
Abstract: Emotional mirroring (EM) refers to the discovery that, when observing emotional
behaviours - such as laughter -, there is a modulation of the activity in the same brain
regions contributing to first-person emotional experience and behaviour. The standard
interpretation of EM has been by and large inspired by phenomenology and its conviction
that “with regard to cognition and action generally, perception is basic and primary”. My talk
aims to take an alternative route, investigating the case of laughter EM through the lens of
pragmatism - according to which “perception and thinking are only there for behaviour’s
sake”. A pragmatist perspective suggests that mirroring other’s laughter in one’s own
emotional system is not aimed at directly perceiving other’s emotions per sé but, rather, to
affect the observer’s schemas of action, promoting future behaviours. Which behaviours? I
speculate that, in the short term, a function of laughter EM is to facilitate emotional
contagion and to boost affiliation and social bonding. In the long run, a further function of
laughter EM is to shape one’s own socio-emotional habits on the basis of others’ emotional
behaviour - a hypothesis reminiscent of Mead and Dewey’s social genesis of self. Such
“pragmatist intervention” would (a) bring grist to the mill of a social-bonding theory of
laughter, a naturalistic and evolutionary alternative to “cognitivist” classic philosophical
theories of laughter and (b) pave the way for a pragmatist interpretation of emotional
mirror, also beyond the case of laughter.
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