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Abstract 
 
I respond to the commentaries of each of my critics, while seeking to offer a through 
line of argument distilling some central themes addressed in the symposium. In re-
sponse to Terrone, I focus on the place of normativity in the model of triangulation, 
noting that “proto-normativity” is already present in the biological world. Sticking 
with normativity but shifting the focus specifically onto moral questions, I respond to 
Vidmar Jovanović’s comments on the ways in which character, and emotion, are 
related to morality, while also acknowledging the specifically political dimension of 
our engagement with films. I argue that the goal of appreciating a work on the terms 
of its design complements, and indeed makes possible, recognition of the interpretive 
activity of actual spectators. Building on Marchetti’s detailed defense of Film, Art, and 
the Third Culture’s substantive claim that “seeing-in” is operative in the context of 
movie viewing—achieved via an exemplary demonstration of triangulation—I stress 
the role of film and art in expanding the range of perceptual, cognitive, and emotional 
experience. I welcome Cavaletti’s focus on the standing of phenomenological evi-
dence within triangulation, along with her proposals for strengthening and systema-
tizing the gathering of such evidence through microphenomenology. At the same 
time, I endorse D’Aloia’s complementary emphasis on neuroscience; his framing of 
it as a tool for exploring the mind, rather than merely the brain, within triangulation; 
and his emphasis on the embodied nature of cognition, not least in our experience of 
film. I conclude by stressing the desirability, as well as the challenge, of fully integrat-
ing normative concerns into a naturalistic framework. 
 
Keywords: Film, (Micro)phenomenology, Morality, Neuroscience, Normativity, 

Seeing-in, Triangulation. 
 
 
 
 
I thank my commentators for their insights and generosity in engaging, thought-
fully and in detail, with Film, Art, and the Third Culture (Smith 2020a), now trans-
lated into Italian as Cinema, evoluzione, neuroscience: Un’estetica naturalizzata del film 
(Smith 2022c). The scientific enterprise is a social one, which depends on mem-
bers of the scientific community occupying multiple roles, as commentators and 
critics as well as primary and secondary researchers, PIs and CIs. The author-
meets-critics symposium is a crucial platform for exchanges among researchers; 
without the oxygen of critical discussion in general and critical-call and authorial-
response in particular, ideas are apt to be apt to become museum pieces, trapped 
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like flies in amber—perhaps beautiful and mysterious but no longer living parts of 
the intellectual ecosystem. My critics have saved me from that fate, for at least a 
little longer.1 
 

1. Normativity Neglected? 

Enrico Terrone opens his commentary by very helpfully sketching the develop-
ment of the “two cultures” debate, initiated by C. P. Snow in the UK, in the Ital-
ian context—not particularly well-known in the Anglo-American world—and set-
ting Film, Art, and the Third Culture (hereafter, FATC) against that backdrop. Giu-
lio Preti’s insistence that there is a fundamental difference between the natural 
world and the human world, and between the “logic” necessary for investigating 
the former and the “rhetoric” apt for the latter, as Terrone demonstrates, falls out 
of a very longstanding tradition, perhaps as old as philosophy itself. Advocates of 
the third culture, however, see human behaviour as necessarily inhabiting both 
worlds, at once biological and cultural, and causal and rational, and open to—
indeed perhaps requiring—investigation by both scientific and humanistic meth-
ods (“logic” and “rhetoric” in Preti’s terms).  

Arguably the central challenge for such a third cultural perspective is the in-
corporation of normativity—of standards, reasons, and values—within the frame-
work. For if the scientific worldview is governed by telling it like it is, what are we 
going to do with talk of how it oughtta be? We are in the territory of Moore’s natu-
ralistic fallacy, and before that, “Hume’s Guillotine” (Black 1964: 166)—“you 
can’t get an ought from an is”—as well as Sellars’ “irreducibility of the personal”, 
referenced by Terrone (264). Not content, as a response to this problem, with the 
resigned shrug of the shoulders with which much of philosophy is satisfied, FATC 
posits a theoretical and methodological model for the investigation of the mind—
and mind-dependent artifacts like artworks—in which we can least contemplate 
getting beyond the apparent incommensurability of fact and value. Direct passage 
from the former to the latter may not be possible, but perhaps we can cross the 
divide with a bridge or a scaffold in the form of a model overcoming the road-
blocks of commonsense and philosophical orthodoxy.  

That model (derived most directly from Owen Flanagan [1992], though per-
haps best understood as a synthesis of one major tradition of cognitive science) 
comprises three levels of analysis, and their cognate types of evidence and meth-
ods of enquiry: the phenomenological, the psychological, and the neural. Trian-
gulation describes the overarching process whereby we bring together these differ-
ent forms of evidence, looking for both areas of coherence and mutual support 
among them, as well as assumptions and hypotheses in relation to which there is 
no such intersection (FATC: Chapter 3; see also Smith 2022b). Terrone rightly 
sees how the model encompasses some of the history of cognitive science, by re-
jecting a narrow focus on neural structure and psychological function, instead in-
tegrating these with consciousness (“appearance”, in Terrone’s terms) (and, I 
would add, attention to emotional, embodied, and extended cognition—themes 

 
1 I also extend my thanks to Enrico Terrone and his colleagues for organizing the workshop 
on Film, Art, and the Third Culture on which this published symposium is based, which took 
place at the University of Genoa,13 December 2023; to Adriano D’Aloia for his work in 
making the Italian edition of the book possible; and to Angelo Cioffi for his meticulous 
translation. 
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that weave their way through FATC as a whole; see the Introduction for an over-
view).  

But Terrone fears that normativity is nowhere to be found in this picture; 
even phenomenology, the most qualitative and humanistic of the three levels of 
analysis, he notes, is descriptive in character (264), aiming—as Federica Cavaletti 
underlines and details for us—at exceptionally exacting descriptions of experience 
(the microphenomenologist should “eliminate any part [of an interview] that cor-
responds to reflections, judgements, or explanations on [an] experience”, Cava-
letti: 237; see also 239). And so Terrone argues in favour of some conceptual and 
metaphorical engineering: on his view, the FATC triangle must be squared, with 
normativity constituting the fourth, missing dimension. Terrone’s own argument 
that artworks are “experiential artifacts”—artifacts designed to inculcate a partic-
ular type of experience—however, points to the fact that normativity, or at the 
very least what I will term “proto-normativity”, is already present in the triangu-
lation model. Before I make that argument, however, let me digress briefly to 
consider Terrone’s proposed geometrical-metaphorical innovation, from triangu-
lation to quadrilization, and the role of metaphor in scientific enquiry. 

Our understanding of a domain can be significantly enhanced by enabling us 
to see its structure and function through the lens of an apt metaphor; in this way, 
metaphors play an important epistemic role in science. By the same token, of 
course, metaphors can mislead and impede understanding. I hope that the meta-
phor of triangulation is more of a help than a hindrance, but it must be admitted 
that it actually involves a misdescription of literal triangulation, in the domains 
of surveying and navigation, where a third location is discovered by projections 
from two known points (more specifically, from the angles formed at the points of 
projection). Taken together, these three points form a triangle. All good, but there 
is some looseness in the metaphorical translation, in that in FATC’s method of 
triangulation, the idea is that we look to three types of evidence to support, in 
combination and consilience, a hypothesis regarding some mental phenomenon. 
In other words, in literal triangulation we start with two known items; in the 
model of triangulation posited by FATC, we start with three. The important part 
of the metaphorical analogy, however, is the idea that by examining whether an 
array of known items mutually support one another, we can assess the validity of 
a hypothesis. The image of the triangle is vivid—perceptually, conceptually, and 
rhetorically—but even a triadoholic like me shouldn’t get too fixated on the num-
ber three.2  

That said, whatever number we put on it, perhaps we don’t need an extra 
dimension in the model of triangulation to recognize normativity. Why? Because 
it is already there, nestled within the middle—psychological—level of analysis 
and evidence. In Terrone’s exposition of the nature of artifacts in general, norma-
tivity enters the picture by way of the function that an artifact is designed to per-
form. That function is established by the creator(s) of an artifact, and sustained 
“by the normative stance of its users” (263), insofar as they take up the artifact on 
the terms of its design (screwdrivers are mostly used to drive screws, though that 
certainly does not rule out screwdriver-ear-scratching and other novel uses of the 

 
2 Trilateration and multilateration—the use of (three, or more, respectively) distances ra-
ther than angles for determining the unknown position coordinates of an object—might be 
more apt source domains, strictly speaking. But the greater familiarity of the idea of trian-
gulation lends it a communicative edge. 
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artifact). The function established by the creator of an artifact, and reaffirmed by 
its users, constitutes a norm. 

All of this is adumbrated in the theory of triangulation, for normativity is 
present in the functional level of analysis of the mind. When we recall an episode 
in our lives, we judge the quality of the memory—and the mental system that 
underpins it—according to the function it performs: a well-performing memory 
system is one that delivers memories to a certain level of accuracy—or, one might 
say, a certain standard of correctness (a concept from Richard Wollheim, brought 
into play by Luca Marchetti). False memories and confabulations do not meet 
this normative standard. Similarly, perceptions have the function of delivering 
accurate information about the environment to the individual perceiver, and emo-
tions of making salient the significance of other agents and events for them. Hal-
lucinations, perceptual illusions, and irrational emotions fail to meet the norma-
tive standards in their respective domains.  

Terrone argues that art lies “at the boundary between the two worlds that 
human beings inhabit” (261). But FATC holds that this is already true of emo-
tions—another key constituent of the mind, along with perceptions and memo-
ries—which “span the apparent gulf between our biological, evolutionary inher-
itance, and the sophisticated, endlessly varied phenomena of our modern cultural 
existence. The terrain of emotions is thus an especially appropriate testing ground 
for the idea that evolutionary theory and the humanistic study of film can be thrust 
into a productive dialogue” (FATC: 129). This is the sense in which normativity 
is already at work in the domain of the mind. We must walk the line between the 
two worlds and show ourselves capable of operating in both, for art, emotion, 
human cognition and human behaviour in general are “at once naturally 
grounded and culturally elaborated” (FATC: 33). 

Talk of judging the quality of these mental states relative to a norm, however, 
shouldn’t occlude from view the fact that the normativity of the psychological 
domain is a feature of the natural world, for the functions of the human mind are 
part of the wider landscape of the evolution of the animal mind more generally. 
Non-human animals perceive, remember, and respond affectively to the world—
with massively diverse bodily and cognitive architectures, of course. “We think 
of meaning prototypically in human contexts”, I write in FATC, but “[m]eaning 
is nevertheless also rife in the non-human world” (33). Meaning too is normative: 
when an animal signals something to its conspecifics—say, an alert—then, to the 
extent that the signal is conveyed efficiently and well-understood, the system of 
communication underpinning it is functioning well. We humans may think we 
invented normativity, but biological evolution beat us to it. At a minimum we 
need to acknowledge the proto-normativity at work here, even if we wish to pre-
serve “24-carat normativity” for the human context, where it is most elaborately 
and self-consciously developed.  

Note too that the critical role played by the users of artifacts in establishing 
the normativity of artifacts also secures, as Terrone notes, their social character 
(263–64; see the discussion of the importance of the “community of minds” in 
human behaviour and experience in FATC: 79). The normative function of a 
screwdriver is held in place by the tacit recognition and agreement of users of its 
design for the purpose of driving screws (which, again, does not preclude creative 
alternative uses—including deliberately comic ones, that is, uses with a primarily 
aesthetic character and value). And, again as Terrone emphasizes, this has mo-
mentous implications for the experiential artifact known as an artwork. A film, 
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like an any other artwork, is designed to elicit certain responses—or better, a cer-
tain “space of response”, characterised by a certain range of tolerance—and just 
as the user of a screwdriver embraces the designer’s intention by using it to drive 
screws, so a film viewer aiming to appreciate a film seeks to understand and re-
spond to it on the terms of its design. As with the screwdriver, creative refunction-
ing of the artwork is perfectly possible, as is the refusal to take up the artwork on 
its terms (on ideological grounds, for example). But all of this is logically and 
metaphysically secondary to the act of appreciation, enacted through collective 
critical dialogue about works, the “normative notion of comprehension” acting 
as the ground floor of such appreciation, enabling us “to cast film as a shareable 
(public) aesthetic experience rather than as an idiosyncratic (private) hedonic ex-
perience” (Terrone: 264). 

 
2. Morality Mislaid? 

The charge that FATC pays insufficient attention to the social, and the normative, 
dimensions of art and film is also at stake in Iris Vidmar Jovanović’s commentary, 
though her focus is distinct from Terrone’s, and in some ways more concrete. 
Vidmar Jovanović first asks whether I pay due regard to the centrality of “moral 
monitoring” in our engagement with narrative artworks—that constant, omni-
present appraisal of the moral valence of the actions and agents we witness as we 
make our way through an unfolding story. She grants that this is an odd charge 
to make given that such moral surveillance is very much part of the theory of 
character engagement I advance in Engaging Characters (Smith 2022a), in the guise 
of allegiance—that dimension of our relationship with characters whereby we as-
sess the morality of their actions and attitudes, sorting them into an evolving 
moral hierarchy which determines the structure of our sympathies. Still, she won-
ders if that emphasis carries across sufficiently to FATC, and why the evolutionary 
undergirding of morality is given scant attention, given the biocultural agenda of 
the book.  

Vidmar Jovanović also suggests that our moral engagement does not neces-
sarily depend on the play of sympathy, antipathy, and empathy with characters 
that a narrative work sets in motion. In the case of The International, for example, 
acknowledgement of the ethical issue at the heart of the narrative—pervasive and 
systematic corporate corruption—may be the more fundamental and powerful 
prompt for the viewer’s “anger-like emotions”, rather than any specific mecha-
nism of emotional response, such as the facial mimicry engendered by close-ups 
of Clive Owen as Salinger (273). I am somewhat sceptical: how easily are human 
minds fired up by 
moral themes in the 
abstract? Certainly 
we can be primed by 
thematic prologues 
which frame stories 
in morally laden 
ways: if we know 
we’re about to watch 
the story of a murder, rape, or genocide, even before we’ve encountered any spe-
cific character or action we will be poised for moral appraisal, so to speak. More-
over, another aspect of our moral traffic with characters involves assessing their 
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actions in light of moral principles, as well as sometimes adjusting those principles 
in the light of particular scenarios which they don’t seem adequate to; character 
engagement, in other words, involves the process of reflective equilibrium (Smith 
2025a and 2025b). Still, I am inclined to think that, when it comes to moral en-
gagement, the heavy lifting happens at the level of agents and their actions rather 
than at more abstract levels. 

In any event, it certainly isn’t the case that an ethical theme, and the depic-
tion of a character in a situation involving narrative conflict, are mutually exclu-
sive. Indeed typically, in the context of narrative artworks, the two go hand-in-
hand; our “entry into” an ethical problem space is usually mediated by the expe-
rience of characters. Ultimately the question Vidmar Jovanović raises here is an 
empirical one; experiments could be devised to compare our responses to an eth-
ically charged narrative situation when rendered abstractly, in the manner of a 
brief philosophical thought experiment, and when rendered in more detail, as in 
a typical narrative artwork. 

I’m sure it’s true that the moral dimension of our emotional life, including 
with characters, slips out of focus in at least parts of FATC. For the record, then, 
let me stress that I do take morality to be central to emotion. “Many of our emo-
tional responses to both actual and fictional events are…morally saturated” 
(Smith 1999: 218), in the sense that they are underpinned by and embody moral 
judgements (anger, pride, contempt); and symmetrically, many of our moral 
judgements are emotionally charged. But one important distinction to be made 
here is between first-order moral reactions, and second-order moral deliberation. 
Our first-order “moral instincts” surely are, to a significant extent, a matter of 
evolution—hard-wired, hot, and sometimes “dumbfounding” (hard to rational-
ize) (Vaage 2016, drawing on the work of Haidt, who argues that “moral judge-
ment is generally the result of quick, automatic evaluations (intuitions)”: Haidt 
2001, 814). Whatever emphasis a particular cultural system places on certain val-
ues over others, it must work with the embodied and affective moral engine with 
which humans are biologically endowed; that which is culturally elaborated must 
be naturally grounded. This foundational layer of moral response doesn’t pre-
clude second-order moral deliberation, where we reflect on and reassess our first-
order reactions and work our way towards more “considered judgements” (Rawls 
1999, Elgin 1996). Artworks may address us at both levels, eliciting “quick and 
dirty” moral reactions, which we are sometimes drawn to reconsider (Smith 
2011). Our capacity for second-order moral deliberation both grounds this aspect 
of artwork design, at the same time that the capacity is exercised and refined by 
such design. 

Vidmar Jovanović also worries that FATC is too preoccupied with the spec-
tator as an abstraction—the spectator as envisaged and implied by the design of 
the work, to be discovered by careful examination of that design in light of what 
we know about the embodied and emotional nature of human cognition in gen-
eral. Where are the actual, situated spectators in this story?  

Let me first note an irony here: Terrone’s call for proper recognition of the 
normative dimension of filmmaking and film spectatorship leads to an emphasis 
on the experience intended by the filmmaker, those intentions being embodied 
primarily by the design of the work itself. To appreciate a work is to understand 
and experience it on these (its) terms. But with the different normative emphasis 
Vidmar Jovanović brings to bear on the debate, such an emphasis on the intended 
spectator (as implied by the design of the work) precludes a whole terrain of ur-
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gent normative significance concerned with the relationship between artworks 
and actual appreciators. I don’t wish to deny or underestimate the significance of 
Vidmar Jovanović’s plea, but I note that the two projects—understanding the de-
sign of a work, and understanding how the design of a work is met by actual 
appreciators—are distinct and complementary, rather than contradictory and mu-
tually exclusive. Just as understanding the mechanisms of emotional response and 
moral appraisal complement rather than compete with one another, as in the case 
of Salinger in The International, so does the exploration of both the abstract spec-
tators projected by works, on the one hand, and the actual spectators who encoun-
ter them, on the other hand. 

Understanding a work on its own terms is an important end in itself, but it is 
also a necessary step in understanding how it might be rejected, creatively rein-
terpreted, or reworked by particular audiences. The criticism in “critical appreci-
ation” certainly encompasses ethical criticism of the implications of works; in the 
technical sense of the term at stake here, appreciating a work does not necessitate 
endorsing its vision of the world. One can appreciate the neo-fascist The Fountain-
head (1949) by aiming at understanding and experiencing the work on its own 
terms, without ultimately endorsing (or, indeed, condemning) its implied 
worldview. 

A further significant difference in emphasis between Terrone and Vidmar Jo-
vanović is evident, in spite of their common emphasis on the normative and social 
dimensions of art. The third part of Vidmar Jovanović’s commentary brings into 
view not merely the social dimension of filmmaking and film spectatorship, but its 
political dimension—bearing on the unequal distribution of power, resources, and 
status among (and within) different social groups. There’s no question that this 
political dimension must be acknowledged and addressed. The topic is again 
more salient in Engaging Characters than in FATC (see in particular the section 
“Brecht and Beyond: the Politics and Poetics of Engagement”, in the Afterword 
for the 2022 revised edition, Smith 2022a), but the political is certainly recognised 
as an important element in many the case studies FATC discusses, including 
works as diverse as Jurassic Park (1993), Hitchcock’s Saboteur (1942) and Lifeboat 
(1944), Heimat (1984-2013), and the photographs taken at the Abu Ghraib 
prison—as well as the films Vidmar Jovanović picks out for discussion, including 
The Brave One (2007), Half Nelson (2006), and The International (2009). 

 
3. The Two-Way Escalator 

Picking up on a passage in FATC where I argue that “seeing-in” is at play when 
we go to the movies, Luca Marchetti provides a compelling and detailed defence 
of Richard Wollheim’s concept, as well as the methodology of triangulation by 
which he arrives at that defence. Drawing on a variety of evidence from percep-
tual psychology and neuroscience, Marchetti shows how this evidence intersects 
with the evidence of experience—phenomenological evidence—to support see-
ing-in as an account of depiction in general. While Marchetti is wisely modest 
about the extent to which any theory can be definitively confirmed, he does sug-
gest, in Popperian spirit, that triangulation favours seeing-in over the rival make-
believe theory of depiction (notes 4 and 6, 245 and 246), helping us to “discard” 
the latter. Whether we are ready to take that step or not, we might think of falsi-
fication and confirmation as two sides of the same coin: neither are ever absolute. 
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Marchetti shows a wider appreciation of the context in which FATC sets the 
notion of seeing-in. Here one of the critical concepts is expansionism, the idea that 
it is part of the vocation of art—or least certain kinds of art—to expand our per-
ceptual and cognitive capacities, stretching and stressing them, offering experi-
ences beyond those available in ordinary experience (see the passage from FATC 
quoted in Marchetti: note 5; Lopes 2003). Even in the case of realist forms of art, 
where the critical rhetoric surrounding them might suggest a project of replica-
tion, what is really at stake is the expansion of what is available in ordinary expe-
rience. The contrazoom, 3D cinema, and VR are all bold instances of such ex-
pansion. But as Marchetti notes, I hold that seeing-in itself is the “basic form of 
expansion” (FATC: 42). 

This point is worth dwelling upon, as it speaks to the heart of the vision ad-
vanced by FATC. In developing his defence of seeing-in, Marchetti invokes Rob-
ert Briscoe’s Continuity Thesis—the thesis that pictorial perception depends on 
the same psychophysical systems as ordinary visual perception. This captures the 
“one worldism” advocated by FATC, as identified by Terrone; the arts do not 
exist in some separate, autonomous sphere cut off from the world of cabbages and 
kings, numbers, death, and fingersnaps. But, as with all of these items, indeed any 
and all distinctive types of item, there are particular things we can and need to say 
about the arts; our one world is nonetheless a diverse and heterogeneous world. 
So depiction is rooted in ordinary visual perception—if we couldn’t see land-
scapes face-to-face, we could hardly see landscapes in paintings, photos, or mov-
ies—but, as Marchetti (following Briscoe) argues, the vision sciences alone won’t 
give us a theory of depiction (251). For that we must turn, once again, to the 
normative domain—to the purposes and intentions of artists, along with the “con-
ventions, norms, and rules” (251) operative in specific practices and the domain 
of depiction in general. To return again to a key formulation in FATC, depiction 
is a pre-eminent example of a phenomenon “at once naturally grounded [on the 
capacity of seeing-in] and culturally elaborated [through traditions of artistic prac-
tice]” (FATC: 33). 

If we couldn’t see landscapes face-to-face, 
we couldn’t see landscapes in depictions, still or 
moving. That’s the A-side. But once we have de-
pictions of landscapes, our experience of seeing 
landscapes face-to-face may be transformed. 
That’s the B-side. My experience of the natural 
and man-made vistas of California will be differ-
ent before and after I have seen James Bennings’ 
California Trilogy (1999-2001); in the light of 
these films, I may see symmetries and contrasts 
of form in the landscape, ponder the ownership 
and use being made of particular landscapes I 
encounter, and see them in thematic terms (as if 
they were representations). Or, to take another 
example, consider Geoffrey O’Brien’s rumina-
tions on Jacques Tati. ‘After multiple viewings 
[of Tati’s Play Time, 1967]’, notes O’Brien, “I 
continue to have…moments of recognition. On a family visit, I hear a voice from 
an upstairs bedroom: it is the self-operating vacuum cleaner announcing that it 
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has completed its rounds. 
Straying into the Oculus of 
the World Trade Center, I 
reencounter the epic chilli-
ness of Play Time’s con-
courses” (O’Brien 2020). In 
the Shklovskian terms I use 
in FATC, the landscapes of 
California, and the modern 
cityscape, are defamiliar-
ized by the works of Ben-
ning and Tati respectively (Shklovsky 1929/1991). Or, to put it in the (different but 
related) terms given to us by Arthur Danto (1981), the commonplaces of these land-
scapes are transfigured by California Trilogy and Play Time respectively.3 

Whether the impact of our engagement with the world of depiction on our 
face-to-face seeing and seeing-in is best characterized in terms of cognitive pene-
tration or cognitive phenomenology, we can be confident about the bidirectional, 
looping nature of this relationship. In place of a “simple one-way escalator, from 
early vision to purely conceptual activity”, artworks instead engage us “in a cycle 
of perception, emotion, cognition, and reflection” (FATC: 37). This two-way es-
calator makes possible and realizes the passage from ordinary experience through 
depictive (artistic) experience and back again. 

 
4. The (Fallibility and Frailty of the) Evidence of Experience 

Marchetti suggests that in determining the ways and extent to which our 
knowledge of normative factors enters our perceptual experience of depictions, 
phenomenological evidence will be a critical resource, alongside whatever we 
might learn from psychological and neurological evidence (253–54). Federica 
Cavaletti, however, doubts my commitment to this layer of evidence, suggesting 
that its standing in the model of triangulation is highly qualified. She insists, quite 
correctly, that any empirically attuned aesthetic theory must take phenomenolog-
ical evidence seriously, given that a—perhaps the—central explanandum of the 
field is, in Terrone’s words, “that peculiar rewarding experience which is tradi-
tionally dubbed ‘aesthetic experience’” (262–63) (what I characterize as “a sine 
qua non of the domain of aesthetics” [FATC: 57]; see also Irvin 2019). 

Cavaletti is absolutely right to turn the spotlight on this most delicate and 
complex of issues—one of the most philosophically elusive matters raised by 
FATC. She is also right to underline that the empirical evidence at our disposal is 
not exhausted by the results of neuroscientific or psychological experiments; hu-
manistic methods, like the close analysis of works and the examination of first-
person experience in the phenomenological tradition, furnish us with evidence as 
well (on the importance of close analysis within triangulation, see Smith 2022b). 
Making such methods more salient, and where necessary more rigorous, is also 
critical in vanquishing the bogeyman of “reduction”. The arguments in FATC 

 
3 Another example: the Accidentally Wes Anderson website (Koval 2020) collects images 
of spaces and places around the world, framed in a way that evokes the style of the Amer-
ican director. David Bordwell (2014/2020) comments: “Here is a filmmaker who has truly 
changed how people see their environment”. 
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against “neurofundamentalism” and “neural behaviourism” are very much in ac-
cord with the tenor Cavaletti’s remarks; as she notes, the goal of triangulation, 
and FATC as a whole, is not to replace the methods of the humanities but to inte-
grate them with the methods of the cognitive sciences. This is the difference be-
tween replacement and cooperative naturalism (FATC: 2–3). 

Before we look at Cavaletti’s own proposals, two points to stress about 
FATC’s stance towards phenomenological evidence. The first is that all three 
forms of evidence posited by the method of triangulation “are of equal value” in 
the first instance, “and must cooperate to explain cognition and aesthetic expe-
rience” (D’Aloia: 222): whatever the particular liabilities of phenomenological 
evidence, all three forms of data have their limits. “Each level of analysis taken 
alone is vulnerable: phenomenology is elusive and intangible; psychology un-
grounded and unconstrained; neuroscience blind and inert” (FATC: 68). As Cava-
letti puts it, triangulation involves “a synergistic rather than hierarchic interac-
tion” (233) among the three types of evidence.  

The second point bears on the nature of phenomenological evidence, and one 
way in which it can be misleading. I agree with Cavaletti that, to the extent that 
phenomenological evidence is evidence of the character of particular types of expe-
rience, there is a sense in which it cannot mislead (FATC: 235, n13). If, in the Invis-
ible Gorilla experiment, a participant has no experience of seeing the gorilla, that is 
robust evidence of the “inattentional blindness” of the participant (FATC: 109). Un-
consciously registering the presence of the gorilla through “blindsight” is another 
matter (and a hypothesis that could only be supported through behavioural-psycho-
logical or neuroscientific evidence, as in the case of blindsight, by definition, sub-
jects have no conscious experience of seeing what their visual systems register). But 
to the extent that our participant retains the beliefs, on the basis of their ordinary 
visual experience—outside of the context of an experiment or other unusual cir-
cumstances—that they see all parts of their immediate environment in equal detail 
(the “illusion of attention”, FATC: 61), and that on some other occasion they would 
doubtless notice the gorilla, they are misled. Their beliefs about their visual capac-
ity, and the general character of visual experience founded on this capacity—both 
exaggerated—are not robustly supported by their ordinary visual experience (see 
the discussion of “change blindness blindness”, FATC: 61).  

This example gives us some idea of the subtle considerations at stake in rela-
tion to phenomenological evidence, part of the backdrop against which Cavalleti 
makes her proposals for “an operationally relevant” (234), and robust, approach 
to phenomenological data. These proposals are marked by an effort to retain de-
scriptive “purity” in the gathering of such evidence, in this way keeping it aligned 
with other forms of scientific data—as we’ve seen, the effort here is precisely to 
keep normative questions at bay—and to seek a replicable set of protocols for the 
gathering and analysis of phenomenological evidence. The microphenomenolog-
ical method set out by Cavalleti is certainly impressively rigorous in its detailed 
specification, and the point she makes, drawing on Francisco Varela, regarding 
the necessity for expertise, discipline and training in acquiring and handling phe-
nomenological evidence (239), is well taken, as is the intimate connection be-
tween the reliability of any type of evidence and the method by which it is gath-
ered (emphasized in the final words of her commentary).  

The potential for combining the predominantly qualitative evidence at stake 
in microphenomenology with quantitative evidence is intriguing, and very much 
in the spirit of FATC (in general, and see the specific example of judging aspect 
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ratio and film duration, where “the evidence of experience, and the evidence that 
can be gleaned from scientific quantification…cohere with one another” (58)—
comparable with the subjective/objective measurement of time mentioned by 
Cavaletti: 237). Of the potential problems with such evidence discussed by Cava-
letti, “interpretative distortion” (238) may be the most serious, given the practical 
difficulty of separating out interpretation (along with explanation and evaluation) 
from the “thick” discourse of an interviewee in order to distil its descriptive es-
sence. Time, and the ongoing refinement of microphenomenology as a rigorous 
method for the gathering of phenomenological evidence, will tell how well it suc-
ceeds in overcoming this challenge. 

 
5. Notes on the Neural 

If Cavaletti highlights the phenomenological facet of triangulation, Adriano 
D’Aloia is most interested in the neural aspect of the method—and the innovation 
that the engagement with neuroscience represents. D’Aloia rightly emphasizes 
that “the study of the brain…does not replace the study of the mind”, but rather  
sheds light on the operations of the mind “by rethinking the relationship between 
mind and body in light of neurobiological insight” (227, my emphasis). He is also 
correct to situate attention to the brain as a part of a more general recognition of 
the significance of embodiment for cognition—"the brain is neither the reduction 
of the mind, nor a stranger to the body” (229)—and the potential for neuroscience 
to illuminate “the ‘special corporeality’ of cinema” (227; special, I take it, relative 
other forms of representation). 

In this connection, D’Aloia notes the important contribution made to the 
“neurocinematic” research program by Vittorio Gallese and his colleagues, and 
his own subsequent work, in relation to the concept of “embodied simulation” 
(Gallese and Guerra 2020; Fingerhut 2020; D’Aloia 2021). In line with more gen-
eral accounts of embodied cognition, the theory of embodied simulation rethinks 
earlier, “disembodied” accounts of mental simulation, by grounding the act of 
simulation in the brain-and-body networks enabling us to mirror or “mimic” the 
movements, sensations, and emotions of others. FATC embraces this theory as an 
instance of its effort to integrate evidence and analysis at the subpersonal and per-
sonal levels in the pursuit of “thick explanation”, where the ultimate goal is to 
provide a richer picture of “the multilevelness of the film experience” (222; see 
also Smith 2016: 192 and 2022b). 

However significant the “neuroscientific turn” (Smith 2020b) proves to be, 
neuroscientific evidence and analysis must still work within the more general 
framework of triangulation, as D’Aloia notes (228); the point is to discover “the 
how” of the mind, not merely “the where” in the brain. As with any type of evi-
dence, we should approach neuroscientific findings “with an open mind and a 
sceptical eye” (FATC: 85); “neuroscepticism” is a necessary brake against neuro-
fundamentalism. By the same token, the model of triangulation attempts to pre-
serve the insights of the first phase of cognitive science, which retains, in my view, 
its importance as one way in which we make the study of the mind tractable. 
Recognizing the significance of embodiment, consciousness, and any other fea-
tures that artificial cognition lacks, doesn’t entail losing sight of the computational 
dimension of human cognition (FATC: 107). The reverse field to our attribution 
of internal states and actions to digital devices—as when we speak of the memory 
of computers, and of projectors engaging in handshakes with them—is our recog-
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nition that, whatever else they may be, like computers, our human minds are in-
formation processors. 

In his commentary, Marchetti suggests that further investigation of the way 
in which the “standard of correctness” shapes the phenomenology of picture per-
ception “could help clarify how normative elements integrate into a broader nat-
uralistic account of depiction—one that takes seriously both the psychological 
mechanisms and the cultural context involved in picture perception” (254). In 
seeking to bring together the biological, the psychological, the cultural, and the 
normative, the current symposium reveals at once the challenge, and the holy 
grail, for a naturalized aesthetics: not just walking the line between the worlds of 
the natural and normative, but fully connecting the plumbing between them.4 
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