
 

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF PRAGMATISM AND AMERICAN PHILOSOPHY 

COPYRIGHT © 2009ASSOCIAZIONE PRAGMA  

 

_________________________________________________________________________  

ISSN: 2036-4091                                                                    2012, IV, 1 

 178 

 

Frithjof Nungesser* 

Three Dimensions of the Sociality of Action. Some Reflections based on the Cultural Psy-

chology of Michael Tomasello and Sociological Pragmatism
1
 

Abstract. The relationship between action and sociality is one of the fundamental prob-

lems in social theory and philosophy. In this paper I strive to contribute to an action theo-

retical approach that conceives of individual action and sociality as intrinsically related. I 

will do so by drawing on two distinct strands of cultural and social theory: the sociologi-

cal pragmatism of Charles Horton Cooley and George Herbert Mead, and the cognitive 

cultural psychology of Michael Tomasello. Since the work of Tomasello is – at least in 

detail – relatively unknown to philosophers or social scientists, the primary focus will be 

on his seminal studies in comparative and developmental cognitive psychology. By means 

of a detailed analysis I will delineate a cognitive, motivational and cultural dimension of 

the sociality of action in Tomasello. The results of this discussion will then be compared 

with the central tenets of sociological pragmatism. In the end, it will become clear why 

cognitive scientists like Tomasello can help us to reformulate pragmatist social theory 

against the background of recent findings in the human sciences. By doing this, we can 

remain true to the transdisciplinary approach of pragmatist thought that has long been ne-

glected in social theory. Conversely, such a comparison may reveal some of the limits of 

Tomasello‘s account with regard to social theory. 

I. Introduction: The sociality of action – extrinsic or intrinsic? 

How exactly are our individual actions related to sociality? This is one of the crucial 

questions in social theory and diverse answers have been proposed in social philosophy and 

the social sciences. In this paper, I will argue for an action theoretical perspective that con-

ceives of agency and sociality as intrinsically related. I will do so by drawing on two dis-

tinct strands of cultural and social theory: the sociological pragmatism of Charles Horton 

Cooley and especially George Herbert Mead, and the cognitive cultural psychology of Mi-

chael Tomasello.  

By embracing an intrinsic approach, I will reject the competing extrinsic conception that 

cuts human action into halves by distinguishing between two separate types of action: indi-

vidual action on the one hand, and social action on the other hand. For example, for most of 

contemporary psychological social psychologists
2
, social actions are directed towards social 

objects while other types of action are not. Such an understanding of ‗social action‘ would 

deprive all actions dealing with nonsocial objects of their social dimension. Alternatively, 
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one could claim – following Weber – that ―we shall speak of ‗action‘ insofar as the acting 

individual attaches a subjective meaning to his behavior – be it overt or covert, omission or 

acquiescence. Action is ‗social‘ insofar as its subjective meaning takes account of the be-

havior of others and is thereby oriented in its course‖ (Weber 2007 [1922]: 4; see also 

22ff.). In this view, actions related to nonsocial objects may also be regarded as social ac-

tions because their ‗subjective meaning‘ takes into account the behavior of others. Yet, 

while Weber‘s classical definition may allow for a more adequate perspective on social ac-

tion, it still fails to acknowledge crucial aspects of the sociality of action. Perhaps most 

dramatically, in his writings on methodology or action theory Weber never raises the ques-

tion to what extent action must be seen as social per se or whether sociality is constitutive 

for agency. Consequently, Weber thinks of social action as just one specific type of action
3
.  

Perhaps surprisingly, a similar problem can be found in the work of another founding 

figure of sociology. In Durkheim‘s methodological and anthropological remarks, individual 

action is not social by nature. Rather, the individual actor is depicted as intrinsically in-

stinct-driven, insatiable and egocentric. ―It is not human nature which can assign the varia-

ble limits necessary to our needs. They are thus unlimited so far as they depend on the indi-

vidual alone. Irrespective of any external regulatory force, our capacity for feeling is in it-

self an insatiable and bottomless abyss‖ (Durkheim 1979 [1897]: 247). By ―external force‖ 

Durkheim means, of course, society that shapes the individual and sets the limits. Yet, at 

least in the early Durkheim, even the socially well adapted individual is split into two: aso-

cial and egoistic on its individual side, social and altruistic on its collective side (e.g. Durk-

heim 2004 [1893]: 253f.).  

Given this admittedly crude sketch, it seems that most social scientists – not only 

‗methodological individualists‘ such as Weber or (psychological) social psychologists, but 

also ‗methodological holists‘ such as Durkheim – conceptualize the connection between 

action and sociality as extrinsic
4
. Social processes are thought to be something external and 

separable from the individual and its actions. In contrast, ‗intrinsicalists‘ highlight ―the ir-

reducible sociality behind all individual acts‖ (Joas 1996: 189). In this perspective, sociality 

is a constitutive condition for and essential dimension of human action. Consequently, the 

goal is not foremost to distinguish between different forms of individual and social action. 

Rather, the question is how the individual‘s ability to act self-reflexively and autonomously 

can be explained on the basis of its irreducible embeddedness in intersubjective processes.  

In this paper I want to contribute to this theoretical tradition by outlining three dimen-

sions of the sociality of action based on the work of Michael Tomasello as well as sociolog-

ical pragmatism. By distinguishing between a cognitive, motivational and cultural dimen-

sion of the sociality of action I will show why the relation between human action and soci-

ality can only be understood if we conceptualize it as intrinsic. Since the work of Mead or 

                                                           
3
 Another problem in Weber‘s methodological writings is that he defines social action as meaningful action 

(as opposed to mere behavior). Since he defines sociology as ―the science concerning itself with the interpretative 
understanding of social action‖ (Weber 2007 [1922]: 4) a broad range of social phenomena like, for example, habi-
tus and habits would not be part of sociological research. Yet, Weber himself is aware of the ―indefinite borderline 
of social action‖ (Weber 2007: 24) and repeatedly refers to this problem.  

4
 Of course, this does not imply that these approaches are identical – far from it. In fact, they conceptualize 

this extrinsic relation in diametrically opposed ways. In an individualist perspective, sociality is the result of coor-
dinated and rational individual actions; in a holist perspective, in contrast, sociality is possible only because of the 
coercive power of society that forms the primordially asocial subjects.  
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Cooley will be more or less familiar to most readers within philosophy or social theory, the 

focus will mainly be on Tomasello
5
. Only later he will be seconded by the pragmatists.  

I will start with an introductory characterization of Tomasello‘s approach to cognitive 

psychology (II). Based on this approach, I will heuristically identify three dimensions of the 

sociality of action in Tomasello‘s work (III). Chapter IV then compares these results with 

the central tenets of sociological pragmatism. As a result, it will hopefully become clear 

that, generally speaking, social theory can substantially benefit from cross-disciplinary ex-

change, especially with certain strands within cognitive and cultural psychology. More spe-

cifically, cognitive scientists like Tomasello can help us to reformulate pragmatist social 

theory against the background of recent findings in the human sciences. By doing this, we 

can adhere to the original transdisciplinary claim of pragmatist thought that has long been 

neglected in sociological theory
6
. Yet, in the end, it is this transdisciplinary perspective that 

constitutes the fundamental importance of pragmatism for the social sciences. 

II. A short characterization of Tomasello‘s approach to cognitive psychology 

Tomasello‘s basic question is why human life is impregnated by culture in such an ex-

traordinary way:  

 
Human beings and only human beings cognize the world in ways leading to the creation 

and use of natural languages, complex tools and technologies, mathematical symbols, 

graphic symbols from maps to art, and complicated social institutions such as govern-

ments and religions. The puzzle is that other primates have created none of these things 

even though some – the great apes – are as closely related to humans as horses to zebras, 

lions to tigers, rats are to mice (Tomasello and Rakoczy 2003: 121). 

 

In order to solve this ―puzzle‖ Tomasello has been conducting comparative experiments 

with human children and nonhuman primates. To understand why he is such a convinced 

―advocate of the comparative method‖ (Tomasello 2006: 507), one has to look back over a 

few decades. 

Since the 1930s the debate on whether nonhuman primates have the capacity to acquire 

natural languages or other alleged human-specific faculties has been heated. In the 1930s 

the chimpanzee Gua was raised by Winthrop N. and Luella A. Kellog, disciples of Robert 

Yerkes, as though she were a human child in order to teach her to speak a language. Since 

then much ink has been spilled on the (supposed) language skills of Gua or other chimpan-

                                                           
5
 With regard to pragmatism I focus on Cooley and Mead because each of them provided social theory with 

crucial concepts and systematic theoretical arguments. Also, in contrast to the other pragmatists, they are regarded 
as ‗sociological classics‘. This is not to say that the works of Peirce, James or Dewey are irrelevant for sociology. 
Of course, James‘ claims regarding the social aspects of personality or Peirce‘s insistence on the constitutive role 
of intersubjective processes for all semiosis and, hence, for all thinking and research are of crucial importance for 
pragmatist social thought. Likewise, Dewey not only stated ―The Need for Social Psychology‖ (MW 10) and pub-
lished an ―Introduction to Social Psychology‖ (the subtitle of Human Nature and Conduct (MW 14)) but was also 
a decisive influence for both Cooley and Mead. For example, Cooley‘s perspective on Darwinism was certainly 
influenced by Dewey (for more details see note 41; also Schubert 1995: 134ff.; Jacobs 2006: 80ff.). 

6
 As Hans Joas notes in his 1980 study of Mead, ―the historical novelty of Mead‘s theory does not rest on the 

fact that he proposed simply some conception of intersubjectivity, but rather one that is tenable in light of anthro-
pological knowledge.‖ (Joas 1997 [1980]: 228) This anthropological dimension, however, was hardly considered 
by sociologists, not even by authors of the Chicago School or Symbolic Interactionism. For the fragmentary recep-
tion of pragmatism by the Chicago tradition cf. e.g. Joas (1993: 17f.). Overall, not only the general pragmatist 
character of Symbolic Interactionism but also the respective influence of Cooley and Mead on it is object of some 
dispute; cf. e.g. Joas (1993: 14-51); Abbott (1999: 4-33); Scheff 2003; Jacobs 2009. 
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zees like Viki, Washoe, or Nim Chimpsky (cf. e.g. Terrace et al. 1979; Gardner, Gardner 

1989; Yule 2010: 16ff.). The debate is still ongoing. Yet, in Tomasello‘s view, two infer-

ences can be drawn for certain. On the one hand, comparative analyses of the language 

skills of enculturated (i.e. human-raised) and mother-reared chimpanzees demonstrate the 

enormous impact of cultural processes during ontogeny (Tomasello 1999: 34-36). Encultur-

ated chimpanzees show marked differences to their mother-reared conspecifics with regard 

to attentional, learning and language skills. For example, they are able to request desired 

items by using sign language and are capable of imitation learning (cf. Tomasello 2008: 

246-256; Tomasello et al. 1993). On the other hand, it is obvious that enculturated apes, 

even after undergoing intensive training, ―do not thereby turn into human beings‖ (To-

masello 1999: 35). Human-raised apes still show severe ‗limitations‘. Compared with hu-

man children they do not engage in the same way in ―extended joint intentional interac-

tions‖ and they lack decisive linguistic (esp. syntactic) competences (Tomasello 2008: 249-

256).  

Tomasello‘s work derives two important conclusions from this extensive discussion. 

First, systematic research on the socio-cultural impact on human and nonhuman primate 

ontogeny is needed. Second, the human-specific cognitive and motivational infrastructure 

must be identified, which explains the substantial differences between humans and both en-

culturated and mother-reared nonhuman primates. By means of well-controlled compara-

tive studies of the cognitive development of human children and (mother-reared as well as 

enculturated) great apes, both objectives can be pursued. This is why ‗Developmental and 

Comparative Psychology‘ constitutes Tomasello‘s methodological ‗silver bullet‘. 

 
In my own research group, we have chosen to approach these problems [=to explain hu-

man cooperation and culture; FN] via comparative studies of human children and their 

nearest primate relatives, especially chimpanzees. The hope is that in these somewhat 

simpler cases we may see things more clearly than is possible in the myriad complexities 

of adult human behavior and societies (Tomasello 2009b: xvii)7. 

 

One thing that can be seen ―more clearly‖ in these comparative experiments is the in-

trinsically social and qualitatively new character of human cognition and action which, ac-

cording to Tomasello, can be demonstrated most clearly by means of the simple act of 

pointing. 

Tomasello states that ―the majority of studies of nonhuman primate communication fo-

cus on their vocal displays‖. Thus, most of these studies do not look into gestures. Yet, 

while vocalizations in apes are ―mostly unlearned, genetically fixed, emotionally urgent, 

involuntary, inflexible responses to evolutionary important events‖, gestures are ―individu-

ally learned and flexibly produced communicative acts‖ (Tomasello 2008: 54). Hence, in 

order to study the influence of the socio-cultural environment during ontogeny, gestures are 

far more instructive research objects. This is why Tomasello considers the traditional focus 

on vocal displays to be ―a huge mistake‖ (Tomasello 2008: 53).  

                                                           
7
 This methodological program became possible because Tomasello has been part of pertinent research institu-

tions. In 1998 he became Director of the ―Department of Developmental and Comparative Psychology‖ at the 
Max-Planck-Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology in Leipzig. At the same time, he is Co-Director of the Wolf-
gang Köhler Primate Research Center (―Pongoland‖), which is part of the Leipzig Zoo. Before that (starting in 
1980), he was Professor at Emory University and Affiliate Scientist for Psychobiology at Yerkes Primate Center 
(which is part of Emory). A great deal of his research done in Yerkes can be found in his comprehensive work on 
Primate Cognition (co-authored by Josep Call; cf. Tomasello, Call 1997).  
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Indeed, in comparative analyses, enculturated and mother-reared apes show marked dif-

ferences with respect to their gestural behavior while no new vocalization skills emerge in 

this process. In the wild, great apes do not point – neither to show something to their con-

specifics (declarative pointing) nor to share an experience with them (expressive pointing). 

Moreover, they do not even point in order to request something (imperative pointing)
8
. In 

contrast, enculturated primates point quite often. However, they do so only imperatively – 

and only when humans are present. They never point when interacting with conspecifics 

(Tomasello 2006; Tomasello 2008: 34ff.). In the following section I will illustrate why ex-

actly these observations are of such crucial importance for social theory and action theory 

by distinguishing three dimensions of the sociality of action and cognition in Tomasello‘s 

work.  

III. Three dimensions of the sociality of action in Tomasello 

a) The cognitive dimension 

For Tomasello, it is the seemingly trivial act of pointing – and not the often invoked 

faculties of language or reason – that contains in itself the seeds of human culture. Pointing, 

so the argument goes, requires a species-specific form of social cognition, namely, the cog-

nitive infrastructure of shared intentionality. This infrastructure, in turn, relies on several 

capacities. Individuals that share their intentions must be able to cognize triadic interac-

tions. In order to understand a pointing gesture, I have to realize that someone is trying to 

direct my attention to a certain object. Imagine, for example, two friends on a hike in the 

Black Forest. Now, friend A is pointing en passant to a chestnut tree in order to please 

friend B. A knows that chestnuts are B‘s favorite trees. B understands A‘s pointing only 

because she knows that he knows that chestnuts are her favorite trees. In this example, B 

has to be able to cognize the relation between A‘s communicative intention (to draw her 

attention to the tree), his referential attention (the chestnut tree) and his social intention (his 

message: ―Look! A chestnut tree – isn‘t that nice?‖). 

The example shows that shared intentionality does not only presuppose ‗triadic‘ cogni-

tion but also ‗recursive mindreading‘ (A knows that B knows that A knows…). Without the 

recursiveness of human social cognition the constitution of a ‗common ground‘ necessary 

for communication would not be possible (Tomasello 2008: 4ff.; 73-82)
9
.To speak of a 

common ground, however, implies two (or more) individuals acting in the same context. A 

common ground is not just all the things that are part of a given situation. Rather, it ―is 

what is ‗relevant‘ to the social interaction, that is, what each participant sees as relevant and 

knows that the other sees as relevant as well‖ (Tomasello 2008: 74). This is why Tomasello 

(and others)
10

 think of common ground as something that is shared. In our example, B 

knows that chestnuts are her favorite trees just as A knows that chestnuts are B‘s favorite 

trees. However, when it comes to communication the crucial point is that A and B know 

                                                           
8
 As opposed to pointing, chimpanzees ―gesture to one another regularly. Although some of their gestures are 

relatively inflexible displays invariably elicited by particular environmental events, an important subset are learned 
by individuals and used flexibly – such things as ‗arm raise‘ to elicit play or ‗touch side‘ to request nursing‖ (To-
masello 2006: 506).  

9
 In contrast, ―there is no evidence that great apes can do even one step of recursive mind reading … , which is 

the cognitive underpinning of all forms of common conceptual ground‖ (Tomasello 2009b: 72).  
10

 The concept of ‗common ground‘ Tomasello borrows from the work of Herbert H. Clark (cf. Clark 1996: 
92ff.). His cooperation model of communication in general is strongly influenced by diverse authors such as Witt-
genstein, Grice, Quine, Searle, Gilbert, Bratman, Tuomela and others (cf. especially Tomasello 2008: 72-108).  



FRITHJOF NUNGESSER                                                                            THREE DIMENSIONS OF THE SOCIALITY OF ACTION 

_________________________________________________________________________  

ISSN: 2036-4091                                                                    2012, IV, 1 

 183 

 

together that chestnuts are B‘s favorite trees. This means that A has to know that B knows 

that he knows that chestnuts are B‘s trees of choice and that B knows that A knows that she 

knows that he knows that chestnuts are her favorite trees
11

. Without this shared common 

ground built on recursive mindreading, B would not understand A‘s pointing. 

Compared with iconic signs such as facial expressions or pantomime, the understanding 

of indexical signs is more dependent on common ground. This is because in icons ―more 

information is potentially in the gesture itself‖. Thus, ―iconic gestures should be more ef-

fective than pointing, in many contexts, with strangers‖ (Tomasello 2008: 203). In a way, 

there is even greater dependence on shared ground when it comes to communicative con-

ventions. More often than in indexical and (non-symbolic)
12

 iconic gesturing, the objects 

referred to in symbolic communication are absent and/or imperceptible by the senses. Also, 

in conventionalized communication, the (more or less) arbitrary signs are themselves part 

of the common ground. This also explains why, for Tomasello, language itself depends on 

these social cognitive skills (Tomasello 2008: 218). Moreover, gestures and language are 

interlocked phylogenetically as well as ontogenetically. Tomasello claims that in the devel-

opment of spoken language there occurred/occurs a double-transition from pointing to 

demonstratives such as ‗this‘ and ‗that‘ and from iconic gestures to content words, e.g. 

nouns and verbs (Tomasello 2008: 324)
13

.  

Yet, language not only draws on human-specific socio-cognitive skills. It also has an 

enormous impact on the development of human cognition. This cultural aspect of human 

cognition and action will be discussed in more detail later (III. c). For the moment, the deci-

sive insight is that, according to Tomasello, the simple act of pointing demonstrates that 

human beings – as opposed to nonhuman primates (e.g. Tomasello 2006: 509) – always act 

in a shared cognitive space, which ―takes people beyond their own egocentric perspective 

on things‖ (Tomasello 2008: 76). Consequently, the concept of shared intentionality does 

not primarily focus on ‗parallel‘ attentions, knowledge, and intentions. Rather, the crucial 

point is that people who share their intentionality attend together, know together, and intend 

together. This is to say that they know that each of them knows of, attends to, and intends 

something. But they also always know that the other knows that they know of, attend to, 

and intend something, and vice versa. Thus, we always act within a space of shared repre-

sentations, attentions, and intentions. Within this space, ―in direct competition, shared 

common ground trumps individual personal relevance every time‖ (Tomasello 2008: 77). 

Yet, the anthropological account of the intrinsic sociality of cognition and action that can be 

                                                           
11

 When the terms ‗knowing‘, ‗guessing‘, ‗understanding‘ and the like are used in this paper they do not, of 
course, imply that the individuals have to be aware of their ‗knowledge‘, their ‗guesses‘, their ‗understanding‘ etc. 
In contrast, what is really intriguing is that by far most of these processes remain basically sub- or unconscious. 

12
 Tomasello‘s terminology differs from Peirce‘s classical semiotic classification (cf. Peirce 1998 [1903]). For 

instance, according to Tomasello, there can be both symbolic and non-symbolic icons. For Tomasello, ―symbols‖ 
seem to be defined by ―conventionalized representation‖ – mostly of something that is not present. In contrast, the 
term ―iconic‖ almost always refers to ―iconic gestures‖ which, in turn, is synonymous with ―pantomiming‖ (see, 
e.g., the subject index of Tomasello 2008: 386). Thus, in Peirce‘s perspective, Tomasello‘s concept of the ―icon‖ 
seems to oscillate between two of his trichotomies – it touches on the nature of the sign itself (qualisign, sinsign, 
legisign) and at the same time on the relation of the sign and the object (icon, index, symbol). Even though To-
masello refers to Peirce repeatedly, he never (to my knowledge) discusses these semiotic differences. 

13 This is why arbitrariness, for Tomasello, is not an absolute characteristic of symbols. Rather, there is a 
―drift to the arbitrary‖ (Tomasello 2008: 219-225), i.e., a continuum between iconicity and symbolicity. Here, 
Tomasello again touches on one of the crucial insights of Peirce‘s theory of signs which – in contrasts to other 
semiotic approaches – emphasizes the structural interconnection of the different classes of signs. For Peirce, every 
symbol must at some point be embodied in iconic or indexical signs in order to connect to ‗reality‘ (Peirce 1998 
[1903]: 291f.; cf. also Jung 2009: 155, 187, 293).  
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formulated on the basis of Tomasello‘s work takes into account not only the cognitive in-

frastructure but also the motivational basis of action. 

b) The motivational dimension  

As shown above, nonhuman primates in their natural habitats do not point for each oth-

er, while their human-raised companions do so imperatively (but not declaratively or ex-

pressively)
14

. In this context, it is important to note that both mother-reared and enculturat-

ed apes are unable to understand pointing. Several experiments conducted by Tomasello 

and other primatologists over the last several years strongly support this claim. For exam-

ple, Tomasello, Call, and Gluckman introduced apes to the so-called ‗object choice task‘
15

. 

In this game one human hid some food in one of three opaque containers. Later, another 

person tried to help the apes by pointing at the baited bucket. Although the primates knew 

from past experience about the helpfulness of this human and although they were ―attentive 

and motivated‖, they chose at random. This holds true even when trained conspecifics, ra-

ther than humans, pointed at the box containing the food. However, the apes‘ failure to un-

derstand pointing is not based on their inability to follow the direction of the pointing ges-

ture. In several experiments it became clear that nonhuman primates are quite talented in 

following pointing and gaze directions (Moll, Tomasello 2007: 640). Accordingly, in the 

‗object choice task‘ the tested primates followed the deictic gesture of the experimenter to 

the baited container. This did not, however, influence their decision. Moreover, in another 

research design, which focused more on competition than on cooperation, these apes 

demonstrated their ability to understand intentional action. In order to obtain the food 

stored in a bucket, the experimenter had to reach through a hole in a plexiglass barrier (note 

that reaching looks quite similar to pointing). However, he did not get it because the bucket 

was out of reach. Later, his simian competitor had the opportunity to choose between the 

different buckets on the other side of the barrier. Importantly, in this design, she did so very 

successfully – in most cases she selected the container the experimenter had tried to reach 

before (Tomasello 2006: 508).  

The increased use of competitive paradigms in the study of primate cognition over the 

last few years has demonstrated that apes are endowed with considerable abilities to repre-

sent the intuitions and perceptions of others (cf. Tomasello et al. 2003; Tomasello 2006; 

Call, Tomasello 2008; Kaminski et al. 2008). For Tomasello these findings have constituted 

a serious challenge because until around the year 2003 one of his fundamental claims had 

been that ―the overwhelming weight of empirical evidence suggests that only human beings 

understand conspecifics as intentional agents like the self‖ (Tomasello 1999: 6). Moreover, 

according to Tomasello‘s ‗first theory‘, other uniquely human forms of social cognition do 

follow automatically from this single basic cognitive difference
16

. For example, in this 

                                                           
14

 However, note that one cannot be absolutely certain about the exact nature of primate imperative pointing 
because it is not known whether they understand the cognitive structure of pointing or whether they point to hu-
mans because they make desired outcomes happen (cf. Tomasello 2006: 509f.). It seems, however, as though they 
are just using humans ―as a ‗social tool‘‖ (Moll, Tomasello 2007: 643). 

15
 For this and comparable experiments see Tomasello 2006: 507ff. and Tomasello 2008: 38ff. 

16
 For Tomasello‘s ‗first theory‘ see e.g. Tomasello, Rakoczy 2003 and especially Tomasello 1999. In their 

1997 Primate Cognition Tomasello and Call discuss the question of whether nonhuman primates understand inten-
tions at length but do not yet answer it conclusively (Tomasello, Call 1997: 318ff.). – Of course, by speaking of 
Tomasello‘s ‗first‘ and ‗second‘ theory, I do not argue that there are two separate approaches. Tomasello would 
still claim his earlier work to be valid for the most part. Nevertheless, these theoretical modifications need to be 
highlighted and their implications need to be discussed – especially with regard to Tomasello‘s earlier work on 
The Cultural Origins of Human Cognition (1999). 
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view, the understanding of others as not only intentional but mental agents is merely ―a 

kind of ‗icing on the cake‘‖ – the ―cake‖ of course being the capacity to understand the in-

tentions of others (Tomasello and Rakoczy 2003: 122)
17

. 

Given these recent findings, we must conclude that ―understanding goals or intentions is 

not the same thing as understanding communicative intentions‖ (Tomasello 2006: 508)
18

. 

Thus, by observing their conspecifics and by guessing their intentions, chimpanzees and 

other nonhuman primates gather important environmental information. Yet, they do not un-

derstand that other beings may have the intention to draw their attention to some object. In 

other words, apes do not realize that the communicative behavior of other individuals may 

be conducted ‗for them‘. In contrast, human children start to point not only imperatively but 

also declaratively and expressively at around one year of age (Tomasello 2008: 135ff.). 

They do so without any instruction. Hence, for Tomasello, there seems to be an intrinsic 

drive in human children to express themselves, to share their experiences with others and to 

help other individuals (Tomasello 2008: 82-88)
19

. Around the same age, children also learn 

to understand all types of pointing. Consequently, at only 12 to 14 months of age, toddlers 

pursue and recognize what Tomasello, following Grice, calls ―communicative intentions‖, 

that is, the kind of intention in which ―you intend for [me to share attention to (X)]‖ (To-

masello 1999: 102).  

However, human children are not only motivated by the desire to help and share when 

they point. They also have quite specific expectations regarding the appropriate reaction of 

others to their pointing. For example, Liszkowski et al. proved that 12-month-old infants 

were dissatisfied with the reaction to their declarative pointing when the adults only looked 

briefly at the object, showed no reaction or emoted positively without reference to the ob-

ject. Only when the adults looked back and forth between the object and the child and ex-

pressed a positive reaction were the toddlers pleased (cf. Tomasello 2006: 511)
20

. 

According to Tomasello, from all of this evidence it follows that the simple act of point-

ing is representative of the intrinsic cooperative nature of human communication. Humans 

communicate out of the motives of sharing and helping (i.e. helping or being helped). And 

                                                           
17

 To cognize others as ‗mental agents‘ means to understand that they do not only have certain goals and per-
ceptions but also beliefs about the world which may be either right or wrong and which may differ from one‘s own 
beliefs. Taking their start from Premack‘s and Woodruff‘s claim that chimpanzees have a ‗theory of mind‘, the 
two psychologists Wimmer and Perner in a classical paper developed a ‗false-belief-task‘ in order to study the 
development of the ‗theory of mind‘ in human children. The result was that children develop the ability to under-
stand others as mental agents who may have false beliefs between four and six years of age (cf. Wimmer and 
Perner 1983: 126). Yet, because Wimmer‘s and Perner‘s ―Maxi-test‖ (just as later modifications of it) presupposes 
sophisticated linguistic skills, it is not applicable to nonlinguistic beings. This is why Call and Tomasello devel-
oped a nonverbal false-belief-task which can be used both with children and apes (cf. Call and Tomasello 1999). 
The experiments based on this nonverbal design demonstrate ―that apes do not have a ‗theory of mind‘ in the sense 
of understanding the false beliefs of others. This does not mean, however, that apes do not have sophisticated cog-
nitive and social cognitive abilities‖ (Call and Tomasello 1999: 393). According to Tomasello‘s ‗first theory‘, this 
lack of understanding necessarily results from their inability to cognize the intentions of others. In his ‗second the-
ory‘, I suppose that this inability needs to be interpreted as a result of the missing capacity for shared intentionali-
ty.  

18
 In contrast, see Tomasello (1999: 103) for his earlier position on this point. 

19
 The increasing importance of questions regarding the human motivational structure as well as the stronger 

focus on ‗sharedness‘ seems to be the main reason why Tomasello shows much interest in the comparative and 
developmental study of cooperation in the last several years (cf. especially Tomasello 2009b; see also his ac-
ceptance speech on the occasion of the 2009 awarding of the Hegel-Prize (2009a)). 

20
 Not even imperative pointing seems to be purely purposeful. In another experiment, Schwe and Markman 

demonstrated that two-year-olds were unsatisfied not only when their request was refused but also when it was 
granted unintentionally. Even in these cases (―You want this (wrong object)? You can‘t have it but you can have 
this one (correct object) instead.‖) the child frequently repeated his/her appeal (cf. Tomasello 2006: 511). 
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they verify whether their communicative act is understood. If necessary, humans repeat and 

– more importantly – reformulate their communicative acts. This seems to be another hu-

man-specific kind of behavior. It not only constitutes a showcase for the essentially cooper-

ative nature of human communication but also draws attention to the necessary connection 

of cooperativeness with common ground. The ability to match one‘s message to others pre-

supposes the faculty of recursive mindreading. Without this social cognitive skill, and thus, 

without a common ground, successful communication would be impossible or at least high-

ly improbable.  

Consequently, the intrinsic sociality of action does not only have a cognitive foundation 

(namely, shared intentionality) but also a motivational basis – the intrinsic social character 

of the human motivational structure. The close connectedness of these two aspects can also 

be studied with regard to their respective developmental chronologies (cf. Tomasello 2008: 

135-167). On the one hand, the cognitive infrastructure of shared intentionality develops 

between the 9
th

 and 12
th

 month. Thus, it follows the understanding of individual intentions, 

which is the first key result of the ‗nine-month revolution‘. On the other hand, parts of the 

motivational structure seem to be in place quite early in ontogeny. Three-month-olds de-

mand action (e.g. by ritualized crying), share emotions ―in face-to-face dyadic exchanges‖ 

and engage in ―a process of affective attunement in which infants and adults tune into the 

emotions of one another‖ (Tomasello 2008: 137). While infants are capable of imperative 

and expressive behavior even before the nine-month revolution, informative communica-

tion develops only after the goals and the knowledge of others can be understood. Accord-

ingly, the demanding of action and the sharing of experiences by means of pointing begins 

only after the infrastructure of shared intentionality – and hence common ground – has de-

veloped. Conventionalized communicative gestures usually emerge around the 14
th

 and 18
th

 

month. In almost every case a period of intensive pointing precedes symbolic communica-

tion.  

Now, given the close connectedness of these two processes, the question needs to be 

asked whether there are substantial differences between humans and their nearest relatives 

in both dimensions. In other words: Would chimpanzees be able to engage in shared inten-

tionality if they were motivated to help others and to share their experiences? Or would 

they be supportive and expressive if they could create common ground? Tomasello does not 

answer this question conclusively. On the one hand he argues that apes do not point be-

cause ―(1) they do not have the motives to share experience with others or to help them by 

informing; and (2) they do not really know what is informationally new for others, and so 

what is worthy of their communicative efforts‖ (Tomasello 2006: 513). Yet, on the other 

hand, he writes that ―[t]he main difference is motivational (with perhaps a cognitive dimen-

sion to this in the sense that infants may be motivated to do things that apes cannot even 

conceive)‖ (Tomasello 2006: 510; see also 517). While the first passage suggests that there 

are important dissimilarities between humans and other primates in both dimensions, the 

second quote grants a certain priority to the motivational aspect. In order to answer this 

question a far more fine-grained picture of anthropogenesis is needed. At the moment, a 

conclusive answer seems to be out of reach. Yet, at least conceptually, one can specify the 

motivational and cognitive features that allow for the intrinsic sociality of human cognition 

and action. What is more, this motivational and cognitive infrastructure is indispensable for 

explaining the cultural aspect of human cognition and action.  
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c) The cultural dimension 

According to Tomasello, human cognition becomes more complex through cumulative 

cultural evolution
21

.This cumulative cultural process, also known as the ‗ratchet effect‘, 

presupposes ‗sociogenesis‘ as well as reliable methods of cultural transmission. The term 

‗sociogenesis‘ is used by Tomasello to characterize those processes ―in which something 

new is created through social interaction of two or more individuals in cooperative interac-

tion, and indeed in many cases the new product could not have been invented by any of the 

individuals acting alone‖ (Tomasello 1999: 41)
22

. By ―species-unique modes of cultural 

transmission‖ (Tomasello 1999: 4) Tomasello means processes of imitative learning and 

teaching. Taken together, these two processes allow for cumulative cultural evolution. In 

contrast, animals – including apes – fail to generate cumulative traditions. However, they 

do so not primarily because they lack the creative skills. Instead, it is the inability to pre-

serve their innovative problem-solutions that prevents the emergence of a cumulative cul-

tural history (Tomasello 1999: 5). 

It will not come as a surprise that, in Tomasello‘s (current) theory, both sociogenesis 

and cumulative cultural learning are based on the described human-specific capacity of 

shared intentionality. On the one hand, sociogenesis is a form of cooperation. In order to 

cooperate with someone I have to understand that we have a common goal. Moreover, I 

have to recognize that the other person has a different perspective on the same problem and 

thus has a different role to play in order to reach the common goal. Finally, all individuals 

have to be motivated to collaborate in order to make sociogenesis happen. Thus, it quickly 

becomes clear that sociogenesis rests on the basis of shared intentionality. On the other 

hand, the means of cultural transmission, that is, imitative learning and teaching, also make 

use of human-specific social cognition. In contrast to the ‗emulation learning‘ of (mother-

reared)
23

 apes, which focuses on the changes in the environment caused by the action of the 

other, imitative learning is a much more social form of learning. Here, learning is accom-

plished by taking the role of the acting person. By doing this it becomes possible to distin-

guish between the means and the ends of the observed action. Thus, compared to emulation 

learning, imitation requires a much ‗deeper‘ identification with the other. We not only learn 

from but through the other (Tomasello 1999: 6, 26ff.). In his recent writings Tomasello also 

emphasizes the motivational aspects of cultural learning. He claims that besides certain so-

cio-cognitive skills, ―humans‘ ultra-cooperative tendencies also play a role in the cultural 

ratchet‖ (Tomasello 2009b: xiv). This holds true for the altruistic act of teaching as well as 

for norms of conformity (Tomasello 2009b: xiv).  

Without shared intentionality cumulative cultural traditions would not be possible. Yet, 

most importantly, shared intentionality does not only constitute the psychological basis of 

culture. Also, it is only with this cognitive and/or motivational basis in mind that it be-

comes possible to understand The Cultural Origins of Human Cognition
24

. For Tomasello, 

                                                           
21

 The following draws mainly on Tomasello‘s book The Cultural Origins of Human Cognition which con-
tains the most comprehensive discussion with respect to cultural theory. However, as noted above, this argumenta-
tion is based on his ‗first theory‘ of human social cognition. In the following I will reformulate his argument ac-
cording to his ‗second‘ theory whenever necessary. 

22
 There are at least two different forms of sociogenesis. First, a ―virtual‖ form of collaboration that ―takes 

place across historical time‖ thereby combining different individual innovations. Second, an ―actual‖ form of col-
laboration that is defined by the simultaneous cooperation of two or more individuals (Tomasello 1999: 41). 

23
 As noted above, human-raised primates are able to learn by means of imitation (cf. Tomasello et al. 1993). 

24
 Interestingly, the German title of the book differs slightly from the original one. While the American title 

speaks of the ―Cultural Origins of Human Cognition‖ the German title ‗only‘ refers to the ―Cultural Development 
of Human Cognition‖ (Die kulturelle Entwicklung des menschlichen Denkens; cf. Tomasello 2009 [1999]). Ironi-
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the relation between cognition and culture is not a one-way street. Language may be the 

best example for this relation. According to Tomasello, language is not so much a product 

of biological but of cultural evolution. It does, of course, rely on biologically evolved hu-

man-specific skills. As demonstrated above, neither the use of symbols nor the cooperative 

structure of human communication would be possible without the capacity for shared inten-

tionality. However, in Tomasello‘s social-pragmatic view, there is no such thing as innate 

universal grammar. On the contrary, the grammaticalization of language is a product of 

human cultural evolution – formed by sociogenesis and passed on by cultural learning 

(Tomasello 1999: 41-48)
25

. In turn, however, the culturally evolved capacity for language 

allows for the very efficient transmission of knowledge over generations. Furthermore, lan-

guage defines how this knowledge is organized. The cultural structure of knowledge is 

passed on by means of language (Tomasello 1999: 165ff.)
26

. In other words, one of the re-

sults of cultural evolution – language – fundamentally modifies the working of the very 

mechanism that allowed for its emergence. Consequently, it would be a mistake to say that 

cognition ―is affected by‖ or ―interacts with‖ cognition. Instead, ―language is a form of 

cognition‖ (Tomasello 1999: 150).  

 
Acquiring language thus leads children to conceptualize, categorize, and schematize 

events in much more complex ways than they would if they were not engaged in learning 

a conventionalized language, and these kinds of event representations and schematizations 

add great complexity and flexibility to human cognition (Tomasello 1999: 159). 

 

With respect to the problem at hand, it is of crucial importance to see that the cultural 

development of cognition also pervades the social character of cognition and action. That is 

because language not only provides a kind of ‗cognitive grid‘ but also allows for the sym-

bolic embodiment of perspectives
27

.Children begin to understand perspectives as they en-

gage in activities based on shared intentionality (Moll and Tomasello 2007: 645). To under-

stand perspective means to recognize that another person may have a differing view on the 

same thing. This recognition, in turn, presupposes that the individuals share their percep-

tions, attentions, and intentions. In these situations, one- to two-year-old children ―begin to 

make active choices about how to construct things linguistically – this is a dog, an animal, a 

pet, a pest, or even ‗it‘ – for purposes of interpersonal communication‖ (Tomasello and 

Rakoczy 2003: 127). The toddlers thus actively choose between different simultaneously 

available symbolic perspectives. The appropriate use of symbols is acquired by role rever-

sal, which is a special form of imitation learning
28

. Thereby, the child learns that symbols 

are shared entities that can be used by you and me in both directions. Also, these children 

understand the normative dimension of symbols, that is, how they are used ‗right‘ and 

                                                                                                                                                    
cally, however, the translated German title seems to be more appropriate given Tomasello‘s main argument: 
―[S]ocial and cultural processes during ontogeny do not create basic cognitive skills. What they do is turn basic 
cognitive skills into extremely complex and sophisticated cognitive skills‖ (Tomasello 1999: 189). 

25
 For Tomasello‘s social-pragmatic or ―usage-based‖ theory of language, as well as his criticism of Chomski-

an linguistics, see Tomasello 1995 and especially Tomasello 2005. 
26

 Language thus is an extremely powerful form of what Andy Clark (with reference to Vygotsky) calls ―ex-
ternal scaffolding‖: ―We may call an action scaffolded to the extent that it relies on some kind of external support. 
Such support could come from the use of tools, or the knowledge and skills of others; that is to say, scaffolding (as 
I shall use the term) denotes a broad class of physical, cognitive and social augmentations – augmentations which 
allow us to achieve some goal which would otherwise be beyond us‖ (Clark 1998: 163). 

27
 For the following see Tomasello (1999: 118ff., 170ff.) and especially Tomasello, Rakoczy 2003. The prob-

lem here, again, is that these studies are based in the ‗first‘ theory.  
28

 Actions learnt by imitation are usually directed to a third object. In contrast, in dialogue, the symbolic acts 
of others are directed to me. Thus, in order to use them I have to learn to reverse the roles of sender and receiver.  
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‗wrong‘ as can be seen in wordplay. Symbols thus embody intersubjectively shared per-

spectives including a specific normative dimension (Tomasello and Rakoczy 2003: 128)
29

.  

However, something important is missing in the symbolic and perspectival skills of the-

se young children. For them what another person says does not represent something beyond 

this concrete symbolic act; there is no general belief behind the words or acts of the other. 

So, they understand intention, perspective and symbols but they have not yet acquired a 

full-fledged ‗belief-desire‘-psychology. Accordingly, for two-year-olds the norm related to 

a certain symbol or artifact applies only to that specifically and only with respect to the 

specific individual who formulated the norm.  

For Tomasello, it is through continuous dialogical interaction in the third and fourth 

year of age that children begin to develop a much more mature understanding of the social 

world. In his view, two dialogical mechanisms are of particular importance for this trans-

formation of social cognition. First, there is ‗perspective-shifting discourse‘. At some point 

after their second birthdays ―children begin to command linguistic skills advanced enough 

to enable them to engage in more sophisticated discourse interactions with a real give-and-

take of perspectives‖ (Tomasello and Rakoczy 2003: 135). Now, the perspectives expressed 

are no longer the perspectives implicit in the linguistic symbols but the perspectives of the 

interlocutors themselves. In order to understand, children now have to take the role of the 

other. They shift their perspective and then relate it to their own perspective. With respect 

to the children‘s socio-cognitive development, disagreements and misunderstandings be-

tween peers and didactic meta-communications between the child and some authority seem 

to be the most important forms of perspective-shifting discourse. As Piaget observed, in 

peer discourse children need to clarify and reformulate their perspectives and often have to 

reconcile diverging perspectives. Hence, they are forced to explicate their view on a given 

situation and to distinguish between their perspective and that of the other. In contrast to 

peer discourse, in didactic interactions the child is likely to defer to the authority‘s view. 

Importantly, in this case there is still a dialogical interaction. However, it is internalized in 

the form of ―reflective discourse‖ (Tomasello and Rakoczy 2003: 136). Following Vygot-

sky, Tomasello claims that this leads to an enduring dialogical self-regulation of subsequent 

actions. Second, ―propositional attitude constructions‖ (Tomasello and Rakoczy 2003: 

138f.) seem to be of some importance.  

 
These constructions prototypically have some kind of psychological verb expressing a 

propositional attitude as the main verb (e.g., say, know, think, believe) and then a full 

proposition indicating what someone says, knows, thinks, or believes (Tomasello and 

Rakoczy 2003: 137). 

 

The use of the propositional attitude constructions develops gradually and becomes 

more complex over time – especially between two-and-a-half and three-and-a-half years of 

age. Thus, it seems that children at this stage become able to differentiate between the truth 

value of the sentence ―I think tomorrow will be Tuesday‖ (belief) and the sentence ―Tomor-

row will be Tuesday‖ (reality). Furthermore, this shows that children at that age begin to 

understand that syntactical constructions – like propositional attitude constructions – imply 

a certain perspective on things
30

. 

                                                           
29

 The development of children‘s understanding of the intentional and normative dimension of artifacts is 
quite similar to their understanding of linguistic symbols (cf. Tomasello and Rakoczy 2003: 129ff.).  

30
 According to Tomasello, the bulk of the grammatical complexity of natural languages follows from this 

need to articulate a specific perspective on a certain situation (Tomasello 1999: 156).  
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Through the participation in a several year period of dialogical linguistic interaction 

children come to understand that others have beliefs that are more or less stable, that may 

differ from their own, and that may be wrong. That is to say, they are able to represent both 

the other and themselves as persons with beliefs and desires. Further, they understand col-

lective practices and beliefs ―which have the world-making power to create cultural-

institutional realities‖ (Tomasello and Rakoczy 2003: 139). Finally, they distinguish be-

tween beliefs and objective ‗reality‘. Thus language – one of the products of cumulative 

cultural evolution – shapes cognition not only by way of the transmission of knowledge and 

its structuring role for cognition but also because it deepens and generalizes the sociality of 

cognition and action
31

.  

Interestingly, Tomasello summarizes his argument with respect to Mead: 

 
We may thus say that 2-year-olds participate in shared intentionality with specific other 

persons, whereas 5-year-olds participate in collective intentionality with individuals rep-

resenting a broader set of cultural perspectives and norms. In the terms of Mead, the child 

is going from guiding its actions via an internalized ‗significant other‘ to guiding its ac-

tions via an internalized ‗generalized other‘(Tomasello and Rakoczy 2003: 139). 

 

Although Mead probably never used the concept of the ‗significant other‘
32

, such a ref-

erence ‗points to‘ the close relationship between Tomasello and sociological pragmatism. 

Hence, a comparative analysis seems to be worthwhile.  

IV. Tomasello‘s cognitive cultural psychology and sociological pragmatism. Some 

comparative and critical remarks 

Tomasello‘s work provides important theoretical insights as well as much-needed em-

pirical backing for the understanding of the intrinsically social character of action. There-

fore, I claim, it needs to be synthesized, to the furthest extent possible, with the arguably 

most radical and elaborated ‗intrinsicalist‘ account of the sociality of action in the founding 

generation of the social sciences, namely, sociological pragmatism. To this end, the follow-

ing sections of this chapter will briefly and critically compare Mead‘s, Cooley‘s, and To-

masello‘s contributions to each of the dimensions of the sociality of action
33

. Thereby, we 

might not only be able to assess in how far pragmatist social theory can be confirmed and 

updated by recent findings in the human sciences. Also, it might become clear what needs 

to be added to a cultural psychology such as Tomasello‘s to successfully incorporate it into 

social theory. 

                                                           
31 

Therefore, the use of linguistic symbols allows ―children to do things they would not otherwise be able to 
do in some particular situations, since these symbolic artifacts were created for the purpose of enabling or facilitat-
ing certain kinds of cognitive and social interactions‖ (Tomasello 1999: 95). 

32 
Tomasello only refers to Mead‘s most famous work, Mind, Self & Society. Yet, it must be remembered that 

this book resulted from the compilation of several notes written by students. Since there is still no critical edition, 
―the editorial situation of Mead‘s writings continues to be a disaster‖ (Joas 1997: xi). In order to avoid editorially 
questionable references I will whenever possible refer to articles published by Mead himself, especially to the se-
ries of articles published between 1909 and 1913 in which he progressed from functional psychology (esp. Mead 
1903) to his anthropological social psychology of human interaction and intersubjectivity (Mead 1909, 1910a, 
1910b, 1912, 1913). 

33 
For some interesting comparative remarks on Tomasello and Mead see Jung (2009: 15, 230, 242, 248-252, 

376). 
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Before I start with my theoretical reflections, however, I will present a short compara-

tive description of the ―disciplinary constellations‖
34

that gave rise to sociological pragma-

tism and Tomasello‘s cultural psychology in order to arrive at a deeper understanding of 

their striking similarities.  

a) Disciplinary constellations 

By studying both the cognitive basis of culture and the sociocultural impact on cogni-

tion, Tomasello is one of the few cognitive scientists who gives center stage to social and 

cultural processes. On the one hand he adheres to the methods of experimental psychology 

and applies them to specific problems in developmental psychology, primatology, cognitive 

science, and linguistics in order to isolate those species-specific faculties that make possible 

human sociality and culture. On the other hand, his research designs are inspired by the ex-

tensive adoption of concepts and theories from philosophy, cultural theory, and sociology. 

While he repeatedly refers to arguments in the tradition of the later Wittgenstein, the deci-

sive influence in the emergence of his cultural theory has probably been the cultural psy-

chology of Lev Vygotsky, which he became acquainted with through his ―second mentor‖ 

Jerome Bruner
35

. Over the years, by combining these two levels of inquiry, Tomasello de-

veloped a cognitive cultural psychology based on elaborate experimental designs, which is 

characterized by profound interdisciplinarity and the effort to avoid dualistic and reduction-

ist arguments.  

Pragmatist social theory came to the fore in a disciplinary context quite different from 

the (again quite diverse) academic constellations that gave rise to the European ‗classics‘. 

Its protagonists did not try to constitute a new disciplinary field as, for example, Durkheim 

did
36

. Rather, they tried to develop a new kind of social thought within the boundaries of 

their respective disciplines – be it philosophy and psychology (Mead) or economics and so-

ciology (Cooley). This does not mean that they completely abstained from ‗boundary 

work‘. They not only strongly rejected the theological philosophy that dominated most 

American colleges, as well as all ‗dualistic‘ philosophies, but also criticized many devel-

opments in economic thought
37

. However, most importantly, since their boundary work did 

not aim at the institutionalization of a new discipline, they neither tried to marginalize other 

fields such as psychology, nor did they posit irreconcilable differences between academic 

areas such as the natural and the social sciences. For instance, while they rejected certain 

kinds of psychology (Herbartian association psychology, the ‗structuralist‘ psychology of 

Titchener, etc.) they did dot reject psychology altogether but rather emphasized the im-

portance or even contributed to the emerging fields of physiological, developmental and 

comparative psychology
38

;while they criticized reductionist and biologistic positions they 

                                                           
34 

The concept of the ―disciplinary constellation‖ – which I borrow from Lepenies (1981: xviiff.) – basically 
implies that the relations a certain discipline maintains with its neighboring/rival/role model disciplines also affect 
the development of this very discipline. Of course such a ‗constellation‘ does not determine this development in 
the strict sense of the term. Yet it defines a certain ‗horizon of possibilities‘. 

35 
Personal conversation. For a short contextualization of Vygotsky‘s work see Cole; Scribner 1978; for the 

rediscovery of Vygotsky‘s work first in the Soviet Union and then in the US from the mid-1950s onward see 
Bruner 1995. For the relevance of Vygotsky for Tomasello cf. e.g. Tomasello (1999: 20f.); Moll; Tomasello 
(2007: 639).  

36 
For the institutional strategies and the ‗boundary work‘ of the Durkheim Schools cf. e.g. Karady 1981; 

Besnard 1981. 
37 

See e.g. Mead 1909; Cooley (2009 [1902/22]: 35-50). 
38 

For example, Mead demands more exchange between sociology and psychology in order to arrive at a con-
vincing social psychology. Moreover, he regards social psychology and physiological psychology not as opposing 
but as complementary disciplines (cf. Mead 1909: 402; 407f.).  
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were also deeply influenced by new developments within physics and – as most American 

social scientists of their generation – by the Darwinian revolution
39

. However, by reading 

Darwin against an idealist or Hegelian background, authors such as Dewey, Cooley and 

Mead used evolutionary theory in a quite specific way. 

Hence, we can conclude that both pragmatist social theory and the work of Tomasello 

emerged within ‗disciplinary constellations‘ allowing for intensive scientific exchange be-

tween certain strands of philosophy, evolutionary theory, physiology, sociology and social, 

developmental and comparative psychology. Most importantly, however, neither of these 

authors fell prey to one-sided explanations of human action. Instead, each of them formu-

lated a naturalist but non-reductionist account of human activity that stresses the evolution-

ary value of concepts such as consciousness, reflexivity, creativity, self or culture, often es-

chewed by psychologists and cognitive scientists as ‗epiphenomena‘ or ‗metaphysical enti-

ties‘. Yet, these concepts are not rendered as metaphysical givens but rather as processes 

that emerge within the dynamics of human interaction with their social as well as non-

social environments. Subsequently, however, these processes become of fundamental func-

tional importance for these very interactions, thereby creating a qualitatively new form of 

sociality
40

. While the impact of the ―Hegelian bacillus‖ (Dewey) may explain the pragma-

tists‘ anti-reductionist take on Darwinism and psychology
41

, Vygotsky‘s anti-behaviorist 

social and cultural psychology (which was strongly influenced by Marxism; cf. Cole and 

Scribner (1978: 6ff.)) may do the same in the case of Tomasello. Finally, given the striking 

similarities between Mead‘s and Vygotsky‘s thought (Edwards 2007; Holland and 

Lachicotte 2007), the affinity between pragmatism and Tomasello may not come as a sur-

prise, after all. 

b) Evolutionary continuity, the ―holism of difference‖, and cultural evolution (The cul-

tural dimension) 

How can human beings be so alike yet so fundamentally different from their primate 

relatives or other ‗higher‘ mammals? This is a question of crucial importance not only for 

Tomasello but also for sociological pragmatism. Each of the approaches wants to discover 

and explain ‗the difference that makes the difference‘, that is, the human-specific faculty 

that makes possible a social and cultural quantum leap. Yet, at the same time, each of them 

strives to understand this difference in terms of its evolutionary continuity.  

In Mead, this twofold aim can clearly be seen in his comparative analyses of the ges-

tures used in animal and human communication. By ―embedding gestural language in the 

continuity of human with animal sociality‖ (Joas 1997 [1980]: 101) Mead tries to define the 

                                                           
39 

For the general influence of evolutionary theory on American social science see Degler 1991. An overview 
of the different interpretations of Darwinism in early American sociology (Sumner, Ward, Gray etc.) can be found 
in Schubert (1995: 112-122). For the influence of evolutionary thought on Cooley see Schubert (1995: Ch. I.3); for 
Mead see Joas (1997 [1980]: 34ff., 50ff.) and Farr (1996: 54ff.). 

40 
The basic assumption ―that all mental operations can be embedded in the functions of the organism in a 

non-reductionist manner‖ (Joas 1997 [1980]: 34) was the starting point of ‗functional psychology,‘ which co-
evolved with pragmatism. Dewey‘s seminal article on ―The Reflex Arc Concept in Psychology‖ (EW 5) can be 
seen as the founding document of this psychological tradition. 

41
 For Dewey‘s and Mead‘s Hegelian interpretation of Darwin see Thayer (1981: 460 ff.) and Joas (1997 

[1980]: 54ff.). Also, Bernstein (2010: 92) argues that ―Darwin replaced Hegel as a source of inspiration for the 
organic, dynamic, changing character of life‖. Because Cooley‘s early intellectual development revolved around 
the transcendentalist critique of utilitarianism he was influenced by idealism only indirectly. Yet, Cooley was di-
rectly affected by Dewey‘s interpretation of Darwin since he attended his lectures at the University of Michigan in 
which Dewey ―discussed the Darwinian paradigm, and … presented the beginnings of a pragmatic theory of ‗so-
cial sensorium,‘ action, and communication‖ (Schubert 1998: 9).  
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exact transition points where subhuman communication turns into human-specific commu-

nication. By this means, he hopes to discover the behavioral and socio-psychological un-

derpinnings of human intersubjectivity and language: 

 
Language, then, has to be studied from the point of view of the gestural type of conduct 

within which it existed without being as such a definite language. And we have to see 

how the communicative function could have arisen out of that prior sort of conduct (Mead 

1967 [1934]: 17). 

 

The use of results from animal and comparative psychology is far from surprising, in 

this context. As Degler (1991: 32) points out, ―[i]n none of the social sciences was this as-

sumption of the relevance of animal behavior to the study of human beings more apparent 

than in the new science of psychology that was emerging in the last decades of the nine-

teenth century‖. Yet, in contrast to Tomasello, Mead does not refer to his own experimental 

research. Instead he repeatedly uses the example of an imaginary dogfight as a foil
42

. In that 

context, Mead agrees and disagrees with Darwin at the same. While he highlights the ne-

cessity to understand human communication in terms of its evolutionary continuity he disa-

grees with Darwin‘s theory of emotional expression. Against Darwin and with Wundt, he 

stresses the social and expressive value of emotional expression and gestures in animals 

(e.g. Mead 1904: 382; 1909: 406f.)
43

. In Wundt‘s ―vocal gesture‖ – which is not only per-

ceived by the ‗receiver‘ but also by the ‗sender‘ – he discovers a ‗transitional‘ concept nec-

essary for the understanding of self-reflexivity as well as of the unique mechanism of hu-

man interaction (Mead‘s reasoning will become more clear in the following sections).  

A comparable argument can be found in Cooley, who also emphasizes the importance 

of comparative studies:  

 
[I]f we go far enough back we find that man and other animals have a common history, 

that both sprang remotely from a common ancestry in lower forms of life, and that we 

cannot have clear ideas of our own life except as we study it on the animal side and see 

how and in what respects we have risen above the conditions of our cousins the horses, 

dogs, and apes (Cooley 2009 [1902/22]: 4). 

 

Also for him, such a comparative perspective reveals the unique features of man, name-

ly his flexibility and openness to cultural processes during ontogeny: ―The difference is in 

teachability or plasticity. … This difference is fundamental to any understanding of the re-

lation of man to the evolutionary process, or of the relation of human nature and human life 

to animal nature and animal life‖ (Cooley 2009: 19). In contrast to instinct-driven and 

hence inflexible animals who function like a ―hand-organ‖, humans resemble a ―piano‖: in 

contrast to the ―hand-organ‖―it is not made to play particular tunes; you can do nothing at 

all on it without training; but a trained player can draw from it an infinite variety of music‖ 

(Cooley 2009: 19). This conceptualization of ‗humans‘ and ‗animals‘ as ‗ideal types‘
44

, 

                                                           
42 

Cf. e.g. Mead (1910b: 177f.; 1912: 402; 1967 [1934]: 14ff., 42ff., 63, 68ff., 162). 
43

 Thus, to put it simply, Mead agrees with the Darwin in terms of his Origin of Species and The Descent of 
Man – where Darwin does not only claim the evolution of man out of some simian ancestor but also emphasizes 
the dramatic consequences of these findings for psychology (1981 [1872]: 48f.) – but disagrees in important ways 
with Darwin in The Expression of Emotions in Man and the Animal – where he claims that facial and bodily ex-
pressions of emotions are just discharges of emotional energy which do not have a function for communicative 
interaction.  

44 
That they are, indeed, ‗ideal types‘ in Weber‘s sense can be seen in the following quote: ―Of course there is 

no sharp line, in this matter of teachability, between man and the other animals. The activities of the latter are not 
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however, has its drawbacks because it does not allow for a convincing phylogenetic expla-

nation of human-specific faculties in terms of their evolutionary continuity. This can also 

be seen from the fact that Cooley, in contrast to both Mead and Tomasello, does not posit 

the primacy of gestural communication in order to reconstruct the transition from non-

human to human communication
45

.  

For Tomasello, in turn, the question of evolutionary continuity is crucial since it is an 

―ineluctable conclusion … that individual human beings possess a biological inherited ca-

pacity for living culturally‖ (Tomasello 1999: 53). Culture cannot be completely explained 

by culture. Thus, in order to avoid a circular argument, a well-founded account of the evo-

lutionary continuity between nonhuman and human primate cognition and behavior is in-

dispensable. For Tomasello, to call this a reductionist position would, however, utterly miss 

the point (Tomasello 1999: 11). In contrast to other cognitive scientists he does not want 

―to skip from the first page of the story, genetics, to the last page of the story, current hu-

man cognition, without going through any of the intervening pages‖, namely, social interac-

tion, cultural history and ontogeny (Tomasello 1999: 204). He stresses that the human-

specific socio-cognitive capacity of shared intentionality must have been the result of a mi-

nor change in the socio-cognitive and/or motivational endowment. Indeed, given the short 

history of Homo sapiens (in evolutionary terms), anything more than a minor modification 

is highly improbable
46

. This is why Tomasello repeatedly criticizes ‗modular‘ or ‗nativist‘ 

theories according to which the mind is made up by several ―sub-programs‖ (Tooby, Cos-

mides 2005: 17), each adapted for a highly specialized task and each with its own evolu-

tionary history
47

. 

Hence, Tomasello, as well as Mead and Cooley, uses results and theories from compara-

tive psychology in order to identify the human-specific faculties that make possible human 

communication, society, and culture. While the coherence and details of their evolutionary 

accounts differ significantly, all of them agree that these faculties must be understood not 

only as products of gradual evolution but also as qualitatively new processes in the course 

of natural history. Consequently, both the pragmatist and Tomasello‘s accounts attempt to 

recognize what Matthias Jung calls ―the double-structure of the holism of difference and 

evolutionary continuity‖
48

. That is to say, they do not only emphasize the enormous biolog-

                                                                                                                                                    
wholly predetermined … . On the other side, those activities of man which do not require much adoption, such as 
the breathing, sucking, and crying of infants … are provided for by definite heredity‖ (Cooley 2009 [1902/22]: 
22).  

45
 In his 1930 obituary for Cooley, Mead strongly criticizes Cooley for his poor phylogenetic account (cf. esp. 

Mead 2009 [1930]: xxxiiff.). 
46 

In order to explain the uniquely human form of life we have to presuppose an evolutionary thrust in social 
cognition towards cooperativeness and sharedness after the human lineage diverged from that of its primate rela-
tives. Consequently, we have a time frame of 5 to 7 million years at the very most. However, ―for all but the last 2 
million years the human lineage showed no signs of anything other than typical great ape cognitive skills‖. Fur-
thermore, ―the first dramatic signs of species-unique cognitive skills emerged only in the last one-quarter of a mil-
lion years with modern Homo sapiens‖ (Tomasello 1999: 2f.). Thus, our problem is ―one of time. The fact is, there 
simple has not been enough time to normal processes of biological evolution involving genetic variation and natu-
ral selection to have created, one by one, each of the cognitive skills necessary for humans to invent and maintain 
complex tool-use industries and technologies, complex forms of symbolic communication and representation, and 
complex social organizations and institutions.‖ (Tomasello 1999: 2)  

47
 Examples of modular approaches are Chomsky‗s theory of an innate ―language organ‖ popularized today 

by Steven Pinker (2000), theories in evolutionary psychology that conceptualize the human mind as a bundle of 
highly specialized modular tools, that is, as a kind of ―Swiss Army knife‖ (e.g. Tooby, Cosmides 2005; Buss 
1995), or Baron-Cohen‘s account of the ‗theory of mind‘ and of autism (1995).  

48 
See Jung (2009: 370): ―die Doppelstruktur von Differenzholismus und evolutionärer Kontinuität‖ (for the 

concept of the ―holism of difference‖ in general see Jung (2009: 2, 6ff., 54ff., 197ff.). 
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ical and cognitive similarities between humans and their nonhuman relatives
49

 but also 

stress the qualitatively new form of life that results from the minor evolutionary differ-

ences. For example, Tomasello acknowledges our primate nature but does not search – as 

his well-known colleague Frans de Waal does – for ―Our Inner Ape‖ (de Waal 2006). 

Speaking of the ―holism of difference‖ means to oppose ―multi-story anthropologies‖ 

(―Stockwerkanthropologien‖) (Jung 2009: 198). Homo sapiens is not an ape with an addi-

tional layer of language, reason, or culture build on top, not a ―genius-chimpanzee‖ or 

―chimpanzee-with-grammar‖ (Clark cited in Jung 2009: 57). In contrast, the concept of the 

―holism of difference‖ implies two major claims (Jung 2009: 55f.). On the one hand, it im-

plies that the biologically evolved species-specific faculty impregnates the existence of this 

species as a whole, that is, even those ‗aspects‘ that it ‗shares‘ with other species. On the 

other hand, speaking of the holism of difference means that the human form of life cannot 

be understood ‗bottom-up‘, i.e., by cumulative understanding of its faculties. Rather, it 

must be understood as an integrative whole. Thus in Mead‘s theory of interaction, intersub-

jectivity and self-reflexivity; in Cooley‘s account of sociability, sympathy and the looking-

glass self; just as in Tomasello‘s conceptualization of shared intentionality and ultra-

cooperativeness, certain crucial specific capacities of humans also impregnate their percep-

tion, memory, attention, categorization, bodily movements, etc. – all aspects we share with 

other primates. 

In addition, according to Tomasello, the recognition of the evolutionary continuity of 

human nature calls for an alternative mechanism of cognitive transformation. In contrast to 

the above mentioned modular views, for him, human cognition and action can only be ex-

plained by granting a decisive role to cumulative cultural evolution which – compared to 

biological processes – works ―on a completely different time scale‖ (Tomasello 1999: 207). 

Thus, while Tomasello wants to identify the socio-cognitive foundations of culture, he does 

not try to reduce culture to some overriding biological processes. Instead, he strives for an 

understanding of the psychological mechanisms that allowed for the cultural process to 

branch off of biological evolution, thereby constituting a relatively autonomous process 

which must be understood in its own terms. In other words, according to Tomasello, human 

society and culture can only be explained by means of dual inheritance theory, that is, by 

considering not only natural as well as cultural evolution but also their complex interde-

pendencies
50

. 

Again, a similar, if less detailed, argument can be found in the work of the pragmatists. 

In Cooley‘s Human Nature and the Social Order, for example, we can find a powerful met-

aphor for the interplay of ―heredity‖ and ―social transmission‖. Here, he draws on the im-

age of ―a stream and a road running along the bank‖ (Cooley 2009: 4) in order to character-

ize the relationship between the ―two channels of life,‖ i.e., between cultural and natural 

evolution. While the road is more recent than the river, in the course of human evolution it 

becomes ―more and more distinct and travelled, and finally develops into an elaborate 

highway, supporting many kinds of vehicles and a traffic fully equal to that of the stream 

itself‖ (Cooley 2009: 5). In the life of the individual, these two processes become ―a total 

organic process not separable into parts‖ (Cooley 2009: 15). Hence, according to Cooley, 

natural and cultural evolution should not be seen as antagonistic but as complementary. 

                                                           
49 

Take, for example, the following quote: ―Of course human cognition is in large measure constituted by the 
kinds of things that appear as chapter headings in traditional Cognitive Psychology textbooks: perception, 
memory, attention, categorization, and so on. But these are all cognitive processes that human beings share with 
other primates. My account here simply presupposes them‖ (Tomasello 1999: 10). 

50 
For the idea of ―dual inheritance theory‖ see esp. Richerson and Boyd 2006. 
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Thus, just like Tomasello, Cooley does not want to skip from the first to the last page in 

order to explain human activity and cognition, either. These phenomena can neither be un-

derstood as genetically fixed and hence ‗hard-wired‘ nor as passively imprinted by culture. 

For Cooley, human agency is the result of active interpersonal interchange within the pri-

mary group that serves as a kind of cultural transmitter. Most importantly, however, human 

agency is not only triggered by the socio-cultural environment but takes a certain cultural 

form depending on its context. This is to say, plasticity is linked to the sociality and cultur-

ality as well as to historicity of human nature. 

 
Human history, in distinction from animal history … is a process possible only to a spe-

cies endowed with teachable instinctive dispositions, organized, partly by reason, into a 

plastic and growing social whole. This whole, responsive to the outer world in a thousand 

ways, and containing also diverse and potent energies within itself, is ever putting forth 

new forms of life, which we describe as progress or decadence according as we think 

them better or worse than the old. These changes do not require any alteration in our he-

reditary powers (Cooley 2009: 31). 

 

Also, for Tomasello, humans are the ―paradigmatic cultural species‖ since their culture 

is not only ―quantitatively‖ but also ―qualitatively unique‖ (Tomasello 2009b: ix, x). Be-

cause of their ontogenetic receptivity humans develop genuine cultural cognition. With re-

spect to social cognition this leads to a new form of deepened and generalized shared inten-

tionality. Consequently, the ‗qualitative‘ disparity
51

 between the activities and cognitions of 

humans and animals builds up not only on their socio-cognitive and/or motivational differ-

ences but also on the effects of the cultural dimension of sociality, which itself became pos-

sible in the first place on the basis of this psychological infrastructure. The use of symbols 

and language illustrates these cognitive changes through culture. As Vygotsky already not-

ed: 

 
Although practical intelligence and sign use can operate independently of each other in 

young children, the dialectical unity of these systems in the human adult is the very es-

sence of complex human behavior. Our analysis accords symbolic activity a specific or-

ganizing function that penetrates the process of tool use and produces fundamentally new 

forms of behavior (Vygotsky 1978 [1930-35]: 24; see also 45ff.). 

 

In other words: the effects of the cultural ratchet change the ratchet‘s mode of operation. 

This is why Tomasello approves of Mead‘s claim that ―there is nothing odd about the prod-

uct of a given process contributing to, or even becoming an essential factor in, the further 

development of that process‖ (Tomasello 1999: 13; cf. Mead 1967 [1934]: 226). 

So far, the comparative discussion of Tomasello and sociological pragmatism focused 

on the relation of natural and cultural evolution as well as on the impact of the socio-

cultural environment on cognition. Now, however, the question arises why humans are able 

to partake in the sociocultural process (c) and why they are motivated to do so (d). In other 

words, Tomasello‘s account of the cognitive and motivational dimension of the sociality of 

action needs to be compared to corresponding arguments in the works of the pragmatists. 

 

                                                           
51 

The term ‗qualitatively‘ as I use it does not have any normative or ethical connotations. The differences dis-
cussed here are – in my view – irrelevant with respect to discussions about speciesism or animal rights.  
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c) Tomasello‘s elaboration of the cognitive roots of human sociality (The cognitive di-

mension) 

Arguably, the most important and radical contribution of sociological pragmatism to so-

cial theory is the claim that the problems of human agency and of human sociality are not 

two distinct problems but two aspects of the same problem. This is why we need to look 

into social interaction and social cognition in order to understand the self-reflexive and 

conscious activity of the individual. Yet, in order to understand the co-evolution of these 

two aspects we cannot begin with human specific communication. Instead, as can be seen 

in the work of Mead and Tomasello, an anthropological theory of action must begin with 

the most basic and hence ‗sub-human‘ forms of interaction to identify the ‗transition points‘ 

where non-human interaction turns into human-specific interaction. This explains why 

Mead and Tomasello assert the methodological primacy of gestural communication over 

speech (cf. e.g. Mead 1904: 79ff.; Mead 1910a: 397ff.; Tomasello 2008: 53ff.)
52

.  

Most importantly, primate gestural communication is conceptualized not as an imitative 

but as a cooperative interaction. Each of the three authors discussed in this paper rejects 

those kinds of imitation-theory that regard imitation as the basic intersubjective process 

which makes interaction, enculturation, learning, understanding etc. possible
53

. Mead, Coo-

ley, and Tomasello argue convincingly that imitation cannot be seen as ‗transitional‘ con-

cept since it already presupposes self-reflexivity and human-specific interaction: 

 
When another self is present in consciousness doing something, then such a self may be 

imitated by the self that is conscious of him in his conduct, but by what possible mecha-

nism, short of a miracle, the conduct of one form should act as a stimulus to another to do, 

not what the situation calls for, but something like that which the first form is doing, is 

beyond ordinary comprehension. Imitation becomes comprehensible when there is a con-

sciousness of other selves, and not before. However, an organization of social instincts 

gives rise to many situations which have the outward appearance of imitation, but these 

situations – those in which, under the influence of social stimulation, one form does what 

others are doing – are no more responsible for the appearance in consciousness of other 

selves that answer to our own than are the situations which call out different and even op-

posed reactions. Social consciousness is the presupposition of imitation (Mead 1909: 

405f.). 

 

Indeed, as Mead notes at the end of the first sentence of the quote, it would not even be 

functional if imitation were the basic mechanism of human interaction. Instead, in most sit-

uations, efficient interaction only occurs if the members of a group carry out different ac-

tions that complement each other. Yet, because human individuals are deprived of instinc-

tive behavioral patterns an evolutionary new mode of coordination is needed which makes 

possible institutionalized behavioral patterns. Despite their contingent character, these pat-

terns would allow for a relative predictability of the behavior of others.  

                                                           
52 

Because of his focus on imaginations, this does not apply to Cooley. Although he touches on the importance 
of bodily, especially facial, expressions for the development of young children (cf. e.g. Cooley 2009 [1902/22]: 
81ff., 97ff.) he does not integrate these observations into a systematic anthropological theory of human communi-
cation and intersubjectivity. 

53
 For criticisms of imitation-theory and the complex motivational and cognitive preconditions of imitation 

see, for example, Mead (1909: 405ff.; Mead 1922: 160ff.); Cooley (2009 [1902/22]: 51ff.); Tomasello (1999: 
26ff.). This does not mean that imitation is not important – far from it. In Tomasello, for example, it is the most 
important form of cultural learning. At this point, however, all that matters is that imitation is a very demanding 
process (e.g. Tomasello 1999: 26ff.) and not a relatively simple one which constitutes the anthropological basis of 
human interaction.  
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Such a new form of coordination, however, presents a serious challenge to social cogni-

tion. As long as we deal with non-social objects the coordination of action is relatively sim-

ple. But as soon as other social objects, that is, other individuals, become part of the situa-

tion everything changes
54

.  

 
A man‘s reaction toward weather conditions has no influence upon the weather itself. It is 

of importance for the success of his conduct that he should be conscious not of his own at-

titudes, of his own habits of response, but of the signs of rain or fair weather. Successful 

social conduct brings one into a field within which a consciousness of one‘s own attitudes 

helps toward the control of the conduct of others (Mead 1910a: 403). 

 

Hence, in situations where humans interact with each other self-reflexivity becomes 

functional and necessary for the first time in natural history.  

Yet, why does self-reflexivity present a challenge to social cognition? The answer to 

this question is ‗role-taking‘. Cooley, Mead, and Tomasello agree that humans are able to 

act in a self-reflexive way only because they can take the role of the other, that is, only be-

cause they can look at themselves from the ‗outside‘. Only if the individual experiences it-

self as a social object self-reflexivity or identity emerges. This is why we need to analyze 

social cognition in order to explain self-reflexivity. 

While the three authors agree on this account of the relationship between role-taking 

and self-reflexivity, their works vary greatly in their degree of detail and their accuracy. In 

Cooley, we find a detailed discussion of the interplay of sympathy, role-taking, imagina-

tion, and identity. However, he does not connect this argumentation to the problem of ges-

tural communication, interaction, and coordination in any systematic way. In contrast, the 

relation between gestural communication and social coordination on the one hand and role-

taking and self-reflexivity on the other is central to Mead. Something similar holds true for 

Tomasello, whose work, however, discusses the different cognitive processes involved in 

social interaction in greater detail and presents experimental proof for many of its claims. 

Moreover, in contrast to Mead, Tomasello provides a detailed chronological developmental 

psychology not only the ―developmental logic‖ of cognitive maturation (Joas 1997 [1980]: 

119f.). 

Most importantly, however, I think that Tomasello‘s theory might be able to fill a cru-

cial gap in Mead‘s account. As already mentioned, Mead draws on Wundt‘s concept of the 

―vocal gesture‖ in order to explain how an individual becomes self-reflexive. In contrast to 

facial and bodily expressions, so the argument goes, the vocal gesture can not only per-

ceived by other individuals but also by the individual who performs the gesture. Because 

the ‗sender‘ is affected by his own vocal gesture he can then associate this self-affection 

with the ‗attitude‘ of the other which has been observed before: 

 
In so far then as the individual takes the attitude of another toward himself, and in some 

sense arouses in himself the tendency to the action, which his conduct calls out in the oth-

er individual, he will have indicated to himself the meaning of the gesture (Mead 1922: 

161). 

 

                                                           
54 

For Mead, the difference between social and non-social objects is a decisive step in his argument (e.g. 1909: 
403f.; 1910a: 403). In contrast, Cooley only touches on this problem: ―By the time a child is a year old the social 
feeling that at first is indistinguishable from sensuous pleasure has become much specialized upon persons, and 
from that time onward to call it forth by reciprocation is a chief aim of his life‖ (2009 [1902/22]: 85). 
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Yet, if we look at singing birds or barking dogs; or if we think of manual gestures – 

which can also be observed by the ‗sender‘ (as Mead himself notes (cf. 1922: 160)) –, the 

question arises: what is special about human vocal gestures? In some of Mead‘s texts it 

seems as if his argument completely relies on this concept (cf. Mead 1913: 376f.). At least 

in one text, however, Mead himself acknowledges that it is not sufficient to refer to the vo-

cal gesture alone. 

 
Of course the mere capacity to talk to oneself is not the whole of self-consciousness, oth-

erwise the talking birds would have souls or at least selves. What is lacking to the parrot 

are the social objects which can exist for the human baby (Mead 1912: 405). 

 

While he acknowledges the problem, Mead does not, in my opinion, adequately address 

the further requirements of self-reflexivity. With reference to Mind, Self & Society Hans 

Joas and Harald Wenzel argue that Mead posits the ―reduction of instincts‖ and the ―consti-

tutional uncertainty of reaction‖ in humans which, in turn, result from physiological chang-

es of the central nervous system and the cerebral cortex, as further preconditions for self-

reflexivity (Joas 1997 [1980]: 115; cf. Wenzel 1990: 71f.). Yet, even if this is correct, the 

question still is: what are the cognitive preconditions that allow for intersubjectivity and 

agency in the face of human ‗instinct reduction‘ and ‗uncertainty of reaction‘? Mead, I 

think, does not answer the question. Hence, it might be worthwhile to attempt to fill this 

gap with Tomasello‘s detailed account of human social cognition. This, however, cannot be 

discussed here in detail. 

Overall, not only with respect to the cognitive underpinnings of intersubjectivity To-

masello‘s argument shows marked similarities to that of Mead. As becomes clear in his 

writings on cooperation, the reference to Mead is also important when it comes to the ques-

tion of motivation: ―Initially children base such ―we-ness‖ on identification with signifi-

cant-other individuals such as parents and family and schoolmates (G.H. Mead‘s significant 

other), and only later generalize them into truly impersonal cultural norms based on identi-

fication with some type of cultural group (G.H. Mead‘s generalized other)‖ (Tomasello 

2009b: 41f.). Thus, we should look into the similarities and difference with regard to the 

motivational dimension of the sociality of action. Why, so the basic question, do we strive 

for social contact and cooperation, in the first place? 

d) An overly harmonious view of human action? (The motivational dimension) 

To refer to ‗instincts‘ in contemporary social theory to identify the motivation for a cer-

tain human activity is not really en vogue, to say the least. Around 1900, however, a great 

number of instinct theories were discussed in the social sciences, especially in the United 

States. Some of them listed dozens or even hundreds of different instincts. Apart from the 

sporadic early criticisms of Carl Kelsey, Franz Boas or Luther L. Bernard, the ―assault on 

instinct theory‖ only started in the early 1920s (cf. Collier et al. 1991: 32-34; Degler 1991: 

157ff.). Like many other social scientists the pragmatist authors for a long time maintained 

an ambivalent attitude towards instinct theory. It was not until 1921 that Ellsworth Faris, a 

disciple of Mead, rejected instinct-theory completely by stating that ―genetic explanation is 

a sort of mythological effort and has resulted in rather ludicrous stories which pass as ex-

planations‖ (Faris 1921: 84). 

Today, the concept of ‗instinct‘ is associated with biologistic and reductionist theories 

that completely deprive the individual organism of self-reflexivity, empathy or prosocial 

motivations. Mead, however, aimed at a non-reductionist anthropological theory of inter-
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subjectivity and self-reflexivity. Why, then, was he attracted by instinct-theory? In his re-

view of McDougall‘s Introduction to Social Psychology (1960 [1908]) – one of the first 

textbooks of social psychology and a seminal contribution to instinct-theory – Mead writes:  

 
The most important feature of this analysis of Mr. McDougall, in the mind of the review-

er, is that it makes the ultimate unit an act rather than a state of consciousness. All con-

sciously formed habits are regarded as in a sense derivatives of these instincts and serv-

ants of them. All the motive power of conduct is found in them. All the complexities of 

thought and action are explained through the complications of the instincts and their stim-

uli and motor responses (Mead 1908: 386). 

 

This quote suggests that Mead embraces ‗instinct-theory‘ because he regards it as a pos-

sible way out of the contradictions of the traditional philosophy of consciousness (cf. Joas 

1997 [1980]: 93). Because instinct-theory takes its start from the analysis of the instinctive 

behavior of an individual organism in its environment, higher psychological processes need 

to be explained not only in terms of their functional value for the organism but also on the 

basis of these basic activities. Hence, in Mead‘s view, instinct theory does not assume what 

needs to be proved, namely, self-reflexivity and consciousness
55

. Moreover, the integration 

of the concept of ‗social instincts‘ into instinct theory – that can already be found in Darwin 

(1981 [1872]: 79ff.) and that takes central stage in McDougall – not only suggests the 

above mentioned distinction between social and non-social objects but also implies the im-

pulse to interact with others in various ways
56

. Here, we can not only locate the starting 

point of a possible theory of motivation in Mead but also the need to combine it with his 

account of intersubjectivity. Yet, in spite of these important insights, there is no systematic 

discussion of the motivational dimension of the sociality of action in the work of Mead. 

Two theoretical problems need to be considered in order to account for this shortcoming. 

First, Mead drew on instinct-theory only in his earlier studies. Like many other social scien-

tists ―Mead, too, later dissociated himself from the psychology of instincts and became an 

adherent of the weaker version of this theory which held that the impulses are the remnants 

of instincts in human beings‖ (Joas 1997 [1980]: 93f.). For example, in his 1929 study ―Na-

tional mindedness and international mindedness‖, Mead only presupposes two natural and 

rather diffuse impulses, namely, solidarity and aggression (Joas 1997: 119). These ―natural 

impulses‖, then, become part of his concept of the ―I‖ as the spontaneous, creative, and im-

pulsive part of the self (Joas 1997: 117). Second, Mead not only changed the conceptual 

framing of his motivational ‗theory‘ but also failed to connect it to his theory of identity 

(Joas 1997: 117). 

In contrast to Mead, Cooley was skeptical of instinct-theory from the start. Humans, ac-

cording to Cooley, are motivated not by fixed instincts but by ―instinctive emotions‖ which 

―are rapidly developed, transformed, and interwoven by social experience, giving rise to a 

multitude of complex passions and sentiments … . Indeed, as these change very considera-

bly with changes in the social life that moulds them, it is impossible that they should be de-

fined and finally described‖ (Cooley 2009 [1902/22]: 27). While this seems to be a possible 

                                                           
55 

However, despite its promising beginnings McDougall‘s approach fails to provide a convincing account of 
self-reflexivity and the self (Mead 1908: 389). 

56 
For example, in 1909 Mead argues: ―If self-conscious conduct arises out of controlled and organized im-

pulse, and impulses arise out of social instincts, and the responses to these social stimulations become stimuli to 
corresponding social acts on the part of others, it is evident that human conduct was from the beginning of its de-
velopment in a social medium‖ (Mead 1909: 403f.). 
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starting point for a cultural sociology of motivation and emotion (cf. Nungesser 2012) it 

does not explain in any conclusive way why human beings have such a strong impulse to 

partake in social interaction.  

In Cooley, such an explanation can most likely be found in his account of human ―so-

ciability‖ (Cooley 2009 [1902/22]: 81-135). For Cooley, sociability initially manifests itself 

in children‘s ―susceptibility to touches, tones of voice, gesture, and facial expression‖ (Coo-

ley 2009: 5, see also 103). At the beginning they strive for contact with others mainly in 

search of ―stimulating suggestions‖ (Cooley 2009: 84), later – when they are around one 

year of age – their ―social feeling‖ enables them to distinguish social objects from other 

kinds of stimulation. Towards these objects ―the child has by heredity a generous capacity‖ 

(Cooley 2009: 86). Children want to share their experiences with others. They allow them 

to express themselves which is of crucial importance for their further development (Cooley 

2009: 85). Yet, sociability involves not only an expressive but also a receptive dimension 

since it also implies the willingness to imagine the thoughts and sentiments of others. This 

is why the emergence of an ―imaginary playmate‖ is a decisive step in the development of 

sociability (Cooley 2009: 88ff.). For Cooley, the conversations with this playmate have to 

be regarded as ―the naïve expression of a socialization of the mind that is to be permanent 

and to underlie all later thinking‖ (Cooley 2009: 89). In other words, in these interactions 

the intersubjective, dialogical and imaginative character of cognition and action becomes 

apparent (Cooley 2009: 89ff., 360ff.). From then on the ―mind lives in perpetual conversa-

tion‖ (Cooley 2009: 90) and through this imaginative effort, that is, through the constant 

imagination of other people‘s thoughts and sentiments ―our personality is built up‖ (Cooley 

2009: 97)
57

.  

Yet, just as Mead, if for quite different reasons, Cooley does not arrive at a full-fledged 

theory of motivation. While he pays more attention to impulses and emotions than Mead 

does, he fails to connect his theory of sociability (motivational dimension) with his theory 

of sympathy or understanding (cognitive dimension)
58

.  

In spite of its shortcomings, Cooley‘s concept of ―sociability‖ shows marked similari-

ties to Tomasello‘s account of the motivational dimension of sociality. Just like Tomasello, 

Cooley emphasizes the spontaneous character of the children‘s expressivity and generosity. 

Also, for Tomasello, to help and to express themselves is a ―naturally emerging behavior‖ 

in children (Tomasello 2009b: 7). In his view humans are ―born (and bread) to help‖ (To-

masello 2009b: 1). So, if he had to choose between Hobbes and Rousseau, Tomasello 

would side with the latter (Tomasello 2009b: 3). Hence, the question arises: why isn‘t there 

love and peace everywhere in the world? Isn‘t this ―Rousseau first, Hobbes second‖ hope-

lessly naïve? Don‘t we have to ―Bring the Beasts Back in‖, as van den Berghe put it 

(1974)? Of course, Tomasello is aware of this possible misunderstanding.  

 
For all parents who think their child must have skipped the naturally cooperative stage, let 

me quickly note that we are talking here about a behavior measured in relation to other 

primates. All viable organisms must have a selfish streak; they must be concerned about 

their own survival and well-being or they will not be leaving many offspring. Human co-

operativeness and helpfulness are, as it were, laid on top of this self-interested founda-

tion‖ (Tomasello 2009b: 5). 

                                                           
57 

This is, of course, the toe-hold to Cooley‘s theory of the social self that finds its expression in the well-
known concept of the ―looking-glass self‖ (Cooley 2009 [1902/22]: 184f.).  

58 
This shortcoming can be recognized by the mere fact that the concept of ―sociability‖ is hardly mentioned 

after Ch. III of Human Nature and the Social Order. Conversely, the term ―sympathy‖ (in the sense of ―under-
standing‖) gains crucial importance only from Ch. IV on. 
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I consider this intuitively plausible claim to be profoundly problematic. Homo sapiens is 

conceptualized here as a kind of ‗chimpanzee-plus-helpfulness‘. That is to say, Tomasello 

slides into a kind of ‗multi-story anthropology‘ that splits the human individual into a sav-

age and egocentric ape and an altruistic and empathic human. The result would be a two-

part theory of action: one part dealing with the explanation of self-interested action on the 

basis of nonhuman primate behavior; another part dealing with disinterested action on the 

basis of human-specific social cognition and motivations. However, in order to avoid such 

an anthropological conception that contradicts the aforementioned holism of difference all 

kinds of actions must be understood against the background of the qualitatively distinct 

human form of life.  

This does not lead to an overly harmonious view of human action. Humans can, of 

course, be ―both competitive and cooperative‖ (Moll and Tomasello 2007: 640). However, 

the crucial insight is that human self-interested actions are qualitatively different from that 

of apes. Just as cooperative actions they draw heavily on species-specific skills. In his phy-

logenetic account of the Origins of Human Communication, Tomasello expresses this view 

quite clearly:  

 
Our proposal is that human cooperative communication was adaptive initially because it 

arose in the context of mutualistic collaborative activities in which individuals helping 

others were simultaneously helping themselves. This is not quite as obvious as it first 

sounds, as cooperative communication today may be used for all kinds of selfish, decep-

tive, competitive, and otherwise individualistic ends‖ (Tomasello 2008: 170). 

 

Hence, compared with nonhuman primates, completely new modes of egoistic actions 

become possible. For example, lying and deception is only possible on the complex basis of 

recursive mindreading and an understanding of common ground. What is more, even the 

most vicious acts like sadism or torture draw heavily on these social cognitive skills. Con-

sequently, based on an account of the intrinsic sociality of cognition and action a better un-

derstanding of cooperative as well as competitive and even amoral or vicious action be-

comes possible. Humans can, of course, act egoistically, sadistically, or antisocially but 

they rarely act egocentrically in the true sense of the word.  

V. Final Remarks 

The comparison and potential synthesis of sociological pragmatism and recent devel-

opments in the cognitive sciences would, of course, require a more detailed discussion. Yet, 

it should already have become clear that an intense dialogue between authors such as To-

masello and the pragmatists holds a lot of promise. By entering into this dialogue, one re-

mains faithful to the pragmatist project and its transdisciplinary aspiration. This dialogue 

might also be the first step to a pragmatist perspective on present debates on social cogni-

tion, we-intentions, or the evolution of human sociality.  

Because it contributes to an elaborate account of its anthropological double-structure 

Tomasello‘s work may be of great importance for an understanding of human action as 

both evolutionary continuous and qualitatively different. Yet, as has been shown in section 

IV(d), some remnants of ―multi-story-anthropologies‖ might be found in his work. Then, it 

sounds like the species-unique skills are just ―laid on top of‖ (Tomasello 2009b: 5) or ―add-

ed‖ to (Tomasello 2009b: 39) nonhuman primate cognition. 
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Most importantly, however, it must be seen that Tomasello can be of crucial importance 

for an account of the fundamental anthropological foundations of human agency. He can-

not, however, answer sociological questions regarding status, emotions, power or social 

norms. These concepts are necessarily linked to the problems discussed in this paper. How 

exact the interplay between these processes works, however, needs to be discussed in future 

sociological research. 
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