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Nowadays, interpersonal interactions no 
longer happen only between two or more 
people who are physically present one in 
front of the other at the same time ! we 
could interact with someone else even if she 
is not here with us. 

Modes of presence of the other 
a)  Physical presence (or “full 

phenomenological presence”): two or more 
subjects are physically present one in 
front of the other ! they have the 
possibility to touch each other. 

b)  Visual presence: two or more subjects can 
see (and often hear) each other, even if 
they are not in the same place at the same 
time (e.g., during video calls). 

c)  Auditory presence: two or more subjects 
can talk to each other, even if they are not 
in the same place at the same time (e.g., 
during telephone calls). 

Possible types of social interaction 
� Embodied interaction: co-regulated 

coupling between at least two subjects 
who are physically close enough to see 
and hear each other without the help 
of any device (in healthy conditions). 

� Video-interaction: co-regulated 
coupling between at least two subjects 
who can see each other through a 
video device (e.g., a webcam). 

� Tele-conversation: co-regulated 
coupling between at least two subjects 
who can talk to each other, even if 
they cannot see each other. 

� Online chat: real-time transmission of 
text messages from sender to receiver 
! The fact that the texts are 
transmitted instantly as they are 
typed or created generates the feeling 
of interacting with the other as in a 
spoken conversation; the timing of 
chatting seems to be the defining 
feature that distinguishes it from 
other text-based communication 
forms, such as emails and SMS.  

*The symbol “+/–” means that the subjects can see or hear 
each other in standard cases (this is why the “+” is written in 
bold), even if it is in principle possible that they couldn’t. 

The answer depends on how we 
conceptualize social interactions and 

their putative constitutive relationship 
with social cognition 

In order to explain the relationship 
between social interaction and social 
cognition, De Jaegher et al. (2010) 
introduce the distinction between 
contextual, enabling and constitutive 
conditions of a given phenomenon X: 
• F is a contextual condition if variations 
in F produce variations in X; 
• C is an enabling condition if the 
absence of C prevents X from occurring. 

PROBLEM: they provide two different 
definitions of constitutive condition 
(Herschbach 2012):!
a.  According to the firs one, it is the set 

of all the constitutive elements in the 
phenomenon itself; 

b.  According to the second one, it is a 
part of the processes that produce 
the phenomenon.  

Only (a) seems to be genuinely 
“constitutive” in a sort of mereological 
sense: I shall call this factor a 
constitutive condition in a synchronic 
sense, because it should be present at a 
certain time t for a certain phenomenon 
to obtain at t. On the other hand, I 
would suggest that (b) is an enabling 
condition in a diachronic (or 
developmental) sense, because it refers 
to a condition that should be present at 
a time t’ antecedent to t in order to have 
the phenomenon at the time t. 

I claim that the distinction between 
necessary and sufficient conditions, 
declined in a synchronic and diachronic 
version, provides a clearer, more 
detailed and logically coherent analysis 
of the possible role of social interaction 
in social cognition. 
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Possible relationships between social 
interactions and social cognition 

It is possible to understand others even without interacting with them, i.e. by simply observing 
them (Overgaard and Michael 2013) ! embodied interactions (in the standard case) are not 
necessary in a synchronic sense for social understanding.  
However, embodied interactions seem to be necessary for the development of full-blown forms of 
social cognition (see e.g. Fuchs 2012), even if not sufficient – because other abilities such as eye and 
face detection, gaze following, and biological motion detection are needed (Soto-Icaza et al. 2015) ! 
according to my classification, embodied interactions are enabling conditions for social cognition. 
The forms of social interactions mediated by modern communication technologies are clearly not 
necessary conditions for social cognition, both in a synchronic and diachronic sense, because the 
enabling role could be (and actually is) played by embodied interactions. 
Notably, tele-conversations and online chats are sufficient (even if not necessary) conditions for 
linguistic forms of social understanding, which are achieved during conversations. 
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