to Schutz (1967 [1932]: §20), the bodily presence of the Other 
allows me to “experience” his conscious life in genuine simultaneity [echte 
Gleichzeitigkeit]. Th at is, I don’t have to stop and think in order to “grasp” the 
psychological life of the Other; rather, as I perceive his bodily movements, I 
“seize” his mental states in the mode of actuality. “In other words: I am able 
to apprehend his mental states through the perception of “his movements, his 
facial expressions, his gestures, the rhythm and intonation of his speech, etc.” 
(Luckmann and Schutz 1973: 66). In Der sinnhafte Aufbau der sozialen Welt, 
Schutz put this idea in the following way: 

“In everyday life we directly experience the acts of another. We interpret those 
external events which we call ‘another’s act’ as indications [Anzeichen] of a 
stream of consciousness lying outside our own. To the extent that we do these 
things, we can ‘understand’ the events in question, reading the indications as 
they occur, and thus directly witness the action as it unfolds, witness it ‘in the 
mode of actuality’” (Schutz 1967 [1932]: 22). 

Following this train of thought, it is even possible to claim that, in a 
certain sense, the fellow-man is “presented to me as more ‘alive’ [lebendiger] 
and more ‘immediate’ [unmittelbarer] than I am to myself ” (Luckmann and 
Schutz 1973: 66; Luckmann and Schütz 2003 [1973]: 107). It is doubt-
lessly true that I know myself better than the alter ego since I am able to 
recall my own past experiences in an “infi nitely more detailed fashion” than 
someone else could (Luckmann and Schutz 1973: 66); however, whereas I 
can only seize my own mental states after their termination and by means of 
refl ection (Schütz 2004 [1932]: §12), I perceptually “grasp” Other’s current 
experiences in the very moment in which they occur. In this sense, thus, “my 
fellow-man is before me in his relation to me with a greater abundance of 
symptoms than I am to myself ” (Luckmann and Schutz 1973: 66).

Schutz especially emphasizes the “directness” of our understanding of the 
alter ego within the face-to-face encounter when contrasting the latter to oth-
er spatial-temporal perspectives in which the fellow-men is experienced. As is 
well-known, in his study of mundane intersubjectivity, Schutz distinguishes 
four diff erent regions of the social world, namely (a) the world of directly 
experienced social reality [Umwelt]—i.e., the face-to-face situation—(b) the 
world of contemporaries [Mitwelt]—i.e., those who share with us a commu-
nity of time but not of space—(c) the world of predecessors [Vorwelt]—i.e., 
those who passed away—and (d) the world of successors [Folgewelt]—i.e., 
those who will live after our death (Schutz 1967 [1932]: 189-215; Schütz 
2004 [1932]: 285-376; Luckmann and Schütz 2003 [1973]: 98-140). Each 
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region implies a diff erent way in which the Other is given [Gegebenheitsweise] 
to us and, accordingly, a diff erent technique of Fremdverstehen (Schütz 2004 
[1932]: 285). In Schutz’s view, if one compares the face-to-face situation to 
the other three social regions, one can say that in the former the alter ego ap-
pears in a more “immediate” and “direct” manner than in the latter. Indeed, 
in the so-called Umwelt, the fellow-man presents himself in his corporeal-
ity [Leiblichkeit], whereas in the worlds of contemporaries, predecessors and 
successors the Other’s body is totally absent. In this sense, the face-to-face 
situation “is the only social situation characterized by temporal and spatial 
immediacy [Unmittelbarkeit]” (Luckmann and Schutz 1973: 62; Luckmann 
and Schütz 2003 [1973]: 101). 

“I immediately perceive another man only when he shares a sector of the life-
world’s space and of world time in common with me. Only under those condi-
tions does the Other appear to me in his corporeality [Leiblichkeit]: his body 
is for me a perceivable and explicable fi eld of expression which makes his 
conscious life accessible to me” (Luckmann and Schutz 1973: 62; Luckmann 
and Schütz 2003 [1973]: 101).

2.2. Indirectness in Schutz’s Perceptual Account of Social Cognition: Towards 
Moderate DPT

Yet, when speaking more strictly, Schutz recognizes that, even in face-to-face 
situations, a truly “immediate” [unmittelbar] experience of the Other’s mind is 
not possible. Every experience we have of the alter ego is, in fact, “mediated” 
[mittelbar] insofar as what we perceive of him is not his current mental state as 
he himself experiences it, but an expressive bodily movement which functions as 
an indication [Anzeichen] of the former. Nevertheless, as said above, when com-
pared to other spatial-temporal ways of experiencing the Other, the face-to-face 
encounter appears as having an immediate character (Luckmann and Schutz 
1973: 64; Luckmann and Schütz 2003 [1973]: 103-104). 

Although we speak of the “immediate” experience of fellow-man, this experi-
ence is internally, also in the precise meaning of the world “mediated”. I grasp 
my fellow-man’s fl ow of lived experiences only “mediately”, in that I explicate 
his movements, his expressions, his communications as indications of the sub-
jectively meaningful experiences of an alter ego. But among all my experiences 
of the other I, what is mediated least is the encounter of the Fellow-man in the 
simultaneity of the we-relation. Th us we will continue to speak, even though 
it is not completely accurate, of an immediate experience of the fellow-man 
(Luckmann and Schutz 1973: 64).

With this in mind, it becomes clear that, for Schutz, claiming that we 
“directly” perceive Other’s mental states does not imply that we experience 
them in the same way he does, that is, that we have a total and indubitable 
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access to what the other person feels, thinks or intends. Th is can be seen in 
the criticism that Schutz (1962 [1942]; 2004 [1932]: §3) draws on Scheler’s 
theory of the perception of the Other [Fremdwarhnehmungstheorie] for exces-
sively exaggerating the certainty, immediacy and directness of our perception 
of other minds. According to Scheler (1973 [1923]: 245), by means of inner 
perception [innere Wahrnehmung], the subject can access not only to his own 
mental states, but also to the ones of the Other (cf. Gros 2012). Th e Sche-
lerian assumption of a total empathy [totale Einfühlung], says Schutz (2004 
[1932]: 102; 1967 [1932]: 20), “is a theory which is inconsistent with the 
fundamentally lawful character of consciousness”. In this sense, it could be 
argued that Schutz’s aim is to formulate a perceptual account of interpersonal 
understanding which, in turn, is respectful of the otherness and insurmount-
able transcendence of the alter ego. To put it in other terms, Schutz endorses 
a moderate direct perception theory, rather than a radical one, like Scheler and 
some DPT advocates seem to do11. In order to formulate such a moderate ac-
count, Schutz draws on a set of Husserlian theoretical developments.12 

As is well-known, for Husserl (2009 [1913]: §43), perception is the way 
in which an intentional object manifests itself in the most direct, original and 
optimal way, that is, in its bodily presence [leibhaftig]. Th e father of phenom-
enology recognizes two kinds of perception, namely external or transcendent 
perception [äußere / transzendente Wahrnehmung]—which is directed to physi-
cal objects—and inner or immanent perception [innere / immanente Wahrneh-
mung]—which is directed to mental states (Ibid.: §38). According to Husserl 
(2009 [1913]: §44), inner perception is eo ipso self-perception. Only I can 
have an indubitable and total access to my own mental states, and so the alter 
ego to his own. Neither can I have such a direct access to his mind, nor can 

11 “In order to attack TT and ST, DPT defenders tend to overemphasize the direct char-
acter of social cognition. Th is earned them the criticism of being behaviorists (Jacob, 2011). 
DPT advocates deny this accusation. In some passages of their writings, they claim that main-
taining the directness of our understanding of the Other doesn’t entail to neglect his other-
ness and transcendence (cfr. Gallagher and Zahavi 2008: 186-187). In this sense, they seem to 
acknowledge the need of a moderate version of the DPT like the ones of Schutz and Husserl. 
However, it could be argued that the stress on directness always prevail due to the rivalry with 
the two dominant theories of social cognition.”

12 Schutz’s criticism of Scheler’s Fremdwahrnehmungstheorie is closely linked to his criti-
cism of Weber’s concept of observational understanding [aktuelles Verstehen]. According to 
Schutz, it is impossible to immediately grasp the subjective meaning [subjektiver Sinn] of the 
Other’s action, since we can never have total access to his inner psychological life by means 
of perceptions of his bodily movements. Th us, when Weber says that we immediately grasp 
the subjective meaning of the Other’s action by mere observation, he is confusing the self-
interpretation [Selbstauslegung] of my experiences of the Other with the very life experiences of 
that Other, that is, the objective meaning [objektiver Sinn] with the subjective meaning (Gros 
2012). Due to space constraints, I do not treat here Schutz’s reformulation of Weber’s funda-
mental concepts and the distinction between subjective and objective meaning, (cf. Schütz 
2004 [1932]: chaps. 1, 2 and 3).
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he have it to mine. If this was possible I and he would be the same, and the 
otherness of the Other would be suppressed. “[I]f what belongs to the other’s 
own essence were directly accessible, it would be merely a moment of my own 
essence, and ultimately he himself and I myself would be the same” (Husserl 
1991 [1931]: 109; Husserl 1995 [1931]: §50).

As Schutz (2004 [1932]: §19) claims in Der sinnhafte Aufbau der sozialen 
Welt, if we stick to this restricted defi nition of perception, it would not be 
possible at all to claim that we perceive Other’s mind, for only he can do this, 
whereas I, in strict sense, merely perceive his bodily movements. However, 
following Husserl, Schutz uses the concept of perception [Wahrnehmung] in 
a wider sense in order to characterize our experience of the mind of the alter 
ego. According to Schutz, it can be said that we have a signitive perception 
of the Other’s mind through the medium of his body. Indeed, by means of a 
“special intentional act of founded apprehension [fundiertes Auff assen]”, which 
does not involve neither inference nor judgment, see the Other’s bodily move-
ments as indications [Anzeichen] of the lived experiences he is going through 
(Schutz 1967 [1932]: 100; Schütz 2004 [1932]: 222-223). “My intentional 
gaze”, says Schutz, “is directed right through my perception of his bodily 
movements to his lived experiences lying behind them and signifi ed by them” 
(Schutz 1967 [1932]: 101). In Schutz’s view, this “signitive apprehension [sig-
nitive Erfassung]” of the Other’s mind (Ibid.; Schütz 2004 [1932]: 223) can be 
considered as a kind of perception insofar as it automatically provides us with 
“a more or less well-founded belief of apperceiving a thing as present” (Schutz 
1962 [1942]: 172). However, for Schutz (1967 [1932]: 22), this signitive ap-
prehension is, ultimately, a doubtable one because the indications provided by 
another’s body give only “opaque motives” to belief in the existence of certain 
mental states of the Other but never fulfi lling presentations of them. 

[W]e can only say that we ‘perceive’ the other’s experiences if we did not im-
ply that we directly intuited them in the strict sense but meant rather that we 
grasped them with that same intuitional supposition [anschaulisches Vermei-
nen] with which we grasp a thing or event as present to us. It is in this sense 
that Husserl uses the word perception [Wahrnehmung] to mean ‘taking notice 
of ’: ‘Th e listener notices that the speaker is expressing certain subjective expe-
riences of his and in that sense may be said to perceive them; but he himself 
does not live through these experiences—his perception is ‘external’ rather 
than ‘internal’. Th is kind of perception which is signitive in character should 
not be confused with that in which an object directly appear to us (Ibid.: 100; 
2004 [1932]: 223).

Relying on an exhaustive reading of late Husserl’s works, in “Symbol, Real-
ity and Society”, the late Schutz (1962 [1955]) uses the Husserlian concept 
of appresentation [Appresentation] in order to give account of the perceptual 
and at the same time signitive nature of our experience of the Other’s mind. 
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According to Husserl (1995 [1931]: §51), appresentation is a kind of passive 
synthesis of consciousness which plays a crucial role not only in our expe-
rience of the Other’s mind but in every perceptual experience. In Schutz’s 
(Ibid.: 296) terms, “by appresentation, we experience intuitively something as 
indicating or depicting signifi cantly something else”. For Husserl, this process 
works automatically, that is, without “any active interference of the mind” 
(Ibid: 297). Consider, for instance, a perception of a house. Strictly speaking, 
due to the perspective nature of our visual perception, only the frontside of 
the house presents itself. However, it seems to me that I experience the whole 
house. Th is is possible because the frontside automatically “calls forth” or 
“wakens” the apperception of the backside thereby “completing” my incom-
plete perception of the house. To put it in Schutz’s words, “this perception of 
the visible frontside of the object involves an apperception by analogy of the 
unseen backside, an apperception which, to be sure, is a more or less empty 
anticipation of what we might perceive if we turned the object around or if 
we walked around the object” (Ibid.: 297). Following Husserl, Schutz claims 
that something very similar occurs in the case of our perception of Others: the 
body of the Other automatically appresents his mental life. Th e Other’s body, 
writes Schutz (Ibid.: 314), 

like all other material objects, is given to me in original perception or, as Hus-
serl says, in originary presence. His psychological life, however, is not given to 
me in originary presence but only in copresence; it is not present but appre-
sented (…) so-called ‘empathy’ is nothing but that form of appresentational 
apprehension which grasps his meaning.13

Again, in order to do justice to the otherness and transcendence of the 
Other’s mind, it is important to remark that, as in contrast to the case of the 
backside of the house, the more or less empty appresentation of the Other’s 
mind can never be fulfi lled by “walking arround” his body. In this sense, thus, 
the mental states of the Other remain ultimately inaccessible to us, having 
something of a doubtable character (Husserl 1995 [1931]: §51).

2.3. A Contribution of Schutz to Enhance the DPT: Helping to Clarify the 
Problematic Notion of Expression

In the DPT, the notion of expression plays a crucial role. However, as au-
thors like Overgaard and Krueger (2012: 242) maintain, there are ambiguities 

13 Although Schutz agrees with Husserl that we can only get to experience the psychologi-
cal life of the Other by means of an apperception, he does not agree that the latter is awakened 
because of the similarity between my own and Th e Other’s body. Schutz thinks that the phe-
nomenon of my corporeality is “as dissimilar as possible” to the phenomenon of Th e Other’s 
body (Schütz 2009 [1957]: 237, cf. Barber 2013). 
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in the way this concept “tends to be deployed when describing how another’s 
actions serve as our point of access to their ‘inner’ mental life” (Ibid.). In or-
der to illustrate this point, they refer to the following statement of the most 
important promoters of the DPT, Zahavi and Gallagher (2008: 185): “Ex-
pressive behavior is saturated with meaning of the mind; it reveals the mind 
to us”. According to Overgaard and Krueger (2012: 242), the authors of Th e 
Phenomenological Mind don’t clarify what they mean when they claim that 
bodily behavior expresses the mind. Th is is problematic since there are many 
“ways of understanding how it is that the gestures, facial expressions and be-
havior of another can be expressive of their mental life” (Ibid.).

 Among these several manners of understanding the concept of expression, 
there are two radical opposed views which are fundamental. According to the 
fi rst one (I)—which is informed by Cartesian dualism—there is a clear-cut 
distinction between mental state and expression; the former is an “intracra-
nial entity”, whereas the latter is nothing but a “causal output” of it (Ibid. 
242-243). Drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s and Scheler’s criticism of Cartesian 
dualism, the second view (II) argues that far from being external to the mental 
state, expressive behavior makes up a constitutive part of it (Ibid.: 257). Th is 
theoretical outlook depends on what can be called a hybrid conception of 
mind. According to this conception, mental states are not merely spiritual en-
tities; rather, they “straddle” internal—i.e., psychological—and external—i.e., 
behavioral—elements (Ibid.: 245). Th is is attested by the fact that the bodily 
expression of some psychological states seems to be indispensable for them 
to be experienced by the subject. “In other words, the act of bodily expression 
is somehow part of what is expressed. Take away the expression and you have 
removed part of the emotion itself” (Ibid.: 251). 

In between these radical views, there is a moderate position (III), the so-
called “co-presence thesis of social cognition” (Ibid.: 243), which draws its 
inspiration on the aforementioned Husserlian notion of appresentation. Ac-
cording to this thesis, in a similar way in which the front side of the house au-
tomatically appresents its invisible back side, another’s bodily behavior auto-
matically awakens the appresentation of his lived experiences. In other words: 
“although we only ever perceive another’s behavior (e.g., a frown or smile), 
we nevertheless experience associated mental phenomena (e.g., their misery or 
happiness) as amodally co-present” (Ibid.: 244).

For Overgaard and Krueger (Ibid.: 245), it is not quite clear in which 
of these three ways the most prominent DPT advocates deploy the notion 
of expression when they claim that “[e]xpressive behavior is saturated with 
meaning of the mind” (Gallagher and Zahavi 2008: 185). Which of the above 
stated defi nitions of expression do they endorse? One could argue that saying 
“behavior is saturated with the meaning of the mind” entails that behavior 
and mind are merged into one. In this case, Zahavi and Gallagher would be 
defending the (II) second of the above-mentioned conceptions of expression. 
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But, one could think that “just as a towel can be saturated with water while 
still remaining distinct from it, so, too, can behavior be saturated with men-
tality while nevertheless remaining distinct from the mental phenomena it 
expresses (even if the latter is amodally co-present)” (Overgaard and Krueger 
2012: 245). If one reads the sentence in this way, then Zahavi and Gallagher 
would be defending the third (III) of the aforementioned conceptions of ex-
pression.

Yet, according to Overgaard and Krueger (Ibid.: 245), in order to be wor-
thy of the name, the DPT must endorse the second (II) defi nition of expres-
sion, that is, the one which claims that expressive behavioral patterns make up 
proper parts of mental states. Indeed, for the authors, only if one conceives 
of expression as a constitutive part of the mind, it is possible to say that, 
by seeing the Other’s body, we directly perceive his mind. “[W]e argue that 
DP[T] advocates ought to explicitly embrace a constitutive sense of ‘expres-
sion’” (Ibid.). In contrast, option one (I) and three (III) are incompatible with 
the DPT since, despite their apparent diff erences, both maintain that “all we 
really perceive (i.e. directly) are bodily features, that is, patterns of expressive 
behavior that suggest, or hint at, mental phenomena but which fail to give us 
the phenomena in a genuinely direct sense (i.e., as anything other than amod-
ally co-present)” (Ibid.).

In the light of the aforementioned threefold distinction, and taking into 
account what have been said so far, one can argue that Schutz’s account of 
interpersonal understanding, inspired by Husserl’s notion of appresentation, 
goes hand in hand with the moderated “co-presence thesis of social cognition” 
(Ibid.: 243). In my view, Schutz would deny that the DPT must necessarily 
embrace a radical defi nition of expression like the one defended by Overgaard 
and Krueger, not due to a blind commitment to Cartesian dualism, but be-
cause the emphasis that this radical position put on the visibility of the Other’s 
mind doesn’t do justice to the insurmountable transcendence of the alter ego’s 
self-experience. 

Notwithstanding whether one accepts or rejects Overgaard and Krueger’s 
position, it is undeniable that they contributed to the elucidation of the no-
tion of expression within the DPT. In my view, Schutz’s account of interper-
sonal understanding provides a rich set of conceptual distinctions which can 
help to clarify even more the obscure concept of expression. In the following, 
I will briefl y examine Schutz’s diff erentiation between expressive movement 
[Ausdrucksbewegung] and expressive act [Ausdruckshandlung] (Schutz 1967 
[1932]: 116; Schütz 2004 [1932]: §23), which plays a crucial role in his criti-
cism of Scheler’s theory of the perception of the Other.14

14 To be sure, this diff erentiation depends on the distinction between behavior [Verhalten] 
and action [Handeln], which will not be treated in depth here (cf. Schütz 2004 [1932]: chap. 2).
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An expressive movement is a behavioral pattern which the subject executes 
without any conscious purpose. Examples of this kind of movements are “red-
dening with anger” (1967 [1932]: 22) or “the gestures and facial expressions 
which, without any explicit intention, enter into every conversation” (Ibid.: 
116). An expressive act, in turn, is a bodily behavior which deliberately aims 
to communicate something to the alter ego (Ibid.: 117). For instance, a sub-
ject nods with the head in order to let another person know his agreement or 
approbation.

According to Schutz (1967 [1932]: 117), due to the already indicated ul-
timately uncertain character of our perception of the Other’s mind, by merely 
seeing the Other’s bodily behavior we cannot be sure whether the latter is an 
expressive movement or an expressive act. In this sense, Schutz argues, we can 
never know if the Other is being genuine or “acting” in front of us. Consider, 
for instance, that we perceive an alter ego who seems to be screaming in pain. 
How do we know whether he is actually feeling pain or just trying to deceive 
us? To put it in Schutz’s (1967 [1932]: 117) own terms,

For instance, the play of a man’s features and gestures in everyday life may 
be no diff erent from those of an actor on the stage (…) In everyday life, on 
the other hand, we never quite know whether another person is ‘acting’ in 
this sense or not unless we pay attention to factors other than his immediate 
movements. For instance, he may be imitating someone else for our benefi t, 
or he may be playing a joke on us, or he may be hypocritically feigning certain 
feelings in order to take advantage to us.15

In Der sinnhafte Aufbau der sozialen Welt, Schutz criticizes Scheler, fi rst, for 
confi ning his account of interpersonal understanding to the comprehension 
of expressive movements of the Other—that is, smiling, crying, reddening, 
etc.—and, secondly, for not problematizing the possible deceiving character 
of the latter (1967 [1932]: 24). Accordingly, for Schutz, an exhaustive phe-
nomenological theory of intersubjective understanding must not only give 
account of the peculiarity of our comprehension of expressive acts but must 
also treat the problem of the dubious character of our perception of the Other. 
Now, since most of DPT advocates heavily draw on the Schelerian Fremdwah-
rnehmungstheorie, this Schutzian criticism can be extensible to them. 

It is possible to argue that the diffi  culties entailed in determining whether 
an expression of the Other is an action [Handeln] or a mere behavior [Ver-
halten] constitute the starting point of the complicated problem of the under-
standing of the Other’s motives [Motivverstehen], which cannot be treated in 

15 Th e deceiving character of expression, however, should not be exaggerated. As afore men-
tioned, in the face-to-face encounter, other’s mind is given to us in the plenitude of symptoms 
and in genuine simultaneity. In this sense, the other cannot deceive us so easily unless he is a 
great actor. And, certainly, that is not the case of the majority of individuals.
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depth here. It is ultimately impossible to determine whether the alter ego is 
performing an Audrucksbewegung or an Ausdruckshandlung. And if the second 
is the case, fi nding out why the subject performs the action at stake is even 
more diffi  cult because of the complex and intricate character of the subjective 
processes involved in the constitution of the subjective meaning [subjektiver 
Sinn] of action (cf. Schutz 1967 [1932]: chap. 2 and 3). 

Conclusion

Th is paper aimed to show the current interest of the Schutzian theory of 
everyday interpersonal understanding within the context of the phenomeno-
logical turn which is currently taking place in the social cognition debate. 
As it has been noted, Schutz agrees, to some extent, with the main thesis of 
the DPT. For him, intersubjective comprehension is, at least in its most fun-
damental form—the face-to-face encounter—a process of perceptual nature 
which does not involve the deployment of complicated intellectual or imagi-
national mechanisms. Schutz, however, does not accept a radical DPT, which 
overemphasizes the visibility of the Other’s mind. Rather, he defends what 
can be called a moderate version of the DPT, that is, a version that, without 
denying the perceptual character of social cognition, refl ects upon its limits 
with the purpose of doing justice to the transcendence of the Other’s self-
experience. 

Furthermore, it should be noted that the Schutzian account of interper-
sonal understanding can make valuable contributions to bring forth a more 
self-clarifi ed and enhanced version of the DPT. Due to space constrictions, I 
only demonstrated here how the distinction between expressive movements 
and expressive acts can help to bring more clarity to the obscure concept of ex-
pression. However, it has to be noted that within the framework of my current 
research, I found some more theoretical contributions which, unfortunately, 
I was not able to present here. Among them, it is worthy to mention Schutz’s 
analysis of the role which stock of knowledge [Wissensvorrat], typifi cations 
and relevance [Relevanz] play in our perception of Others, as well as his refl ec-
tions on the so-called “mutual tuning-in relationship”.
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