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Abstract  The current debate on social perception is dominated by the invisibility prin-
ciple: the assumption that mental states are inherently private and unobservable. Direct 
social perception theorists challenge this view, arguing that the mental states of others 
can be perceived directly. At present, however, there is no widely agreed programmatic 
approach for studying social perception as a direct phenomenon. In this paper, we iden-
tify three strategies that have been proposed by researchers to advance the direct social 
perception account. The empirical strategy emphasizes the need for experimental evi-
dence; the Anscombean strategy highlights the importance of separating the analyst’s 
description of an action from the actor’s own perspective; finally, the Gestalt strategy 
proposes viewing mental states, such as emotions, as patterns of structures that occur 
across space and time. We argue that all three strategies can be pursued within the 
Gibsonian framework. The Gibsonian approach stresses the importance of ecological 
information, understood as structures in the environment discriminable in perception. 
We suggest that the Gibsonian perspective offers a coherent foundation for understand-
ing social perception without relying on mentalistic inference.

Keywords  Direct Social Perception. Ecological Information. Gestalt. Anscombe. Eco-
logical Psychology.

Summary  1 Introduction. – 2 Direct Social Perception and Embodied Cognitive 
Science. – 3 The Empirical Strategy. – 4 The Anscombean Strategy. – 5 The Gestalt 
Strategy. – 6 The Gibsonian Framework: Information for Direct Social Perception.
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﻿1	  Introduction

Do we ever perceive another person’s anger? Certainly, we can per-
ceive the other person’s facial expressions and their behavior. Ac-
cording to a common intuition, however, this is not the same thing 
as saying that we perceive their anger: what we perceive is simply 
the outward manifestation of the emotion; there is something inher-
ently subjective about the state of being angry. We can push this in-
tuition a little further. Varga (2020) proposes the following thought 
experiment. Imagine we had access to a machine that could show us 
in real time the neural makeup of the person undergoing an episode 
of anger. Would we then be inclined to say that we see the person’s 
anger? Varga (2020) suggests that we would be equally inclined to 
say ‘no’. We would say that we can see the brain scan of an angry 
person, but still not the anger itself.

This thought experiment brings out an important assumption 
about what mental states are: we tend to see them as inherently un-
discoverable and unobservable. Even advanced screening technolo-
gy would not be able to make us see emotions, because emotions are 
private, inaccessible to others: they exist within subjective experi-
ence. Fernández Castro and Heras-Escribano (2020) call this view 
‘the assumption of invisibility’. It is also known as ‘the unobserva-
bility principle’ (e.g., Krueger 2012; Becchio et al. 2018). According 
to this assumption, certain parts of the world are not available to 
be seen, but can only be inferred. The assumption of invisibility be-
lies a deeply dualist understanding of the mental.

A number of theorists have sought to deny the assumption of invis-
ibility, and have proposed that perception of mental states can be di-
rect. To date, however, no coherent positive programmatic approach 
to direct social perception has been developed. The debate remains 
overly conceptual and somewhat confused. The paper is structured 
as follows. We provide a brief overview of the state of the debate. We 
then individuate three methodological strategies that have recent-
ly been proposed for addressing these issues: the empirical strate-
gy, the Anscombean strategy, and the Gestalt strategy. We will con-
clude by suggesting that all three of these strategies can best be 
pursued within the framework of Gibsonian perceptual information.
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2	 Direct Social Perception and Embodied  
Cognitive Science

The notion of ‘direct social perception’ has been the subject of some 
debate among philosophers since the late 2000s (Gallagher 2008; 
Krueger 2018; Spaulding 2015; Zahavi 2011). The driving force of 
this debate was, initially, dissatisfaction with the theory of mind par-
adigm. The theory of mind paradigm itself arose out of Premack and 
Woodruff’s (1978) classic study asking, “Does the chimpanzee have a 
theory of mind?” Daniel Dennett’s commentary on the paper, which 
offered a critique of the methodology, led to subsequent studies of 
human children with a focus on whether children are sensitive to the 
false beliefs of others (Dennett 1978; Wimmer, Perner 1983). Much 
of the research on social cognition in the 1980s and 1990s centered 
around the question of how we come to know others’ mental states 
(including their false beliefs). For many years, the two main hypoth-
eses were the theory-theory which claimed that we learn the land-
scape of others’ mental states by hypothesis-building and -testing, 
much like scientists discovering the nature of the world (Gopnik et 
al. 1999), and the simulation theory, which claimed that we grasp 
others’ mental states by implicitly or explicitly simulating them on 
our own neural apparatus (Gallese, Goldman 1998; Gordon 1986).

Neither of these hypotheses is particularly attractive from the 
viewpoint of embodied cognitive science. Both posit social cogni-
tion as a private achievement of the observer. The most prominent 
alternative hypothesis to the theory of mind paradigm is Shaun 
Gallagher’s interaction theory (Gallagher 2004; 2008; 2020). In the 
most comprehensive account of this theory to date, Gallagher (2020) 
builds a negative argument against the theory of mind paradigm. He 
usefully identifies not one but three problematic assumptions asso-
ciated with theory of mind (71). These are:

1.	 the unobservability principle, i.e. the assumption that we 
don’t have direct perceptual access to other minds

2.	 the observational stance, i.e. the assumption that we know 
about others by observing them

3.	 the supposition of universality, i.e. the assumption that a the-
ory of mind mechanism must explain all instances in which 
we understand others

The first assumption we have already discussed above. Gallagher 
proposes to reject all three assumptions. He asserts instead (Gallagh-
er 2020, 100) that (1) other minds are not hidden away and inaccessi-
ble, (2) our normal everyday stance towards others is second-person, 
not third-person, and (3) our primary way of understanding others is 
not through mindreading but through embodied engagement.
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﻿ Similarly, Fernández Castro and Heras-Escribano (2020) identi-
fy two problematic assumptions within existing work on social cog-
nition. First is the aforementioned assumption of invisibility, which 
holds that mental states are inherently private to the individual who 
undergoes them. Second is the assumption of methodological indi-
vidualism, according to which the primary unit of analysis should be 
the cognitive states of an individual cognizer, as opposed to, for ex-
ample, the interacting dyad or the entire ecological, cultural and so-
cial environment of the agent.

This second assumption has been the focus of much enactivist 
theorizing about social cognition, notably the theory of participa-
tory sense-making (De Jaegher, Di Paolo 2007; Di Paolo et al. 2018). 
This refers to collaborative activity within which the agents actively 
regulate their coupling with each other and with the environment, 
giving rise to an emergent whole that no individual is in control of 
(think of the movement of players on a soccer team as they create 
and exploit space around their opponents). The agent and the envi-
ronment are dependent on and shaped by one another. Arguably, the 
entire agent-social environment pair is the unit on which level cog-
nition takes place (De Jaegher et al. 2010).

But let us return specifically to the notion of direct social percep-
tion. How should we understand it? How does it differ from indirect 
social perception? Gallagher (2008) explains the difference in a use-
ful way. Direct perception, he suggests, is smart; indirect perception 
is dumb. The example Gallagher gives is that when looking at a car, 
the dumb perception account posits that we perceive components 
(redness, shapeness, etc.) which we then mentally combine ‘to make 
it add up to my car’ (Gallagher 2008, 536). The smart perception ac-
count, meanwhile, posits that we perceive the car as a whole. The en-
tire configuration is available for perceptual detection.

The question about direct perception, whether of objects or of oth-
ers is not simply about how direct it is, or what directness means, 
but how smart, how richly informed, it is. The smarter the percep-
tion is, the more work it does; the dumber it is, the more it requires 
extra cognitive processes (theory, simulation) to get the job done. 
The direct perception theorist is claiming that social perception 
is very smart and that in the usual circumstances of social inter-
action it does most of the work without the need of extra cogni-
tive (theoretical or simulationist) processes. (Gallagher 2008, 538)

In our opinion, the distinction Gallagher draws in the above quote is 
key to any coherent understanding of the phrase ‘direct social per-
ception.’ At the same time, the approach that Gallagher is advocat-
ing here appears to be an instance of adopting ‘the observational 
stance,’ which, in the later text, he claims is problematic (Gallagher 
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2020). We know about the car, in Gallagher’s example, by observing 
it. That is, we know about it by interacting with the information that 
it projects into light, not by interacting physically with the car. Gal-
lagher’s (2008) notion of direct social perception as smart perception 
seems to be separable from the notion that social cognition is inher-
ently interactive (in the social sense), and yet, as can be seen from 
the above, these two issues have been conflated in the literature on 
embodied social cognition (De Jaegher 2009).1

In summary, the habitual framing of embodied accounts of so-
cial cognition as being a response to, or an alternative to, the theory 
of mind paradigm appears to have led to a couple of undesired con-
sequences. First, embodied accounts of social cognition have tend-
ed to become overly negative, focusing on what theory of mind gets 
wrong instead of how to build a coherent programmatic alternative. 
What is called for is a positive theory of social cognition within the 
embodied tradition. Second, embodied accounts have tended to con-
flate two issues: on the one hand, the interactive, or second-person, 
nature of social life, and, on the other, the availability of information 
about other actors in the environment.

In the rest of this paper, we will focus on some desiderata for a pos-
itive programmatic approach to direct social perception.

3	 The Empirical Strategy

If our aim is to develop a programmatic approach to the perception 
of social properties, a reasonable place to start is to ask what kind of 
empirical evidence we should be seeking. We take our cue here from a 
recent discussion by Mason Westfall (2023) on the perception of agen-
cy. Westfall argues that the perception of agency is fundamentally 
the same thing as the perception of animacy. To empirically investi-
gate agency, therefore, a good place to start would be to consult the 
literature on the perception of animacy. As Westfall points out, how-
ever, existing research from within the theory of mind paradigm is 
not necessarily helpful here. ‘Most discussions of animacy center on 
the role animacy plays in mental state attribution–in particular, the 
attribution of intentions. Often, though, we perceive animacy with-
out attributing mental states’ (Westfall 2023, 848; italics in original).

1  In the dynamical systems tradition, some theorists attempt to understand social in-
teraction as arising from spontaneous interpersonal coordination (e.g. Richardson et 
al 2007). Again, we understand this work as being about processes of social interac-
tion, and somewhat separate from the direct social perception discussion, which, we 
are suggesting, should be concerned with identifying information or perceptual in-
variants. Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for encouraging us to address this line of 
work explicitly.



JoLMA e-ISSN  2723-9640
6, 1, 2025, 31-50

36

﻿ Westfall (2023) argues that perceiving animacy is not the same 
as perceiving motion, because it is possible to perceive something 
as animate without perceiving it moving, e.g. a motionless deer en-
countered on a hiking trail. It is also not the same as perceiving un-
predictable motion, because even unpredictably moving entities such 
as a plastic bag in the wind do not appear animate. Finally, perceiv-
ing animacy is not the same as perceiving life, because we can dis-
tinguish life from animacy, and animacy detection is developmental-
ly prior to life detection.

The most famous empirical study of the perception of animacy is 
Fritz Heider and Marianne Simmel’s classic study of ‘apparent Be-
havior’ (Heider, Simmel 1944). In the study, the subjects are pre-
sented an approximately 2.5 minute long film in which two triangles 
and a circle move around a rectangular, empty structure. After see-
ing the film, the subjects are asked to interpret what happened. Sub-
jects tend to spontaneously describe the figures as intentional enti-
ties, having personalities and complex goals. The Heider and Simmel 
study is an excellent example of the human tendency to see intention-
ality in seemingly the most simple structures.

While the Heider and Simmel study is compelling as a demonstra-
tion that we can perceive both animacy and agency in simple mo-
tion, the study does not establish how we achieve this perceptual out-
come. What are the underlying mechanisms that lead participants 
to see animacy when they watch the film? The theory of mind para-
digm reaches for an explanation in terms of ascription: participants 
perceive animacy and intentions because they ascribe personalities 
to the figures. What we are interested in, however, is whether there 
is a perceptual basis for the appearance of animacy. Scholl and Gao 
(2013) provide a useful set of clarifications here:

“[P]erception” refers in this context to a family of processes that 
is relatively automatic and irresistible, and that operates without 
the ability to consciously introspect its nature [...] for a process to 
count as perceptual, it needs to be strongly and directly controlled 
by specific and subtle features of the visual input itself. (Scholl, Gao 
2013, 202; italics added)

Note the compatibility with Gallagher’s (2008) definition of direct 
perception as smart perception, discussed above. A perceptual ac-
count of animacy-perception, on this reading, would be one that does 
not require the observer to add something mental on top of the in-
coming stimulus information.

An example of a class of processes that can be understood as per-
ceptual, in the sense described here, is the perception of causation. 
Causal perception is retinotopically specific and cannot be explained 
by appeal to adaptation of lower-level visual features (Rolfs et al. 
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2013). It would be very difficult to explain the perception of causation 
without an appeal to visual processing because we do not know of any 
higher-level processes (like cognition or judgments) that evoke reti-
notopically specific processing. This is the standard that we would 
like animacy to meet. Scholl and Gao (2013) suggest, pessimistical-
ly, that this particular retinotopically specific processing goal can-
not be achieved by animacy because the perception of animacy is dy-
namic in both spatial and temporal dimensions.

The perception of animacy has been operationalized in a number 
of different ways, for example: as self- propulsion, as abrupt changes 
in speed or direction, as certain patterns of approach and avoidance, 
as coordinated orientation cues. Generally, animacy is thought to be 
perceived when agents violate Newtonian mechanics. Animate ob-
jects move in ways that cannot be explained by the forces their envi-
ronment subjects them to (Scholl, Gao 2013). To argue that animacy 
is directly perceived we would have to gather evidence that self-pro-
pelled motion is distinguished from other stimuli by a specific bot-
tom-up visual processing mechanism.

Westfall (2023) discusses multiple studies that he argues provide 
convergent evidence for a perceptual understanding of animacy-de-
tection. We focus on one of these. A study by Pratt et al. (2010) us-
es a multiple object tracking paradigm to investigate whether atten-
tion is preferentially, and automatically, allocated to animate motion. 
The authors conducted a series of experiments that suggest that sub-
jects perform better at detecting changes in geometrical objects if 
these objects have previously exhibited animate movement. In the 
study, animacy is defined as self-produced and unpredictable motion.

The subjects in Pratt et al.’s (2010) study see a number of geomet-
rical figures on a screen. The figures that exhibit unpredictable mo-
tion, that is, those which show changes in motion that are not a result 
of collisions, are considered to be the ‘animate’ objects. In the first 
two experiments, four objects move pseudo-randomly on the screen, 
sometimes colliding with each other and with the screen frame. At 
one point, one of the objects changes direction without a preceding 
collision. Subsequently, one of the four figures changes its state and 
the participants need to report this change. The hypothesis is that if 
the changed object was the one that exhibited animate motion, the 
reaction of the study participants will be faster, since their attention 
is already allocated to this object. In both experiments, the subjects 
were indeed faster to respond to the change if it involved the object 
that exhibited animate motion.2 

2  These two experiments are followed-up by four additional experiments, excluding 
that the faster reaction time was due to the animate movement being a singleton (an 
odd one out) or that the subjects reacted faster because they learned to strategically 
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﻿ We will not here attempt to resolve the issue of whether there can 
be a purely perceptual explanation of the detection of animacy. In-
terested readers are directed to the discussion in Westfall (2023). 
The moral that we want to draw is that whether or not something is 
perceptual is an empirical matter. The problem with the theory of 
mind paradigm here is that it attempts to short-circuit the empirical 
process, appealing to hidden cognitive mechanisms instead of seek-
ing useful perceptual variables that could underpin the perceptu-
al achievement. A programmatic approach to direct social percep-
tion must be methodologically committed to the empirical strategy: 
if we have not yet identified the perceptual basis for the detection of 
some social property, we must assume that we have not looked hard 
enough (Warren 2021).

4	 The Anscombean Strategy

One of the difficulties in studying psychology is that it requires great 
discipline on the part of researcher in keeping separate those things 
that we know and have access to, from those things that the actor we 
are studying knows and has access to. Confusing these two things 
seems obvious and easily avoidable, and yet it happens all the time. 
William James (1890) noticed this problem a long time ago. He called 
it the ‘psychologist’s fallacy’. Studying social cognition only com-
pounds the difficulty here. In addition to the third-person perspec-
tive of the researcher and the first-person perspective of the actor, 
we are forced to add the second-person perspective of the social peer. 
As linguistically sophisticated adults we have a set of beliefs and de-
sires that form an extensive ‘theory’ of how the world works. In so-
cial situations, we know how these come into play and are exhibited 
in our social behaviors. Because that is how our internal life works, 
we speculate that this is how others’ minds work as well. When asked 
how we have the knowledge of others, we refer to this set of beliefs 
and desires we think they have. Thus, we explain social cognition in 
inferential terms.

The confusions are particularly acute in the domain of goal-direct-
ed behavior. In philosophy, goal-directed behavior (or, more broadly, 
intentionality) is mostly defined in terms of preceding mental states 
such as desires and beliefs (e.g., Bratman 1987; Davidson 2001). Since 

attend to the movement that preceded the change. In the fifth and the sixth experi-
ment, the researchers hypothesized that the stronger the animacy is indicated (by the 
degree of direction change or the speed of the movement), the faster the subjects will 
be to spot the change, which proved to be the case. These results suggest that anima-
cy is distinguished in perception and prioritized in bottom-up allocation of attention 
during perception.
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these approaches simply help themselves to speculating about hid-
den internal mechanisms, they are of little relevance to a direct so-
cial perception program. Fortunately, as argued by Segundo-Ortin 
and Kalis (2024), there is another way of thinking about goal-direct-
edness that is potentially compatible with a direct social perception 
approach, namely Anscombe’s theory of intentionality, which was in-
spired by the Wittgensteinian tradition of thought.

Segundo-Ortin and Kalis (2024) identify four prominent features 
of Anscombe’s approach to intention. First, they point out that Ans-
combe takes a ‘grammatical’ approach towards intentionality and 
other problems of perception and action. That is, in the Oxford phil-
osophical tradition, she attempted to explain perception and action 
by looking at the way they are reflected in language (Segundo-Ortin, 
Kalis 2024, 82). Although this is somewhat removed from the usual 
methods of ecological psychology, it may be useful for our program-
matic aims. It could show us why other approaches (such as David-
son’s or Bratman’s) start from false intuitions about the phenomenon, 
and it could help us keep separate the different perspectives that are 
at play (first-, second-, third-person).

Second, and relatedly, Anscombe points out that actions are only 
intentional under a description. We can describe an action in many 
ways, all of which are valid. For example, when we are eating a cook-
ie, we are decreasing the levels of cortisol in our blood, satisfying our 
hunger, stealing our colleague’s dessert, increasing the demand for 
cookies in our country, etc. An action is intentional under a descrip-
tion if the action is identified as a means towards a goal according to 
this description. Intentional actions are, as quoted in Segundo-Ortin 
and Kalis (2024), “actions to which a certain sense of the question 
‘Why?’ is given application; the sense is of course that in which the 
answer, if positive, gives a reason for acting” (Anscombe 2000, § 5, 9).

Third, intentional actions presuppose practical knowledge. Seg-
undo-Ortin and Kalis (2024) describe three major characteristics of 
Anscome’s understanding of practical knowledge. Firstly, we exhib-
it practical knowledge when we know what we are doing intention-
ally without observing it. Secondly, intentional action depends on 
the agent knowing what they are doing (possessing practical knowl-
edge). Thirdly, practical knowledge allows us to answer ‘why’ ques-
tions about the performed action. As underscored in all three points, 
practical knowledge is inseparably connected to action. By conceiv-
ing goal-directedness in terms of practical knowledge, it is plausible 
that the goals in question could become accessible to a direct social 
perception approach.

Finally, intentional actions form a means-ends hierarchy or a tele-
ological pattern. For instance, we might find ourselves at some point 
in the day filling a kettle with water, but we would not identify ‘fill-
ing the kettle with water’ as our goal. The action occurs as part of 
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﻿a larger means-end hierarchy, in which the ultimate goal is making 
a cup of tea. Intuitively, actors are aware of this entire structure, in 
some sense: “by describing an action as intentional, what we are do-
ing is indicating that the agent knows what she is doing right now, 
and how what she is doing embodies a certain teleological structure” 
(Segundo-Ortin, Kalis 2024, 80).

According to Segundo-Ortin and Kalis (2024), Anscombe’s account 
provides a way of thinking about goal- directed action that avoids 
Cartesian dualism. They again quote Anscombe, clarifying the view 
of intentionality as a grammatical feature of actions: “an action is not 
called ‘intentional’ in virtue of any extra feature which exists when it 
is performed [...] [w]e do not add anything attaching to the action at 
the time it is done by describing it as intentional” (Anscombe 2000, § 
19, 28). The relevant claim here, for our purposes, is that Anscombe’s 
view avoids the assumption of invisibility. Intentional action is not a 
matter of any accompanying or preceding mental states of the agent 
but a realization of intention in action. In consequence, perceiving 
an intentional action can be direct and does not require ‘peeking in-
side’ another agent’s mind.

A relevant empirical study here was conducted by Morris and Lew-
is (2010). This study looks at the phenomenon of diving (or simulation) 
in soccer, where players pretend to have been fouled by an opponent 
in order to gain an unfair advantage. The study shows that human ob-
servers are, at least in some circumstances, specialists in being able 
to detect an actor’s real intentions. Participants were shown videos 
of soccer players falling to the ground following real collisions with 
opponents versus simulated collisions. The study found that the par-
ticipants are not only in agreement about which ones of the presented 
videos showed real tackles, but that their judgment is mostly correct.3 

Participants in this study can, in principle, notice features of the 
event such as a lack of temporal contiguity between the tackle and 
the fall, lack of ballistic continuity (e.g., does the falling player add 
motion to their roll on the ground that is not imparted by the tackle 
itself?), and lack of contact consistency (e.g., the player is struck in 
the chest and then falls down clutching their face). The ability of the 
participants to tell in which situations the player is pretending and 
in which their behavior is genuine lead the researchers to the con-
clusion that intentions can be perceptually detected. The study’s re-
sults are consistent with the Anscombean view of intentionality. Be-
cause the players’ intentions are realized in their actions, the players 

3  The Morris and Lewis (2010) study addresses three questions: in the first part, the 
researchers try to find out whether participants agree about which players are pre-
tending; in the second part, whether the participants judged correctly (their answers 
were compared to the instructions the players received before recording the dive on 
camera). In the third part, the researchers develop a taxonomy of diving behaviors.
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cannot help but generate information about the deceit. This informa-
tion is, both in principle and in practice, shown to be detectable by 
third-party observers. 

The moral here is that in developing an empirical approach to di-
rect social perception, it is imperative that we avoid conflating our 
description of the phenomenon of interest with the perspective of the 
actor or actors that we are investigating. Anscombe’s approach is 
valuable because it provides a rigorous method for keeping the per-
spectives separate from one another. Anscombe shows that it is not 
necessary to understand intention in neo-Cartesian terms, with ref-
erence to hidden thoughts and desires. The observed agent, in their 
actions, provides us enough perceptual information so that we know 
their (realized in action) intentions. The Morris and Lewis (2010) 
study provides a useful example where the intention-in-action can be 
detected in information. This finding supports Anscombe’s account: 
the intentions of the players seem to be indeed perceivable in their 
actions for the third-party observers. Therefore, there is no need to 
refer to internal mental states to explain intentions.

5	 The Gestalt Strategy

A third positive strategy that has been advocated recently is to revive 
the practice of conceiving social perception in terms of Gestalts. This 
proposal has been raised in the domain of emotion perception by For-
lè and Songhorian (2024) and by García Rodríguez (2021).

The paradigmatic example of a Gestalt is a melody, which consists 
of the arrangements of different notes but exceeds the sum of these 
notes played separately. A melody can be transposed to a different 
key such that none of the notes are the same as they were, and yet 
the melody itself remains intact. In Gestalt perception, we perceive 
the features of an object as a whole, not in isolation; the organiza-
tion of the parts and the relations between them are crucial. Emo-
tions, according to some direct social perception theorists, exhibit 
such a structure.

[I]n cases of joy, one perceptually takes in a Gestalt that includes 
a particular kind of smile, wrinkled and glowing eyes, a general-
ly relaxed bodily posture, certain linguistic expressions, and so 
on, in a context including relations to others and the environment; 
hence, one perceives a totality of features in context. (García Rod-
ríguez 2021, 9440)

Expressions of emotions are both temporally and spatially extend-
ed, and exist across multiple sensory modalities. An emotion of joy 
might cause changes in posture, vocal pitch, or facial muscles. Gestalt 
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﻿structures are actual perceptual phenomena, characterized by the 
following features: (1) they exceed the mere sum of their elements 
and (2) these elements gain new qualities in the context of the Ge-
stalt (Forlè, Songhorian 2024).

The Gestalt view of emotions can be contrasted with the more 
standard cluster view of emotions. According to most contemporary 
theorists, emotions are clusters of, on the one hand, external prop-
erties such as facial expressions, and, on the other hand, internal 
properties such as feelings. As we saw above with Varga’s (2020) 
thought experiment about the brain scanning machine for reading 
emotional states, this cluster view is compatible with the assump-
tion of invisibility. The relevant parts of the emotional cluster may, 
after all, not be the parts that are visible. To truly perceive an emo-
tion, on this view, we would have to perceive something that is pri-
vate to the agent who is undergoing it. Therefore, direct perception 
of emotion is incoherent.

To escape this conclusion,  Forlè and Songhorian (2024) suggest 
taking a different starting point. They suggest that a suitable view 
of interactions with others and our knowledge of their emotions can 
be found in the work of the German phenomenologist Max Scheler:

According to Scheler, in our everyday encounters, we are neither 
confronted with a mere body nor with a mere mind, but with a psy-
chophysical ‘expressive unity’ [...] This is the reason why Schel-
er can say that we are ‘directly 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 affection’. (Forlè, Songhorian 2024, 507)

It is possible that the argument here is overstating the extent to 
which the mainstream view of emotions is genuinely committed to 
dualism. Some direct social perception theorists have argued for a 
view of configural patterns that is potentially compatible with the 
cluster view. For instance, Krueger and Overgaard (2012) propose 
that certain bodily expressions are a proper part of the mental phe-
nomenon, i.e. they are part of the emotional cluster.

That said, the strategy of stressing the Gestalt quality of emotions 
is, in our view, a useful one. Identifying the specific configural pat-
tern that specifies a given emotional percept is exceedingly challeng-
ing (Zebrowitz,  Collins 1997). Nevertheless, some such pattern must 
exist if a direct social perception program for emotional perception 
is to be viable. There is some inter-species evidence that suggests 
that such an approach is needed. Müller et al. (2015) report a study 
of dogs who are trained to respond preferentially to pictures of angry 
and happy human faces, which they are able to do at above chance 
levels. It is implausible that dogs could be using a theory of mind 
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strategy to achieve this. A logical place to look for the explanation 
would be in the dogs’ sensitivity to higher-order Gestalt patterns.4 

The moral that we would like to draw here is that a direct social 
perception program must address the issue of configural patterns. 
Social perception appears to be sensitive to higher-order configural 
patterns: in facial expressions, in bodily postures, in vocal modula-
tion, etc. An adequate theoretical framework must be able to accom-
modate such configural features. A promising candidate framework 
already exists: the framework of Gibsonian information.

6	 The Gibsonian Framework:  
Information for Direct Social Perception

As we have seen, recent debates around direct social perception have 
taken place largely among philosophers. Many discussions of direct 
social perception focus on a negative argument, namely, on whether 
we should reject representational interpretations of social percep-
tion in favor of a more embodied account (e.g., Gallagher 2020). We 
also saw that the issue of identifying the information for social per-
ception is frequently conflated with the issue of describing interper-
sonal interaction. We then identified some positive strategies for de-
veloping a programmatic approach to direct social perception: the 
empirical strategy, the Anscombean strategy, and the Gestalt strat-
egy. We suggest that empirical evidence supports findings in ecolog-
ical psychology. Intentionality, understood in the Anscombean sense, 
points to a non-mentalistic picture of social cognition that avoids ref-
erence to hidden thoughts and desires and provides a view of inten-
tion-in-action detectable as ecological information. Emotions can be 
usefully understood as Gestalts and directly perceived as such, align-
ing with the principles of ecological psychology.

In concluding, we would like to suggest that all of these strate-
gies can most naturally be brought together in the existing frame-
work of James J. Gibson’s ecological approach to perceptual informa-
tion. We thus endorse the broad approach laid out in a target article 
by Becchio et al. (2018). The three pillars of empirical evidence, the 
Anscombean framework of intentionality, and the theory of Gestalts 
can serve as a starting point of the positive account of social ecolog-
ical psychology.

Gibson is often invoked in discussions of direct social percep-
tion, particularly for his concept of affordances (e.g., Abramova, Slors 

4  Müller et al. (2015) themselves posit that the mechanism is based on the dogs’ mem-
ory for actual human faces, but this only postpones the explanation of how the dogs dis-
criminated the meanings of those faces in the first place.
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﻿2015; Gallagher, Varga 2014; Kiverstein 2015; Valenti, Gold 1991). The 
concept of affordances is certainly relevant to any discussion of so-
cial cognition (Baggs 2021). However, our argument in the present 
paper is that there is a more fundamental vehicle for direct social 
perception that has been largely neglected in these recent debates, 
namely Gibsonian information (Becchio et al. 2018).

James J. Gibson wrote about the perception of social situations 
in the 1950s. Characteristically, Gibson sets out from the observa-
tion that perception works remarkably well most of the time. Gib-
son’s argument here is that social perception research should aim 
to identify relevant properties of the stimulus that underlie this ac-
curate perception:

How do we perceive, for instance, that one person is being kind 
to another, bearing in mind that we do this with some accuracy? 
How do we perceive the intentions and abilities of a political can-
didate, taking it for granted that he does not fool all of us all the 
time? In other words, what do we discriminate and identify in 
these complex stimulus-situations which, when conditions are fa-
vorable, yields a correct perception? This ought to be the primary 
line of inquiry, but instead it is almost completely neglected. (Gib-
son 1951, 95–96, quoted in Heider 1958, 41)

This passage contains the kernel of a Gibsonian approach to social 
perception. The key to understanding Gibson’s account of direct per-
ception, generally, is that perception is a matter of discriminating 
structure that can be found within the stimulus-situation. Contrary 
to the main current of western philosophy, James and Eleanor Gib-
son argued that discriminating structure is sufficient for perception, 
and perception does not require mental augmentation in the form of, 
say, an act of mental categorization or the creation of a mental mod-
el (Gibson and Gibson 1955). Notice, once again, the similarity with 
Gallagher’s (2008) glossing of direct perception as smart perception 
(see also Runeson 1977). Gibson later adjusted his terminology and 
argued for an account of perception as the direct detection of ‘stim-
ulus information’ (Blau, Wagman 2022; Gibson 1979). In essence, the 
argument remains the same: perception research should be based on 
the detection or discrimination of informative structures within the 
stimulus-situation. Gibsonian information thus refers to discrimina-
ble structure present within the stimulus.

Gibson himself published little on social perception after the ear-
ly 1950s (Reed 1988). Gibson’s friend Gunnar Johansson, however, 
initiated an influential research program based on temporally-ex-
tended visual patterns that are generated by bodies in motion (Cut-
ting, Kozlowski 1977; Johansson 1973; Runeson, Frykholm 1983). A 
Gibsonian approach to social perception must necessarily start from 
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such patterns within perceptual information (Baggs, Steffensen 2024; 
McArthur, Baron 1983).

We will not attempt here to present a complete account of how 
the Gibsonian perceptual information framework can be applied in 
the social context. We will offer only one illustrative example. Brett 
Fajen (2021), in a discussion of visual control of locomotion, raises 
the issue that when we move around in the world, we often encoun-
ter other objects that are themselves moving, and that we can po-
tentially collide with.

One factor that could complicate the perception of heading based 
on optic flow is the presence of objects that move independent-
ly of ourselves, such as pedestrians, automobiles, and cyclists. 
When such objects are present, as they often are, they introduce 
regions of the optic flow field with motion that is discrepant from 
that generated by the stationary background. In the instantane-
ous flow field, the velocity vectors corresponding to a moving ob-
ject have different magnitudes and (in most cases) point in differ-
ent directions. (Fajen 2021, 7)

Fajen asks us to imagine cycling into a traffic light-controlled road 
intersection as a vehicle crosses our path of locomotion, temporarily 
occluding the road ahead. As Fajen indicates in the passage above, 
we might expect that this situation would confuse our visual system. 
When cycling, we generate a centrifugal pattern of optic flow that 
has its centre in our current direction of heading. This information is 
held to be instrumental in controlling our action (Gibson 1958). The 
moving vehicle disrupts this pattern, temporarily denying us access 
to the useful source of information. Why do we not fall off the bike?

In practice, we are not confused by this situation. An object cross-
ing our path is typically not experienced as a deletion of information, 
but as a presence of an object. The vehicle’s movement is an addition-
al source of information within the optic flow that exists alongside, 
or within, the self-generated global pattern of optic flow. The cyclist 
is well-advised to attend to this additional source of information. In 
the specific example that Fajen provides, the cyclist is on course to 
pass to the right of the vehicle, and this fact is specified in the left-
ward movement of the vehicle’s solid angle as projected into the op-
tic array of the cyclist. This complex configural pattern is informa-
tion that the cyclist can use to detect that it is safe to maintain the 
current heading.

This example offers a useful illustration of how a Gibsonian ap-
proach to direct social perception might proceed. Most of us are fa-
miliar with the experience of moving around in traffic. Moving in 
traffic is a situation that, while it has its frustrations, we are never-
theless able to negotiate successfully most of the time. Given that 
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﻿this is the case, we must be making use of a reliable source of infor-
mation to guide our movements. The above discussion indicates that 
the information for social perception is, in fact, exceedingly rich. By 
paying appropriate attention, we can notice that other people and 
things are moving (we can detect animacy), and we can discrimi-
nate what goals are being pursued. We can also attend to features 
of the situation that are informative about other people’s emotional 
states. In developing a programmatic approach to direct social per-
ception, to paraphrase (Gibson 1951) information ‘ought to be the 
primary line of inquiry.’

The direct social perception view today is primarily framed in neg-
ative terms, as a response to inferential, mentalist theories of mind. 
In this paper, we proposed three distinct strategies that support the 
framework of ecological psychology: empirical evidence, Anscombe’s 
account of intentionality, and the Gestalt view of emotions. We sug-
gest that these strategies position ecological psychology as a good 
candidate for a positive account of direct social perception. We ad-
mit, nonetheless, that the difficult work is yet to be done. The difficult 
work involves identifying and defining variables that specify social 
information in our environment. A goal for future work is to identify 
some concrete perceptual variables that might indicate the emotion-
al states of others, and to investigate the extent to which such vari-
ables can be said to lawfully specify those emotional states. Ultim-
ately, the viability of a Gibsonian approach to direct social perception 
hinges on whether such informational variables exist and are used 
by social animals.
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