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Abstract  

I present a descriptive and normative account of mindreading with an 

epistemological foundation. I begin with the epistemology of knowing-what-it’s-like by 

developing two new concepts of knowledge: experiential-knowledge and shared 

experiential-knowledge. Experiential-knowledge, or “knowing-what-it-is-like,” is 

formulated from Frank Jackson’s (1986) notion of qualia and grounds shared 

experiential-knowledge, or “knowing-what-it-is-like-to-be-someone-else.” Shared 

experiential-knowledge is designed specifically for application in the mindreading debate 

of how we attribute mental states to other people, as it resolves outstanding issues 

regarding the cognitive processes used for reading the minds of other people. Next, I turn 

to the mindreading component and develop a unique independence theory of mindreading 

by showing how some instances of mindreading are achieved wholly by simulation and 

some wholly by theorizing. My primary argument is that theorizing is used for 

mindreading when (accurate) simulation is not possible because shared experiential-

knowledge is absent. Key support for my thesis is derived from the seminal works of 

Alvin Goldman’s (2006) simulation-theory; Shaun Nichols’s (2004) sentimental rules, as 

well as his work on psychopathology and autism; and Simon Baron-Cohen’s (2003) work 

on autism. Lastly, I conclude with the epistemology of mindreading by specifying the 

justification conditions for knowing the mental states of other people, as opposed to 

possessing mere (true) beliefs about them. We shall see that such knowledge arises in two 

ways: in the case of simulation, simulation plus shared experiential-knowledge justifies 

the true beliefs about other people’s mental states; and, in the case of theorizing, 

induction justifies them. 
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1 
 

Knowing What It Is Like 

             

1.1 The Controversy of What it’s like 

The purpose of this chapter is to set the groundwork for my epistemological 

account of Frank Jackson’s (1986) notion of qualia which I will provide in chapter two.  

Qualia are typically understood as the phenomenological character of experience 

(a.k.a. phenomenal information). They are supposed to be acquired from having had an 

experience for the first time and are believed to be what experiences feel like. They are 

more famously dubbed: “what it’s like.” It is debatable whether experience provides 

qualia; but, it is not debatable whether there is something it is like to undergo 

experiences. D. H. Mellor (1993) presents a nice description of the phenomenon: 

The phrase ‘what it’s like’ has been widely used, e.g. by Timothy Sprigge (1971, 

§VIII), Thomas Nagel (1974) and Colin McGinn (1982, Chapter 1), to express 

what I shall call the ‘phenomenal’ aspect of conscious states of mind. For states of 

mind to be phenomenal is for there to be something they are like, or something 

it’s like to be in them, or to have them. (I take these three ways of putting it to be 

equivalent.) Thus there is something it’s like to see something red, to hear a tune 

on a piano, to touch velvet, to taste sugar, to smell a cigar, to feel warm, to have a 

migraine, and so on. 

No one will deny that there is in this sense something that these and many 

other conscious states of mind are like. (p. 1) 

 

Mellor affirms it is true: there is something it is like to have certain experiences. The 

problem is someone could agree but deny the existence of qualia. David Lewis 

(1983/2007) is our most famous example: “By qualia I mean the special subject matter of 

this phenomenal information….There is a state of knowing what it’s like, sure 

enough….But phenomenal information and its special subject matter do not exist” (p. 
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367).
 
 Lewis claims knowing-what-it-is-like cannot be qualia since qualia do not exist.   

Instead, Lewis thinks knowing-what-it-is-like is the same as knowing-how or the 

possession of certain abilities: 

Our proper answer, I think, is that knowing what it’s like is not the possession of 

[phenomenal] information [or ‘qualia’ the special subject matter of this 

phenomenal information] at all. Rather, knowing what it’s like is the possession 

of abilities: abilities to recognize, abilities to imagine, abilities to predict one’s 

behavior by means of imaginative experiments. (p.131) 

 

In a later essay “What Experience Teaches,” Lewis (1990/1999) makes similar claims: 

The Ability Hypothesis says that knowing what an experience is like just is the 

possession of these abilities to remember, imagine, and recognize….It isn’t 

knowing-that. It’s knowing-how. (p. 516) 

 

For present purposes, the relevant feature of Lewis’s theory is that experience provides us 

with certain abilities or “know-how” but not qualia.  So, knowing-what-it-is-like is these 

abilities and not qualia.
1
  

Frank Jackson (1986) popularly disagrees and presents us with the infamous 

“Knowledge Argument” in favor of qualia.
2
 In order to understand how the argument 

proceeds, one should know that Lewis’s claims against qualia are in accordance with his 

physicalist stance on the world. According to the view, everything in the world is 

completely physical: “Physicalism is not the noncontroversial thesis that the actual world 

is largely physical, but the challenging thesis that it is entirely physical” (Jackson, 1986, 

p. 291). This means there is no room for qualia in a physicalist picture of the world. It 

also means that all our knowledge of the world would be likewise physical: “This is why 

physicalists must hold that complete knowledge is complete knowledge simpliciter” 

(Jackson, 1986, p. 291).  For a physicalist such as Lewis, a subject’s knowledge of a 

proposition (or, S knows-that p) is nothing more than some physical pattern of neurons 
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firing in a material brain. The role experience plays in such a picture is merely to provide 

us with know-how or the abilities to recognize, remember, and imagine.  All of which 

abilities are supposed to be physical. 

The only reason I have mentioned the physicalist debate is to illuminate how 

Jackson argues for qualia. I will make no claims regarding this debate. Let us return to 

the issue at hand. 

The question before us is whether anything new can be learned from experience 

that was not known prior to having the experience for the first time. For example, if I 

know-that red is 650 nanometers yet I have never experienced (e.g., seen) the color red, 

will my experience of (e.g., seeing) red provide me any new knowledge about red I did 

not previously possess? This is the predicament of a super-scientist named “Mary” in 

Jackson’s (1986) infamous thought-experiment: 

Mary is confined to a black-and-white room, is educated through black-and-white 

books and through lectures relayed on black-and-white television. In this way she 

learns everything there is to know about the physical nature of the world. She 

knows all the physical facts about us and our environment, in a wide sense of 

‘physical’ which includes everything in completed physics, chemistry, and 

neurophysiology, and all there is to know about the causal and relational facts 

consequent upon all this, including of course functional roles. (p. 291) 

 

If physicalism is correct, then our answer to the initial question would be: no, Mary 

knows all there is to know about red: “If physicalism is true, she knows all there is to 

know.  For to suppose otherwise is to suppose that there is more to know than every 

physical fact, and that is just what physicalism denies” (Jackson, 1986, p. 291).  

Jackson (1986) disagrees and says that when Mary is released form her black-and-

white environment and experiences (or, sees) the color red for the first time, she learns 

what it is like to see something red (p. 291). The evidence for this, says Jackson (1986), 
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is that when she actually sees red for the first time “she will not say ‘ho, hum’” (p. 219); 

she comes to discover or know what “it” (e.g., the color red experience) is like. In short, 

Mary acquires some new qualitative information about red.  Mary gains qualia. Mary 

now knows two things about the color red: she knows that red is 650 nanometers and she 

knows what the experience of red is like.  

Lewis (1983/2007, 1990/1999) denies this and claims, instead, that Mary has 

gained the abilities to remember red, to recognize red, and to imagine red from her 

experience. Therefore, Mary still only knows one thing about red, namely, she knows-

that red is 650 nanometers. 

Note that only propositional-knowledge tends to counts as epistemologically 

important and not knowledge-how, qua knowledge-what-it-is-like, or not.
3
 This is 

relevant for epistemological claims I will be making.  In particular, knowing-what-it-is-

like is a distinct form of knowledge which is also epistemologically significant. 

 Our question then is whether Lewis’s Ability Hypothesis is true. If Lewis’s 

Ability Hypothesis can be falsified, then we get qualia qua knowing-what-it-is-like back 

into the picture.  I argue against Lewis in what follows. 

1.2 The Experience Argument against Lewis’s Ability Hypothesis 

My main claim against Lewis’s Ability Hypothesis is importantly different from 

Jackson’s (1986) and others (e.g., Mellor, 1993; Tye, 2000).  It is my contention that 

knowing-what-it-is-like cannot be the same as Lewis-abilities since (1) experience is a 

necessary and not sufficient condition for the abilities to remember and recognize, and (2) 

experience is not a necessary but sufficient condition for the ability to imagine. 
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In support of the truth of (1), I show it is possible for the experience to be present 

in the absence of the abilities to remember and recognize.  Therefore, knowing-what-it-is-

like cannot be these Lewis-abilities. In support of the truth of (2), I show that the ability 

to imagine an experience may be present in the absence of the experience itself.  

Consequently, knowing-what-it-is-like cannot be this Lewis-ability. The conclusion will 

be that Lewis’s Ability Hypothesis is false and thus the identity claim between knowing-

what-it-is-like and know-how is incorrect. We may surmise that qualia exist as knowing-

what-it-is-like. In a nutshell, this is my “experience” argument against Lewis. Now let us 

turn to its details. 

1.3 Experience is Necessary for Knowing-How 

Lewis (1990/1999) is correct in stating that experience is a necessary condition 

for various abilities or know-how. Consider the ability to drive. Learning to drive 

typically occurs in two steps. First, you learn the rules of the road in a classroom setting 

and acquire propositional knowledge of driving. Second, you apply this knowledge in an 

actual driving scenario by getting behind the wheel of a car and driving for yourself.  

With the actual experience of driving for yourself, you acquire the knowledge of what the 

experience of driving is like. 

Now consider Frank, our new young driver. Frank successfully passes the written 

driving exam but still has not driven a car.  Frank has no driving experience. Frank asks 

to borrow your car claiming he is able to drive because he passed his written test with 

flying colors. Would you allow him to borrow your car unsupervised?  I do not think it 

could be granted that Frank is a driver as of yet.  Therefore, I believe that the intuitive 

answer is no. A driver is someone who has the ability to drive.  That ability requires not 
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only propositional-knowledge of driving but also the experience - or, the knowledge 

which comes from the experience – of driving as well. After all, no department of motor 

vehicles will issue a driver’s license to any person unless he has successfully passed both 

the written and the driving tests. Should Frank successfully pass both tests and then ask to 

borrow the car, I believe it would be lent to him. Accordingly, the ability to drive requires 

something more than mere book-learning of driving; it requires the experience of driving. 

One must know-what-driving-is-like before one knows-how to drive. 

1.3.1 Experience versus Simulation 

 It could be objected that experience is not really a necessary condition for various 

abilities but a sufficient one, since simulations might also produce them. For instance, 

flight simulators are used all the time for flight training because of their accurate 

portrayal of the fight environment and the flight aircrafts.
4
 This method must have 

practical application benefits given its widespread use.  It would be quite costly to 

provide every pilot in training with the actual experience of flying when a simulation will 

suffice.
 
Thus, it makes sense to concede that flight simulation training and not actual 

flying experience enables pilots to fly aircrafts. Consequently, it seems that experience is 

merely a sufficient and not necessary condition for various abilities. 

 If this conclusion were true, I would still get my non-identity claim against Lewis 

since the objection falsifies the Ability Hypothesis. This result is not very helpful because 

it shows the opposite of what I ultimately wish to establish.  Fortunately, this result is not 

true. The problem with this objection is that it rests on the false premise that actual and 

simulated, or “pretend,” experiences are relevantly similar (vs. on par). It falsely assumes 
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that these two distinct phenomenona produce identical outputs, namely, abilities. I will 

now explain why. 

Even though a simulation might replicate, represent, or reproduce a real situation 

or experience accurately, it is not real, it is an imitation. This is analogous to the natural-

artificial distinction discussed in Eliot Sober (1986, 1988/2011):  

For both natural objects and works of art, our values extend beyond the concerns 

we have for experiencing pleasure. Most of us value seeing an original painting 

more than we value seeing a copy, even when we could not tell the difference. 

When we experience works of art, often what we value is not just the kinds of 

experiences we have, but, in addition, the connections we usually have with 

certain real objects. Routley and Routley have made an analogous point about 

valuing the wilderness experience: a “wilderness experience machine” that caused 

certain sorts of hallucinations would be no substitute for actually going into the 

wild. Nor is this fact about our valuation limited to such aesthetic and 

environmentalist contexts. We love various people in our lives. If a molecule-for-

molecule replica of a beloved person were created, you would not love that 

individual, but would continue to love the individual to whom you actually were 

historically related. Here again, our attachments are to objects and people as they 

really are, and not just to the experiences that they facilitate. (p. 351) 

 

Sober (1986, 1988/2011) is trying to explain why we value natural objects over artificial 

ones. He states that the reason natural objects and actual experiences, such as the actual 

wilderness and not the simulated or “pretend” wilderness, are valued over artificial and 

simulated ones is because of our connection to them “as they really are, and not just to 

the experiences that they facilitate” (p. 351). We value the real deal, e.g. natural objects 

and actual experiences, because they have the powers to produce in us something that 

artificial objects and simulated (or, pretend, or, fake) experiences cannot.  Otherwise, the 

value of the real deal would be devalued. 

 In returning to the flight simulator example, we note that the simulator-pilot is 

merely pretending to fly an aircraft. The flight simulator is like the wilderness experience 
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machine and just as it has the power to produce “certain sorts of hallucinations [they] 

would be no substitute for actually going into the wild” (Sober, 1986, 1988/2011, p. 351), 

or, in this case, actually flying a plane. I believe the lesson we may take away from Sober 

is that a simulation is no substitute for the real deal. The best we can say about the flight 

simulator is that it is a tool meant to help one develop the ability to fly an aircraft.  The 

simulator on its own it is not enough.  At some point, the simulator-pilot will need to 

undergo the experience of flying a plane in order for the flight lessons to be complete. 

Therefore, even though a simulator might aid a pilot-to-be, experience is not merely 

sufficient but more importantly required for the ability to fly.  

Which pilot would you rather fly your plane? To choose the experienced-pilot is 

to say we trust, not just value, actual experience over simulated (pretend) experience. The 

reason we would rather have the experienced-pilot than the simulator-pilot fly our plane 

is because we value his experience.  Consequently, we trust this experience and that it has 

produced in the pilot the ability to fly an aircraft. In short, we believe the experienced-

pilot knows-how to fly because he has actual flying experience. The same cannot be said 

about the simulator-pilot.  In this case, the objection fails. It may be concluded that 

experience is necessary for various abilities.   

So far I have argued that experience is necessary for various abilities and Lewis 

agrees. I addressed an objection meant to show this claim is false by attempting to 

establish that experience is merely sufficient for abilities.  The objection failed. While 

Lewis does not think that experience is merely sufficient for various abilities, he does 

think it is sufficient.  This is where we importantly disagree. In what remains I will prove 

this point false.  
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The previous driving example showed that experience and knowledge-that are 

jointly sufficient conditions for abilities.  Furthermore, experience is an individually 

necessary condition for abilities. It did not show that propositional-knowledge is an 

individually necessary condition for abilities. I should mention that Lewis would disagree 

on this point, e.g. maybe Frank did not read the driving manual but still knows-how to 

drive based solely on his driving experience. While I currently do not have an argument 

or a counterexample to this objection, the answer is beside the point and poses no 

immediate threat to my view. All I need to show is that Lewis’s Ability Hypothesis is 

false and then I may conclude that knowing-what-it-is-like is not knowing-how.  This is 

the main purpose of this chapter. This concludes the first step of my argument. 

1.4 Experience and Lewis-Abilities 

 My first claim is that experience is a necessary condition for the Lewis-abilities to 

remember and recognize but not sufficient for them. My second claim is that experience 

is a sufficient and not a necessary condition for the Lewis-ability to imagine. In this 

section I first consider the abilities to remember and recognize and show it is possible to 

have an experience but not these abilities. Next, I consider the ability to imagine and 

show it is possible to have this ability but not an experience. Taken together, these two 

complementary cases demonstrate the Ability Hypothesis is false. 

1.4.1 Remembering and Recognizing  

 The case of early onset Alzheimer’s disease presents us with a situation where 

one may possess an experience.  However, they lack either remembering or recognitional 

abilities, or both. Consider Lorraine who has early-stage Alzheimer’s. At this stage in the 

disease she suffers from mild to moderate memory loss and has difficulty recognizing 
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family members.
5
 The disease negatively affects her abilities to remember and to 

recognize.  These abilities function and are intermittently affected.  Some days she 

remembers things and recognizes family members and some days not. Today Lorraine 

recognizes her husband, Jerry. In an hour she does not and five hours later she recognizes 

him again. Throughout this timeframe Lorraine possesses the experience of what Jerry 

looks like. After all, she has seen him countless times. At the times Lorraine lacks the 

ability to recognize Jerry she still possesses the experience of seeing Jerry. 

 Unfortunately, Jerry also has early-stage Alzheimer’s. Jerry knows-how to fix a 

furnace because he has done so countless times.  Thereby, possessesing the experience of 

fixing a furnace. One day Jerry takes apart his furnace in order to fix it but then cannot 

remember they way it goes back together. Jerry still possesses the experience of furnace-

fixing, yet is unable to fix it. In this case, the experience is present but the ability to 

remember is absent.   

 The early-stage Alzheimer’s stories of Lorraine and Jerry tell us that something 

more than having an experience is required for the abilities to remember and to 

recognize. Lewis’s Ability Hypothesis is false regarding these abilities.  Ergo, knowing-

what-it-is-like cannot be the ability to remember nor can it be the ability to recognize. 

1.4.2 An Objection 

 One could point out that the Alzheimer’s argument shows it is possible to know 

what an experience is like even when that knowledge cannot be remembered. For 

instance, a subject knows what, say, vegemite tastes like even when he has forgotten 

what-vegemite-tastes-like. In short, it grants knowledge in cases of forgetting. This claim 
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sounds counterintuitive. Instead, maybe it is that knowledge is lost and that is why it 

cannot be remembered.
6
 

1.4.3 My Reply: The Access Problem 

 There is nothing counterintuitive about granting forgotten knowledge.  Rather, it 

is permitted for certain cases of propositional knowledge. Consider telephone numbers.  

We still say that someone knows his phone number even if he currently cannot remember 

it.
7
 The case of knowing-what-it-is-like is analogous. 

 Furthermore, losing knowledge and failing to remember knowledge are 

importantly different phenomenon. The Alzheimer’s stories of Lorraine and Jerry are 

examples of failing to remember and not losing knowledge. During their bouts of 

forgetting, Lorraine and Jerry encounter a problem accessing their knowledge, but have 

not lost it. Their knowledge is present but they cannot recall it.  This is similar to being 

stressed when taking a test. It is not uncommon for an examinee to be in the middle of an 

exam and forget an answer and then remember it right upon walking out the door. We 

would not say the examinee does not know the answer. It is not as though at time, T1, the 

examinee knows because he remembers and then at time, T2, he does not know because 

he forgot.  Then again at T3 he knows because he remembers and then at T4 he does not 

know because he forgot again, and so forth.
8
 The Alzheimer’s case is analogous. This 

type of cognitive-process is schizophrenic. I believe the following diagram better 

represents what happens:  

T1.............................T2…………………….T3………………………T4…………………………etc. 
S remembers K S forgets K S remembers K S forgets K 

↑  ↓  ↑  ↓ 

← S’s knowledge----------------------------------------------------------------→ 
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During bouts of remembering and forgetting (i.e., failing to remember), a subject’s 

knowledge linearly persists throughout. A preferable explanation as to why a person 

cannot remember is that there is some sort of interference with memory retrieval.  Thus, 

knowledge cannot be accessed.
9
 For example, we may say that stress impedes access to 

the answer in the examinee case as well as some particular detail about Alzheimer’s 

disease impedes access to knowledge in Alzheimer’s cases. 

Allow me to posit that some sort of knowledge “access mechanism” exists in 

human cognition.  This would make perfect sense in light of the supposition that 

experience is necessary but not enough for the ability to remember. This “access 

mechanism” could be that “something more” which is required, in addition to experience, 

for this ability. Allow me to explain. 

Stress could be said to block an access mechanism in the poor examinee.  Had this 

mechanism been functioning properly, it would have allowed knowledge to flow 

smoothly in our examinee. Perhaps such a mechanism is simply defunct in the 

Alzheimer’s cases.  Similar to an old computer that has developed errors over time. The 

defect negatively affects the functioning of the mechanism, e.g., it permits it to work 

properly only some of the times, and sometimes for only certain things.  That is, until one 

day, sadly, it simply just does not work any more, e.g.,  like in the last stages of 

Alzheimer’s. This would also explain why, throughout the various stages of Alzheimer’s, 

a person remembers off and on as well as why sometimes only certain memories are 

retained.  The details of such an accessibility mechanism are not important. Rather, what 

is important, is that this mechanism does seem to adequately explain why someone would 

fail to remember something he already knows, such as in the Alzheimer’s and examinee 
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cases. It seems right to say that Lorraine cannot remember-what-vegemite-tastes-like 

because access to that knowledge is blocked by some feature of the disease.  Similarly, it 

makes sense to say that the examinee cannot remember the answer because access to his 

knowledge is blocked by stress. Therefore, cases where a subject, S, has knowledge and 

cannot remember occur when there is an access problem.  

 This “access problem,” which addresses cases of failing to remember, should be 

distinguished from cases of losing knowledge. We would say that someone has lost their 

knowledge if nothing interferes with memory retrieval (i.e., no access issues arise) and 

someone still cannot remember. Suppose our aforementioned examinee was not stressed 

and still under ideal conditions yet he could not remember the answer.  In this case we 

would say he lost his knowledge versus failed to remember because nothing was 

interfering with his memory retrieval. 

In sum, the Alzheimer’s and accessibility arguments show that experience is 

necessary for the abilities to remember and to recognize.  They also show that something 

is missing for these abilities. Therefore, experience is necessary, but not sufficient for the 

ability to remember and to recognize. Lewis is mistaken, knowing-what-it-is-like cannot 

be these abilities. In the next section we will look at the other side and see why knowing-

what-it-is-like cannot be the Lewis-ability to imagine.  

1.4.4 Imagination 

In the last section, we saw that it is possible to have experience without the 

Lewis-abilities to remember and to recognize. Let us now look at the ability to imagine 

and see how it is possible to have this Lewis-ability without experience. Here we will see 
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that knowing-what-it-is-like cannot be the ability to imagine since experience is not a 

necessary condition for this ability but merely a sufficient one. 

First, experience is not a necessary condition for the ability to imagine. Consider 

David Hume’s (1739/1975) famous example of the Missing Shade of Blue:  

Suppose therefore a person to have enjoy’d his sight for thirty years, and to have 

become perfectly well acquainted with colours of all kinds, excepting of one 

particular shade of blue, for instance, which it never has been his fortune to meet 

with. Let all the different shades of that colour, except that single one, be plac’d 

before him, descending gradually from the deepest to the lightest; ‘tis plain, that 

he will perceive a blank, where that shade is wanting, and will be sensible, that 

there is a greater distance in that place betwixt the contiguous colours, than in any 

other. Now I ask, whether ‘tis possible for him, from his own imagination, to 

supply this deficiency, and raise up to himself the idea of that particular shade, 

tho’ it had never been convey’d to him by his senses? (T, 6; EHU, 21) 
  

According to Hume it is possible to imagine what the missing shade of blue looks like 

without ever experiencing the missing shade of blue.  An individual is able to do so based 

on his experiences of other shades of blue. Lewis (1990/1999) presents a similar 

example: 

Consider sight-reading: a trained musician can read the score and know what it 

would be like to hear the music. If I’d never heard that some people can sight-

read, I would never have thought it humanly possible. Of course the moral is that 

the new music isn’t altogether new – the big new experience is a rearrangement of 

lots of little old experiences. It just might turn out the same for the new smells and 

tastes vis-à-vis old ones; or even for color vision vis-à-vis black and white; or 

even for sonar sense experience vis-à-vis the sort we enjoy. (p. 580) 

 

According to Lewis, a musician is able to imagine what a particular musical score he has 

never heard (e.g., experienced) sounds like, based on his experiences of what the 

individual musical notes sound like. Mellor (1993) agrees: 

To take an example from Lewis (1988), reading a musical score enables many 

musicians to imagine, i.e. to hear in their mind’s ear, the sound of music they 

have never actually hear before. (They may have heard its individual notes and 

instruments before, but that does note explain how they know what new 
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combination of them sound like: the dissonance of a semitone, for example, 

hardly follows from the sounds of its two notes played separately.) Moreover, 

composers or painters who can work in their heads do so by imagining what their 

music or paintings will sound or look like before anyone has heard or seen them. 

Similarly with imaginative poems, novels, plays and films which find ways of 

telling us in words or pictures what it’s like to have experiences and emotions that 

in reality we may never have. These may be rare and remarkable achievements, 

but since they undoubtedly occur they cannot be conceptually impossible. (pp. 5-

6) 

 

The cases of the missing shade of blue and the musical score show us that an experience 

may be absent when the ability is present.  For example, one does not need to see the 

missing shade of blue in order to imagine what it looks like nor does one need to hear the 

musical score in order to imagine what it sounds like. Therefore, experience is not a 

necessary condition for the ability to imagine but a sufficient one. 

Second, the ability to imagine-what-an-experience-is-like is not a sufficient 

condition for knowing-what-an-experience-is-like. Lewis (1990/1999) would disagree 

and say that being able to imagine what an experience is like tells us what the experience 

is actually like.  Hence, imagining an experience is tantamount to knowing what an 

experience is like. Recall that the trained musician’s imagination tells him what the 

musical score actually sounds like, even though he has never heard it.  For Lewis, this is 

to know what an experience is like and why the musician is said to know what the musical 

score sounds like.  

While Mellor (1993) does not agree with Lewis that knowing-what-it-is-like is the 

abilities to remember and to recognize, he does agree that it is the ability to imagine but 

with an additional proviso: the experiences must be imagined correctly: 

What convinces me that we do know what our own experiences are like is that we 

can imagine them. I know what red looks like because I can visualize it: I can see 

it ‘in my mind’s eye’. Similarly for the other senses. I know what some tunes and 
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instruments sound like because I can hear them in my head. I know what sugar 

states like because I can taste it on my mind’s tongue, just as I can feel velvet on 

my mind’s fingers, smell a cigar in my mind’s nostrils, and so on. 

We must therefore take knowing what experiences are like in Nagel’s sense to 

include being able to imagine them. This does not of course make the need to 

recognize them redundant. For we can imagine experiences wrongly, and then we 

do not know what they are like. Someone who imagines sugar to taste like salt, 

for example, does not know what sugar tastes like. To know what experiences of a 

certain kind are like I must, when I imagine them, imagine them correctly, i.e. in a 

way that makes me recognise them when I have them-and that from now on is 

what I shall mean by being able to imagine them. (pp. 4-5) 

 

Mellor (1993) also outright claims, being able to imagine what experiences are like is 

tantamount to having those experiences.  This explains why he considers imagining and 

knowing what experiences are like to be identical: “to know what an experience is like is 

to be able to imagine it. But to imagine something is also to have an experience” (p. 11). 

According to Lewis and Mellor, imagining what an experience is like is sufficient for 

actually having that experience (or, knowing what that experience is like).  Thus, the 

ability to imagine-what-it-is-like amounts to knowing-what-it-is-like. I will now explain 

why I disagree. 

 I think that the ability to imagine what an experience is like is the not the same as 

knowing what an experience is like.  This is because imagining an experience is not the 

same as knowing an experience.  Suppose David has never seen (e.g., experienced) the 

missing shade of blue but only imagined what it looks like. What might David say after 

seeing the missing shade of blue for the first time? I propose he might respond in either 

of the following two ways: 

(1) “Oh, ho-hum, it’s just like I imagined,” or equivalently, “It’s just what I 

thought it would look like…pshaw.”  
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(2) “Wow, it’s nothing like I imagined,” or equivalently, “It’s nothing what I 

thought it would look like.” 

Neither of these responses should surprise anyone, since they are typical examples of 

utterances one might make in the situation at hand.  Jackson (1986) says that when Mary 

sees the color red for the first time: “she will not say ‘ho, hum” (p. 291). Rather, the 

actual experience itself surprises Mary.  This is illustrated by expression (2). I also 

believe that expression (1) is an equally valid response to the situation, because 

sometimes experiences are exactly like we have imagined them to be. However, it is 

important to notice that neither of these expressions have any grounding prior to 

undergoing the experience itself.  That is, it makes no sense to utter either before having 

had the experience in question. My reason may be illustrated with an analogy. 

 Consider Plato’s (c. 429-347 B.C.E.) traditional analysis of the concept of 

knowledge, where knowledge is defined as a justified true belief. Meno famously asks 

Socrates why knowledge is preferred to true opinion/belief.  Both get you to the right 

answer; they get you to the truth, so are not they alike? Consider two people: one knows 

the way to Larissa (a town), and the other has a true opinion about the way to Larissa. 

The person who knows has been to Larissa.  The other person with the true opinion, who 

does not know, has never been to Larissa. The directions of either person will get you to 

Larissa.  What is the difference between knowledge and true opinion? (Plato, 1984, pp. 

63-65) 

In An Introduction to Epistemology, philosopher Jack S. Crumley II (1999) nicely 

explains the answer and reasoning of Socrates: 
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Socrates, however, is impressed by the fact that true opinions have a disturbing 

tendency to “fly away.” Perhaps you have also had the experiences of having a 

true belief, but or various reasons, such at the influence of friends, you changed 

your mind and subsequently had a false belief, or gave the wrong answer. Now, 

Socrates thinks that our true beliefs are less likely to fly away if they are 

appropriately tied down. Our ability to tie down a true belief is merely our ability 

to give an account, or an explanation of why we think that our belief is the right 

or correct belief. Knowledge is distinguished from true belief by this ability to 

give an account or explanation. Thus, knowledge is true belief plus the 

account.…knowledge is justified true belief. (p. 36) 

 

The justified true belief (or, JTB) account of knowledge from Plato is standard in past 

and current traditional epistemology. It says that all of the following are not instances of 

knowledge: true opinion, true belief, mere (unjustified) opinion, and mere opinion.  Other 

relevant principles in epistemology are that false beliefs, even if justified, are not 

knowledge and neither are lucky guesses, e.g., guessing an exam answer and getting it 

right is luck not knowledge.  

My suggestion is that the case of knowing-what-it-is-like is directly analogous to 

the JTB account of knowledge.  The reason why imagining-E cannot be the same as 

knowing-E. Imagining-E is just like having a true-belief or mere-belief.  Those are not 

considered cases of knowledge because they lack the proper justification. I believe the 

same is true for imagining-E.  Without the proper justification imagining-E cannot be 

considered knowledge of what E is like. This is why I am saying that prior to having the 

experience it makes no sense to utter (1) or (2).  At that point, imagined-E is just like 

having a true belief or a mere belief, but in neither sense is this knowledge.  

 It is only after having the experience it makes sense to utter (1) or (2).  At this 

point whatever one imagines the experience to be like either gets confirmed as true or 

false of the experience itself. Therefore, the experience itself serves as the justification 
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for cases of knowing what an experience is like. For example, David needs to see (e.g., 

experience) the missing shade of blue in order to know what the missing shade of blue 

looks like.  The experience justifies what he has imagined the missing shade of blue to 

look like. If he has correctly (or, truly) imagined the missing shade of blue he would 

probably utter (1).  If not, he would probably utter (2). In either case, with the experience, 

he gains knowledge of what the missing shade of blue looks like and he would notice that 

this is not the same as imagining what it looks like. I propose the same is true for all cases 

of imagining and knowing what experiences are like. 

Further support for the proposed JTB analogy between traditional-knowing and 

knowing-what-it-is-like can be found in Mellor (1993).  Remember that Mellor points out 

that “we can imagine experiences wrongly, and then we do not know what they are like” 

(p. 4). I believe that Mellor is aware that a truth condition must be built into a theory of 

knowing-what-it-is-like. Parallel to false beliefs, incorrectly imagined experiences do not 

count as knowledge of what those experiences are like. This explains why Mellor adds to 

his definition the proviso that experiences be imagined correctly.  This also explains why 

imagining-what-it-is-like is not enough for knowing-what-it-is-like.  That is, we could get 

it wrong. Thus, we find additional support for claiming that at least truth is required for 

knowing-what-it-is-like. 

 To conclude, the traditional conception of knowledge analogy demonstrates that 

imagining- and knowing-what-it-is-like are different concepts altogether.  

1.4.5 The KK Principle Objection and Reply 

An objection may be raised.
10
 Consider the KK Principle (knowing that one 

knows): “For any proposition p, if one knows that p, then one knows that one knows it” 
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(Hemp, 2006). Perhaps correctly imagining-what-it-is-like is the same as knowing-what-

it-is-like.  While someone may know this, he may not know-that he knows it. Maybe, 

instead of providing first-order knowledge of what an experience is like, experience 

provides second-order knowledge-that you know-what-it-is-like.  

Our reply is simple, according to the objection, only second-order knowledge-that 

is gained from experience.  So, only one type of knowledge should arise from experience.  

The objection also concedes the existence of a second type of knowledge, i.e., first-order 

knowledge-what-it-is-like qua correctly-imagining-what-it-is-like.  The problem with the 

objection is this: the only way to obtain second-order knowledge is from experience, but 

since first-order knowledge is also granted to exist independent of second-order 

knowledge, it too would arise with the experience. Thus, experience would actually 

provide both types of knowledge, and not just the one. Therefore the objection fails and 

poses no threat.
11
  

1.4.6 Conclusion 

 I began this chapter by explaining my wish to provide an epistemological account 

of qualia as knowing-what-it-is-like. First, I had to distinguish knowing-what-it-is-like 

from the abilities to remember, to recognize, and to imagine. This was only possible by 

showing that Lewis’s Ability Hypothesis is false.  Lewis’s argument turned on whether 

experience is both a necessary and sufficient condition for these abilities. We agreed that 

it was necessary for certain abilities or know-how such as driving. We also agreed that 

experience is necessary for the abilities to remember and recognize.  However, we 

disagreed that it was sufficient for them. We also agreed that experience was sufficient 

for the ability to imagine, but disagreed that it was necessary. With Lewis’s Ability 
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Hypothesis proven false, we are left with knowledge of what an experience is like 

understood as qualia. Let us now turn our attention to chapter two for the epistemology of 

this new type of knowledge. 
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2 

The Epistemology of Knowing What It Is Like, or “Experiential-

Knowledge” 

             

2.1 Introduction: Defining Knowing-What-It-Is-Like 

 In the last chapter we saw that knowing what an experience is like is a distinct 

form of knowledge. In this chapter I will explain the conditions under which it is 

acquired. I argue that someone knows what a particular type of experience is like if and 

only if she has had that experience. Without the experience, one possesses what is 

analogous to a true, or unjustified belief about what the experience is like.  Hence, it 

would be said to not know what that experience is like. 

 To begin, I think that knowing-what-it-it-like should be called “experiential” 

knowledge because it is acquired from experience.
12
 My dubbing is not unique (e.g., see 

Dalmiya & Alcoff, 1993), my account shall be.  Attempts to define knowing-what-it-is-

like are relatively rare, for it has been standard to merely understand it as some sort of 

knowledge-how (e.g. Lewis, 1983/2007, 1990/1999; Mellor, 1993).  We saw that such a 

story is false in the previous chapter. 

I have discovered two other characterizations of knowing-what-it-is-like which 

have some significant shortcomings.  One comes from Vrinda Dalmiya and Linda Alcoff 

(1993).  They call knowing-what-it-is-like: “experiential-knowledge” (p. 228) and argue 

that it is a type of gender specific knowing. The second comes from Michael Tye (2000). 

He argues that knowing-what-it-is-like is the disjunction of introspective knowing-that 
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and knowing-how qua Lewis-abilities (p. 16). Despite their shortcomings, both accounts 

of knowing-what-it-is-like have their merits which I argue fit better with my definition.  

Mellor (1993) also presents a definition of knowing-what-it-is-like, as correctly 

imagining what an experience is like. Mellor understands it as know-how in as much as 

the same way as Lewis. The difference is that Lewis thinks knowing-what-it-is-like is 

tantamount to three abilities, whereas Mellor thinks it is just one.  Since their 

characterizations are essentially the same when it comes to knowing-what-it-is-like qua 

ability to imagine, the objections against Lewis in the previous chapter on this point also 

apply to Mellor. Therefore, I will not say anything further about Mellor’s definition. 

2.2 Knowing-What-It-Is-Like According to Dalmiya & Alcoff 

Dalmiya and Alcoff lend credit to the idea of taking knowing-what-it-is-like as an 

independent form of knowledge seriously.  Next, they support the idea of there being an 

important relationship between having certain sorts of experiences and the special kind of 

knowledge acquired from them. Consider their example of midwifery: “Midwives often 

gained their knowledge from their own embodied experience of childbirth; they were 

even proud of this fact” (p. 225). In other words, the reason midwives are able to identify 

with expectant mothers is because they too possess the experience of childbirth.   

Moreover, “this empathy was produced partly by a subjective or first-person knowledge 

of what it is like (for example) to be a woman going through labor” (p. 225). According 

to Dalmiya and Alcoff, the midwives’ knowledge of what the experience of giving birth 

is like is derived from their actually having this experience. Dalmiya and Alcoff could be 

interpreted as claiming that knowing-what-it-is-like is a type of firsthand knowledge, 

since it comes directly from having an experience.  
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I agree and believe the best way to understand what this means is to contrast the 

idea of “firsthand” knowledge with hearsay. The term “firsthand” is ordinarily 

understood as: “coming directly from actually experiencing or seeing something,” as in: 

“He gave a firsthand account of the battle. Or, he knows firsthand how difficult school 

can be.”
13
 We would say that he experientially knows because he actually experienced it. 

Similarly, he experientially knows because he was actually there as an eyewitness. 

Alternatively, we might say the reason one knows-what-it-is-like is because one has 

actually undergone a certain type of experience for himself. Firsthand experience is 

present and direct.  Contrast that with “hearsay,” as it is ordinarily understood: 

“something heard from another person: something you have been told,” as in: “You can’t 

judge them solely on the basis of hearsay. They’re supposedly getting married soon, but 

that’s just hearsay. Hearsay evidence defined in law as evidence presented by a witness 

that is based on another person’s statement.”
14
 Hearsay is indirect and comes from 

something other than the experience itself.  Thus, experience is lacking and the reason 

why someone would not know-what-it-is-like.  Experiential-knowledge is meant to be 

firsthand in this sense because it comes directly from (personally) having an experience. 

Therefore we see a unique relationship between having an experience and the type of 

knowledge it produces. 

 

2.2.1 An Alternative Proposal to Dalmiya and Alcoff 

 Dalmiya and Alcoff (1993) also present an account of knowing-what-it-is-like 

that is different from the one I offer. It is as follows: 
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 Besides knowing how, the history of midwifery indicates one other kind of 

knowledge that is embodied in the emphasis midwives placed on personal 

experience and empathy with the pregnant woman. This difference from the 

practitioners of modern obstetrics…suggests another nontraditional way of 

knowing, which might be called “gender-specific experiential knowing” (“G-

experiential” for short) as a species of the more general “experiential” knowledge. 

 Experiential knowledge can be described as knowing “from the inside” or 

knowing “what it is like to be…,” a terminology obviously reminiscent of the 

work of Thomas Nagel – and we derive the notion of G-experiential knowledge 

by using and extending Nagelian ideas. (p. 228) 

 

Dalmiya and Alcoff understand experiential-knowledge as knowing-what-it-is-like “to 

be…,” (p. 228) a certain organism.  They mean for G-experiential knowledge to be 

understood in a narrower sense restricted to gender: “there are some gender-specific 

‘subjective facts’ that are not accessible to subjects who are not of that gender” (p. 229). 

Neither is what I mean by experiential-knowledge, although I do agree with some of their 

reasoning.  

 Given that there is a special relationship between having experiences and the type 

of knowledge that they produce, I think that experiential knowledge should generally be 

understood as knowing what and experience is like.  I do not think experiential 

knowledge should be generally understood as knowing what it is like to be a certain 

organism.  I argue that to be a certain organism is just another type of experience. 

 There is a small catch.  This relates to Dalmiya and Alcoff’s notion of G-

experiential knowledge: only organisms of the same type can know what it is like to be 

the other. For example, organism O, can know-what-it-is-like-to-be another organism, 

Ox, if and only if O is able to occupy the same point of view as Ox.  Only a woman can 

know-what-it-is-like to be a woman experiencing birth because only a woman can take 

up the point of view of a woman: 
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Just as there is a fact of the matter as to what it is like to be a bat, a Martian, or 

Thomas Nagel experiencing, e, so also there is a fact of the matter as to what it is 

like to be a woman experiencing childbirth, or pregnancy, or patriarchal marriage. 

Of course, the experience of all women need not be identical – just as the 

subjective fact of my eating ice cream differs from the corresponding subjective 

fact involving Rita [eating ice cream]. All that is necessary to meaningfully speak 

of a “woman-specific point of view” is that here is a determinable quality to the 

fact of a woman having experience e, under which we may subsume different 

determinate characteristic feels of varying generality that are dependent, for 

example, on more specific circumstances like the cultural background of the 

woman in question down to the unique “subjective fact” associated with a 

particular woman experiencing e. (Dalmiya & Alcoff, 1993, p. 229) 

 

This catch reveals two important features about experiential-knowledge relevant for our 

purposes.  

First, one must be able to have a certain experience in order to know what that 

experience is like, e.g., since a male cannot become pregnant he cannot know what (the 

experience of) child birth is like. In light of this point, the concept of G-experiential 

knowledge becomes redundant, since it cannot help but be implied in the general account 

of experiential-knowledge I have hitherto suggested. In other words, if having an 

experience is prescribed for knowing what that experience is like, one must be capable of 

having that experience in order to know what it is like.  Otherwise this sense of knowing-

what-it-is-like is impossible. Therefore, contrary to Dalmiya and Alcoff , G-experiential 

knowledge becomes subsumed in a more general account of experiential-knowledge and 

is not actually a species of it.  

 Second, it seems that knowing-what-it-is-like to be or for an organism other than 

oneself, requires a relevantly similar experience. Consider the midwives again. The 

reason we say they know-what-it-is-like to be or for their female patients going through 

labor is because they are women who have gone through labor themselves. The relevantly 
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similar experience in this case is: going through labor. This leads me to conclude that 

there is another sense of knowing-what-it-is-like.  That is “knowing-what-it-is-like-to-be-

someone-else” which is grounded in sharing the same type of experiential-knowledge. I 

shall call this notion “shared experiential-knowledge,” and it will be the topic of our next 

chapter.  

 For present purposes, Dalmiya and Alcoff and I, share similar intuitions about the 

fundamental relationship between experience and knowing-what-it-is-like.  That our 

definitions differ is of no consequence. 

2.3 Knowing-What-It-Is-Like Properly Understood 

 My formalized version of knowing-what-it-is-like is as follows: A subject, S, 

knows a particular type of experience, En, if and only if S has undergone En. 

To say that S has undergone En means that S has had that particular experience 

firsthand (as explained at the outset).  To say S knows-what-it-is-like is to say that S has a 

type of firsthand knowledge. For example, the reason I know what chocolate tastes like 

because I have tasted chocolate.  I have undergone En.  Compare that to someone who has 

never tasted chocolate but been told what it tastes like.  This individual does not know 

what chocolate tastes like because she has not undergone En. 

Allow me to clarify further what I think it means to “have had En.” It is not 

enough to have had En to know-what-it-is-like because it could be questioned whether the 

experience actually took place.  Suppose I am driving and my first experience of seeing 

the color red occurs during this time-frame as it passes through my visual field. There is a 

sense in which I am conscious of everything in my visual field.  However, if I am not 

aware of seeing the color red, then maybe I did not see the color red.  Thereby, do not 
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actually know what the color red is like. This is a worry since paying attention to my 

experience or being aware that I have had a particular experience is required for knowing 

what an experience is like. We should say that knowing-what-it-is-like means having had 

En and having En means that one has cognized En.  Therefore, someone knows what a 

particular experience is like when she has had the experience and has focused her 

attention on the experience.  

Tye (2000) also holds that paying attention or “cognizing” is involved in 

knowing-what-it-is-like.  This can be seen in his following disjunctive definition of 

knowing-what-it-is-like as introspective knowing-that and knowing-how:  

S knows what it is like to undergo experience E = df Either S is now undergoing 

E, and S has knowledge-that with respect to the phenomenal character of E 

obtained via current introspection, or S has the Lewis abilities with respect to E. 

(p. 16) 

 

In other words, Tye is claiming that knowing-what-it-is-like means to be “paying 

attention to one’s current experiences,” and to be aware “that that is the phenomenal 

character of her experience” (Tye, 2000, p. 16).  In essence, it is to turn the mind’s eye 

inward on the phenomenal character of one’s experience and point with the mind’s finger 

demonstratively to it. Tye calls this: “the more basic ability to cognize,” and defines it as: 

“the more basic ability to apply an indexical concept to the phenomenal character of her 

experience via introspection” (p. 13). Otherwise, knowing-what-it-is-like is just Lewis-

abilities. Accordingly, there are two categories of knowing-what-it-is-like: the ability to 

cognize and the abilities to remember, recognize, and imagine.  

We have seen that half of Tye’s definition is false because Lewis’s Ability 

Hypothesis is false.  Moreover, Tye (2000) thinks that introspective knowing-that is a 
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sufficient but not necessary condition for knowing-what-it-is-like (p. 16), knowing-what-

it-is-like is neither identical to introspective knowing-that.  Tye’s definition presents no 

problem for my view. Therefore, I think Tye is correct about there being a relationship 

between knowing-what-it-is-like and cognizing. 

Another feature about knowing-what-it-is-like that is consistent with the ideas of 

Dalmiya and Alcoff (1993), and Nagel (1974) discussed at the outset, is that to know-

what-it-is-like also means to know “from the inside” (Dalmiya & Alcoff, 1993, p. 228).  

This means that there is a phenomenological feature of an experience that is only 

knowable from having an experience.  Dalmiya and Alcoff (1993) state, “how [not in the 

ability sense] an experience feels to a person from ‘within’” and “to imply that ‘inner’ 

features of an experience are structured not only by neurophysiological but also by social 

and cultural factors” (p. 229). 

 We have seen in chapter one and here that having an experience is a necessary 

condition for knowing-what-it-is-like. We have also seen here that it is a sufficient 

condition, since all that is required for general knowledge of what a particular experience 

is like is one (i.e., first) experience. For example, I just have to taste one piece of 

chocolate to know generally what chocolate tastes like. Compare that to someone who 

has never tasted one piece of chocolate.  This person would not possess this general type 

of knowledge about the taste of chocolate since they lack the chocolate-experience. 

Therefore, general knowledge of what an experience is like is acquired from a first 

experience. 

 The proposed way to think about the variety of experience is in terms of the type-

token distinction.
15
 For example, the experience of red17 is a token of red, which is a type 



 

 

 30 

of experience. Mary knows what red is like because she has seen (experienced) red17. I 

know what chocolate is like because I have tasted (experienced) a particular piece of dark 

chocolate.  A particular piece of dark chocolate is a token of chocolate, which is a type of 

experience. 

Last, given that knowing-what-it-is-like derives from and is intricately about 

having certain sorts of experiences, it makes sense to deem it “experiential” knowledge. 

The details of this novel approach to knowing-what-it-is-like are now complete. 

2.3.1 8ozick’s Experience Machine and Experiential-Knowledge 

 It may be objected that experience is not necessary for knowing-what-it-is-like. 

Consider Nozick’s (1974) “experience machine”: 

Suppose there were an experience machine that would give you any experience 

you desired. Superduper neuropsychologists could stimulate your brain so that 

you would think and feel you were writing a great novel, or making a friend, or 

reading an interesting book. All the time you would be floating in a tank with 

electrodes attached to your brain….You can pick and choose from their large 

library or smorgasbord of such experiences, selecting your life’s 

experiences….Of course, while in the tank you won’t know that you’re there; 

you’ll think it’s all actually happening. (pp. 42-43) 

 

The experience machine yields experiences that are qualitatively identical to those in 

reality. Thus, one need not have a particular type of experience in order to know what 

that particular type of experience is like.  One does not actually need to taste chocolate in 

order to know what chocolate tastes like.  The experience machine provides this 

knowledge.  Therefore, experience is not necessary for knowing-what-it-is-like.  

 If Nozick’s experience machine could yield an experience qualitatively identical 

to one in reality, then I would concede the person in the machine knows-what-it-is-like. 

This does not harm my view; but rather supports it.  The support lies in the fact that 
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Nozick upholds the notions of qualia and knowing-what-it-is-like. These being the 

aspects I have been arguing for.  

 Next, the most obvious method in obtaining the qualitative character of 

experience is by actually having the experience.  Thus, experience is necessary for 

knowing-what-it-is-like.  The experience machine itself serves as “the experience”.   How 

else would the qualitative character of experience get injected, so to speak, in you?  There 

is no other obvious method. Thus, something is still necessary for knowing-what-it-is-

like.  Therefore, experience is still necessary for knowing-what-it-is-like. 

 Recall my initial definition: A subject, S, knows a particular type of experience, 

En, if and only if S has undergone En. Without contradiction it could be said that someone 

who has obtained a certain piece of knowledge-what-it-is-like via an experience machine 

“has undergone En” in virtue of having had it via the machine instead of reality. Either 

way you analyze it, the objection fails. 

 In sum, the experience machine reinforces that I think the source of the 

experience is separate from what I mean by having had a particular experience.  When I 

talk of “having had En,” I am referring to the inner part of the experience and not any 

causal relationship.  For example, the source of a chocolate-experience could be the 

chocolate itself or an experience machine. 

2.3.2 Knowing-What-It-Is-Like, Knowing-That, & 8ozick’s Experience Machine 

 A further line of support may be derived for my claim that knowing-what-it-is-

like is a distinct form of knowledge from the experience machine example. It has been 

shown that it does not matter whether someone is in the experience machine or in reality.  

In either case, the person is granted to know-what-it-is-like.  For example, in the 
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experience machine I never taste chocolate but still know what chocolate tastes like 

because the experience machine gives me the qualitatively identical experience of really 

tasting chocolate. In reality I know what chocolate tastes like because I have tasted a real 

piece of chocolate. In the case of the experience machine, because I have not actually 

tasted chocolate, there is not experience present, even though knowledge of what the 

experience is like (i.e., the qualitative character of the experience) is present. In reality, 

the experience is present because I have tasted a real piece of chocolate.  The knowledge 

of what the experience is like is present  as well (i.e., the qualitative character of 

experience). 

 What is the difference in these two cases?  According to the traditional justified 

true belief analysis of knowledge, I would not be granted propositional-knowledge 

regarding my experiential-knowledge in the case of the experience machine.  However, 

such propositional-knowledge would be granted in the case of reality. Allow me to 

explain.  

In reality, I believe that I know-what-chocolate-is-like. My belief is true because I 

really do know-what-chocolate-is-like. My belief is additionally justified because I have 

actually tasted chocolate, i.e., I possess the actual experience.  

 In the experience machine, I believe that I know-what-chocolate-is-like. My belief 

is true because I really do know-what-chocolate-is-like. However, my belief is not 

justified because I have not actually tasted chocolate, i.e., I do not possess the actual 

experience. In either case, I do know-what-chocolate-tastes-like. Notice that in the 

experience machine I do not know-that I know-what-it-is-like and in the case of reality, I 
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do know-that I know-what-it-is-like. Therefore, knowing-what-it-is-like is distinct from 

knowing-that, since one may be possessed without the other. 

2.4 Experiential-Knowledge: Questions and Answers 

Now I will answer some questions that may arise about experiential-knowledge.  I 

will then conclude this chapter by explaining the importance of the proposed notion of 

experiential-knowledge. 

Question: You say that I should go and actually obtain an experience in order to 

know-what-“it” (i.e., the experience)-is-like.  Set the notion of the experience machine 

aside.  What if I am unable to obtain a particular experience? Consider childbirth.  This is 

certainly an experience one may have. However, physiology prevents males from 

obtaining that experience.  Hence, it is physically impossible for a man to know-what-

childbirth-is-like. Therefore, there are some things we may never be able to know.  

Answer: Correct.  Sometimes our constitution determines the sorts of experiential-

knowledge we may possess.  Examples of this are pregnancy as well as childbirth.  

However, it should matter not whether a man knows-what-childbirth-is-like, since he can 

still form an idea of what-childbirth-is-like.  His conception of what-it-is-like cannot be 

knowledge of what-it-is-like because he cannot have the pregnancy experience. Consider 

Dalmiya and Alcoff (1993): 

[T]here are some gender-specific “subjective facts” that are not accessible to 

subjects who are not of that gender. This is not to deny that a male obstetrician 

[or, man] can form some conception about experiences like childbirth. By virtue 

of sharing the determinable “human” point of view with woman, he can have 

some conception of the even more general fact of what it feels like for a human to 

have pain (as opposed to, say, a Martian having pain). But like Nagel trying to 

empathize with the bat, a man’s conception of giving birth will necessarily be 

drawn from his own gender-specific point of view. (p. 229)  
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It is a fact that some experiences are not accessible to everyone due to their physiology. 

Therefore, in some cases, experiential-knowledge is not accessible to everyone.  

Consider the cases of psychopathology, Asperger syndrome, and autism. Such 

individuals genuinely lack the ability to experience certain types of emotions because of 

the way their brains are structured. This is a reason why it has been argued that they lack 

the ability to empathize with others.
16
 Similarly, it makes sense to claim that one is 

unable to empathize because they cannot undergo a particular type of experience.  

Likewise it makes sense to say that one is unable to know what experience he cannot 

possess are like. 

This novel feature of experiential-knowledge should be considered a virtue of my 

view due to the fact that it helps resolve matters in another important philosophical 

debate.  That debate is our understanding of other minds.  This is a topic which occupies 

the remainder of this dissertation. 

Question: What are some examples of universally knowable experiences?  

Answer: There are a plethora of them. In order to get a better grasp on just how 

many different types there are, I will list and explain some of the most obvious ones. Let 

us begin with the experience of family loss. Let us consider the Disney character of 

Bambi.  According to Noel Carroll (1998), Bambi knows what family loss is like because 

his mother was killed by hunters: 

[There are] certain emotional states shared cross-culturally, but so is the human 

capacity to recognize certain emotions. One reason that familial loss is such a 

recurrent theme in mass fictions undoubtedly has to do with the fact that most 

audiences can readily identify the emotions that the victims of such misfortunes, 

like Bambi, are suffering. (p. 282) 
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Something else worth highlighting about this quote is that it shows when two or more 

individuals share experiential-knowledge, each knows-what-it-is-like to be the other 

regarding the experience they have in common. So the reason “familial loss is such a 

recurrent theme in mass fictions” (Carroll, 1998, p. 282), is because, pretty much, 

everyone knows-what-familial-loss-is-like.  

 Sensory experiences, as commonly understood, are probably our most obvious 

example of universally knowable experiences. They may also be limited in their 

knowableness, just as gender sometimes limits what is experientially-knowable.  For 

instance, there are of individuals that have sensory deficits (e.g., color blind, deaf, 

anosmia, and those who cannot fell pain).  

There are the types of experiences Nozick (1974) cites in the experience machine, 

such as “writing a great novel, or making a friend, or reading an interesting book” (p. 43). 

There is the experience of being a certain type of person, for example, “we value 

being (and becoming) certain kinds of people. I don’t just want to have the experience of 

being a decent person, I want to actually be a decent person” (Grau, 2005/2010, p. 200). 

Nozick’s (1974) makes the same point: 

We want to be a certain way, to be a certain sort of person. Someone floating in a 

tank is an indeterminate blob. There is no answer to the question of what a person 

is like who has long been in the tank. Is he courageous, kind, intelligent, witty, 

loving? (p. 43) 

 

There are the experiences of people. For example: “Do you know what Professor 

Hanks is like?” “No, I have never taken a class with him.” “I have, and he is awesome.” 

Alternatively: “Do you know what such-and-such is like?” “Yes, and trust me save 
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yourself the misery and avoid such-and-such at all costs. You do not want to know what 

s/he is like.”  Consider the following passage by Lorraine Code (1991): 

In fact, knowing other people is at least as worth a contender for paradigmatic 

status as knowledge of medium-sized, everyday objects….Knowledge of other 

people develops, operates, and is open to interpretation at different levels; it 

admits of degree in way that knowing that the book is red does not. Hence it is 

qualitatively different from the simple observational knowledge commonly 

constitutive of epistemological paradigms. It is not easy to subsume it under the 

analyses appropriate for empirical paradigms. ‘Knowing how’ and ‘knowing-that’ 

are implicated in the process, but they do not begin to tell the whole story….The 

contention that people are knowable may not sit easily with psychoanalytic claims 

about the unconscious, and postmodern critiques of theories that presuppose a 

unified self. I want at once to acknowledge this tension and to maintain it. 

Feminists do, in practice, often find that they know people well enough to know 

who can be counted on and who cannot, who makes a good ally and who does 

not. Yet knowing other people, precisely because of the fluctuations and 

contradictions of subjectivity, is an ongoing, communicative, interpretive process. 

It can never be fixed or complete: any fixity that one might claim for ‘the self’ is 

at best a fixity in flux; but something must be fixed to ‘contain’ the flux even 

enough to permit references to and ongoing relationships with ‘this person’. 

Assumptions that one knows another person have to be made with the terms of 

this tension. (pp. 37-38) 

 

While Code does not explicitly refer to “knowing other people” in the experiential sense 

as described here, I believe we can interpret her as supporting this point. Suppose that 

you have never met so-and-so (let us call this person, S). In other words, the lack of 

meeting S amounts to a lack of experience of S. It is possible to know-that S is a good ally 

without the experience because someone told you so. It is possible to know-how S looks 

because you have seen a picture of her, even though you have never seen her in person. 

However, there is a big difference between knowing in these senses and knowing in the 

experiential sense what S is like.  Upon meeting S, you discover that she is mean as she 

constantly, and deliberately, insults you thereby making you feel bad. Now you know-

what-S-is-like.  Contrary to what you have been told, she is not a good ally. 
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Another scenario is one in which you have never met S in person but know what S 

looks like from his picture.  In his picture he seems quite normal.  When you meet S in 

person for the first time and are able to recognize him from his picture, you discover the 

reality of what-S-is-like.  In reality he does not match the picture of what-S-is-like, rather 

he is quite creepy and he gives you the heebie-jeebies.  This is even though you cannot 

quite put your finger on it.  Both examples given illustrate my point that people are 

experientially-knowable.  

There is the experience of being a mom. Consider the actress Katie Holmes 

discussing playing a mom in a movie in the August issue of InStyle magazine:  

“What I liked about my character, Kim, was her emotional journey,” she says. 

“She resisted being maternal before she realized she needed to help this child.” 

Becoming a mother herself, she adds, has enriched her perspective. “My work has 

changed for the better. I have more to bring to a role.” (Sandell, 2011, p. 201) 

 

There are also the experiences of having a woman’s body, being sexual, or being 

beautiful. Consider the following passage that appeared in the October issue of Vogue, 

where actress Michelle Williams discusses portraying Marilyn Monroe in a movie: 

Williams may have become a star as a blonde teen siren on Dawson’s Creek, but 

since then, despite plenty of on-screen nudity and some graphic scenes, she has 

studiously avoided trading on her sex appeal. She cites a story that Monroe used 

to tell about walking down the beech in a bikini as a teenager and suddenly 

feeling the whole work open up to her. “Any messages that I got as a child about 

what it is to have a woman’s body or to be sexual were all negative – that people 

wouldn’t take you seriously or that they would take advantage of you,” she says. 

“So I couldn’t relate to that at all.”  But surely she took some vicarious pleasure 

slipping into Jill Taylor’s lush period costumes? The expectation to be beautiful 

always makes me feel ugly because I feel like I can’t live up to it,” she says. “But 

I do remember one moment of being all suited up as Marilyn and walking from 

my dressing room onto the soundstage practicing my wiggle. There were three or 

four men gathered around a truck, and I remember seeing that they were watching 

me come and feeling that they were watching me go-and for the very first time I 

glimpsed some idea of the pleasure I could take in that kind of attention; not their 
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pleasure but my pleasure. And I though, Oh, maybe Marilyn felt that when she 

walked down the beach.” (Green, 2011, p. 336) 

 

There are the experiences of philosophy or being a philosopher. In a standard 

introductory text on philosophy Perry, Bratman, and Fischer (2010) aim at giving the 

inexperienced or non-experienced student, who has never taken a philosophy course the 

philosophy experience or the experience of being a philosopher. One of the first things 

they tell these students about being a philosopher is that philosophers must read 

aggressively, which they explain to the newbie as follows: 

[P]hilosophy is inevitably technical. The philosopher constructs arguments, 

theories, positions, or criticisms in an attempt to persuade his or her most 

intelligent and perceptive opponents. The ideas and issues dealt with have a long 

history: to say something new, interesting, and persuasive, the philosopher must 

build his or her case with case. The result may be understood on various levels; to 

understand it at the deepest level, the reader must adopt the stance of the 

intelligent and perceptive opponent, thus coming to understand the case the 

philosopher is trying to make. This is what we mean by reading aggressively. (p. 

2) 

 

Immediately following this paragraph the authors attempt to give the student the 

experience of reading aggressively so the student knows-what-philosophy-is-like. The 

authors cite a passage from Descartes and walk them through the steps of aggressively 

reading it for approximately two full pages. They conclude their lesson with the 

statement: “This is what it is like to read aggressively” (p. 4). 

 There is the experience of being a patient. In an article “A Lesson in 

Compassion,” which appeared in a December issue of Time, author Anastasia Toufexis 

(1991) describes a role playing program “designed to expose doctors to the anguish 

endured by the infirm.”
17
 The goal is to get doctors to be more compassionate towards 

their patients by trying to give them the experience of what-it-is-like to be a patient. 
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[S]tudents’ faces are instantly aged with cornstarch and makeup. Next the 

disabilities are laid on: yellow goggle smeared with Vaseline distort vision, wax 

plugs dampen hearing, gloves and splints cripple fingers, and peas inside shoes 

impair walking. Then the ersatz invalids are asked to perform common tasks: 

purchasing medication at the pharmacy, undressing for X rays, filling out a 

Medicare form and, most humiliating, using the bathroom. 

At Long Beach, new residents in family practice assume fabricated 

maladies and check into the hospital for an overnight stay – incognito. The staff 

treats them as whey would any other patient, even sending them a bill. The entire 

entering class of medical students at the Uniformed Services University of the 

Health Sciences in Bethesda, Md., are issued bedpans and told to use them. They 

spend part of the first day of school as hobbled patients. A few male students are 

even subjected to an indignity familiar to women: waiting in the stirrups for a 

doctor to arrive. (Toufexis, 1991) 

 

At first the patients start out “peppy and joking,” (Toufexis, 1991) but at the experiment 

continues they begin to feel miserable and scared. The real patients, who already know  

what this is like, could have told the new doctors about these experiences. However, the 

belief is that until the doctors undergo the experiences for themselves they will not know-

what-being a patient-is-like: “Any patient could have told [the doctor patients] so, but 

many educators believe that the direct experience of such miseries will leave an enduring 

sense of sympathy” (Toufexis, 1991). 

 One doctor who went through this experience admitted that he felt “self-conscious 

and silly” during that time (Toufexis, 1991). A few years later, he was confronted with a 

difficult patient who suffered brain injury due to a car accident and would “throw 

bedpans, pull out catheters and verbally abuse everyone” (Toufexis, 1991). When he was 

ready to “blow his own top” (Toufexis, 1991) because of this patient he stopped and drew 

on his experience. He recalled for himself his knowledge-of-what-it-is-like to be in this 

position and: “On reflection…[he] recognized that the patient was scared to death, 
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confused and had lost a great deal of his dignity. That was what made [the doctor] able to 

deal with him” (Toufexis, 1991).
18
 

 There is the experience of being a first year Harvard Law School student. In the 

book One L, Scott Turow (1987) documents his (personal) firsthand experience for others 

to read so that they may have a glimpse at what such an experience is like: 

This book is one person’s perspective on an experience that is viewed in widely 

varying ways. I make no claims that any of my reactions are universal. And it is 

also a book, written as soon as the year had concluded which has little of the 

mellowing time….For better or for worse, I have tried in the immediate aftermath 

of that demanding, rewarding, turbulent year to produce a coherent account of 

what it feels like to go through it. I have written in the belief that the law, like any 

other field, is little more than the people who live it, and that lawyers – as well as 

the law they make and practice – are significantly affected by the way they were 

first receive into the profession. If am right about that, then the first-year 

experience should be of interest to everyone, for it bears on the law that bounds 

and guides our whole society. (p. 13) 

 

 There is the experience of moral deliberation. In the book Justice: What’s the 

Right Thing To Do? the famous Harvard political philosopher Michael J. Sandel (2009) 

aims at trying to figure out which conception of persons “best captures the experience of 

moral deliberation” (p. 223). 

 There is the experience of being a newly arrived immigrant as explained by Jane 

Addams (1907/2002) in 8ew Ideals of Peace: “emotional sentiment runs high among 

newly arrived immigrants as a result of the emotional experiences of parting from home 

and kindred, to which he has been so recently subjected” (p. 392).  I take Addams to be 

saying that people who have left a native country and find themselves within a new one, 

with customs and morals foreign to their own, possess knowledge of what this experience 

is like.  Contrast this to natives of a country who have nothing to compare it to and so do 

not know-what-it-is-like to find oneself in country foreign to their own. She believes that 



 

 

 41 

if such people knew what this experience was like, they would be more compassionate to 

foreigners. This also explains why foreigners are drawn to one another in such situations. 

I might even suggest that this idea is not limited to foreigners or immigrants but may be 

seen in a variety of places in life (e.g. the new kid in school, moving to a new city of the 

same country, and the like). 

There is the experience of being black in the Deep South. In 1959 white novelist 

John Howard Griffin tried to obtain this experience. Griffin (1976) writes of his 

experience in the controversial book Black Like Me: 

What was it like, really like, to be black in the Deep South? Novelist John 

Howard Griffin darkened his skin and set out to discover by personal experience 

the night side of American life. This is his startling report. (p. book cover) 

 

Some deny that Griffin knows what this experience is like. All he acquired was the 

knowledge of what it is like to be a white man pretending to be a black man in the South: 

“[Some Whites] will say this is the white man’s experience as [an African American] in 

the South, not the [African American’s]” (Griffin, 1976, p. 5). Be that as it may, this 

objection does not detract from my thesis. In virtue, Griffin trying to obtain this 

experience demonstrates the underlying intuitions about experiential-knowledge.  

Whether or not he was successful just shows whether or not he genuinely knows what the 

experience is like. This is no different than celebrities in today’s society such as Tyra 

Banks participating in social experiments such as putting on what is referred to as a “fat 

suit” in order to know-what-being-fat-is-like (Leonardo, Zimmer, & Salomon, 2005). 

The, beautiful, Salma Hayek and Willa Ford (from “Dancing With the Stars”) even 

attempted to try and find out what being “ugly” is like.
19
 They put on “ugly” make-up so 

they would not be recognizable in attempts to obtain the experience. It does not matter 
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whether or not we view these attempts in poor taste.  The point is they were trying to 

acquire the experience in order to know what-it-is-like.  That is, they were trying to 

acquire the experience in order to know-what-it-is-like. These examples illustrate that 

intuitively people believe that attaining certain types of experiences entails know-what-

those-experiences-are-like. Success merely appears to determine whether or not the 

experiential knowledge was obtained. 

 Briefly let me say that the concept of experiential-knowledge presented in this 

dissertation is part of conventional wisdom in popular culture.  This can be seen in 

literature, movies, and music.
20
  

 I would like to make one last point about experiences that pertain to our social 

identities. Obviously, some of the experiences I have listed refer to our identity (e.g. 

gender and race).  Thus, the concept of experiential-knowledge I am suggesting does map 

such social identities onto experiences. Recall the childbirth example.  In this case, one’s 

gender determines whether someone is able to possess this type of experience and   

consequently knowledge-of-what-childbirth-is-like. It seems that we may derive a whole 

body of experiences that are intertwined with our social identities.  We find these listed in 

Alcoff (2001): 

By social identity, I mean those social markers of identity that our culture 

employs, which are most importantly race, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, 

nationality, class, and religion. It is this list that primarily designate, not features 

of a person, but their identity itself – for example, as Jew or Catholic, Asian or 

Latino, male or female, working class or middle class, gay or straight, 

“American” or “foreigner,” Black or White….body type or cultural identification 

as punk, conservative, lowrider, born-again, and so on. (p. 59)
21
 

 

I would even include age in this list, even though Alcoff does not.  I want to take this a 

step further and explicitly call them “experiences of being.”  I mean this in the Nagelian 
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sense of knowing what it is like to be a bat. Thus, there would be: knowing what it is like 

to be a woman; …to be a foreigner; …to be Black or White, and so on.  This point is one 

that Alcoff would agree on.  This is especially relevant since knowing-what-it-is-like-to-

be-someone-else is an important concept in and of itself.  This concept comprises the 

topic of the next chapter.  Our survey of the variety of experiences that may be 

experientially-known is now complete.  

 Question: People experience the world differently. Consider the example of 

childbirth.  One woman may have had a difficult childbirth, whereas another has had an 

easy one. Better still, consider your example of people being knowable.  In this case, my 

experience with S might not be anything like your experience. Our knowledge-of-what-S-

is-like, in this case, would therefore be different. Is not this a problem for your view? 

 Answer: It is true that people experience the world differently.  It is also true that 

sometimes they experience it the same way. For example, we may say that even women 

who have experienced childbirth differently, still know in general what childbirth is like 

in virtue of having that experience.  The experiences are of the same type and that their 

tokens differ does not matter.  Compare them to someone who has never given birth. This 

person would not know what they know and what that type of experience is like. 

Moreover, there is no good reason to suppose that experiences of the same type are so 

dramatically different they rule each other out. For example, there are many different 

types of chocolate, and all chocolate must be consistently similar in certain respects.  If 

this was not the case it would not be categorized as “chocolate.”  If a chocolate 

experience were so remarkably different that it did not fall under the heading “chocolate”, 

we would say that it is not chocolate. For example, liver is not chocolate. The taste of 
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liver rules out liver as chocolate; but the taste of chocolate does not rule out chocolate as 

chocolate. This is because chocolate and liver are two markedly different types of 

experiences.  These categorical differences are what rule each other out. 

To return to the case of disagreement about what-S-is-like, we may now say that 

the reason two people may disagree about what-S-is-like is because they have not had the 

same type of experience of S.  One person may have had a negative experience of S and 

the other may have had positive experience of S. Therefore, their experiences of S are as 

different as chocolate and liver.  This would explain why their experiential-knowledge 

differs in this case. Besides, this is not an unheard of notion anyway; since it is certainly 

possible to see a side of someone that someone else has not resulting in a different 

experience of that person.
22
 

 Question: Okay, granting your thesis of experiential-knowledge, what if I do not 

want to know what an experience is like? Should I avoid having the experience? But that 

is not always possible. For instance, they say you cannot avoid death and taxes. 

 Answer: Correct, if you do no want to know-what-it-is-like, then do not have the 

experience or avoid having it…if you can. After all, Lewis (1990/1999) never tasted 

vegemite because he did not want to ruin a great example.  

However, if you cannot avoid the experience, I am afraid you will have to know-

what-it-is-like, regardless. Maybe Mrs. Lewis did not know that Lewis did not want to 

taste vegemite.  Perhaps she makes him a vegemite sandwich for lunch. Unbeknownst to 

Lewis he eats it, likes it, and asks: “What is this yummy sandwich?” Mrs. Lewis replies: 

“Vegemite.” Lewis: “Oh no! A perfectly good example ruined. Oh well.”  This example 

is not a flaw in my theory, rather a virtue since it captures reality. It is just a fact of the 
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matter that sometimes experiences we do not want are thrust upon us, and we find 

ourselves saying: “Oh, I wish I did not know-it-is-like.” It is as the saying goes: “life 

happens.”  

 Question: Clearly the notion of qualia is grounding your account of experiential-

knowledge. Since, as you say, experiential-knowledge is distinct from propositional-

knowledge. How is it expressible? 

 Answer: One suggestion is by analogy; after all, we do that anyway. For example, 

I have never tasted frog legs, but I hear they taste like chicken. I think that when we try to 

explain our experiential-knowledge to others who might not share it with us, we default 

to analogies. We default to the experiences we know are like, and look for the relevant 

similarities in the experiences we are trying to describe. Moreover, those who are in the 

“know” - that is, those who share experiential-knowledge - may not even need to express 

their experiential-knowledge to each other with words.  Sometimes a wink and a nudge is 

all that is needed.  

2.5 Conclusion: The Importance of Experiential-Knowledge 

 With my presentation of experiential-knowledge now complete, I would like to 

conclude with the three reasons why it is important. Reason one is best expressed by 

Mellor (1993): 

This knowledge moreover matters to us in practice. It matters because we rely on 

it whenever we do things in order to get-or to avoid getting experiences of various 

kinds. You play a recording because you know in advance what listening to it is 

like, which is how you know you will enjoy listening to it. I put sugar in my tea 

because I know what it will make it taste like, which is how I know I will enjoy it. 

And so on. Our knowledge of what experiences are like is an indispensable 

element in much if not all our decision making. (pp. 3-4) 
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Reason two is because experiential-knowledge grounds the main claim in chapter 

three.  That is, when two or more people share experiential-knowledge, each knows what 

it is like to be the other. Recall our example of Williams portraying Monroe.  When 

Williams was utilizing her sex appeal she acquiring a shared experience with Monroe: 

Monroe used to tell about walking down the beach in a bikini as a teenager and 

suddenly feeling the whole world open to her.…“There were three or four men 

gathered around a truck, and I remember seeing that they were watching me come 

and feeling that they were watching me go – and for the first time I glimpsed 

some idea f the pleasure I could take in that kind of attention; not their pleasure 

but my pleasure. And I though, Oh, maybe Marilyn felt that when she walked 

down the beach.” (Green, 2011, p. 336) 

 

I argue in the next chapter that Williams knows what it is like to be or for Monroe with 

respect to a woman’s sexuality, because of this shared experiential-knowledge. 

 Finally, experiential and shared experiential knowledge explain how we read 

other people’s minds, which is the main topic of the remaining chapters of this 

dissertation. Briefly, the debate about how we read other people’s minds, or 

“mindreading,” has been receiving more attention these days. It primarily focuses on two 

competing views about how we attribute mental states of others. One view says we use 

theories.  This is the theory-theory approach.  The other view states we put ourselves in 

the shoes of the other. This is the simulation approach.  I argue that both views fail to 

explain how we attribute mental states to others.  Rather, I offer an alternative hybrid-

approach to mindreading where the merits of each of the views are combined in light of 

their shortcomings. I consider my proposal revolutionary. 

 It is worth mentioning that neither theory-theory nor simulation-theory offer an 

explanation of how we know the mental states of others.  This is due to the fact that the 

debate has primarily focused on mental state attribution rather than epistemology.  I think 
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this is incorrect because an explanation about mindreading that focuses only on how we 

attribute mental states to others but not on how we know what others’ mental states is 

unnecessarily incomplete.  I do not just care about what someone else is thinking or 

feeling, I want to know what s/he is thinking or feeling. In light of this incompleteness, I 

show how experiential and shared experiential knowledge also explain the epistemology 

of mindreading.  A nice consequence of this approach is we get a happy consistency 

between philosophical fields. What is particularly exciting about my contribution is that 

no one, to the best of my knowledge, has ever offered an epistemology of mindreading. 

 Before we can get to mindreading, we need to take a closer look at the second 

reason why experiential-knowledge is important. 
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3 

Knowing What It Is Like To Be Someone Else 

             

3.1 Introduction 

In the last chapter we saw that knowing what an experience is like is experiential 

knowledge and the conditions under which one acquires this type of knowledge. We saw 

one of three reasons why it is important or useful.  

 The second reason comprises the topic of this chapter and is this: when 

experiential-knowledge is shared between two or more people it is what grounds our 

ability to know what it is like to be or for someone else. Moreover, knowing what it is 

like to be or for someone else is what enables us to read the minds of others. (This is the 

third reason why experiential-knowledge is important and the topic of the remaining 

chapters.  I shall begin by delineating the mindreading debate and provide my take on 

what the problems are in this dispute. Next, I solve those problems with the notion of 

shared experiential-knowledge.) Reading the minds of others, or “mindreading” as it is 

commonly referred, concerns our ability to attribute thoughts and feelings to others for 

the purpose of understanding and predicting their behaviors. The main question in the 

debate asks how we mindread.  That is, it asks what cognitive processes are involved in 

our ability to read the minds of others. We find a misguided seedling of an answer in 

Lewis (1983/2007):  

Knowing what it’s like is the possession of abilities…abilities to predict one’s 

behavior by means of imaginative experiments. (Someone who knows what it’s 

like to taste Vegemite can easily and reliably predict whether he would eat a 

second helping of Vegemite ice cream.) (p. 367) 
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I think Lewis is misguided because, as we saw in chapter one, knowing-what-it-is-like is 

not the possession of abilities.  Instead, it is an independent form of knowledge we are 

calling “experiential.”
 
The reason I think this is a seedling answer to the mindreading 

question is twofold.
23
  

First, we see a nice intuitive connection between knowing-what-it-is-like and the 

issue of mindreading despite our disagreement.  Clearly, knowing-what-it-is-like plays 

some role in deciphering the minds of others so as we “can easily and reliably predict” 

(Lewis, 1983/2007, p. 367) (and understand) others behavior. I think it matters not that 

Lewis is talking about predicting one’s own behavior since what is required for that is the 

same for predicting (and understanding) another’s behavior. For example, if I know that I 

know what cheesecake tastes like - which I can only know if I have tasted cheesecake - 

then I can easily and reliably predict whether I will obtain a piece of cheesecake. Since I 

know I like it and want it, I am able to predict whether I will order it.
24
  Similarly, if I 

know that Deanna knows what cheesecake tastes like – which I know she can only know 

if she has tasted cheesecake - then I can easily and reliably predict whether Deanna will 

obtain a piece of cheesecake. Since I know she likes it and wants it, I am able to predict 

whether she will order it.  The same processes appear to be involved in both cases. 

Second, the intuitive connection between knowing-what-it-is-like and 

mindreading has yet to be developed into a theory of mindreading until now.
25
 This 

brings us back to the topic at hand and the main question associated with it, namely: what 

does it means to know-what-it-is-like-to-be-someone-else? This question raises a further 

question: how does knowing-what-it-is-like-to-be-someone-else help us mindread? I shall 

address each question in turn. 
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3.1.1 The Meaning of Knowing-What-It-Is-Like-To-Be-Someone-Else 

My claim is that knowing-what-it-is-like-to-be-someone-else means that 

experiential-knowledge is shared between two or more people because each individual 

possesses the same or similar instance of a particular type of experience.  When this 

happens, sometimes, there is a feeling of likeness or relatedness with the other person 

regarding the common or shared experience. 

The commonality of experience is what makes experiential-knowledge shared 

between two or more people. A person knows what it is like to be another person with 

respect to a particular experience if and only if they have a particular type of experiential-

knowledge in common or they have the same/similar type of experiential-knowledge. The 

case of shared experiential-knowledge is like a case of shared propositional-knowledge. 

When two or more individuals know that one plus one equals two, they know the same 

mathematical truth or “share” the same/similar type of mathematical knowledge. 

Analogously, my belief is that experiential-knowledge is shareable in this parallel sense. 

For example, when two or more individuals know what a particular experience is like, 

they know the same experiential truths or “share” the same/similar type of experiential-

knowledge. 

3.1.2 Knowing-What-It-Is-Like-To-Be-Someone-Else and Mindreading 

The ability “to put one’s self into the shoes of the other” is commonly referred to 

as “empathy” in the mind reading debate and is believed by some to be the way we 

mindread.  Not everyone agrees on this stance. I will argue that shared-experiential-

knowledge is just as important or useful because it explains how we are able to put 

ourselves in the shoes of the other person with whom we share it. I cannot move any 
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further on mindreading without saying more about knowing-what-it-is-like-to-be-

someone-else.  Let us turn our attention there now. 

3.2 The Formal Epistemology of Shared-Experiential-Knowledge 

Let us formulate shared-experiential-knowledge in terms of experiential-

knowledge as follows:  

A subject, S, knows what it is like to be another subject Sn with respect to a 

particular type of experience, En, if and only if  there is shared experiential-

knowledge of En between them. 

I shall now elaborate. The first thing one might be curious about is my talk of “the same 

or a similar type of experience,” as well as one’s having an “instance of a particular type 

of experience.” Just as I invoked the type-token distinction in the previous chapter for the 

purpose of understanding experiential-knowledge, I am invoking it again in order to 

understand shared-experiential-knowledge because I think it is a useful way to categorize 

experience.
26
 Consider the following case of love and heartache, each of which is an 

example of a particular type of experience. There are a variety of ways to end a romantic 

relationship. For instance, Carrie’s boyfriend breaks-up with her via a post-it note.  

Correspondingly she is surprised and did not see it coming.
27
  Natalie’s boyfriend breaks-

up with her via a text message.   Similarly, she is also surprised and did not see it 

coming.
28
  

It is my contention that Carrie and Natalie have each undergone a similar type of 

experience even though their independent instances (i.e., tokens) are different. It matters 

not that the methods employed were slightly different since the emotional upshots are 

identical.  The similarity about their experiences is the callous way in which they were 
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“dumped.”  Sometimes, shared experiential-knowledge may result in like feelings (e.g. 

anger, hurt, and humiliation).  When this occurs, individuals may undergo a feeling of 

likeness or relatedness with the other regarding the experience they have in common.  

Both Carrie and Natalie feel angry, hurt, and humiliated by their former boyfriends’ 

caddish behavior. Sometimes when experiential-knowledge is shared, the mutual feeling 

of likeness or relatedness with another might not occur. Consider Mary.  Mary’s 

boyfriend broke up with her in a similar fashion as the other two women and shares the 

experience.  Thus, Mary knows-what-it-is-like-to-be one of these women in respect to 

this experience.  However, she does not feel the same because she was not particularly 

fond of her boyfriend. Mary was now relieved because she does now she does not have to 

break-up with him.  

Childbirth and pregnancy generate a feeling of likeness or relatedness with 

another for whom it is shared according to Dalmiya and Alcoff (1993).  This can be seen 

in the following passage: 

The informational value of [knowing-what-it-is-like-to-be-someone-else] can be 

emphasized in other ways as well. Despite the extreme variability in experience of 

childbirth, there is usually some similarity; those who share the experience can 

discuss it with each other in a deeper, richer, and more nuanced manner than they 

can with people who have not had the experience. Even women who have had 

very different sorts of deliveries might be able to share some of the experiences of 

fear, surprise, and the ultimate shock at how much their lives are changed as a 

result of giving birth. The conversation between people who have shared a type of 

experience has a richer quality to it that it may not be observable by a simple 

recounting of their statements. The quality of such conversation could serve as the 

basis for saying that there is content to an “empathetic” conversation, which is 

what makes it richer (informationally) than a mere objective discourse. The 

practice of midwifery, as we have seen, found this extra information useful. (pp. 

239-240) 
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In this example, all these women share experiential-knowledge with respect to pregnancy 

and childbirth.  Therefore one may know-what-it-is-like-to-be-the-other-woman with 

respect to the pregnancy or childbirth experience. However, since some of them may 

have had a different type of childbirth experience, e.g., difficult or easy, the feeling of 

likeness regarding may be absent. For example, a woman who had a difficult childbirth 

may not feel the same about the experience as a woman who had an easy childbirth.  Yet 

all these women share a collective privacy regarding what this experience is like 

compared to someone who has never given birth, say a man.
29
 Therefore, sharing 

experiential-knowledge is a necessary but not sufficient condition for having a feeling of 

likeness or relatedness with another person for whom experiential-knowledge is shared.  

A further important lesson that may be taken away from the above discussion is 

that applying the type-token distinction to the notion(s) of shared-experiential-knowledge 

(and experiential-knowledge) reflects the natural way we tend to think about how 

experiences are categorized. Carrie and Natalie each have a particular token experience of 

a particular type of experience.  That is, each individually possesses the experiential-

knowledge of a certain type of experience in virtue of each one’s personal token 

experiences of that type. The same is true in the pregnancy/childbirth example. 

 Sharing experiential-knowledge with another person regarding a particular type of 

experience enables one to adopt the point of view or take the perspective of that other 

person. Consider Dalmiya and Alcoff (1993) again:  

According to Nagel, “the fact that an organism has conscious experience at all 

means, basically, that there is something it is like to be that organism.” These 

irreducibly “subjective” or “perspectival facts” (of what it is like to be an 

organism x having an experience e) are essentially connected to a specific point of 

view. To use his example, granting that bats have experience, there is a fact of the 
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matter as to what it is like to be a bat experiencing e. Trying to grasp this fact 

from extrapolation from my own case is bound to be self-defeating, for I remain 

confined to imagine what it is like for me to experience e. To grasp the bat’s 

experience, I would have to become a bat myself. Nagel concludes from this that 

subjective facts like the ones in question embody a specific “point of view” and 

are accessible only to the subjects who occupy that point of view or perspective.  

The notion of a “point of view” is crucial here. Nagel fleshes this out in 

species-relative terms. To occupy a bat’s point of view is to be a member of that 

organism, which means, among other things, having the specific 

neurophysiological constitution of bats. But Nagel points out that, although bats 

and humans have markedly different neurophysiological constitutions, “the 

problem is not confined to exotic cases…for it exists between one person and 

another. The subjective character of experience of a person deaf and blind from 

birth is not accessible to me, for example, nor presumably is mine to him. (p. 228) 

 

Dalmiya and Alcoff (1993) argue for the notion of G-experiential-knowledge: “a ‘gender-

specific point of view’ [which] is to say that there are some gender-specific ‘subjective 

facts’ that are not accessible to subjects who are not of that gender” (p. 229). The only 

way someone can know-what-it-is-like to be a woman giving birth, is if someone can 

occupy that point of view.  If not, the person cannot know-what-it-is-like-to-be-that-

someone-else with respect to the experience of giving birth.  Along the same lines, one 

would not be able to know-what-it-is-like-to-be-a-bat experiencing, e, since only bats can 

occupy a bat’s point of view. 

I think the way to understand the connection between people’s experiences and 

occupying a point of view is in the is in terms of the ability to have certain types of 

experiences as well as having had certain sorts of experiences and sharing them with 

another person.   This is what serves as the reason why we can occupy another point of 

view. Consider a bat experiencing hunger.  Hunger is a universal experience and so 

anyone can know what this experience is like.  One knows what it is like to be a hungry 

organism. It does appear that we could occupy a bat’s point of view with respect to the 
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experience of hunger, and so know-what-it-is-like-to-be a bat with respect to the 

experience of hunger.  That is possibly the only thing we can ever know about what it is 

like to be a bat.  However, that does not deter from the fact that there is something 

knowable about an organism other than ourselves that stems from sharing an experience 

with that organism.  

Dalmiya and Alcoff (1993) make a similar argument concerning the human point 

of view: 

This is not to deny that a male obstetrician can form some conception about 

experiences like childbirth. By virtue of sharing the determinable “human” point 

of view with women, he can have some conception of the even more general fact 

of what it feels like for a human to have pain (as opposed to, say, a Martian 

having pain). But like Nagel trying to empathize with the bat, a man’s conception 

of giving birth will necessarily be drawn from his own gender-specific point of 

view. Women have a kind of collective privacy in this regard. (p. 229) 

 

Empathy here seems to mean something similar to the notion of empathy used in the 

mindreading debate.  That is, the ability to put oneself in the shoes of another, or occupy 

another’s point of view. With that in mind, certainly a man cannot occupy a woman’s 

point of view when it comes to childbirth experiences. The reason is simple, he is not a 

woman thus he cannot have the childbirth experience.  He can share a plethora of other 

types of experiences with a woman.  The experiences he can share, he can occupy her 

point of view in respect to these experiences.  Thus, he can know what its like to be her 

regarding those experiences.  Therefore, to occupy a certain point of view requires having 

a certain type of experience. If said experience cannot be had, then the other’s point of 

view cannot be taken. Therefore, knowing-what-it-is-like-to-be someone else regarding a 

particular experience enables us to occupy the point of view of another person. 
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3.2.1 The Accessibility of Shared-Experiential-Knowledge 

Sometimes it is not possible to know-what-it-is-like-to-be-someone-else. The 

primary cases where this will occur are when a certain type of experiential-knowledge is 

not obtainable. Consider Nagel (1974): 

I am not advertising here to the alleged privacy of experience to its possessor. The 

point of view in question is not one accessible only to a single individual. Rather 

it is a type. It is often possible to take up a point of view other than one’s own, so 

the comprehension of such facts is not limited to one’s own case. There is a sense 

in which phenomenological facts are perfectly objective: one person can know or 

say of another what the quality of the other’s experience is. They are subjective, 

however, in the sense that even this objective ascription of experience is possible 

for someone sufficiently similar to he object of ascription to be able to adopt his 

point of view – to understand the ascription in the first person as well as in the 

third, so to speak. The more different from oneself the other is, the less success 

one can expect with this enterprise. In our own case we occupy the relevant point 

of view, but we will have as much difficulty understanding our own experience 

properly if we approach it from another point of view as we would if we tried to 

understand the experience of another species without taking up its point of view. 

(pp. 441-442) 

A man can never know-what-it-is-like-for-a-pregnant woman because he is physically 

unlike them in this regard. His physiology limits the types of experiences he may obtain; 

and so, as Nagel (1974) says: “The more different from oneself the other experiencer is, 

the less success one can expect with this enterprise” (p. 442).  Since a man will never 

know-what-pregnancy-is-like a man will never know-what-it-is-like-to-be a woman with 

respect to the pregnancy experience.  

3.2.2 The Collective Privacy of Shared-Experiential-Knowledge 

 People who share experiential-knowledge belong to a private club, so to speak: 

“Women have a kind of collective privacy in this regard [i.e., with respect to childbirth-

experience],” (Dalmiya & Alcoff, 1993, p. 229); and, “In [knowing-what-it-is-like-to-be-

someone-else] we have a kind of ‘collective privacy’ and another variety of ‘privileged 
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access’” (Dalmiya & Alcoff, 1993, p. 241). By sharing experiential-knowledge we cross-

over into that a world of “collective privacy” or “privileged access” (Dalmiya & Alcoff, 

1993, p. 241). Consider the midwifery example of Dalmiya and Alcoff (1993) again. 

Midwives belong to a special club, e.g., “The Midwives Club,” so to speak, because all 

share-experiential-knowledge in virtue of having the same types of experiences: 

[Midwives] were most often, literally, older wives past their own child-bearing 

years who were widely respected members of the community because of their 

knowledge and skill in helping women with pregnancy, childbirth, and lactation. 

(pp. 221-222)  

 

The shared-experiences in this case are, e.g.: being older, being a wife, being past child-

bearing years, being a well respected member of their community, being knowledgeable 

and skilled “in helping women with pregnancy, childbirth, and lactation” (p. 222). The 

Midwives’ shared-experiential-knowledge is grounded in their experiential-knowledge 

derived from their having had the actual relevant experiences: 

Midwives usually had a wealth of experience, including direct personal 

experience of childbirth. Their training consisted in sharing information and 

stories of difficult births among themselves and being present at births from an 

early age. A few midwives in urban areas conducted training classes. Most 

midwives, like most women, were illiterate. (p. 222) 

 

Midwives often gained their knowledge from their own embodied 

experience of childbirth; they were even proud of this fact. Much of midwife 

knowledge was empathetic, and much of their skill in assisting in childbirth was 

based on this ability to identify with the expectant mother. This empathy was 

produced partly by a subjective or first-person knowledge of what it is like (for 

example) to be a woman going through labor, whereas knowledge of physicians 

[they mostly mean male] was grounded in a self-conscious quest for “objectivity.” 

These factors – that midwives did not rely on manuals but did emphasize 

personal experience – explain why the practice of midwifery disregards traditional 

propositional knowledge. (p. 225) 

 

The reason midwives can cross-over into this private world of midwifery is because they 

know-what-it-is-like-to-be the woman going through labor and so they can occupy her 
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point of view. The male obstetrician cannot be part of The Midwife Club (in fact, neither 

could a midwife be part of the male obstetrician club) because the relevant experiential-

knowledge is not shared. 

3.2.3 The Connection with the Person who Experiential-Knowledge is shared 

Having an experience will only give you the relatedness or connection to the other 

person with whom the experience is shared only if the experience is of a certain level of 

specificity.  If the experience is too general, the feeling of related or connectedness with 

the other will not occur. For example, a certain level of pain is associated with childbirth 

and just because one has experienced pain, say from stubbing my toe, does not mean that 

one knows-what-it-is-like-to-be the woman experiencing the pain of childbirth. The type 

of pain experience is too high on the generality level to share experiential-knowledge in 

this case.  One does not get that additional feeling of likeness and relatedness in this case. 

Compare that to the more specific experience of giving birth.  The reason women share 

experiential-knowledge in this case, and have that feeling of connectedness with each 

other, is because the experience has a certain amount of detail to it that leads to those like 

feelings of connectedness.  “Even women who have had very different sorts of deliveries 

might be able to share some of the experiences of fear, surprise, and the ultimate shock at 

how much their lives are changed as a result of giving birth” (Dalmiya & Alcoff, 1993, p. 

239).  The feeling of connectedness is only generated by experiential-knowledge at a 

certain level of specificity.  When the experiential-knowledge is too general in type one 

does not have that feeling of likeness and relatedness and lacks that connection with the 

other. 
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3.3 How Shared-Experiential-Knowledge Connects Minds 

 Shared-experiential-knowledge explains how certain groups of people arise.  That 

is, it explains how we join a private club of experience with those whom we share the 

relevantly similar types of experiences. These are the important features of shared-

experiential-knowledge which show how our minds become connected to one another. 

Specifically, there is a connection between one’s first-person experiential-knowledge and 

another’s experiential-knowledge (third-person) of the same type. Knowing-what-it-is-

like-to-be-for-someone-else means to be able to see things from another’s point of view.  

Being able to take up the point of view of another is what enables to read their minds. 

We can only read the minds of those with whom we share-experiential-knowledge. 

Consider the following two passages from the paper entitled: “What Is It Like to Be 

Someone Else? Simulation and Empathy,” by Ian Ravenscroft’s (1998): 

I now want to draw attention to a remarkable capacity by all normal human beings 

except perhaps the very youngest: each of us can experience what it is like to be 

someone else. I will use the term ‘empathy’ to refer to the capacity to bring about 

in ourselves another’s affective states without actually placing ourselves in their 

situation. Many years ago I witnessed a rock-climber struggling on an overhang, 

his strength rapidly ebbing. He was quite unable to reverse the difficult climbing 

he had already performed, and the good hand holds above the overhand were just 

beyond his reach. The rope was positioned in such a way that if offered him no 

protection, and it was obvious that a fall would be fatal. As exhaustion overcame 

him, he desperately sought a way out of his predicament, inspecting every crook 

and cranny of the rock in an unsuccessful attempt to relive the terrible strain on 

his arms and fingers. Looking on, I vividly experienced what it was like to be 

him, and not only because, as a climber, I had been in similar situations myself: 

any non-climber looking on could also experience what it was like to be that poor 

soul. 

 Our ability to have another’s experiences raises a severe difficulty for 

those philosophers and cognitive scientists who defend theory-theory – the view 

that our capacity to understand others is primarily to theorize about human 

behaviour. Given the gap between theory and experience, how is a theory-theory 

account of empathy to be developed? (p. 171) 

 



 

 

 60 

Simulation theory is the best available explanation of our ability to 

experience what it is like to be someone else….Considerations of empathy are, 

therefore, surprisingly important in the philosophy of mind. For they allow us to 

break the stalemate which has until now existed in the theory-theory/simulation-

theory debate. That we can experience what it is like to be someone else makes it 

more overwhelmingly plausible that simulation theory is true. (p. 184) 

 

Recall that we saw in Lewis (1983/2007) the inklings of a connection between 

experiential-knowledge and mindreading.  Ravenscroft does not explicitly talk of 

experiential-knowledge or shared-experiential-knowledge.  Yet, clearly hints of what I 

have been arguing for here may be seen in his work.  For example, Ravenscroft (1998) 

says “we can experience what it is like to be someone else” (p. 171 & p. 184). 

Notice that Ravenscroft uses the word “experience” with the locution what-it-is-

like-to-be-someone-else.  Whereas, I am talking about “knowing” what-it-is-like-to-be-

someone-else.   Do we mean to say the same thing?  I think so.  The only reason that 

Ravenscroft would be able to put himself in the shoes of the climber is if he too were a 

climber and has been in a similar situation as the other climber. He claims that this is 

true.  Under my account of shared-experiential-knowledge, Ravenscroft shares a similar 

experience with the climber he is observing because he admittedly and personally has 

been in a similar situation.  Explained in terms of my shared-experiential-knowledge 

thesis, the experiential-knowledge Ravenscroft has in this case pertains to a particular 

type of experience of rock-climbing that is difficult and dangerous (compared to one that 

is not).  Therefore, Ravenscroft knows what a difficult and dangerous rock-climbing 

experience is like. Moreover, he applies this experiential-knowledge to the current 

situation when observing the rock-climber with whom he shares this experiential-

knowledge by virtue of having undergone the same type of experience as the rock-
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climber he is currently observing, Ravenscroft is able to take up the point of view of this 

person (or, put himself in his shoes with respect to this same type of experience), and 

subsequently come to experience an inner feeling of likeness and relatedness with the 

rock-climber his is currently observing. In short, Ravenscroft knows-what it is like to be 

the rock climber experiencing a difficult and dangerous rock climbing situation (a.k.a., 

someone else) because he has been in a similar type of situation. 

3.3.1 Imagining- versus Knowing-What-It-Is-Like-To-Be-Someone-Else 

Ravenscroft and I do not entirely agree.   Ravenscroft thinks that a non-climber 

would know in this same sense too.  In my theory of experiential- and shared-

experiential-knowledge this would not be possible for a non-climber.  This is by virtue of 

the fact he has never had a rock-climbing experience. The reason Ravenscroft thinks that 

the non-climber would know-what-it-is-like-to-be the climber in this situation is because 

Ravenscroft is a simulation-theorist about mindreading. This means that Ravenscroft 

thinks that empathy, “the ability to put one self in the shoes of another” is accomplished 

by imaginative means. So if the non-climber is able to imagine-what-it-is-like-to-be in a 

situation similar to Ravenscroft qua climber and the other climber, then on Ravenscroft’s 

account the non-climber could “experience” or “know-what-it-is-like-to-be” the rock-

climber without ever having the experience for himself.  

We saw in chapter one that this is mistaken, since to know-what-it-is-like is not 

the same as being able to imagine-what-it-is-like.  The reasoning is the notion of shared 

experiential-knowledge is grounded in the notion of experiential-knowledge, which is to 

know-what-it-is-like and not imagine-what-it-it-like, then to know-what-it-is-like-to-be-

someone-else cannot be the same as to be able to imagine-what-it-is-like-to-be-someone-
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else for the same reasons. Consequently, only Ravenscroft, not the non-climber, would 

know-what-it-is-like-to-be the climber in this situation because he qua climber has been 

in similar type of situation. Ravenscrofts’ feelings are similar to the climber’s because 

Ravenscroft has undergone those similar feelings himself related to the described rock-

climbing experience. The non-climber has not undergone those experiences for himself 

and so cannot experience those same shared feelings associated with the rock-climbing 

experience. Simply put, the non-climber does not share-experiential-knowledge with 

Ravenscroft-the climber and the climber because he lacks the relevant climbing-

experience.  

Moreover, we might say the non-climber is akin to Nagel (1974) trying to imagine 

what it is like to be a bat. The reason imagining is not sufficient for knowing-what-it-is-

like-to-be-someone-else in this case comes from Nagel (1974): 

We must consider whether any method will permit us to extrapolate to the inner 

life of the bat from out own case, and if not, what alternative methods there may 

be for understanding the notion. 

 Our own experience provides the basic material for our imagination, 

whose range is therefore limited. It will not help to try to imagine that one has 

webbing on one’s arms, which enables one to fly around at dusk and dawn 

catching insects in ones’ mouth; that one has very poor vision, and perceives the 

surrounding world by a system of reflected high-frequency sound signals; and that 

one spend the day hanging upside down by ones’ feet in an attic. In so far as I can 

imagine this (which is not very far), it tells me only what it would be like for me 

to behave as a bat behaves. But this is not the question. I want to know what it is 

like for a bat to be a bat. Yet if I try to imagine this I am restricted to the 

resources of my own mind, and those resources are inadequate to the task. I 

cannot perform it either by imagining additions to my present experience, or by 

imagining segments gradually subtracted from it, or by imagining some 

combination of additions, subtractions, and modifications….The best evidence 

would come from the experience of bats, if we only knew what they were like. 

 So if extrapolation from our own case is involved in the idea of what it is 

like to be a bat, the extrapolation must be incompletable. We cannot form more 

than a schematic conception of what it is like. For example, we may ascribe 

general types of experience on the basis of the animal’s structure and behavior. 
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Thus we describe bat sonar as a form of three-dimensional forward perception; we 

believe that bats feel some versions of pain, fear, hunger, and lust and that they 

have other, more familiar types of perception besides sonar. But we believe that 

these experiences also have in each a specific subjective character, which it is 

beyond our ability to conceive. (pp. 438-439) 

 

My argument is that all the non-climber is doing when watching the climber undergoing 

those frightful climbing experiences is extrapolating from his own case. He is 

extrapolating from his own experiences that might be similar, e.g. maybe he almost fell 

out of a tree he climbed as a child and perhaps dangled there for a second until he got his 

grip. Note though that is not similar enough to the rock-climbing experiences described in 

virtue of the fact he never went rock-climbing. There is a big difference.  Rock-climbing 

experiences involve climbing great heights, maneuvering difficult ledges, using pulleys 

and ropes, and trusting spotters. Hence, a fall in rock climbing could cause serious bodily 

harm.  All the non-climber is capable of doing is imagining experiences he thinks might 

be similar and put them together to create an imaginative picture of what it must be like 

for the climber.  To borrow wording from Nagel, in so far as the non-climber can imagine 

what it is like to be the climber, it only tells him what it would or might be like to be the 

climber. For example, it might or would be like almost falling out of a tree. That is 

different than saying “it is exactly like almost falling out of a tree.” This response implies 

that one has actually had the experience of almost falling out of a tree.  Hence, knowing 

what it is like. Compared to the other where it is trying to liken the experience of almost 

falling off cliffs rock-climbing as an adult to almost falling out of a tree as a child. These 

are very different experiences so all that the non-rock climber can be doing is 

extrapolating from his own case to try and imagine what it must be like. Moreover, the 

question is not what “would it be like,” but rather “what is it like.” Just as Nagel (1974) 
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wants to know for himself what it is like for a bat to be a bat (p. 439) we may 

analogously ask under what conditions does the non-climber know what it is like to be the 

climber with respect to the rock-climbing experiences described?  It seems that all the 

non-climber has accomplished is forming “a schematic conception of what it is like [to be 

the climber]” (Nagel, 1974, p. 439), but that is not tantamount to knowing what it is like 

to be the climber. Granted if he could become the climber just as if Nagel could become a 

bat he could know what it is like to be the climber in the described situation. This is what 

marks the difference between us and bats on the one hand. While it is impossible for us to 

obtain bat sonar experiences because we are not bats, it is possible for us to obtain rock-

climbing ones should we so choose. Therefore, it is possible for us to know what it is like 

to be someone else if we can obtain the appropriate type of experiential-knowledge that is 

similar to the person for whom we want to know what it is like to be.  

On the other hand, there is a similarity between us and bats. Clearly all have 

experienced and are capable of experiencing hunger. So we all share a particular type of 

experiential-knowledge. Therefore, in addition to knowing what it is like to be someone 

else, it is possible for us to know what it is like to be a non-human animal with respect to 

certain types of experiences such as being hungry. 

The difference between ourselves and the bat example are on point with my 

notions of experiential-knowledge and knowing-what-it-is-like-to-be-someone-else is that 

we can “know what it is like for a climber to be a climber,” if and only if we first have 

the relevant (i.e., similar type of) experiential-knowledge and second share that similar 

type of experiential-knowledge with someone who also possesses it. Ravencroft is a 

climber who has undergone a similar climbing experience as the climber. Ravenscroft 
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knows what it is like to be the climber with respect to the described experience because 

he shares that experience (or, experiential-knowledge) with him. The non-climber does 

not.  Ergo, does not know what it is like even if he can imagine what it is like. 

3.5 Supporting Cases of Shared-Experiential-Knowledge 

 I will now present two cases of experiential knowledge.  First, consider a paper 

entitled: “Self Consciousness, Social Consciousness and Nature,” by Josiah Royce 

(1906/2002): 

If you laugh, I know what you mean just in so far as, under similar conditions, I 

can join with you and laugh heartily, also, and can thus, by fully imitating your 

deed, get a sense of your meaning. But if I see you laughing under circumstances 

that absolutely forbid me even to conceive myself as imitating your expression of 

mirth, then I have frankly to say that I do not in the least know what you mean by 

laughing at just this situation, and so cannot conceive in so far what your inner 

experience is. If I see you playing cards, or chess, I can only make out what your 

inner experience is in case I learn the cards, the pieces, the rules, or the moves of 

the game, and proceed to play it myself. If I want to know what the poets mean 

when they sing of love, I must myself become a lover. When I have imitated, in 

my measure, the lover’s situation, and the lover’s sincerely expressed devotion, 

then I know something of what love meant for the poet. (p. 116) 

 

We may interpret Royce as claiming that knowing-what-it-is-like to be a poet in love 

requires the experience of being in love. Moreover, we also see a connection between 

shared-experiential-knowledge and mindreading.  In order to be a successful card or 

chess player, one must be able to anticipate the moves of their opponents.  This requires 

seeing the game from the other’s point of view with the purpose of trying to decipher or 

“read” your opponent’s mind. This is only possible for those who have played these 

games.  Without this experience, trying to anticipate their moves is merely guessing, like 

shot in the dark, so to speak. 
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 Next, Consider Turow (1987), who we first encountered in the latter part of the 

previous chapter: 

This book is about my first year as a student at the Harvard Law School in 

Cambridge, Massachusetts. The fact that the last year’s events took place at 

Harvard – the oldest, largest, and perhaps most esteemed of America’s law 

schools – does not in the end differentiate my experience much from that of the 

nearly 40,000 Americans who begin their legal education every fall. The first year 

at American law schools tends to be remarkably uniform. The course of study has 

changed little in the past century. (p. 12) 

 

We saw in the previous chapter that being a first year Harvard Law School student is a 

particular type of experience. This quote takes matters further and shows that Turow’s 

experience of such there is not unique (in this context) and shared by others at this 

institution. Therefore, Turow, the Harvard Law School Student, knows what it is like to 

be any Harvard Law School Student, and vice versa, with respect to this experience.  

3.6 Conclusion 

 In this chapter I have argued that experiential-knowledge grounds shared-

experiential-knowledge and shown that when two or more people share experiential-

knowledge they know-what-it-is-like-to be the other. We saw that people who share 

experiential-knowledge are able to put themselves in the shoes of the other person and so 

are able to see the world from the other person’s point of view. Given that adopting 

another person’s point of view is sometimes used for mindreading, we saw that there is a 

connection between mindreading and sharing experiential-knowledge. I briefly touched 

on some of those connections here.  I will now develop those connections in more detail 

in the remainder of this dissertation.  We now turn our attention to mindreading debate 

and see how the concepts of experiential-knowledge and shared-experiential-knowledge 

resolve issues there. 
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4 

Mindreading 

             

4.1 The Mindreading Controversy 

 Mindreading is standardly defined as the ability to attribute mental states to other 

people (e.g., Nichols, 2004; Goldman, 2006).
30
 This subject tends to fall within the realm 

of philosophy of mind and/or psychology and so the goal is to describe the mental 

processes responsible for this ability. We want an explanation of our ability to attribute 

mental states to other people.  In this sense, mindreading should not be confused with 

knowing the mental states of other people, which would be a subject for epistemologists 

and not philosophers of mind (e.g., Goldman, 2006). Until now there has been no real 

attempt to provide an epistemology of mindreading. My primary aim in this chapter, as 

well as those following, is to participate in the debate concerning mental state attribution. 

After we see what an adequate theory of mindreading looks like, I conclude with a 

corollary tale about knowing the mental states of other people. 

 Mindreading is not just about our ability to attribute mental states to other people, 

it is also about how we make use of those mental states to predict and explain their 

behavior.  I will focus on the competing theories of mindreading which offer an answer to 

our mindreading questions and are believed to be the most plausible (e.g., Goldman, 

2006; Davies & Stone, 1995a; Davies & Stone, 1995b), are: theory-theory and 

simulation-theory (which is sometimes referred to as “empathy-theory” and “perspective-

taking”). In general, theory-theory maintains that we exploit law-like generalizations of 
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human behavior to mindread.   Simulation-theory maintains that we copy or replicate the 

mental states of our mindreading target by imaginatively putting our self in the target’s 

mental shoes. Below is a nice example of how simulation generally works:  

Predicting another’s decision is a stock example that ST aims to explain. It says 

that an attributor goes about this task by imaginatively putting herself into the 

target’s shoes. She pretends to have the same initial states – for example, the same 

desires and beliefs – and then makes a decision given those initial, pretend states. 

Having made a decision in the pretend mode, the attributor predicts that this is the 

decision the target will make. An example is a chess player, Black, trying to 

predict her opponent’s next move. Black would project herself into White’s shoes 

by pretending to desire white to win and pretending to have the chess beliefs she 

takes White to have. Starting with this pretense, and looking at the board from 

White’s “perspective,” Black works out a decision and predicts that this will 

(probably) be White’s decision.  

Notice that the ST account imputes to the attributor no knowledge of 

psychological laws. The attributor is not portrayed as deploying any want-belief-

decision generalization, such as “People always choose a course of action with the 

highest expected desirability given their goals and beliefs.” This kind of folk-

psychological law (or “platitude”) is what attributors deploy according to 

orthodox version of TT. (Goldman, 2006, p. 19) 

 

In other words, playing chess requires predicting an opponent’s moves and then 

circumventing them.  Alternately, it requires the ability to be able to read your opponent’s 

mind.  Simulation-theory states that the way I read your mind is by pretending to be you, 

and so I imaginatively put myself in your shoes. Once there, I pretend to have the same 

beliefs, desires, etc. as you, and I might also imagine the board from your side of the 

table, then in this pretend mode I generate a pretend decision about where I would move 

if I were you. Next, I stop pretending to be you and say that that pretend decision is your 

genuine decision, which decision I then attribute to you as believing. 

 Let us compare that to how theorizing generally works in this situation. It states 

that instead of pretending to be you, I possess a generalized theory or folk-psychological 

law of human behavior such as: “People always choose a course of action with the 
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highest expected desirability given their goals and beliefs” (Goldman, 2006, p. 19), which 

I use to predict your decision. The main difference between theory-theory and 

simulation-theory is that the former assigns knowledge of psychological laws to mind-

readers and the latter does not (Goldman, 2006, p. 26). 

These theories were originally believed to be mutually exclusive. While the 

details of famous theory-theorists’ stories of mindreading may differ, they generally 

agree that some sort of theorizing is primarily used for mindreading and never 

simulation.
31
 On the other hand, even though famous simulation-theorists’ likewise offer 

differing stories of mindreading, they too tend to agree that perspective-taking is the 

primary process involved in it, but never theorizing.
32
 Each in their opposite corner, they 

are united in their agreement on the primary process involved in mindreading and the 

exclusion of the opposing theory. 

Some theorists from each camp still stand firm in their belief about what 

constitutes the primary process of mindreading.  However, today it is believed that 

simulation and theorizing are no longer mutually exclusive views and that some sort of 

hybridization of them is required (e.g., Stich & Nichols, 1992; Goldman, 2006).
33
 One 

promising hybrid approach that has been offered is called “independence” and we get a 

nice definition of it from Alvin I. Goldman (2006): 

Some instances of mindreading – possibly entire categories of mindreading – are 

executed wholly by simulation or wholly by theorizing. Independence refers to 

cases in which neither method implements the other or cooperates with the other 

within a single token of mindreading. (p. 45) 

 

In other words, independence is the view that some cases of mindreading occur solely by 

simulation or solely by theorizing, but not both, and so each maintains its unique identity. 
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There are also two other hybrid approaches: implementation and cooperation.  

The implementation approach postulates a type of higher order control process that 

directs mindreading.  Whatever process this may be would be the primary process of 

mindreading. Stich and Nichols (1992) have suggested that theorizing might be this 

control process and so theorizing would implement simulation. Goldman (2006) has 

countered that maybe the opposite is true.  Rather, simulation could be control process 

that implements simulation (p. 44). The debate in this case is for primacy of the control 

process since that would indicate the primary mindreading theory. 

Cooperation approach is more diplomatic in postulating that simulation and 

theorizing work together for mindreading. In this case, one seems to be somehow 

required for the other.  Neither a pure simulation nor a pure theorizing is used for any 

single mindreading episode. Here primacy is shared. 

A more egalitarian approach to mindreading is to think independence is the way 

to go. In arguing for independence, it will be evident that neither implementation nor 

cooperation is a viable mindreading option. The task is to explain how independence is 

true.  This view requires pitting myself against the leading mindreading theory and its 

most famous advocate, which is simulation-theory and Alvin I. Goldman.  I consider that 

the independence approach to mindreading that I advance as more of a homage to 

Goldman. I believe he presents the right version of simulation-theory.  Thus, much of 

what I will say is meant to enhance his view. My main quibble with Goldman is, contrary 

to his claims, I do not think that his view is hybrid.  Consequently, this leaves us with an 

incomplete theory of mindreading as he neglects the significant role theorizing plays in 

mindreading. 
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In the following chapters, I will argue that sometimes mindreading is executed 

wholly by simulation or wholly by theorizing and which it is depends on whether or not 

experiential-knowledge is shared between the mindreading attributor and target. First, I 

link my notions of experiential-knowledge and shared-experiential-knowledge to 

Goldman’s simulation-theory. Second, I show that there are cases where simulation is not 

possible because experiential-knowledge is not shared, nonetheless we see that 

mindreading still occurs. Third, I show that in such cases mindreading proceeds by pure 

theorizing. Therefore, the independence thesis of mindreading advanced here is that when 

simulation is not possible because experiential-knowledge is not shared between 

attributor and target, mindreading is achieved solely by theorizing. I call this the shared-

experiential-knowledge independence approach to mindreading.  I suggest that 

Goldman’s version of simulation-theory represents the independent simulating side and 

something like theory-theorist Shaun Nichols’s (2004) sentimental rules might represent 

the independent theorizing side. Let us begin by examining Goldman’s version of 

simulation-theory and see why I do not think it is actually hybrid, but purely simulational. 

4.2 Goldman’s “Hybrid” Simulation-Theory 

Goldman (2006) strongly endorses and purports to give a hybrid simulation-

theory with special emphasis on simulation (e.g., pp. 21, 23, 43, 113) and calls his 

simulation-theory view “duplex,” because of the twofold low-level and high-level nature 

of simulation.
34
 An examination of the details of Goldman’s duplex simulation-theory 

will reveal that it is not entirely clear how his view is hybrid. I conclude that Goldman is 

really presenting a pure simulation-theory and leaving open the possibility of a hybrid 
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view. Since a hybrid view of mindreading is required, Goldman’s simulation-theory falls 

short of an adequate theory of mindreading.  

4.2.1 Simulation 

 For our present mindreading purposes, simulation means to “replicate,” 

“duplicate,” or “copy” the mental states of other people (e.g., Heal, 1986/1995a;Gordon, 

1986/1995a; Goldman, 1989/1995a; Goldman, 2006). It requires that the replicated, 

duplicated, or copied mental states of the mind-reader and mindreading target be similar 

or alike.  Note that simulation properly understood allows for erroneous simulations and 

includes attempted and successful simulation routines. 

 According to Goldman (2006) successful mental simulation may be understood 

somewhat analogously to successful flight simulation. While a flight simulator is not 

actually an airplane, it does resemble an airplane in relevantly similar ways that are 

important for learning how to fly, e.g., the environment looks like a real airplane cockpit, 

and when one is “flying” it feels as thought one is really airborne. Ergo, the simulator is 

similar enough to actually flying a plane. What goes on in the simulator is supposed to 

replicate (or, copy) what goes on in an actual flight. Even though the flight simulation is a 

hypothetical flying situation, it is considered as good as actually flying in this case, in the 

sense that the simulation counts as an accurate or successful representation of a genuine 

flight situation.  This is because the flight simulator corresponds with actual flying. 

When we talk of successful or accurate “mental” simulation we mean something 

analogous: the mind-reader is the simulator who purposefully or intentionally replicates 

the mental states of the target, and not the other way around. According to Goldman 

(2006) some cases of mindreading are unintentional and when this occurs such acts of 
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mindreading count as a simulation as long as its function is to replicate the other person’s 

mental states (pp. 36-37).  

Sometimes one makes mistakes when reading other people’s minds.  Nonetheless, 

this still counts as simulational mindreading because the aim of the mind-reader is still to 

replicate another person’s mental states (Goldman, 2006, p. 38).  

The role (mental) simulation plays in mindreading is that it is used to answer 

third-person mindreading questions: “People often use mental simulations [i.e., 

successful] or attempted mental simulations [i.e., unsuccessful] to answer questions (form 

beliefs) about other people’s mental states” (Goldman, 2006, p. 39). 

 Finally, there is another sense of simulation that should not be confused with the 

sense of simulation intended for mindreading.  This is known as “computational 

modeling” simulation or “computer simulation,” which Goldman (2006) says looks more 

like theorizing (or theory-theory) because it predicts and explains behavior based on 

certain scientific generalizations or laws (see pp. 35-36). Examples of the types of 

phenomenon that would be simulated in this sense are: hurricanes, economics, protein 

synthesis (Goldman, 2006, p. 35). 

  Now that we understand what simulation means and the role it plays in 

mindreading, let us look at the details of Goldman’s view and examine them. 

4.2.1 Low-Level Simulation 

 Goldman’s theory is “duplex” (e.g., p. 293) because he claims there are two types 

of mindreading: low-level and high-level.  Each of these two types requires a separate 

simulation process. I begin my examination with low-level simulation and the processes 

involved.  
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Goldman (2006) defines low-level mindreading as: “attributing emotions to others 

based (mainly) on their facial expressions” (p. 113).  In effect this is “emotion reading”. 

Goldman refers to this as “Face-based emotional recognition” or “FaBER” (p. 113). Low-

level mindreading is characterized as “comparatively simple, primitive, automatic, and 

largely below the level of consciousness” and “consists in recognizing emotion types 

(e.g., fear, disgust, and anger) without identifying desires or beliefs with specific 

contents” (p. 113). 

According to Goldman, low-level mindreading requires recognizing emotions in 

others and that is why he talks about “recognition” rather than “attribution” when 

describing the mirroring process said to be responsible for it: “I talk here of emotion 

‘recognition’ instead of ‘attribution.’ To recognize someone’s face as expressive of a 

certain emotion is to judge the person to be in that state and to categorize the emotion as 

being of the specified type” (p. 114).  

The process responsible for low-level mindreading is “mirroring” or 

“(unmediated) resonance” and is modeled after the “mirror systems in monkeys and 

humans (Rizzolatti, Fadiga, Gallese, and Gogassi, 1996; Gallese, Fadiga, Fogassi, and 

Rizzolatti, 1996; and Rizzolatti, Fogassi, and Gallese, 2001)” (Goldman, 2006, p. 128). 

According to this model, mindreading for emotions, feelings, and intentions proceeds 

from the ability to mirror them.
35
 For instance, mindreading for a basic emotion such as 

disgust proceeds from the ability to mirror disgust. When I directly observe that you are 

disgusted, my neurons mirror (or copy, or replicate) your neurons and enable me to 

recognize that you are disgusted.  In turn, this allows me to attribute the emotion of 

disgust to you.  
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Goldman’s low-level simulation provides little room at all for hybridity with 

theorizing. The first reason is that by definition, the mirroring processes, does not entail 

theorizing.  Mirroring only involves a direct copying or replicating of another person’s 

low-level mental states (e.g., emotions, feelings, and intentions without content). 

Therefore, there is no theorizing in low-level simulation by definition. 

The second reason appears as a result of the empirical evidence pertaining to the 

paired deficits “both in experiencing a given emotion and a selective deficit in 

recognizing that very emotion” (Goldman, 2006, p. 115). Goldman successfully and 

empirically shows that the paired deficits are straightforwardly explained by mirroring. 

Thus, demonstrating that mirror-based mindreading actually occurs and low-level 

simulation mindreading is the product. Moreover, Goldman (2006) successfully shows in 

chapter 6 on low-level mindreading that the basic problem for theory-theory is its 

inability to successfully explain the paired deficits.  Thus, demonstrating that low-level 

mindreading is not achieved by theorizing (alone): “There is a deficit both in 

experiencing a given emotion and a selective deficit in recognizing that very same 

emotion. Such a paired deficit is not easily explained by TT. But it is predicted 

straightforwardly by ST” (p. 115). For example, in section 6.2 “Explaining Emotion 

Recognition by Simulation versus Theory,” Goldman (2006) also devotes a substantive 

amount of time showing how TT faces too many difficulties in trying to explain the 

paired deficits. Therefore, there is no room for theorizing in low-level simulation. 

 A final reason may be surmised from Goldman (2006) “6.7. Where Do Mirror 

Systems Come From,” in this section he addresses the objection that ST collapses into TT 

because a kind of theorizing supposedly underlies mirroring. Goldman replies that this is 
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false because (1) he doubts that the postulated theory is in fact a form of theorizing (p. 

143); and (2) even if it were, he reminds us that threats of collapse are not threats at all, 

because it would never be an entire collapse (p. 144). With (1) Goldman rules out that 

low-level mindreading is achieved by theorizing, thus there can be no theorizing in his 

low-level simulation theory; and with (2) Goldman leaves open the possibility for a 

hybrid view, which he fails to provide the details of since page 144 concludes his chapter 

and argument on low-level mindreading. Therefore, there is no theorizing built-in to his 

low-level simulation theory.  

 In sum, since mirroring is defined in terms of simulation and there is no element 

of theorizing in low-level simulation, Goldman’s low-level simulation-theory is not 

hybrid (even if it leaves open the possibility of a hybrid view).  

4.2.2 High-Level Simulation 

 Goldman (2006) defines high-level mindreading roughly as follows:  

 

(a) it targets mental states of a relatively complex nature, such as propositional 

attitudes; (b) some components of the mindreading process are subject to 

voluntary control; and (c) the process has some degree of accessibility to 

consciousness. (p. 147) 

 

The several key features of high-level simulational mindreading are empathy, enactment 

imagination (E-imagination), egocentrism and projection, quarantine.  I will discuss each 

in turn. 

 The way someone would high-level simulate another person is by imaginatively 

putting herself in the shoes of the other person. “To put one’s self into the shoes of the 

other” is typically understood as empathy.  This is why simulational mindreading is 

sometimes understood synonymously with the empathy theory of mindreading (e.g., 



 

 

 77 

Goldman, 1986).  Keep in mind that empathy is a complex concept.  For the purposes of 

mindreading it is merely understood as the ability imaginatively to put oneself in another 

person’s mental shoes.  Accordingly, Goldman (2006) says that “mindreading is an 

extended form of empathy” (p. 4). The main complexity about empathy tends to concern 

whether or not it entails any emotive and caring connotations, e.g., like “altruistic 

motivation, such as concern or a desire to help [other people]” (Goldman, 2006, p. 291).
36
 

While Goldman (2006) “brackets” empathy’s “emotive and caring connotation” when 

claiming that “mindreading is an extended form of empathy” (p. 4), he does think that 

low-level simulation explains why we care about other people, but not high-level 

simulation: “no central role in altruistic motivation is being assigned to high-level 

simulation….low-level simulation does seem to be a key ingredient in core altruistic 

motivation” (p. 294).  This is important so the reader does not misunderstand high-level 

simulation or “high-level empathy” to include having care or concern for other people.   

 Enactment imagination or “E-imagination,” which is also known as “mental 

pretense,” is employed for high-level simulational mindreading. By “enactment” 

imagination Goldman (2006) means “visual” imagination as follows: 

I am planning tonight’s dinner. I just purchased a white beans and artichoke salad, 

which might nicely combine with a bed of leafy greens already in the refrigerator. 

To test the appeal of this combination, I visualize the white beans and pale green 

artichoke hearts against the background of the dark green (and red) leafy 

ingredients. This act of visual imagination is an instance of E-imagination, 

involving deliberate construction of a mental state with (quasi-) visual character. 

The immediate output of the imaginative process is intended to resemble a 

counterpart state: a percept of the culinary creation before me; I try to create a 

mental surrogate of seeing it. (p. 149) 

E-imagination is connected to “perspective-taking” since adopting the other person’s 

point of view is required for reading that person’s mind: 
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To determine whether my wife, seated elsewhere in the room, can see the bird in 

the birdfeeder, I might visualize how things look from her perspective. Such 

perspective taking could lead me to mindread both her visual state and any 

consequent beliefs about the bird. (p. 149) 

 

Given that adopting the other person’s point of view is crucial for simulating the mental 

states of others, high-level simulational mindreading is also synonymously referred to as 

the “perspective-taking” approach to mindreading. 

 According to Goldman (2006), self-reflection or self-reference is used for many 

high-level mindreading tasks and this can pose problems of projection or egocentrism.
37
 

Projection, which is synonymous with “egocentrism” and “egocentric bias,” means that 

sometimes a mind-reader ascribes one’s own mental states to a mindreading target. To 

guard against projection a mind-reader must quarantine one’s own genuine beliefs from 

the target’s pretend beliefs in a simulation routine: 

In terms of the ST framework, we can profitably understand projection in terms of 

a quarantine-violating simulation process in which the quarantine violation 

strongly affects, or contaminates, the resulting attribution. In other words, 

projection occurs when a genuine, nonpretend state of the attributor seeps into the 

simulation routine despite its inappropriateness (as judged by information the 

attributor possesses). This results in an attribution that is inappropriately 

influenced by the attributor’s own current states (genuine, nonpretend states). 

(Goldman, 2006, pp. 164-165) 

 

Successful mindreading requires a mind-reader to quarantine one’s own genuine, non-

pretend, mental states; and that involves inhibiting the self-perspective:  

Quarantine prevents something from happening that might otherwise occur; 

specifically, it prevents one’s own mental states from being projected onto the 

target. In neural terms, such prevention is inhibition. It might be described as 

“inhibiting the self-perspective”….successful mindreading should involve 

inhibition of the self perspective.  (Goldman, 2006, p. 170) 

Thus erroneous (or, unsuccessful) mindreading is the result of quarantine failure. A final 

point to remember about simulation-theory is that both successful and unsuccessful 
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simulation count as mindreading: “ST requires only attempted, not necessarily successful, 

simulation” (Goldman, 2006, p. 29, p. 150). 

 Goldman’s high-level simulation provides little if any room for any hybridity with 

theorizing. First, Goldman (2006) provides ample empirical evidence supporting the 

claims that we “do engage in self-reflection in many third-person high-level mindreading 

tasks” (p. 164).  The inhibition for this self-perspective is required for successful 

mindreading.  Since all pure (non-hybrid) theory-theories deny that we take the first-

person perspective in mindreading, they cannot adequately explain egocentric biases (or 

erroneous mindreading) – another well established fact: “TT cannot easily or naturally 

explain widespread egocentrism” (Goldman, 2006, p. 173). Second, high-level 

simulational mindreading is the result of an imaginative process, i.e., E-imagination, and 

so it does not require any type of theorizing to take the perspective of the other person. 

Therefore, since E-imagination plays the central role in high-level simulation theory 

(Goldman, 2006, p. 149), Goldman’s high-level simulation-theory is not hybrid in this 

sense. 

4.2.3 Goldman’s Duplex Simulation Theory versus the Other ST-TT Hybrids 

Let us now consider whether Goldman’s duplex simulation-theory might be 

hybrid in one of the following senses: implementation, cooperation, and independence. 

Implementation is easy to eliminate since Goldman (2006) thinks it is false: “So 

all I am saying here is that it isn’t essential to ST’s viability that the theory-

implementation story be false. I believe it is false, but I don’t have to defend that view in 

detail” (p. 44). 
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While Goldman (2006) thinks that both cooperation and independence are viable 

hybrid options, it is not clear whether his simulation-theory is hybrid in either sense. 

First, in low-level simulation, there is no way that theorizing is cooperating with mirror 

neurons.  Second, as for independence, it is not even applicable to mirror neurons and so 

not applicable in low-level simulation.  

Second, Goldman’s argument for high-level simulation seems to exclude any 

adequate explanation of how his view is hybrid in either the cooperative or independent 

sense. Moreover, Goldman does not appear to be claiming anywhere that his view is 

hybrid in either sense. For example, throughout chapter seven even after Goldman argues 

for high-level simulation, he continues to explain how theorizing fails as an adequate 

alternative to simulation.  It is unclear how Goldman’s view might be cooperative or 

independent if he does not allow for a pure theory-theory to exist. At times he grants that 

pure theorizing is compatible with simulation and even possible in its pure form where it 

retains its distinctive identity, but then he continually tends to argues it out of the picture 

by highlighting what he characterizes as its abounding failures.  

 Goldman does concede at one point that there may be a case where mindreading 

predictions are based on theory rather than simulation. For example, when individuals 

today were asked to predict what they would do if they were asked by an authority figure 

to give another person a shock (Stanley Milligram’s 1963 experiment), they predicted 

that they would not administer the shock (Goldman, 2006, p, 174). However, the original 

experiment showed that most people did administer the shock.  The people made 

erroneous predictions. The explanation of these mindreading errors is said to be the 

product of a bad theory and not a bad simulation: “Rebecca Saxe (2005) cites this 
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example, among others, as a presumptive case of theorizing rather than simulating” 

(Goldman, 2006, p. 174). Goldman (2006) says that he “would not be surprised if many 

such predictions are based on theory rather than simulation” (p. 174). We have one 

instance where theorizing would play an independent role in mindreading, and so 

Goldman’s view would be consistent with an independent hybrid view. Goldman’s view 

is not hybrid based on this because of his non-commitment to the pure role theorizing 

would play.  Remember he says he “would not be surprised” if mindreading were 

accomplished wholly by theorizing.  I do not take to mean that this is the sense in which 

his view is hybrid. 

 In the remaining sections of chapter seven (i.e., section 7.10 and onward), 

Goldman’s (2006) defense of high-level simulation turns “speculative,” yet he still 

maintains hybrid simulation theory’s supremacy over pure theory-theory (e.g., cf. p. 148). 

For example, Goldman (2006) asks whether we simulate or theorize when assigning 

content to the mental states of others and immediately answers: “I defend a hybrid 

treatment, but one that emphasizes simulation as the default procedure. Our fundamental, 

default procedure is to project our own basic concepts and combinational principles onto 

others” (p. 176). Goldman (2006) then goes on to explain the different ways it might be 

possible that we theorize only to dismiss them and conclude that we assign content to the 

mental states of other people only by simulation: “ample considerations support 

simulation as people’s naïve approach to content metarepresentation, though this leaves 

room for a nonnegligible strand of theorizing as well, as explained previously” (p. 180).  

After careful analysis of Goldman’s simulation-theory, I believe his view is not 

hybrid.  Rather, I think it is really a form of pure simulation-theory. Nonetheless, I do 
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think Goldman really believes that both cooperation and implementation are genuine 

alternative possibilities to his pure simulation story.  It is just not clear what a perfect 

blending of theorizing and simulating, wherein each retain their distinctive identities, 

would look like.  In what remains, I shall offer a hybrid alternative to Goldman’s pure 

simulation-theory using his view as half of my independence approach to mindreading.
38
 

4.3 Theory-Theory and Independence 

In the remaining chapters, by “simulation”, I shall mean Goldman’s simulation-

theory.  As for its theorizing counterpart in independence, I shall mean some version of a 

pure theory-theory characterized as “paradigm TT” by Goldman (2006) as follows: 

This view embodies three theses: (1) Mental-state concepts are conceptualized in 

terms of causal laws relating mental states to peripheral events (behavior and 

external stimuli) and other mental states. (2) Both third-person and first-person 

attribution proceed by way of a law-guided inference from observed peripheral 

events. (3) Putative laws are acquired “empirically,” by means of general-purpose 

scientizing procedures. (p. 26) 

 

I think any theory-theory that meets the criterion of paradigm TT could suffice as a prime 

candidate for our theorizing counterpart.
39
 However, I focus primarily on the theory-

theory view of Shaun Nichols’s (2004) as illustrated by what he calls “sentimental rules.” 

I have used Nichols’s as my exemplar of theory-theory because of his work on autism 

and psychology demonstrate that successful mindreading sometimes occurs in the 

absence of simulation as a result of theorizing, which supports my overall independence 

claims.  

 Another reason I picked Nichols is because he is one of the historical key players 

in the mindreading debate.  Nichols and Stich coauthored a number of monumental 

papers defending theory-theory and objecting to simulation-theory (1992; 1995b).
40
 It 
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should be noted that Nichols and Stich (2003) now endorse a hybrid view of mindreading 

in which they allow for simulation in inference prediction (pp. 123, 135).
41
 The degree to 

which their view is hybrid is not important for present purposes. 

 I will focus primarily on Nichols’s “sentimental rules” and not Nichols and Stich. 

The claims surrounding the sentimental rules are directly relevant to several of my key 

claims as we will see in the following chapters.  I will now explain how sentimental rules 

are related to mindreading. Sentimental rules are essentially a normative theory that 

prevents harming other people: 

The normative theory of central interest to us, however, is the normative theory 

prohibiting harmful actions. The operative notion of harm also needs to be 

qualified. Unless otherwise noted, “harm” is restricted to psychological harms like 

pain and suffering. (Nichols, 2004, p. 16) 

 

Nichols and Goldman agree that mindreading is necessary for “altruistic motivation, such 

as concern and or a desire to help” (Goldman, 2006, p. 291). In other words, feeling 

concern and a directed motivation to want to help another person requires attributing 

certain mental states to that other such as pain, suffering, distress, discomfort, etc. 

(Goldman, 2006, p. 292).  Consider Nichols (2004):  

The normative theory that prohibits harming others, on the current proposal, does 

depend on some capacity for mindreading. For it requires some mindreading 

abilities to properly categorize harm and to recognize the distinction between 

genuine and superficial distress cues. Nonetheless, the requisite mindreading 

abilities here are plausibly minimal. As a result, the evidence on autism fits 

comfortably with the present proposal. For, as noted earlier, despite their deficits 

in some aspects of mindreading, autistic children are capable of attributing 

wanting and hurting to others.  

Although I am suggesting that the normative theory underlying core moral 

judgment implicates at least a minimal capacity for mindreading, this does not 

exclude the possibility that there are important differences between the moral 

judgments of children with autism and those of other children.  Indeed, it is likely 

that one of the central features of moral development is that the normative theory 

becomes increasingly sophisticated. Presumably this increasing sophistication will 
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sometimes draw on increasingly sophisticated mindreading abilities. For instance, 

it is part of a moral normative theory of older children (and adults) that lying is 

prohibited. But because an understanding of lying depends on fairly sophisticated 

mindreading capacities, this prohibition may be absent from the normative 

theories of young children and children with autism. (p. 17) 

 

An important point to take from Nichols (2004) is that we possess a set of rules which 

govern harm behaviors which we make use of for moral mindreading: 

For current purpose, the precise characterization of the affective 

mechanism is not really crucial. The important claim is simply that some affective 

mechanism that is responsive to others’ suffering is plausibly implicated in moral 

judgment. 

Core moral judgment depends on two mechanisms, then, a normative 

theory prohibiting harming others, and some affective mechanism that is activated 

by suffering in others. Core moral judgment thus implicates what I will call 

“Sentimental Rules,” rules prohibiting actions that are independently likely to 

elicit strong negative affect. The set of rules or normative theory prohibits actions 

of a certain type, and actions of that type generate strong affective response. 

There is reason to think that the two mechanisms underlying core moral judgment 

are at least partly dissociable. (p. 18) 

 

Nichols is particularly talking about “moral” mindreading.  This is an instance of 

mindreading.  The sentimental rules are a prime example of paradigm TT and relate 

directly to mind reading in general.   

In the next few chapters we will see how Goldman’s simulation-theory and 

Nichols’ theory-theory might be combined into the hybrid independence theory of 

mindreading.  This is the theory I am endorsing. 
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5 

Independence Part One: Shared Experiential-Knowledge, Low-

Level Simulation, and Theorizing 

             

5.1 Introduction 

 I begin this chapter by linking my notion of shared experiential-knowledge to 

Goldman’s low-level simulational mindreading. We will see that sharing experiential-

knowledge is a necessary condition for the ability to low-level simulate. An important 

consequence follows: when experiential-knowledge is not present (hence, not shared nor 

sharable), low-level simulation is not possible, yet successful low-level mindreading still 

occurs. Why is this? I propose that low-level mindreading in the absence of low-level 

simulation is the result of theorizing. My defense of independence in low-level 

simulational mindreading rests on empirical evidence in Goldman (2006) regarding 

selective impairment patterns for several emotions.  The evidence shows that since “there 

is a deficit both in experiencing a given emotion and a selective deficit in recognizing 

that very emotion” (p. 115).  Consequently, there is a deficit in mindreading for the 

impaired emotion using low-level simulation.  Conversely, there is not a deficit for 

mindreading for the impaired emotions using theorizing.  Let us now turn to the details of 

my argument.
42
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5.2 Goldman’s Low-Level Simulational Mindreading 

I will present a little more information about Goldman’s low-level simulational 

mindreading before explaining how it and shared experiential-knowledge are connected. 

According to Goldman, emotion mindreading (or, “low-level mindreading”) is 

based on a mirroring process (or, low-level simulation) in which mirror neurons are 

responsible for copying, replicating, or duplicating the mental states of another person. 

The mirror process is direct as it is the result of direct and immediate perception: 

“perception of the target’s face ‘directly’ triggers (subthreshold) activation of the same 

neural substrate of the emotion in question” (Goldman, 2006, p. 127).  Simply put, seeing 

someone else’s face triggers or activates the same neural response.  

To mirror another person’s emotional mental state (or, low-level simulate) is to 

recognize that the other person is experiencing a particular emotion.  In turn this is used 

to attribute the recognized emotion to the other person. Goldman (2006) calls this type of 

low-level mindreading “face-based emotion recognition” (or, “FaBER” for short) because 

it is “comparatively simple, primitive, automatic, and largely below the level of 

consciousness” (p. 113). Therefore, to attribute “emotions to other people based (mainly) 

on their facial expressions” (Goldman, 2006, p. 113) is low-level mindreading or FaBER.  

The types of emotions Goldman (2006) is referring to are basic, e.g., fear, disgust, 

anger, and secondary, e.g., guilt (p. 116). Recognizing that someone is experiencing one 

of these types of emotions is to do so “without identifying any propositional contents” 

(Goldman, 2006, p. 113) of the emotion.  That is, one may recognizes that someone is 

experiencing fear and do so without identifying what the fear stems from. In other words, 

I might recognize that someone is afraid but not know why she is afraid.  
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For low-level simulation we make use of our own mental equipment when 

mindreading for emotions in other people:  

Successful FaBER by normal people, an attributor’s attribution is based on a 

(subthreshold) tokening of the same emotion experienced by the target. The 

observer’s emotional system “resonates” with that of the target, and this is the 

matching event on which the attribution is based. (Goldman, 2006, p. 132) 

 

By “resonance” Goldman just means “mirroring”.  This is not accidental. In order to 

better understand how mirroring is not accidental, Goldman has us consider two 

individuals on two separate ocean voyages undergoing at the exact same time a bout of 

nausea. Goldman (2006) calls this a case of “mental synchrony” (p. 133) and not 

mirroring because these individuals are accidentally or coincidentally sharing the same 

type of mental state. Had the two individuals been on the same ocean voyage and in the 

same place together, and one underwent a particular mental state as a result of observing 

the other, this would be a case of mirroring.  

A low-level simulational mindreading routine is as follows: Stacy sees Jimmy’s 

sad facial expression and that triggers or activates the same “sad” neural response in 

Stacy. Now Stacy’s neurons mirror (or, copy, replicate, duplicate) Jimmy’s neurons and 

so Stacy recognizes that Jimmy is experiencing sadness. This leads Stacy to attribute the 

emotion of sadness to Jimmy. Thus, completing the routine. 

5.3 Low-Level Simulational and Shared Experiential-Knowledge 

There is a clear connection between Goldman’s low-level simulation and shared 

experiential-knowledge.  The connection being that sharing experiential-knowledge is a 

necessary condition for low-level simulation.  I shall now demonstrate.  
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Recall my experiential-knowledge thesis from chapter two: A subject, S, knows a 

particular type of experience, En, if and only if S has undergone En.  Next, recall that 

shared experiential-knowledge just means that two or more people possess the same or 

similar type of experience. 

In order to low-level simulate (i.e., copy, replicate, or duplicate) the low-level 

mental states of others, one must be able to mirror their mental states. If someone can 

mirror the low-level mental states of another person, then she can attribute those mental 

states (i.e., emotions) to that person.  

The selective impairment studies show that “deficits in the experience of an 

emotion and selective deficits in the face-based recognition of the same emotion reliably 

co-occur” (Goldman, 2006, p. 119).  Low-level simulation requires having an emotional 

experience.  If a person cannot have the experience, then he cannot mirror the mental 

state of the experience that the other person is having.  Therefore, that person cannot 

mindread for the deficit emotion.  

According to the two points above several things can be concluded.  First, low-

level simulation is understood as a result of the mirroring process which requires having 

(or, being able to have) a particular type of experience (or, experiential-knowledge).  

Two, mirroring requires that the mind-reader and target share the emotional experience.  

Therefore, Goldman’s low-level simulation requires having experiential-knowledge as 

well as sharing experiential-knowledge.  

This may raise a worry.  Recall, Goldman’s example of the two passengers on 

separate ocean voyages experiencing nausea at the exact same time.  My account of 

shared experiential-knowledge, grants that these two individuals are sharing the 
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experience. If I am correct and shared experiential-knowledge is necessary for low-level 

simulation, it would not be said that the passengers are mirroring each other’s mental 

state.  Goldman (2006) denies this: “the mere accidental sharing of a given mental state 

(type) by two individuals,” and “this coincidental sharing is not mirroring” (p. 133). 

Since these individuals share experiential-knowledge but are not mirroring, and so, not 

low-level simulating, does this pose a problem for my view? 

Absolutely not.  Merely, this shows that shared experiential-knowledge is not a 

sufficient condition for low-level simulation.  I can grant this premise without any 

worries to my view.  Granting that something more than having an experience and 

sharing it with someone is required for low-level simulational mirroring has the 

implication that something more than having an experience is required for the ability to 

recognize.  Recall in chapter one I established this claim as true.  We find further support 

for that argument.  

We know what is missing in the ocean voyage example and that is the 

“directness” feature of mirroring. Therefore, while shared experiential-knowledge is a 

necessary condition for low-level simulation, it is not a sufficient one.   

5.4 Low-Level Simulation and Low-Level Mindreading 

 We have seen that low-level simulation requires shared experiential-knowledge.  

If one low-level simulates, then one shares experiential-knowledge. A question arises: is 

the understanding of low-level simulation, in terms of shared experiential-knowledge, a 

necessary or sufficient condition for low-level mindreading? Enough evidence has been 

presented to grant that low-level simulation is a sufficient condition for low-level 

mindreading. The real question is whether or not it is a necessary condition.  I will now 
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show that low-level simulation cannot be a necessary condition for low-level 

mindreading, since it is possible to low-level mindread without low-level simulation.  

That is, when there is no shared experiential-knowledge, there can be no low-level 

simulation.  Thus, no low-level mindreading can occur via low-level simulation:  

If an E-damaged mindreader tries to mindread emotion E in someosne else, ST 

predicts that the damage will impair her ability to mindread E accurately. On the 

other hand, as long as the damage doesn’t extend to brain regions responsible for 

other emotions, E’, E’’, and so on, ST predicts that FaBER performance with 

respect to those emotions would not be impaired. (Goldman, 2006, p. 114) 

 

I accept that Goldman has shown this is true.  The following is my interpretation of 

Goldman’s view of shared experiential-knowledge.  A person who cannot experience a 

certain emotion and cannot share the experiential-knowledge regarding that emotion with 

another person, cannot mindread for that emotion in that person.  Vice versa, a person 

who is capable of experiencing a particular emotion and shares experiential-knowledge 

regarding that emotion with another person, can mindread for that emotion in that person. 

Therefore, when there is no shared experiential-knowledge, there can be no low-level 

simulation.  Thus, no low-level mindreading can occur via low-level simulation. Let us 

look as some of the supporting cases now.
43
 

5.4.1 Fear (Primary Emotion) 

Individuals with damaged or abnormal amygdale, exhibit severe and selective 

impairments in face-based recognition of fear (Goldman, 2006, pp. 115-116). 

SM has a damaged amygdala and so she experiences fear abnormally: 

S[M] does not experience fear in the same way you or I would in a situation that 

would normally induce it. At a purely intellectual level she knows what fear is 

supposed to be, what should cause it, and even what one may do in situations of 

fear, but little or none of that intellectual baggage, so to speak, is of any use to 

her in the real world. The fearlessness of her nature, which is the result of the 
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bilateral damage to her amygdalae, has prevented her from learning, throughout 

her young life, the significance of the unpleasant situations that all of us have 

lived through. (Damasio, 1999, p. 66)
44
 

 

NM has a damaged amygdale and an abnormal experience of fear: “He was prone to 

dangerous activities, such as jaguar hunting and deer hunting in Siberia while hanging on 

a rope under a helicopter! In these situations, he said that he always experienced 

excitement but never fear” (Goldman, 2006, p. 116).  A consequence of NM’s fear 

impairment is that he cannot recognize fear in other people. NM was not deficient in any 

other emotion.  Hence, NM could recognize those emotions in others. The case of 

psychopathology is similar to SM and NM regarding that inabilities to experience fear, 

low-level simulate fear and mindread for fear in other people.  Likewise, psychopathic 

individuals can experience, low-level simulate, recognize, and mindread for other 

emotion types, e.g., happiness (primary), sadness (primary), embarrassment (secondary). 

5.4.2 Guilt (Secondary Emotion) 

 The case of guilt is unique because while it may be used to support low-level 

simulational mindreading since a paired deficit in experiencing and recognizing guilt 

occurs, it might be outside the bounds of low-level simulational mindreading (e.g., 

Goldman, 2006, p. 118).  Goldman leaves this point open enough to allow for possibility 

of overlap with high-level simulation.  This may or may not be implied.  However, it is 

useful to keep in mind when considering the case of psychopathology later.
45
 For now it 

is important to note the experience deficit of psychopaths as it pertains to guilt: 

[Blair et al. (1995)] Psychopaths lack the emotion of guilt. According to Hare’s 

(1991) revised psychopathy checklist (PCL-R), the psychopath lacks remorse or 

guilt (item 6). In the empirical literature, psychopaths show reduced arousal 

responses to distress in others (Aniskiewicz, 1979; Blair, Jones, Clark, and Smith, 

1997)…Psychopaths were less likely than controls to attribute guilt to others. 
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Here again is a deficit in experiencing an emotion paired with a selective deficit in 

attributing that emotion. (Goldman, 2006, pp. 118-119) 

 

Though psychopaths exhibit a deficit in experiencing guilt, they appear capable of 

experiencing other primary emotions such as happiness, sadness as well as the secondary 

emotion of embarrassment (Goldman, 2006, p. 118).  It is true that low-level mindreading 

occurs when low-level simulation is present; even though, it is also true that low-level 

mindreading does not occur when low-level simulation is absent?
46
  My answer is 

absolutely not.  Let us now see why. 

5.5 Low-Level Mindreading without Low-Level Simulation 

 We now see that low-level mindreading occurs in the absence of low-level 

simulation as a result of theorizing.  My argument begins with SM and show that while 

she cannot experience fear, she is still capable of low-level mindreading for it using 

theorizing. Next, I discuss the case of psychopathology.  Psychopathic individuals are 

incapable of experiencing care and concern as a result of an experience deficit for the 

secondary emotion of guilt.  However, these individuals can still successfully low-level 

mindread for related states of distress and discomfort associated with such experiences 

using theorizing.  

 5.5.1 SM and Mindreading Fear 

 Since SM cannot experience fear, she cannot low-level simulate fear.  

Nonetheless, she can still attribute fear mental states to other people and does so by 

theorizing. Consider the following part of the quote of Goldman’s (2006) I mentioned 

earlier: 

At a purely intellectual level [SM] knows what fear is supposed to be, what 

should cause it, and even what one may do in situations of fear, but little or none 
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of that intellectual baggage, so to speak, is of any use to her in the real world. 

(Damasio, 1999, p. 66)
47
 

 

This quote shows that SM possesses theoretical knowledge about fear.  Specifically, she 

knows what fear is supposed to be, what causes it, and how one is supposed to behave in 

fearful situations.  Thus, she is not oblivious to the fact of what it means for someone to 

experience fear. She also learns how to develop her theory and improves her ability to 

recognize fear in others, as Goldman (2006) illustrates: 

Returning to SM, what might explain her improvement in fear recognition under 

instructed viewing of the eye region? SM must use an alternative cognitive 

strategy for trying to read fear in faces, what may be termed a “theorizing” 

method. This is entirely compatible with our general hybrid position, which 

allows that theorizing is a sometimes-used method of mindreading. SM may try to 

map fear, as she understands it functionally, with relevant facial configurations. 

Until instructed to focus on the eye region, however, SM does a poor job of 

identifying facial features for fear. With instruction, she improves dramatically (p. 

122) 

 

Given that SM does indeed appear to possess a theory of fear, it is conceivable to grant 

that she might make use of it, from time to time, to attribute fear behavior and attitudes 

based on it to other people purely by observing them in what would be considered fear 

inducing situations.  After all, she does know what should cause fear and what people do 

in fearful situations. Therefore, while SM lacks the internal ability to simulate fear since 

she cannot experience fear, it seems that because she is capable of observing fear, given 

what she knows about fear at the intellectual level, she can (low-level) mindread for it 

using theorizing. 

5.5.2 Psychopathology and Low-Level Mindreading 

 Psychopathology begins with Nichols (2004).  Nichols rejects perspective-taking 

accounts of mindreading (or, simulation-theory). In the previous chapter, I said that 



 

 

 94 

Nichols (2004) argues that moral mindreading requires a normative theory prohibiting 

harming others or what he calls “sentimental rules” (pp. 16-20).  The objection against 

empathy theory works as follows. Altruistic motivation (i.e. care, concern, a motivated 

desire to help others) requires attributing a state of distress or discomfort to other people. 

In short, altruistic motivation requires mindreading.
48
 

 According to Nichols (2004) the inverse cases of psychopathlogy and autism pose 

a problem for perspective-taking accounts of mindreading.  The reason one is motivated 

to help or care about another person is because they can imaginatively put themselves in 

the other person’s mental shoes (i.e., perspective-taking or empathizing).  This is how 

one is able to identify the other persons’ state of distress or discomfort.  One is then able 

to attribute that state of distress or discomfort to the other person. Taking the other 

person’s perspective, in this case, is how I mindread and why I exhibit altruistic 

motivation. 

Psychopathic individuals lack altruistic motivation; yet, they are adept at 

mindreading. Therefore, psychopaths are capable of perspective-taking but lack altruistic 

motivation. On the other hand, it is true that autistic individuals are bad at mindreading, 

yet they possess altruistic motivation. Therefore, autistics are incapable of perspective-

taking yet possess altruistic motivation. These cases pose a problem for perspective-

taking account of altruistic motivation in reference to the examples above.  One, in the 

case of psychopathology, one does not need to be able to exhibit altruistic motivation to 

perspective-take  Two, in the case of autism, one not need be able to perspective-take to 

exhibit altruistic motivation.   
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 Nichols (2004) explains the above phenomenon in terms of sentimental rules.  

Nichols claims that psychopaths are successful at moral mindreading as a result of 

theorizing, not simulating. The reason it is not simulation is because they lack altruistic 

motivation. Altruistic motivation is explained in terms of an affective “care” mechanism, 

which the psychopathic individual lacks. Autism is explained as follows: “altruistic 

motivation depends on a concern mechanism that requires only minimal mindreading 

capacities, for example, the capacity to attribute distress to another” (Nichols, 2004, p. 

34). 

Goldman (2006) replies to Nichols by maintaining that the (new) distinction 

between low- and high- level simulation better explains the phenomenon.  Moreover, 

low-level simulation is consistent with Nichols’s care mechanism. Remember that I said 

Goldman (2006) brackets care and concern from empathizing.  Goldman’s reason for 

doing so becomes abundantly clearer now: 

These considerations might be a problem for a theory that aims to account for 

altruistic motivation entirely in terms of perspective taking. But no such theory is 

being proposed here. Specifically, no central role in altruistic motivation is being 

assigned to high-level simulation. On the other hand, low-level simulation does 

seem to be a key ingredient in core altruistic motivation….Intact perspective 

taking, however, is not sufficient for concern or altruistic motivation. We can 

agree with Nichols that there is something like a concern mechanism. (pp. 293-

294) 

 

According to Goldman the reason psychopathic individuals are good at moral 

mindreading is because they are capable of high-level simulational mindreading.  This 

mindreading does not require altruistic motivation.  Alternatively put, psychopathic 

individual are able to E-imaginatively put themselves in the shoes of the other person and 

that does not entail having care or concern for the other. The reason psychopathic 
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individuals lack altruistic motivation is because it requires low-level, not high-level 

mindreading. Psychopaths are deficient in experiencing the low-level emotions necessary 

for low-level simulation.  Therefore, they cannot low-level mindread and so lack 

altruistic motivation. Autism presents the converse situation.  Low-level simulation, 

which includes altruistic motivation, remains intact.  However, high-level simulation, 

which does not include altruistic motivation, is deficient.  

My reply here is limited to psychopathology.  I will address autism in the next 

chapter. I disagree with Goldman.  Specifically, I think that psychopathic individuals are 

able to successfully mindread for low-level mental states they cannot experience by 

theorizing.  Thus, I think Nichols (2004) is correct about there being some type of set of 

sentimental rules prohibiting harm although it may not be true that it is entirely 

modularized as he believes. I also disagree with Goldman that psychopaths are capable of 

high-level simulating in this case.  This point will be discussed in the following chapter 

as well. 

I will now show that it is reasonable to suppose that psychopaths are capable of 

successful low-level mindreading for low-level experience they lack using theorizing.  

The first line of support takes us back to SM where it was shown she was incapable of 

experiencing fear and so could not low-level simulate fear.  Nonetheless, she did possess 

a theory of fear that we showed she could use for successful low-level mindreading for 

fear. Therefore, successful low-level mindreading occurs in the absence of low-level 

simulation. The same may be said for the case of psychopathology. Since psychopathic 

individuals are incapable of experiencing certain emotions e.g., guilt, related and 

necessary for experiencing care and concern for others, they cannot low-level simulate 
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for these types of experiences (Goldman’s point).  Nonetheless, they possess a theory 

regarding these types of emotions, such as sentimental rules (Nichols’s point), that they 

use to successfully low-level mindread for these emotions. Therefore, low-level 

mindreading occurs in the absence of low-level simulation.  

A second line of support is in the form of positive evidence for the truth of the 

claim that theorizing is used for low-level mindreading when low-level simulation is not 

possible.  Consider Nichols (2004): 

 It seems plausible that psychopaths do have some such normative theory….For 

instance, if psychopaths were presented with a novel transgression of causing 

harm to another, they would likely be able to extrapolate and say that it is wrong. 

So, psychopaths do presumably have a normative theory prohibiting harming 

others, despite their deficit in affective response to others’ distress. (p. 19) 

 

This is to say that psychopaths possess a theory of harm that they make use of when 

recognizing that others are in distress.  Thereby, using this theory, they can mindread for 

distress in others even though they do not experience (and so, do not low-level simulate) 

emotions relevant for recognizing and attributing distress or discomfort to others. Though 

psychopaths do not feel the same way as others, they do know it is wrong to harm them. 

How would psychopaths know this if they do not feel the same way?  They must possess 

a theory helps them recognize that certain actions cause harm to others.  That is, in order 

to avoid harming others, one must refrain from participating in those actions. Therefore, 

psychopaths can low-level mindread for low-level experiences they do not experience 

using theorizing rather than low-level simulation.  

 A third, and final, line of support brings us to an actual case of psychopathology. 

Consider Ted Bundy.  Ted Bundy’s modus operandi was to fake injuries to gain the trust 

of his victims (Bundy, 2008). Clearly, seeing an injured person, elicits caring and helpful 
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behavior or altruistic motivation as indicated by mirroring in low-level mindreading. 

However, Bundy was incapable of having the types of experiences necessary for this type 

of altruistic motivation; he lacked the relevant shared experiential-knowledge. Ted Bundy 

could not low-level simulate although he was extremely adept at mindreading his victims 

(e.g., he was good at predicting how they would feel, think, and behave when witnessing 

him as an injured individual). He discovered that people exhibit comforting behavior 

when witnessing others in distress. He knew that in order to make his victims care he had 

to appear weak and non-threatening, so he feigned injury. Notice this is nothing other 

than a theory of human behavior. This example further demonstrates that individuals who 

lack certain experience can still successfully mindread for them without low-level 

simulating by theorizing. 

5.6 Conclusion 

In sum, we have seen shared experiential-knowledge is necessary for low-level 

simulation. The cases of SM, NM, and psychology demonstrate that sometimes shared 

experiential-knowledge is not present and when that happens low-level simulation is not 

possible. Nonetheless, we have seen that successful low-level mindreading occurs in the 

absence of low-level simulation by theorizing. Therefore, low-level simulation is a 

sufficient and not necessary condition for low-level mindreading.  

Our general conclusion is when low-level simulation is not possible because 

shared experiential-knowledge is absent, low-level mindreading proceeds by theorizing. 

This comprises part one of my independence approach to mindreading. Part two of 

independence follows in the next chapter where I will discuss high-level simulational 

mindreading.
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6 

Independence Part Two: Shared Experiential-Knowledge, High-

Level Simulation, and Theorizing 

             

6.1 Introduction 

In the last chapter, we saw that the shared experiential-knowledge relevant for 

low-level simulation pertains to experiences of basic emotion types (e.g., fear, disgust, 

anger) as well as secondary emotion types (e.g. guilt). In this chapter, the shared 

experiential-knowledge relevant for high-level simulation pertains to more complex 

experiences.  These experiences are the examples discussed and cited in chapters two and 

three of this dissertation (e.g., knowing-what-it-is-like to be pregnant, knowing-what-it-

is-like to give birth, knowing-what-it-is-like to experience familial loss, knowing-what-it-

is-like to be a decent person, knowing-what-it-is-like to be a parent, knowing-what-it-is-

like to be a bombshell, knowing-what-it-is-like to be a philosopher, knowing-what-it-is-

like to be a patient, and so on).
49
    

I begin this chapter by linking my notion of shared experiential-knowledge to 

Goldman’s high-level simulational mindreading. We will see that sharing experiential-

knowledge is necessary for the ability to high-level simulate. An important consequence 

follows: when shared experiential-knowledge is not present, high-level simulation is not 

possible, yet successful high-level mindreading still occurs.  I propose that high-level 

mindreading in the absence of high-level simulation results from theorizing. My defense 

of independence in high-level simulational mindreading rests on empirical evidence in 
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Goldman (2006) regarding inhibition of self-perspective (or quarantine).  The evidence 

shows that since failure to inhibit, or quarantine, self-perspective results in inaccurate (or 

unsuccessful) mindreading.  Consequently, there is a deficit in accurate (or successful) 

mindreading using high-level simulation.  There is not a deficit for accurate mindreading 

using theorizing. Let us turn to the details of my argument.
50
 

6.2 Goldman’s High-Level Simulational Mindreading 

 I will present a little more information about Goldman’s high-level simulational 

mindreading before explaining how it is connected to shared experiential-knowledge. 

 According to Goldman (2006), mindreading for mental states with content or 

“mental states of a relatively complex nature, such as propositional attitudes” (p. 147) 

(a.k.a., “high-level mindreading”) is based on an imaginative process (recall, E-

imagination) that entails adopting the perspective of another person (a.k.a., high-level 

simulation or the perspective-taking approach to mindreading). E-imagination is 

responsible for copying, replicating, or duplicating the mental states of another person by 

pretending to mentally be that person. 

 Goldman (2006) claims that accurate high-level simulation requires certain 

qualifications.  One, that attributor and target have relevantly similar mental states: “[the 

attributor’s] pretend states must be sufficiently similar to their counterpart target 

states….accurate simulational mindreading requires substantial resemblance between the 

attributor’s pretend states and corresponding nonpretend states of the target” (p. 147).  

Two, that the attributor inhibit (or, quarantine) his self-perspective when taking the 

perspective of the target: “Accuracy of perspective taking, however, involves…one must 
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quarantine states of one’s own that differ from the target’s….many cases of erroneous 

mindreading [result from] quarantine failure” (p. 170). 

6.2.1 Relevant Similarity 

 It is natural to see why high-level simulation requires that attributor and target be 

relevant similarity to one another, since “understanding the mental states of similar others 

draws on self-reflection” (Goldman, 2006, p. 163).  Jane Heal (1986/1995a), one of the 

original simulation theorists, states for a mind-reader “struggling to get things right” there 

must be a “respect in which I and the other are relevantly similar” (p. 52). Thus, relevant 

similarity is required for high-level simulation (or, perspective-taking).
51
 

The following objection arises from Jackson (1999): the concept of relevant 

similarity (or, similarity to self) looks like a belief in a psychological law that states the 

target is relevantly like me, which might be generalized as follows: “other people are like 

m\e” or “other people are psychologically like me”.  Therefore, simulation theory rests on 

a tacit psychological theory and so collapses into theorizing (Goldman, 2006, pp. 30-31).  

The following is Goldman’s (2006) response to the objection: 

(1) Granting the use of a theoretical “relevant like me” premise in a simulation 

routine is consistent with the hybrid approach to mindreading he endorses.   

(2) The concept of resemblance-to-self neither invokes nor is the right type of (folk) 

psychological law (p. 31).
52
  

Therefore, simulation theory does not collapse into theorizing nor rest on a tacit 

psychological law.  

Goldman (2006) and I agree on both of these conclusions.   Each of these 

conclusions is consistent with independence, that is, the view “that some instances of 
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mindreading…are executed wholly by simulation or wholly by theorizing” (p. 45).  

However, my reply to the objection is slightly different than Goldman’s.   

Contrary to Goldman, I believe the conclusion of (1) is true because simulation 

requires that attributor and target actually be relevantly similar not because simulation 

might make use of a theoretical relevant-like-me premise without contradiction. The 

conclusion of (2) is true, as well, because the concept of resemblance-to-self means that 

attributor and target must actually be relevantly similar, not because it “isn’t a folk-

psychological law of the sort TT posits” (Goldman, 2006, p. 31). 

6.3 High-Level Simulation and Shared Experiential-Knowledge 

In the last section we granted that relevant similarity is a necessary condition for 

high-level simulation.  There is a clear connection between Goldman’s high-level 

simulation and shared experiential-knowledge.  Sharing experiential-knowledge is a 

necessary condition for high-level simulation because it is a necessary condition for 

relevant similarity.  I shall now demonstrate. 

In chapter three shared experiential-knowledge simply means that two or more 

people possess the same or similar type of experience.  When this happens, we say that 

each may know-what-it-is-like-to-be-the-other-person with respect to the experience they 

have in common (or for short, sharing experiential-knowledge means knowing-what-it-is-

like-to-be-someone-else). Furthermore, we saw that sharing experiential-knowledge is a 

necessary condition for having a feeling of likeness with another regarding a particular 

experience they have in common.  However, it is not a sufficient one since it is possible 

to share experiential-knowledge and not feel the same way as another person about the 

common experience. 
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Goldman defines high-level simulation in terms of the ability to imaginatively 

take another person’s perspective.  This definition is synonymous with imagining what it 

is like to be someone else, adopting another’s point of view, putting one’s self in another 

person’s shoes, perspective-taking, empathizing (excluding care), and the like. In order to 

be able to high-level simulate (i.e., copy, replicate, or duplicate) the high-level mental 

states of others, one must be able to imaginatively put herself in the mental shoes of the 

other person.  This is known as the process of E-imagination. If someone can high-level 

simulate the mental states of another person, she can attribute those mental states to that 

person. Accuracy of simulation and attribution is another matter. 

Accurate E-imagination requires that the pretend mental states of the attributor 

actually match the target’s genuine mental states: “it seems necessary that outputs [i.e., 

the mental states to be attributed to the target] of E-imagination should resemble their 

counterparts [i.e., the attributor’s pretend mental states] in important respects” (Goldman, 

2006, p. 149). In short, accurate E-imagination requires relevant similarity between 

attributor and target. Let us now see how this relates to shared experiential-knowledge by 

examining the following passage from Goldman (2006): 

E-imagination’s accuracy does not depend entirely on the general capacity of E-

imagination; it partly depends on task-specific knowledge. For example, my 

chances of producing an accurate visualization of Helen of Troy are minimal. 

Having never seen her in the flesh, or any reliable reproduction of her face, I have 

virtually no chance of visualizing her facial features accurately. This is not a flaw 

in my powers of visualization; it is simply lack of knowledge: I don’t know what 

Helen looked like. By contrast, a contemporary of Helen who had seen her 

frequently might easily have produced an accurate visual image of her fabled 

beauty. Stored (visual) knowledge of her face could have been retrieved and used 

to construct a visual image of her even when she was absent. (pp. 149-150)
53
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My interpretation of this passage is presented in two parts.  One, it is my 

contention that experiential-knowledge (or, having an experience) is necessary for 

accurate E-imagination. Two, accurate E-imagination here means for accurate simulation. 

I will now present the first part of my interpretation. 

Consider Goldman’s (2006) quote above.  Goldman is stating that it is virtually 

impossible to accurately E-imagine what Helen of Troy looked like without having seen 

her: “my chances of producing an accurate visualization of Helen of Troy are minimal. 

Having never seen her in the flesh, or any reliable reproduction of her face, I have 

virtually no chance of visualizing her facial features accurately” (p. 149). In order to 

accurately E-imagine what Helen of Troy looked like, Goldman must know what Helen 

of Troy looked like:  

This is not a flaw in my powers of visualization; it is simply a lack of knowledge. 

I don’t know what Helen looked like. By contrast, a contemporary of Helen who 

had seen her frequently might easily have produced an accurate visual image of 

her fabled beauty. Stored (visual) knowledge of her face could have been 

retrieved and used to construct a visual image of her even when she was absent. 

(Goldman, pp. 149-150) 

 

This “lack of knowledge” that Goldman is referring to looks a lot like experiential-

knowledge, since having an experience appears necessary for being able to accurately E-

imagine (e.g., in this case). Of course, this is not to say that one might lack the general 

capacity of E-imagining, say, what Helen of Troy looked like.  Rather, it is nearly 

impossible to E-imagine what she looked like without having seen her. Therefore, it 

seems as though having an experience (or, experiential-knowledge) is necessary for 

accurate E-imagination, yet it is merely sufficient for the general capacity of E-

imagination (whether correct or not).  Goldman states, “E-imagination’s accuracy does 
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not depend entirely on the general capacity of E-imagination; it partly depends on task-

specific knowledge” (Goldman, 2006, p. 149).  Goldman’s example of this “task-specific 

knowledge” looks a lot like experiential-knowledge since having an experience appears 

necessary for accurate E-imagination and consequently successful high-level simulation. 

Therefore, experiential-knowledge is necessary for successful high-level simulation. 

I argued in chapter one that having an experience is a sufficient but not necessary 

condition for the ability to imagine. Moreover, experience is a sufficient but not 

necessary condition for accurate imagination.  For example, it is possible that someone 

might be able to accurately imagine what the missing shade of blue looks like without 

having seen the missing shade of blue. The difference between accurately imagining 

what the missing shade of blue looks like and knowing what the missing shade of blue 

looks like, is that having an experience is necessary for that latter yet not for the former.  

What I say in chapter one is not inconsistent with my claims in the previous 

paragraph. There my claim is merely that having an experience is necessary for knowing 

what an experience is like, i.e. experience is necessary for experiential-knowledge. In my 

interpretation of Goldman, I am saying that having an experience or knowing what an 

experience is like, i.e. experiential-knowledge properly defined, is necessary for accurate 

E-imagination.  Thus, experiential-knowledge is necessary for successful high-level 

simulation. This is not to say that one is incapable of E-imagining or high-level 

simulating without experiential-knowledge, rather it is to say that one is incapable of 

doing so accurately or successfully. 

 In sum, I argued in chapter one that having an experience is a sufficient but not 

necessary condition for the ability to accurately or inaccurately imagine and that having 
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an experience is a necessary condition for knowing what an experience is like (or, 

experiential-knowledge) versus merely imagining or accurately imagining what an 

experience is like. I have argued in this section that experiential-knowledge (or, having 

an experience) is a sufficient but not necessary condition for the general ability to E-

imagine.  Accurate E-imagination, however, requires experiential-knowledge as a 

necessary condition.  Thus, for accurate or successful high-level simulation experiential-

knowledge is required. 

Part two relates to the point about shared experiential-knowledge I mentioned at 

the outset of this section.  In my interpretation of Goldman’s passage cited above, I take 

some creative liberties.  I believe that Goldman could agree with these liberties.  The 

ability to accurately E-imagine-what-it-is-like actually requires having an experience. 

Similarly, we might infer that the ability to accurately E-imagine-what-it-is-like-to-be-

someone-else who possesses a particular experience (a.k.a., perspective-taking) requires 

having the experience in common. Since Goldman does not possess experiential-

knowledge with respect to Helen of Troy’s looks, he cannot accurately E-imagine-what-

it-is-like-to-be one of her contemporaries who does possess this experience, because he 

does not have the experience.  Compare that to at least two of Helen of Troy’s 

contemporaries who do possess, thus share, the experiential-knowledge of Helen of 

Troy’s looks.  Since they share experiential-knowledge with respect to Helen of Troy’s 

looks, the one can accurately E-imagine-what-it-is-like-to-be-the-other with respect to 

this experience (and, vice versa). These points stem from the first part of two above. 

We may surmise that the difference in these two cases rests on relevant similarity. 

Relevant similarity does not exist between Goldman and Helen of Troy’s contemporaries 
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because he lacks sharing experiential-knowledge with them.  The reason Goldman cannot 

accurately take the perspective of a contemporary of Helen of Troy (E-imagine) is 

because he lacks relevant similarity since he lacks shared experiential-knowledge. In 

contrast, one contemporary of Helen of Troy is relevantly similar to another 

contemporary of Helen of Troy because they share experiential-knowledge. The reason 

one contemporary of Helen of Troy can accurately take the perspective of the other is 

because he possesses relevant similarity since he possesses shared experiential-

knowledge. Therefore, shared experiential-knowledge is a necessary condition for 

relevant similarity. Since accurate high-level simulation requires relevant similarity and 

relevant similarity requires shared experiential-knowledge, accurate high-level simulation 

requires shared experiential-knowledge.
54
 

6.3.1 Two Sense of Relevant Similarity 

  A corollary occurs in the second part of point two. Given that sharing 

experiential knowledge is a necessary but not sufficient condition for having a feeling of 

likeness with another person, two senses of relevant similarity may be derived: 

RS (1) experiential-knowledge is shared and the feeling of likeness is absent. 

RS (2) experiential-knowledge is shared and the feeling of likeness is present. 

Recall the cases of psychopathology and autism from the previous chapter.  In the 

psychopathology case high-level mindreading is present and altruistic motivation is 

lacking.  The case of autism, high-level mindreading is absent and altruistic motivation is 

present. Remember Goldman’s response to Nichol’s objection to perspective-taking in 

this case.  In psychopathology, the presence of high-level simulation explains the ability 

to high-level mindread as well as the absence of low-level simulation explains the 
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inability for altruistic motivation (or, lack of care and concern for others). Conversely, in 

autism, the absence of high-level simulation explains the inability to high-level mindread 

and the presence of low-level simulation explains the ability for altruistic motivation. 

 A problem arises.  Goldman’s response does not explain why altruistic motivation 

can occur in the presence of high-level simulation and absence of low-level simulation. 

Remember that the directness feature of mirroring for low-level simulation precludes any 

accidental or coincidental sharing of mental states.  Thus, the attributor and target must 

be in the same place for mirroring to occur (recall, the ocean voyage example).  Consider 

the following example: I can take the perspective of someone starving in a separate part 

of the world from me and care about that person. Notice that since this person is in a 

separate part of the world from me, (similar to the ocean voyage example) my care for 

that person cannot be the result of mirroring. Therefore, contrary to Goldman, sometimes 

high-level simulation and altruistic motivation co-occur in the absence of low-level 

simulation.  This implies that sometimes high-level and low-level mental states go 

together. This poses a problem for Goldman’s high-level simulation. If I am correct, the 

reasoning is sometimes empathy understood in terms of high-level simulation does imply 

caring for others.  Goldman denies this.  In explaining the problem cases of 

psychopathology and autism in terms of low-level simulation, Goldman appears to 

restrict any care empathy would entail to low-level simulation.  This cannot be true. 

 A solution to this problem is that distinguishing between two types of relevant 

similarity better explains the situation. Consider RS (2).  This version of relevant 

similarity is defined by the fact that someone shares experiential-knowledge and feels the 

same way about the experience. Returning to the example above, we might say that the 
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reason I can accurately take the perspective of a starving person is because I too have 

been starving.  It so happens, I feel the same way about this experience. Here, the 

relevant similarity lies in the shared experience of starving and the feeling of likeness; 

that is why I care about the starving person in another part of the world.  

Now consider RS (1).  This form of relevant similarity defined by the notion that 

someone shares experiential-knowledge but does not feel the same way about the 

experience. Look at the example above with the variable of care altered.  I can take the 

perspective of someone starving in a separate part of the world from me and not care 

about that person. We might say that the reason I can accurately take the perspective of 

the starving person is because I too have been starving.  However, for whatever reason, I 

do not feel the same way about the experience. Here, relevant similarity lies only in the 

shared experience of starving and not in the feeling of likeness because it is lacking.  That 

is why I do not care about the starving person in another part of the world even though I 

can take that person’s perspective. 

Notice that RS (1) aligns perfectly with Goldman’s notion of high-level 

simulation since it explains the absence of altruistic motivation in the presence of high-

level simulation in terms of the absence of mirroring (or, low-level simulation). As I have 

stated before that there are two ways in which mirroring (or, low-level simulation) may 

not be present.  The first is consistent with Goldman and the second pertains to the 

problem I have noted above.  

First, attributor and target are both present and attributor is incapable of mirroring 

a particular emotion. This explains why the psychopath can accurately high-level 

simulate regarding an experience he has in common with a target, but does not care about 
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that person (in the absence of mirroring).  I agree with Goldman.  This is high-level 

simulation that does not entail altruistic motivation. 

Second, attributor and target are in different locations and the attributor is capable 

of mirroring a particular emotion.  Mirroring is not present since both are in separate 

locations. This explains why someone can accurately high-level simulate regarding an 

experience she has in common with a target, and cares about that person (in the absence 

of mirroring).  I disagree with Goldman.  Sometimes high-level simulation does entail 

altruistic motivation. 

In sum, RS (1) explains the absence of altruistic motivation in the presence of 

high-level simulation and the absence of low-level simulation (mirroring). This is due to 

attributor and target sharing experiential-knowledge but not feeling the same way about 

it.  This is why high-level simulation does not entail care. RS (2) explains the presence of 

altruistic motivation in the presence of high-level simulation and the absence of low-level 

simulation (mirroring). This is due to attributor and target sharing experiential-knowledge 

and feeling the same way about it.  This is why high-level simulation entails care. 

Therefore, from our distinction of relevant similarity we may derive a further distinction 

between high-level simulation without care and high-level simulation with care. The 

upshot of my story is that we get a better explanation, than the one Goldman has 

provided, for how altruistic motivation arises from simulation-theory. 

Note that relevant similarity is only half the equation of high-level simulational 

accuracy.  The other half of that equation involves inhibition of self-perspective. Let us 

turn there now. 

6.4 High-Level Simulation and High-Level Mindreading 
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We have seen that accurate high-level simulation requires shared experiential-

knowledge because it requires relevant similarity. A question arises.  Is high-level 

simulation a necessary or sufficient condition for high-level mindreading? Enough has 

been said to grant that high-level simulation is a sufficient condition for high-level 

mindreading.  Thus, the real question is whether it is a necessary condition. I will now 

show that high-level simulation cannot be a necessary condition for high-level 

mindreading as it is possible to high-level mindread without high-level simulation. When 

relevant similarity is absent because shared experiential-knowledge is absent, so too is 

the ability to inhibit self-perspective.  The inhibition of self-perspective is the other 

requirement on accurate high-level simulation. Egocentric biases will always arise in the 

failure to inhibit self-perspective (or, quarantine failure).  Thus, no accurate mindreading 

can result via high-level simulation although it still occurs. Let us look at a supporting 

case now. 

6.4.1 Male Obstetrician, High-Level Simulation, and Relevant Similarity 

 Regarding inhibition of self-perspective or quarantine, Goldman (2006) presents 

us with the following two requirements: “Accuracy of perspective taking, however, 

involves two things: First, one must E-imagine states of the target that differ from one’s 

own; second, one must quarantine states of one’s own that differ from the target’s” (p. 

170). Now let us consider a male obstetrician, Dr. H, regarding the experience of 

childbirth. Can Dr. H take the perspective of his patient, patient-P, with respect to the 

experience of childbirth and accurately attribute mental states to her regarding this 

experience using the perspective-taking method?  The answer is no. The reason is simple 

and returns us to Nagel (1974): 
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Our own experience provides the basic materials for our imagination, whose 

range is therefore limited. It will not help to try to imagine that one has webbing 

on one’s arms…In so far as I can imagine this (which is not very far), it tells me 

only what it would be like for me to behave as a bat behaves. But that is not the 

question. I want to know what it is like for a bat to be a bat. Yet if I try to imagine 

this, I am restricted to the resources of my own mind, and those resources are 

inadequate to the task. I cannot perform it either by imagining additions to my 

present experience, or by imagining segments gradually subtracted from it, or by 

imagining some combination of additions, subtractions, and modifications. (p. 

439) 

 

There is a sense in which phenomenological facts are perfectly objective: 

one person can know or say of another what the quality of the other’s experience 

is. They are subjective, however, in the sense that even this objective ascription of 

experience is possible only for someone sufficiently similar to the object of 

ascription to be able to adopt his point of view – to understand the ascription in 

the first person as well as in the third person, so to speak. The more different from 

oneself the experiencer is, the less success one can expect with this enterprise. (p. 

442) 

 

 “Our own experiences provide the basic materials for our imaginations” and so the range 

of imagination is limited (Nagel, 1974, p. 439).  Since accurate E-imagination requires 

that attributor and target share experiences, then E-imagination’s range is limited. Dr. H 

simply cannot successfully E-imagine in this case because he lacks sharing the childbirth 

experience with patient-P.  Dr. H is like Nagel unsuccessfully trying to imagine what it is 

like to be a bat regarding the experience of echolocation, which he too lacks.
55
  Put 

simply, Dr. H is no more relevantly similar to patient-P regarding childbirth than Nagel is 

to a bat regarding echolocation because neither shares the relevant experiential-

knowledge with their targets.  

 Dr. H, much like Nagel, is restricted to the resources of his own mind and they are 

inadequate to the task of perspective-taking.  Dr. H cannot (1) “E-imagine states of the 

target that differ from [his] own” and (2) cannot “quarantine states of [his] own that differ 

from the target’s” since there would be no such states, because he cannot E-imagine 
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states of the target that differ from his own (Goldman, 2006, p. 170). In short, Dr. H lacks 

the ability to inhibit his self-perspective in this case. Consequently, since Dr. H is not 

“sufficiently similar to the object ascription [e.g., patient-P),” (Nagel, 1974, p. 442) he is 

unable to successfully adopt her point of view and so falls prey to egocentric biases.  

Thus, no accurate high-level mindreading may result from high-level simulation.    

 In sum, we have seen that the deficits in the male obstetrician case demonstrate 

when relevant similarity is absent because shared experiential-knowledge is absent, so 

too is the ability to inhibit self-perspective. Consequently, egocentric biases arise and 

accurate high-level simulation is not possible.
56
 However, it is obvious that a male 

obstetrician can accurately read the mind of his patient regarding an experience such as 

childbirth.  That is, he can accurately predict, explain, and understand his patient’s 

behavior regarding the childbirth experience, because he is capable of correctly 

attributing mental states to her. Why?  I propose the answer is he is theorizing.  

6.5 High-Level Mindreading without High-Level Simulation 

 In the last section we saw that sometimes accurate high-level simulation is not 

possible since relevant similarity is absent, yet successful mindreading obviously occurs. 

The male obstetrician example illustrated this.  Thus, “[mindreading] is not always 

directed at similar targets” (Goldman, 2006, p. 31). We shall now see that accurate high-

level mindreading happens in the absence of accurate high-level simulation as a result of 

theorizing. I present a case akin to the male obstetrician example as support. 

6.5.1 Autism and High-Level Mindreading 

 The case I will discuss is autism because it is like the case of the male obstetrician 

in regard to the inability to perspective-take. Our story begins with Baron-Cohen (2003) 
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who presents a distinction between two cognitive processes.  He calls these processes  

empathizing and systemizing.  These processes look remarkably similar to our distinction 

between high-level simulation and theorizing in mindreading.
57
 Baron-Cohen defines 

empathizing as the ability to perspective-take and that aligns with Goldman’s high-level 

simulation.  He also defines systemizing as theorizing and that aligns perfectly with 

paradigm theory-theory. According to Baron-Cohen, while autistic individuals are 

lacking in their ability to perspective-take/high-level simulate, they are exemplary at 

systemizing/theorizing.
58
  

 I think it makes good sense to suppose that, like the male obstetrician, autistic 

individuals make use of theorizing for mindreading in the absence of perspective-taking. 

Here is why. First, there is evidence to suggest that autistic individuals are capable of 

successfully mindreading for more than just low-level mental states:  

Claiming that autistic children cannot “mentalize” [i.e., mindread] or that they 

cannot represent the mental states of others overstates their deficit. There is 

reason to think that autistic children can represent some mental states. Autistic 

children are capable of attributing simple desires and emotions (e.g., Tan and 

Harris 1991); Yirmaiya et al. 1992). They understand that people can have 

different desires and “that someone who gets what he wants will feel happy, and 

someone else who does not get what he wants will feel sad” (Baron-Cohen 1995, 

63). Furthermore, studies of spontaneous language use in autistic children indicate 

that these children use the term “want” and “hurt” appropriately (Tager-Flusberg 

1993). Thus there is good reason to think that a basic capacity for attributing 

desires is largely intact in autistic children (see Nichols and Stich 2003). (Nichols, 

2004, p. 14) 

 

Given that autistic children are capable of understanding “that someone who gets what he 

wants will feel happy, and someone else who does not get what he wants will feel sad” 

(Baron-Cohen in Nichols, 2004, p. 14), shows that autistic children are capable of high-
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level mindreading. Since they are incapable of perspective-taking yet capable of 

successfully high-level mindreading, they must be doing so using theorizing.  

Second, Baron-Cohen (2003) presents ample evidence showing that autistic 

individuals, especially those with Asperger’s syndrome [AS], make use of theorizing all 

the time to get along with others in the world: 

[Adults with AS] Many of them struggle to work out a huge set of rules 

concerning how to behave in each and every situation, and they expend enormous 

effort in consulting a sort of mental table of how to behave and what to say, from 

minute to minute. It is as if they are trying to write a manual for social interaction 

based on if-then rules, or as if they are trying to systemize social behavior when 

the natural approach to socializing should be via empathizing [i.e., perspective-

taking]. 

 Imagine the sort of Victorian books on social etiquette for dinner parties 

(which fork to use, how to reply to questions such as “Would you like some more 

dessert?”, and so on) but writ long, to cover every eventuality in social discourse. 

Of course, it is impossible to be fully prepared, and while some of these 

individuals do a brilliant job in getting close to this goal, they find it physically 

exhausting. By the time they get home from work, where they have been 

pretending to interact normally with other people, the last thing they want to do is 

socialize. (Baron-Cohen, 2003, pp. 141-142) 

 

 Another man with AS put it to me very succinctly: “If you don’t feel it, 

fake it.” He said this when I asked him what he would do if he saw someone else 

was a bit tearful. He said he had learned to say, “Would you like some tea?” and 

sound helpful, but the truth of it was that he did not feel any emotion in response 

to the other person’s tears. 

 So many adults with AS have to train themselves, through trial and plenty 

of error, to learn what can be said or done, and what can’t. (Baron-Cohen, 2003, 

p. 143) 

 

 [As Teenagers with AS] Many (but not all) were weakest at literature, 

where the task was to interpret a fictional text or to write pure fiction or to enter 

into a character’s emotional life. Some learned rules to systemize the analysis of 

fiction and obtained good grades in this way. In an extreme example, a young 

woman with AS bought exam-preparation books and learned literary criticism 

about texts without actually reading the texts herself. (Baron-Cohen, 2003, p. 144) 

 

 People with AS will often also admit they would not know how to comfort 

someone. They would not notice that someone was upset unless the person told 
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them so, or was showing extreme outward signs of distress, such as tears. (Baron-

Cohen, 2003, p. 148) 

 

The cases of autism and AS demonstrate that when perspective-taking is not possible, 

theories of human behavior must be devised in order to attribute mental states to other 

people and try and understand other people.  Baron-Cohen presents this idea of 

systemizing/theorizing (as well as empathizing/perspective-taking) in terms of a 

spectrum. Autism and AS are at the extreme end of the spectrum and this would explain 

why mindreading using this method is sometimes a struggle.  Compare this to the male 

obstetrician who would probably fall less extreme on this spectrum and correspondingly 

the reason he might be better at mindreading using this method sometimes.  

6.5.2 Psychopathology and High-Level Mindreading 

 Nichols (2004) claims that theorizing is used for high-level mindreading in the 

absence of high-level simulation. Consider psychopathology where relevant similarity is 

lacking because altruistic motivation is absent.  This would mean that shared 

experiential-knowledge is absent thus accurate high-level simulation is not possible:  

Nonetheless, it seems plausible that psychopaths do have [a normative theory that 

prohibits harming others]. Notice first that the difference between psychopaths 

and control criminals is not that psychopaths do not grasp normative judgments at 

all. In some sense, psychopaths know the difference between right and wrong. 

They correctly note that the child should not talk out of turn or hit another child. 

What they apparently fail to do is distinguish between these two kinds of 

normative judgments appropriately. 

 Blair’s evidence does indicate, then, that psychopaths have a normative 

theory prohibiting hitting even if they neglect the distinction between moral and 

conventional transgression. Furthermore, it is likely that the notion of harm plays 

an important role in the psychopath’s normative theory. By Blair’s reckoning, the 

telling feature about the psychopaths’ performance is that they can offer 

conventional-type justifications for moral violations than justification in terms of 

harm to the victim (Blair 1995, 24). But presumably psychopaths are well aware 

of the fact that hitting another falls under the general category of harm-based 

violations. For instance, if psychopaths were presented with a novel transgression 
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of causing harm to another, they would likely be able to extrapolate and say that it 

is wrong. So, psychopaths do presumably have a normative theory prohibiting 

harming others, despite their deficit in affective response to others’ distress. Thus, 

it seems that the normative theory is at least partly dissociable from the affective 

system. 

 To be sure, if psychopaths do recognize that actions that are harmful are 

proscribed, this raises a question about why psychopaths and control criminals 

provide different explanations for why it is wrong to hit or pull someone’s hair. 

Psychopaths offered conventional-type justifications (e.g., “it’s not the done 

thing” [the subjects were British]), whereas the nonpsychopathic criminal offered 

justifications based on the victim’s welfare. Of course, not only is it the case that 

psychopaths know that harming others is wrong, control criminal are well aware 

that harming others is socially discouraged. So both control criminals and 

psychopaths presumably have available to them both social-convention 

explanations and harm-based explanations for why it is wrong to hit another. Yet 

when asked why it is wrong to hit another, control criminals and psychopaths 

offer different explanations. Why is that? One possibility is that psychopaths 

regard the conventional justification as primitive, whereas the control criminals, 

pulling hair is socially discouraged precisely because it harms the other. For 

psychopaths, harming others is wrong because it is socially discourage. All of this 

is consistent with the independently plausible claim that psychopaths do have a 

normative theory that prohibits harmful actions. (pp. 19-20) 

 

In other words, the case of psychopathology demonstrates that relevant similarity is 

absent since altruistic motivation is absent, and that means shared experiential-knowledge 

is absent thus successful high-level simulation is not possible.  Nonetheless, successful 

high-level mindreading proceeds using theorizing since “psychopaths do have a 

normative theory that prohibits harmful actions” (Nichols, 2004, p. 20). 

6.5.3 The Success Story 

 I would like to make one final comment regarding unsuccessful and successful 

theorizing as it is used for mindreading before concluding this section. Remember what 

Goldman (2006) says regarding unsuccessful and successful (low- and) high-level 

simulation as it is used for mindreading: 
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The inaccurate simulation that results [from quarantine failure], however, would 

still qualify as attempted simulation under the ST [simulation-theory] construal. 

(p. 29) 

 

Attempted simulations and successful simulations will count equally as 

simulations for the purposes of mindreading. (p. 36) 

 

What ST essentially maintains is that mindreading (substantially) consists of 

either successful or attempted mental simulations. (p. 38) 

 

Goldman is claiming that it does not matter for mindreading whether a simulation routine 

is successful or not.  Rather, the fact that someone attempts and fails or succeeds in 

simulating someone else’s mind means simulation was used for mindreading. We have 

seen that theorizing is sometimes used for mindreading when successful high-level 

simulation is not possible.  Analogously, it follows that it does not matter for 

mindreading whether theorizing is successful or not.  The fact that someone attempts and 

fails or succeeds in theorizing about someone else’s mind means theorizing was used for 

mindreading. 

6.6 Conclusion 

In sum, shared experiential knowledge is necessary for successful high-level 

simulation. The cases of the male obstetrician and autism demonstrate that sometimes 

shared experiential-knowledge is not possible. Thus, successful high-level simulation is 

not possible. Nonetheless, we have seen that successful high-level mindreading still 

occurs in the absence of high-level simulation by theorizing. Therefore, high-level 

simulation is a sufficient and not necessary condition for successful high-level 

mindreading. 

Our general conclusion is that when high-level simulation is not possible because 

shared experiential-knowledge is absent, high-level mindreading proceeds by theorizing. 
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This comprises part two of my independence approach to mindreading and completes our 

story of how we attribute mental states to others. In the next and final chapter, I present 

the epistemology of mindreading. There I distinguish between two senses of 

mindreading: mental state attribution and mental state knowledge, to explain how we 

know what others are thinking and feeling versus how we merely attribute thoughts and 

feelings to them. 
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7 

The Epistemology of Mindreading 

             

7.1 Introduction 

Up until now, I have only been discussing the non-normative aspect of 

mindreading like Goldman (2006).  That is, I have been describing the “naïve processes 

that produce mental-state beliefs” about other people (p. 10). We have seen that 

simulations (low or high) produce propositional beliefs about other people’s mental 

states.  True propositional beliefs occur when simulations are accurate.  False 

propositional beliefs occur when simulations are inaccurate. Additionally, theorizing 

produces propositional beliefs about other people’s mental states.  Some true and some 

false. We still have yet to see how those beliefs turn into knowledge of the mental states 

of other people. In this chapter, unlike Goldman, I would like to address the normative 

aspect of mindreading. Particularly, I shall present the justification for our true beliefs 

about the mental states of other people. In other words, I will tell you how knowledge of 

the mental states of other people arises from simulation and theorizing.  

Goldman has deliberately remained neutral on the subject of normative 

epistemological mindreading.
59
 This is an advantage for my view since it affords me this 

unique opportunity to contribute a fresh outlook on the topic of mindreading in general.  

Let us see why knowledge of other people’s mental states arises in two ways. 

First, I discuss simulation and explain how it combined with shared experiential-

knowledge justifies true beliefs about other people’s mental states. Second, I discuss 
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theorizing and explain how induction justifies true beliefs about other people’s metal 

states. 

7.2 Simulation and Knowledge of the Mental States of Other People 

 Whether simulation is at the low or high level, knowledge of other people’s 

mental states arises from simulation when shared experiential-knowledge is present. 

7.2.1 Low-Level Simulation and Knowing Other People’s Mental States 

 Low-level simulation plus shared experiential-knowledge justify true beliefs 

about other people’s mental states.  This is the reason someone would be said to know 

another person’s mental state. Remember that sharing experiential-knowledge is a 

necessary condition for low-level simulation (i.e., mirroring).  Without it, there could be 

no mirroring and consequently no beliefs about the mental states of another person from 

low-level simulation. Analogous to Plato and the traditional analysis of knowledge, if 

someone were to just guess what another person’s mental state might be in the absence of 

mirroring (low-level simulation), the consequent belief would amount to nothing more 

than a lucky guess or a mere (true) belief about the other person’s mental state.  We 

simply would not grant knowledge of the other person’s mental state to that individual. 

Consider SM, NM, and the psychopath.  Since none of them can experience fear, they 

cannot low-level simulate the mental state of someone who can experience fear. 

Therefore, these individuals cannot know the mental state of the other person. It would 

make no sense to grant knowledge in this circumstance. 

On the other hand if mirroring did take place because shared experiential-

knowledge was present, then it is possible that a justified true belief about another 

person’s mental state could arise. Therefore, low-level simulation plus shared 



 

 

 122 

experiential-knowledge justifies someone’s true belief about the mental state of another 

person.  It makes sense to grant knowledge in this circumstance. 

7.2.2 High-Level Simulation and Knowing Other People’s Mental States 

High-level simulation plus shared experiential-knowledge justify true beliefs 

about other people’s mental states.  This is the reason someone would be said to know 

another person’s mental state.  

Sharing experiential-knowledge is a necessary condition for accurate high-level 

simulation.  Thus, without experiential-knowledge, there could be no accurate 

perspective-taking and consequently no justified (correct or true) beliefs about the mental 

states of another person from high-level simulation. At best, all someone could get 

without accurate perspective-taking is a true attribution about the mental state of the other 

person.  This is no better than a lucky guess.  This is analogous to Plato and the 

traditional analysis of knowledge.  

Consider the male obstetrician.  Dr. H is not relevantly similar to patient-P 

regarding the experience of childbirth because he lacks the experience and so lacks 

shared experiential-knowledge.  Dr. H cannot accurately take patient-P’s perspective 

regarding this experience because he will not be able to inhibit his own perspective and 

so would always run into the problem of projection (or egocentric bias).  Therefore, Dr. H 

cannot know the mental states of patient-P regarding childbirth experiences using high-

level simulation. It would make no sense to grant knowledge in this circumstance. 

On the other hand, Dr. H could know patient-P’s mental state regarding the 

universal experience of human pain.
60
 Dr. H might not be able accurately take her 

perspective regarding the experience of childbirth, but he could regarding the experience 
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of human pain. Furthermore, we might even say that shared experiential-knowledge 

determines what simulation to run or which perspective to take. For example, if shared 

experiential-knowledge is not present, an attributor might seek an experience in common 

and simulate accordingly. In the case of Dr. H, he could be aware that he cannot take 

patient-P’s perspective regarding childbirth yet realize he could take her perspective 

regarding human pain.  Therefore, he simulates with respect to the common experience of 

pain instead.  He may come to know what her mental state regarding pain might be 

(however note: it would not be knowledge of her childbirth mental state). Therefore, 

high-level simulation plus shared experiential-knowledge justifies someone’s true belief 

about the mental state of another person.  It makes sense to grant knowledge in this 

circumstance. 

7.2.3 Simulation and Reliabilism 

An astute reader familiar with Goldman’s epistemology will note he is historically 

known as a reliabilist.  This is the view that we posses reliable belief forming processes 

that produce knowledge.  The process itself is the justification for the resulting true 

beliefs. It might be inferred that Goldman intends for the simulation process itself to 

serve as the reliable process or justification condition for our beliefs about the mental 

states of other people. This would be incorrect since Goldman (2006) says: 

The subject matter of mindreading, however, doesn’t investigate issues of 

justification or knowledge; these topics are set aside in the filed of mentalizing in 

general and in this book…It should not be assumed that our natural mindreading 

processes suffice for justifiedness by philosophical standards…philosophical 

readers will not find epistemology pursued here in its most typical and familiar 

forms. (p. 10)  
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If Goldman intends for simulation to be a reliabilist process in the epistemological sense 

an argument is required.  Goldman does not give an argument of which I am aware. 

7.3 Theorizing and Knowledge of the Mental States of Other People 

 Knowledge of other people’s mental states arises from theorizing, empirically, by 

induction.  The male obstetrician, Dr. H, is an experienced obstetrician.  Since he has 

overseen (observed) numerous childbirths, we can say that he surmises his own theories 

of childbirth regarding how women think, feel, and behave about it.  Dr. H comes to 

expect certain behaviors about childbirth in the future as a result of these theories.
61
 In 

short, a male obstetrician comes up with theories of childbirth based on his inductive 

experiences of observing childbirths that he makes use of for predicting and 

understanding, i.e., mindreading, his patient.
62
 Therefore, the theories used for 

mindreading are derived from inductive experience.  The theories consist of justified 

beliefs based on inductive evidence. Put simply, induction justifies the theories and the 

theories justify the consequent true beliefs about the mental states of other people. Thus, 

when the theory used for mindreading produces a true belief about the mental state of 

another person, knowledge of the other person’s mental state results.  

7.4 Conclusion 

 We have seen that knowledge of the mental states of other people arises in two 

ways. In the first way, such knowledge arises when simulation and shared experiential-

knowledge justify true beliefs about the mental states of other people. In the second way, 

such knowledge arises from theorizing when induction justifies true beliefs about the 

mental states of other people.  
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7.5 Closing Summary 

 I began by developing a new concept of knowledge called shared experiential-

knowledge that could be applied to the mindreading debate.  I did this because it would 

help resolve outstanding issues regarding the processes utilized for reading other people’s 

minds. 

Next, I developed a unique independence approach to mindreading by showing 

how theorizing is used for mindreading when accurate simulation is not possible in the 

absence of shared experiential-knowledge.  Thus, we saw how it is true that some 

instances of mindreading are achieved wholly by simulation and some wholly by 

theorizing.  

Finally, I discussed an epistemology of mindreading where I specified the 

justification conditions for knowing other people’s mental states, as opposed to 

possessing mere (true) beliefs about other people’s mental states. We saw that knowledge 

of the mental states of other people arises in two ways.  In the case of simulation, we saw 

that low- or high- level simulation plus shared experiential-knowledge amount to justified 

true beliefs about other people’s mental states.  In the case of theorizing, we saw that 

induction justifies true beliefs about other people’s metal states.  

My descriptive and normative story of mindreading is now complete. 
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Notes 
 
1
 From hereon out I will drop the term “phenomenal information” and just use “qualia.” I will also use the 

terms “abilities” and “know-how” interchangeably throughout since their meanings are tantamount. 
2
 Nagel (1974) is another famous example. 

3
 Cf. Crumley (1999) & Dalmiya and Alcoff (1993) 

4
 Flight Simulator (n.d.) & Flight Simulator (2011) 

5
 Alzheimer’s (n.d.), Alzheimer’s Disease (n.d.), & Alzheimer’s Disease (2012) 

6
 I would like to thank Jennifer Lackey, Matthew Mullins and others who attended the Northwestern 

University, Department of Philosophy, Epistemology Brown Bag talk where I presented a version of this 

paper for raising this objection and presenting helpful comments, suggestions, and discussion in response to 

the Alzheimer’s, and other, examples. As well, I would also like to thank those in attendance at the 

University of Minnesota, graduate student weekly meeting, where I also presented an earlier version of this 

paper, for this objection. A further note regarding the objection itself, parallel worries would arise for the 

ability to recognize. My reply applies to that ability as well. 
7
 I would like to thank my advisor, Peter Hanks, for providing this helpful response. 

8
 I would like to thank Jennifer Lackey for this helpful response. 

9
 I would like to thank Jennifer Lackey for suggesting that I add an accessibility account to my view. 

10
 I would like to thank Roy Cook for bringing this objection to my attention. 

11
 I would like to thank Matthew Mullins for providing this helpful reply. 

12
 Throughout this chapter I will use the terms “experiential-knowledge” and “knowing-what-it-is-like” 

interchangeably; since I understand their referents as the same. 
13
 Firsthand (n.d.) 

14
 Hearsay (n.d.) 

15
 Additional support can be found in Nagel (1974), especially p. 439; and Tye (2000).  

16
 For example, see Baron-Cohen (2003), Goldman (2006), Grandin & Johnson (2005), and Nichols (2004). 

17
 I originally encountered this Toufexis (1991) article in Dalmiya and Alcoff (1993), and it is worth 

mentioning that we all agree on the points expressed in Toufexis’s (1991) article. 
18
 Never mind that the experiences may not be exactly like the patients’ experiences, since, presumably, the 

doctors are healthy. The important point is that the training doctors are attempting to give the young 

doctors the experience of what it is like to be, e.g., a patient; the training doctors are trying to teach them 

what it is like and what it is like to be someone else with respect to a particular experience. The training 

doctors are trying to help them know what, e.g., being a patient is like. This idea is not unique and appears 

in Feldman, Glick, Ziskin, and Haines (1991) The Doctor [Motion Picture]. 
19
 November 8, 2006. Salma Hayek is “Ugly Betty” [Television Series Episode]. Extra [Television Series]. 

In T. Coffino (Executive Producer), USA: Warner Bros.  
20
To name but a few of numerous, popular culture, instances. Literature examples: several appear in the 

body of text throughout this dissertation. Movie example: The Doctor (Feldman, Glick, & Ziskin, 1991). 

Music examples: “What It’s Like” (Everlast, 1998, track 4); “What It’s Like to Be Me” (Spears, 2001, track 

12); “What It Feels Like for a Girl” (Madonna, 2000, track 8); Cf. lyrics: “I’ve been a puppet, a pauper, a 

pirate, a poet, a pawn, and a king. I’ve been up and down and over and out,” from the music recoding 

“That’s Life” (Sinatra, 1966, track 1); Cf. lyrics: “Baby, you don’t know what it’s like…to love somebody 

the way I love you,” from the music recording “To Love Somebody” (Bee Gees, 1967, track 3, B-side). Cf. 

the standard distinction between “method actors,” who become the character versus “classical actors,” who 

simulate a character (Godoski, 2010; Method Acting, n.d.). 
21
 Alcoff (2001) does not consider “body type or cultural identification as punk, conservative, lowrider, 

born-again, and so on” to be social identities” (p. 59); yet it does not matter whether we agree on this point. 

I think they are relevant social identities, and so I shall include them in our categories of experiences. 
22
 Cf. James (1900/2002) for additional support for the claim that we only ever see certain aspects, or sides, 

of a person. 
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23
 As far as I am aware, Lewis makes no claims regarding mindreading, nor ever addresses the topic. 

24
 Recall too, from the previous chapter, that this is the first reason why experiential-knowledge is 

important. Cf. Mellor (1993), especially pp. 3-4. 
25
 Cf. Ravenscroft (1998) for additional support of this intuitive connection. 

26
 Cf. Nagel (1974) for additional support for talking about types of experiences. 

27
 In Star, Tuccillo, Bushnell, and Taylor (2003), episode “The Post-It Always Sticks Twice,” from the 

television series Sex and the City. 
28
 In Reitman and Reitman (2009), Up in the Air [Motion Picture]. 

29
 Cf. Jacobs-Huey (2001) and Hunter, O’Donnell, and Stilson (2009) regarding discussions of hair 

experiences unique to African Americans, for additional support. 
30
 Mindreading is also synonymously referred to as “mentalizing” in the literature, e.g., Nichols (2004) and 

Goldman (2006). 
31
 Famous theory-theorists are: Wellman, 1990; Perner, 1991; Stich & Nichols, 1992; Gopnik & Wellman, 

1992/1995a; Perner & Howes, 1992/1995a; Gopnik, 1993; Stich & Nichols, 1995b. 
32
 Famous simulation-theorists are: Goldman, 1986; Gordon, 1986/1995a; Heal, 1986/1995a; Goldman, 

1989/1995a; Harris, 1989; Harris, 1991; Goldman, 1992/1995a; Gordon, 1992/1995a; Harris, 1992/1995a; 

Goldman, 1993; Gordon, 1995b; Harris, 1995b; Heal, 1995b; Heal, 1996; Heal, 1998; Heal, 2003.  
33
 Hybrid does not mean that simulation reduces to theorizing, and vice versa; nor does it mean that one 

“collapses” into the other. 
34
 I will not always refer to Goldman’s view as “duplex,” yet it is implied. 

35
 This list is not exhaustive for Goldman (2006), e.g., see p. 140. 

36
 Cf. also Nichols (2004) and Baron-Cohen (2003). 

37
 According to Goldman (2006), the fact that self-reference in not always used here is “fully compatible 

with the hybrid approach favored here” (p. 164). 
38
 From now on, I will not always refer to Goldman’s view as “pure,” yet it is implied. 

39
 From now on, I will not always refer to theory-theory as “pure,” yet it is implied. 

40
 Cf. Davies & Stone (1995a & 1995b). 

41
 Cf. Goldman (2006), p. 181. 

42
 Whenever I speak of mindreading and simulation in this chapter I mean low-level, unless otherwise 

indicated. I may not consistently preface these terms with “low-level,” but it should be understood that is 

what I mean. 
43
 While Goldman (2006) presents examples of selective impairment patterns for several emotions in 

support of low-level simulational mindreading, I will only focus on a fear for sake of brevity.  
44
 Also, in Goldman (2006), p. 115. 

45
 This point will play some supporting role for my claims about there not being such a rigid distinction 

between low-level and high-level mental states, and consequently simulation, in the next chapter when I 

argue for the feeling of likeness requirement on high-level simulation. 
46
 It is important to keep in mind that Goldman (2006) is not claiming that whenever mirroring (or, low-

level simulation) occurs that low-level mindreading occurs; rather, it is that whenever there is mirroring (or, 

low-level simulation) there is the potential for low-level mindreading, which people with intact cognitive 

faculties make use of all the time, e.g., cf. p. 140. 
47
 Also, in Goldman (2006), p. 115. 

48
 Cf. Nichols (2004) and Goldman (2006), specifically, pp. 291-294. 

49
 Cf. Goldman (2006), Chapters 6 and 7, for I am intentionally paralleling his distinction between low-

level and high-level mental states, experiences, and mindreading. 
50
 Whenever I speak of mindreading and simulation without qualification in this chapter I mean high-level 

simulation and mindreading. 
51
 Cf. Jane Heal (1986/1995a), especially p. 47, and pp. 51-52, as well.  

52
 Regarding (1), for example, it would be consistent with implementation, even though Goldman (2006) 

thinks that approach is false; and with cooperation, which he believes is “highly probable” (p. 44). It does 

not really apply to independence since this view says simulation and theorizing maintain their unique 

identities in mindreading; Goldman (2006) also thinks that this view is probably true (p. 46). 
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53
 Goldman (2006) goes on to say that E-imagination and E-imagination-based mindreading can also be 

guided by knowledge and this is a distinctive feature of high-level simulational mindreading (p. 150). 
54
 Goldman (2006) is not entirely explicit about what is meant by “task-specific knowledge” (p. 149), yet in 

light of what has been said thus far, I think it makes sense to understand it, at least partly, in terms of shared 

experiential-knowledge. 
55
 Just like there is nothing comparable to echolocation, other than the experience itself, that a human can 

go through to discover what this experience is like; similarly, there is nothing comparable to childbirth, 

other than the experience itself, that a man can go through to discover what this experience is like. 
56
 Cf. Dalmiya & Alcoff (1993) for additional support regarding my claims concerning the male 

obstetrician. 
57
 Baron-Cohen (2003) also addresses mindreading. Cf. Goldman (2006), especially page 201, for 

additional support regarding the stated parallel connection. 
58
 I will now use the terms systemizing and theorizing interchangeably. 

59
 Cf. Goldman (2006), pp. 9-10. 

60
 Cf. Dalmiya and Alcoff (1993) for additional support: “a male obstetrician can form some conception 

about experiences like childbirth. By virtue of sharing the determinable ‘human’ point of view with 

women, he can have some conception of the even more general fact of what if feels like for a human to 

have pain (as opposed to, say, a Martian having pain). But like Nagel trying to empathize [i.e., take the 

perspective] with the bat, a man’s conception of giving birth will necessarily be drawn from his own 

gender-specific point of view. Women have a collective privacy in this regard.” (p. 229)  
61
 Cf. Hume. 

62
 Also these theories could and would be shared and made use of in the obstetrics communities for 

mindreading sometimes. 
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