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Abstract: This chapter investigates the relationship between attention and joint attention by focusing 

on one seemingly plausible way of characterizing the central role of attention. On this view, basic 

cases of perceptual attention are fundamentally a matter of selecting one item and filtering out 

unattended items. Drawing on contributions from philosophy of mind and classical phenomenology, 

I propose that joint attention research can benefit from adopting a richer and more nuanced view of 

attention. On this second view, conscious perceptual attention is not a matter of selecting and 

filtering out, but rather of re-organizing and re-articulating the experiential field into a foreground-

background structure. I consider three benefits of the second view: (i) a more context-sensitive 

approach to the question of how to account for the transition from solitary to joint attention; (ii) a 

potentially fruitful examination of that transition in terms of thematic modifications; and (iii) a 

better appreciation of the co-constructed aspect of joint attentional interactions.  

 

Keywords: Attention; joint attention; attentional selection; prioritization; Merleau-Ponty; 

Gurwitsch; Watzl 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Given the terminological proximity between the notions of attention and joint attention, one might 

think that there are conspicuous and widely investigated connections between them. However, apart 

from a few exceptions, the interrelations between attention and joint attention have remained largely 

unexplored in the literature.1 The main aim of the present chapter is to contribute to filling in this 

gap, by focusing on the question of what might research on joint attention learn from attention 

research. My main point will be that there is one intuitive and seemingly plausible way of 
 

1 In joint attention research, the notion of attention has been typically explored very briefly (Tomasello 

1995, 104; Call & Tomasello 2005, 60; Eilan 2005, 19; Hobson 2005, 185–187; Hobson & Hobson 2011, 

115–116; Reddy 2005, 104). For the reception of the notion of joint attention in the context of attention 

research, see Section 2. 
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characterizing the central role of attention that turns out to be of limited help in joint attention 

research. On this view, perceptual attention is fundamentally a matter of selecting one item – a 

target of attention – and filtering out unattended items. Drawing on contributions from classical 

phenomenology and philosophy of mind, I will suggest that joint attention research can benefit from 

adopting a richer and more nuanced view of attention. According to this second view, conscious 

perceptual attention is not a matter of selecting and filtering out, but rather of re-organizing and re-

articulating the experiential field into a foreground-background structure.  

The chapter proceeds as follows. In section 2, I elaborate on the lack of communication 

between research on attention and on joint attention. I suggest that the disconnection between the 

literatures has been motivated partly by the history of the involved notions, and partly by some 

operative theoretical assumptions that have influenced the research carried out about each topic. 

Section 3 elaborates on the notion of joint attention, and it introduces one central question that 

arises in joint attention research: how to account for the transition from solitary to joint attention. I 

go on to consider different ways of cashing out the idea of attentional selection, and I find them 

unconvincing to explain that transition.  

In Section 4, I turn to some contributions about attention from Maurice Merleau-Ponty and 

Aron Gurwitsch. Influenced by Gestalt psychology, both authors suggest that attention has a 

structuring and organizational power. They refrain from conceptualizing the relation between a 

target of attention and the immediate context in which the target is experienced in merely 

aggregative terms. They propose instead that such relation should be characterized in terms of the 

interdependence between a prioritized foreground and a de-prioritized background. In Section 5, I 

come back to the question of what research about joint attention might learn from attention 

research, in light of the preceding discussion.  

 

2. On the Notions of Attention and Joint Attention 
 

Both attention and joint attention are relatively under-theorized topics in philosophy, at least 

compared with more canonical topics, such as consciousness and perception. While there is no 

shortage of empirical work on attention in psychology and the cognitive sciences, there has been 

comparatively less philosophical work on it (Watzl 2017, 4–5). Given this under-theorization, it is 

not very surprising that the conceptual connections between attention and other topics, including 

joint attention, have also remained quite unexplored. Something similar could be said about joint 

attention, although for different reasons. The notion of joint attention was coined as a distinct 

research topic in the mid 1970’s, in the context of investigations in developmental psychology 

about how infant and caregiver manage joint reference in pre-speech communication (Bruner 1974; 
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Scaife & Bruner 1975; Bruner 1977; Siposova & Carpenter 2019, 260). Importantly, research on 

joint attention didn’t arise as an expansion of research on attention, or when research about attention 

had reached some widely agreed-upon results. Rather, it emerged independently, out of the concrete 

need to conceptualize a phenomenon that had fallen out of the radar of psychological research.  

Scaife and Brunner began their 1975 Nature paper – one of the seminal papers on joint 

attention – with the observation that “[l]ittle is known about how visual attention of the mother-

infant pair is directed jointly to objects and events in the visual surround during the first year of the 

child’s life” (1975, 265). On a widely held characterization, which builds on the work of Bruner and 

colleagues – and which has been influential also beyond developmental psychology –, joint 

attention is a triadic relation between two subjects and an object, in which the subjects’ attending to 

the object is ‘out in the open’ or ‘mutually manifest’ for them. Simply put, this means that co-

attenders are both aware of attending jointly or together to the relevant object (Eilan 2005, 1; 

Campbell 2011, 417; Campbell 2018; Peacocke 2005, 303; Carpenter & Liebal 2011; Moll & 

Meltzoff 2011b, 290; Schilbach 2015, 132; Eilan 2018).2, 3 Joint attention typically emerges around 

the first year of life (Carpenter et al. 1998). It differs not only from dyadic mutual attention – also 

called “attention contact” (Gómez, 1994) – in which two individuals attend to one another in a face-

to-face interaction – but also from other triadic social phenomena (Carpenter & Liebal 2011). These 

 
2 In the last decades, psychological research has provided increasing evidence of the critical role that joint 

attention plays in a variety of domains, including socio-cognitive development (Trevarthen & Hubley 1978), 

early language acquisition (Dunham et al. 1993; Tomasello & Farrar 1986), and the development of 

perspective-taking (Moll & Tomasello 2007; Moll & Meltzoff 2011a, 2011b). Joint attention has also been 

important in research on autism (Loveland & Landry 1986; Hobson 2002; Mundy 2016), in comparative and 

evolutionary psychology (Carpenter & Call 2013; Tomasello 2014), joint action research (Böckler & Sebanz 

2013), and, more recently, in the literature on collective intentionality (Rakoczy 2018; León et al. 2019). 

 

3 The phenomenon identified by Bruner and colleagues had not been overlooked in classical phenomenology 

– although it hadn’t been called joint attention. Consider the following passage from Merleau-Ponty’s 

Phenomenology of Perception: “My friend Paul and I point to certain details of the landscape […] Paul and I 

see the landscape “together,” we are co-present before it, and it is the same for the two of us not merely as an 

intelligible signification, but also as a certain accent of the world’s style, reaching all the way to its 

haecceity” (2012, 428. See also 1964, 17). In the lecture Einleitung in die Philosophie, from 1929, Heidegger 

discusses one example of linguistically mediated joint attention (involving presumably more than two co-

attenders): “Looking at this piece of chalk, we all now make – with-one-another – the statement: ‘This piece 

of chalk is white’. […] The present-at-hand [Das Vorhandene], with which we are, is something common, it 

is the same for many, so that these many, based on this ‘sameness for them’, become a ‘we’” (2001, 89, 97; 

my translation). 



 

include parallel attention, in which two individuals – unbeknownst to each other – attend to the 

same object at the same time, gaze following, in which one individual follows another’s gaze to 

discover what the second is attending to, and social referencing, in which one individual tracks the 

affective reactions of another to a target of attention. What singles out joint attention with respect to 

these phenomena is that co-attenders experience a characteristic ‘openness’ or ‘mutual 

manifestation’ of the common object of their attention.4   

Moving beyond the history and basic contours of the notions of attention and joint attention, 

research on these topics has been influenced by some operative theoretical assumptions that haven’t 

been conducive to promote the dialogue between the two bodies of literature. Consider, first, that 

while joint attention is an inherently social phenomenon – one cannot jointly attend to something on 

one’s own – investigations about attention tend to presuppose that attention is a domain-general 

capacity that, in principle, could be isolated from any social context. The operating assumption here 

appears to be that, at a suitable level of abstraction, whether one attends with (or to) other people or 

in solitude to environmental objects like chairs and apples doesn’t make a real difference for 

clarifying the very nature of attention as a psychological phenomenon. Consequently, it may be 

natural to assume that, at a basic level, attention is neutral with respect to the contexts in which it is 

exercised, whether those contexts are social or not.  

Concededly, assuming that attention is neutral in this sense is compatible with recognizing the 

existence and potential relevance of joint attention (as well as of dyadic mutual attention). This is 

something that several researchers working on attention are keen to do (Mole 2011, 170; Mole 

2017, 63–64; Watzl 2017, 15–16; Wu 2014, 9). Nonetheless, the question of whether research on 

joint attention can in any way illuminate research on attention is typically left unconsidered.5 That 

this is a question worth asking is suggested by research showing that early infant attention is mostly 

exogenous – not under volitional control, and mostly captured by external objects and events – and 

 
4 Not everyone agrees with this characterization of joint attention. There are different points of 

disagreement. First, the characterization I adopt is a so-called ‘rich’ characterization of joint attention. For 

‘lean’ theorists, gaze following and focusing on the same object may be sufficient conditions for joint 

attention (Butterworth 1995). Second, some authors suggest that dyadic mutual attention is a form of joint 

attention (Reddy 2008). 

 

5 In attention research, joint attention has been related to a “folk-psychological matrix” of attention, where 

such matrix refers to “the complex web of ways ordinary people think, feel, and talk about mental 

phenomena” (Watzl 2017, 14). Joint attention has also been mentioned in connection with the explanatory 

roles that a theory of attention would have in the development of our understanding of other minds (Mole 

2017, 62). 
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that the endogenous, voluntary attention exhibited by adults is a capacity ontogenetically shaped 

and stabilized in interactions with caregivers (Posner & Rothbart 1998, 1921; Wexler 2006, 101). If 

the social scaffolding provided by a caregiver is important for the ontogenetic development of 

attention, the phenomenon – familiar from adulthood – of voluntarily directing one’s perceptual 

attention to something has a developmental trajectory in which social interactions and social forms 

of attention (including joint attention) seem to play an important role.  

Turning now to joint attention research, the question of how to clarify the ‘jointness’ or 

‘openness’ of joint attention has been of paramount importance ever since Bruner’s work (see Eilan 

et al. 2005; Seemann 2011). The issue of “what puts the jointness into joint attention?” (Hobson 

2005) and, relatedly, of how to clarify the “meeting of minds” (Bruner 1995) that happens in joint 

attention, has been intensively discussed.6 Some developmental psychologists and philosophers 

have proposed that communication is critical for establishing joint attention (Carpenter & Liebal 

2011; Eilan 2018). Others have underlined the role played in joint attention by affective 

engagement and interpersonal identification (Hobson & Hobson 2011).  

But the relevant point for my present purposes is that the pronounced interest in the 

‘jointness’ of joint attention appears to have overshadowed other aspects of the target phenomenon. 

Most notably, the very notion of attention at stake in debates on joint attention has been rarely 

scrutinized.7 Consider a recent paper by Siposova and Carpenter, which offers a detailed and helpful 

taxonomy of “social attention levels” (Siposova & Carpenter 2019). As part of their proposal, they 

claim that a necessary pre-condition for engaging in each of the levels of social attention that they 

identify is “individual attention”8. Yet, when characterizing this notion, they say very little about the 

 
6 The openness of joint attention has proven to be notoriously difficult to account for. As Rakoczy writes, 

“[i]t is not sufficient that each of them [i.e. the co-attenders] looks at the same target, nor that, 

asymmetrically, one sees the other looking somewhere and follows her gaze to the same target. It is not even 

sufficient, more symmetrically, that each looks at the same target while knowing that the other does so as 

well […]. Rather, in some intuitive sense that conceptually proves notoriously difficult to spell out, both 

have to attend to the same target in joint and coordinated ways.” (Rakoczy 2018, 409). For discussion, see 

León (2021). 

 

7 For some exceptions, see footnote 1. 

 

8 Joint attention, as I have characterized it, corresponds to “shared attention” in Siposova & Carpenter’s 

taxonomy (Siposova & Carpenter 2019, 263). 

 



 

very notion of attention that is at issue.9 I suggest that this is an important omission. We won’t fully 

understand what joint attention is by focusing only on the ‘jointness’ component of joint attention. 

We also need to factor in the attention component. 

But why, one might ask, have researchers of joint attention been generally uninterested in the 

question of how to best conceptualize attention, and the implications this might have for joint 

attention research? I suggest that at least part of reason is the reliance on a widespread and intuitive 

characterization of attention in terms of selection. Let me illustrate this by considering some 

representative characterizations of joint attention: 

 

•  “there is present from a surprisingly early age a mutual system by which joint selective 

attention between the infant and his caretaker is assured” (Bruner 1974, 269; my emphasis).  

 

•  “what underlies infants' early skills of joint attention is their emerging understanding of 

other persons as intentional agents; [...]. When infants begin to view others as intentional 

they begin to comprehend that: Other persons may attend selectively (intentionally) to some 

things in the environment and ignore others; Other persons may intend for them to 

selectively attend to some things in the environment and ignore others” (Tomasello 1995, 

103–104; my emphasis).  

 

• “[t]here are two quite separate parts to the communicative process in basic joint attention. 

There’s the joint selection of a target. [...] And then there are our open reactions to it, shared 

as we look at one another” (Campbell 2018, 122; my emphasis).  

 

A common feature of these descriptions of joint attention is the appeal to the notion of 

selection. Although such appeal might seem harmless and perhaps unavoidable, in the following I 

would like to scrutinize it and problematize it. I will do so by exploring different ways of 

understanding the notion of attentional selection.10 To narrow down the discussion, I will focus on 

one specific theme that arises in the context of joint attention research: how to account for the 

transition from solitary to joint attention. Or, to put it differently: what exactly happens when a 

 
9 “Individual attention simply means attending to something while engaging with the environment from a 

first-person perspective only. The attender is completely independent of others (no others need even be 

around), she has individual knowledge about the object of attention, and she does not take the perspective of 

anyone else present or change or connect with their attention state.” (Siposova & Carpenter 2019, 261) 

 

10 This exploration is not intended to be exhaustive. 
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subject shifts from attending to something in solitude to attending to it jointly with someone else? I 

will propose that a promising route to answer this question would start by endorsing a view of 

attention that, instead of building on the contrast between selection and ignorance – as suggested by 

Tomasello in the quote above –,11 conceptualizes attention in terms of an ongoing activity of re-

organization and re-articulation of experiences.  

To anticipate a possible objection, I don’t take this issue to be a mere terminological dispute. 

That is to say, the issue is not whether the term ‘selection’ may be used or not for characterizing 

attention. Even if one were to do so, the important question would then be what one means by 

attentional selection. Although this is not a question that has been explored in joint attention 

research, research on attention provides interesting resources to elaborate on it. 

 

3. Shifting to Joint Attention and Attention as Selection  

 

Joint attention is neither in development, nor in adulthood our default way of being engaged with 

the world and others. Rather, engaging in joint attention requires that somehow one makes a 

transition to it. This can happen in different ways. Sometimes a target of solitary attention becomes 

a target of joint attention. For example, one subject may actively draw the attention of another 

subject towards a target that the first subject is already attending to. Suppose, for example, that a 

person standing next to you is attending to the moon. She establishes eye contact with you, and 

points to the moon. You follow the pointing gesture, make eye contact again, and as a result of this 

interaction you and the other subject become aware of attending to the moon together.  

In another kind of scenario, a salient environmental stimulus attracts the attention of the two 

subjects without any intervening goal-directed behavior of either subject to attend together to the 

target. The following example illustrates this case. You are sitting at a meeting, and a loud fire 

alarm unexpectedly goes off.12 You and the person sitting across from you make eye contact, and 

you both become aware of attending together to the fire alarm. The first example illustrates what 

 
11 Consider also this characterization of attention, in terms of the contrast between selection and exclusion: 

“Attention is an intentional phenomenon in the sense that it involves the individual intentionally focusing on 

one aspect of their current experience to the exclusion of others. A person may see an apple and then choose 

to focus their attention either on its shape, its colour, its edibility, or any of an infinite number of aspects. To 

understand another individual’s visual attention is to understand that they have made an intentional choice 

about what to include and what to exclude in their visual experience” (Call & Tomasello 2005, 60; my 

emphasis).  

 

12 I borrow the example from Eilan (2018, 14). 



 

has been called in the literature “top-down” joint attention, in reference to the goal-directed and 

voluntary character of the action of drawing someone’s attention to something. The second case 

exemplifies “bottom-up” joint attention, which is non-deliberate and stimulus-driven (Tomasello 

2008; Carpenter & Liebal 2011, 170–171; Kaplan & Hafner 2006).13 Although the two scenarios 

differ in how joint attention is brought about, the outcome of both situations is that two subjects 

become aware of attending together to a relevant target object.    

Now, consider the following example of top-down joint attention.14 You are sitting on a park 

bench watching a swan, and someone comes to sit next to you. After establishing eye contact with 

the other person, you point to the swan, to direct her attention to it. She looks at the swan, and then 

looks back at you, in perfect understanding of what you are both looking at. No verbal 

communication needs to have taken place. According to Campbell (2005, 287), in a situation like 

this there is a “shift” from solitary attention to joint attention to the swan. In agreement with 

Campbell, I will assume that the shift in question is an experiential matter, in the sense that the way 

in which the swan appears to you as a target of joint attention is qualitatively different from the 

situation in which you were attending to the swan in solitude. Typically, a prolonged episode of 

joint attention to the swan will involve an exchange of significant glances, alternated with moments 

in which the co-attenders watch the swan again.  

But what exactly goes on in a situation like this, in terms of the transition from solitary to 

joint attention? Campbell suggests the following:  

 
“[w]hat is distinctive of the case in which you and another are jointly attending is that (a) you are 

monitoring the direction of the other person’s attention, and (b) one of the factors controlling the 

direction of your own attention is the direction of the other person’s attention” (Campbell 2005, 287).  

 

Going back to the idea that attention is fundamentally a matter of selection, it may be natural 

to articulate this suggestion along the following lines. In oscillating attention back and forth 

between the other co-attender and the object, each co-attender is alternating between two acts of 

selection: the selection of the swan and the selection of the other co-attender. Whatever else might 

be involved in the shift from solitary to joint attention, the alternation between the attentional 

 
13 This distinction maps onto to the distinction between “endogenously driven” and “exogenously driven” 

joint attention (Campbell 2018, 122).  I focus here on cases of joint attention involving two co-attenders, and 

I leave aside the interesting topic of the distribution of joint attention across sensory modalities (Botero 

2016; Núñez 2014).  

 

14 I borrow (and slightly modify) an example from Campbell (2005). 
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selection of the target object and of the co-attender would have to be factored into the analysis of 

joint attention.15 How should this proposal be assessed? I don’t think it takes us very far. The main 

reason is that the notion of attentional selection is too unspecific and potentially misleading.  

To begin with, consider that for it to be minimally plausible, the view that attention is a matter 

of selection would have to specify what type of selection is at stake. If attention is about selection, it 

can’t be just any type of selection. To rule out the least plausible option, it couldn’t be the same 

type of selection executed by an object sorter. An object sorter – for example, a sorting machine 

that discriminates objects based on the material they are made of – can be highly selective, but that 

doesn’t mean that it attends in the relevant sense (Wu 2014, 13). More importantly, an object sorter 

doesn’t have a conscious perspective on the world, yet this seems to be clearly involved in the joint 

attention scenarios described above. The ‘openness’ of joint attention, and the way in which each 

co-attender relates to the common target and to the other co-attender are not a matter of subliminal 

or unconscious perception, even though joint attention is surely underpinned by a number of 

unconscious processes. Rather, the co-attenders’ attending to one another and to the common target 

object are phenomena with an experiential character. For it to play a sufficiently robust role in the 

elucidation of joint attention, the view that attention is a matter of selection would have to hold, 

minimally, that attentional selection (or one central aspect of it) is conscious selection.  

One way to approach the notion of conscious attentional selection is by considering the 

famous ‘spotlight’ metaphor of attention. On one reading of this metaphor, attention operates like a 

flash of light focused on one object, while leaving the rest in darkness. How should this view be 

assessed? On the face of it, it has little support in its favor. A critical weakness of the spotlight 

metaphor is its phenomenological inadequacy. When one turns one’s perceptual attention from one 

thing to another, or when one alternates attention between different things, it is not as if everything 

else apart from one’s current focus of attention is left in darkness. Rather, whatever it is that one 

attends to, there are a number of other things that one is also conscious of. While they are not in 

one’s focus of attention, they are not suppressed from one’s experience either. Were those things 

really suppressed from one’s experience, it would be difficult to make sense of the idea of turning 

attention to something.  

 
15 The question about the transition from solitary to joint attention is particularly relevant for an account like 

Campbell’s, according to which joint attention is a primitive (non-reductively analyzable) relation, to be 

understood in terms of the notion of “co-consciousness” of a target (Campbell 2018, 122, 124). How to 

account for the transition between the individualistic consciousness of a target, and the “co-consciousness” 

of it? This is not a question that Campbell elaborates on. For discussion of this point, in connection with 

developmental issues, see León (2021). 



 

At this point, one might say that attentional selection need not be modeled on the spotlight 

metaphor, or that the latter may be understood differently. For example, one might say that, 

irrespectively of whether the spotlight metaphor is adequate, the critical feature of attentional 

selection is the filtering of stimuli and information. This idea has been historically important in 

research on attention, particularly in cognitive psychology and neuroscience, in connection with the 

view that attentional selection is closely tied to limits in information-processing capacities (Mole 

2017). According to one traditional view of cognition, a cognitive system is an information-

processing device that has limited resources for processing information coming from outside of the 

system. If one accepts this picture, the idea that some information has to be filtered out via (low-

level) attentional selection appears to gain in plausibility.16  

But the view that attention is selection to avoid information overload doesn’t come without 

shortcomings (for discussion see Watzl 2017, 106–107). Consider that, even if an individual had 

unlimited processing capacities, attention would still be needed for action guidance (van der 

Heijden 1992, 243). That is to say, even supposing that there were no limits in the amount of 

information that an individual could process, attention would still play an important role in enabling 

the individual to navigate its environment. Moreover, the idea that the function of attention is 

selection of information to avoid information overload cashes out the notion of attentional selection 

at a fairly low level, which is not illuminating to clarify the experiential character of joint attention. 

That being said, the idea that attention is fundamentally a matter of selection doesn’t have to 

be tied to the view that the function of attention is to manage capacity limitations. To employ 

Watzl’s (2017, 107) helpful terminology, an alternative to the “information-pruning conception” of 

the role of attention is an “organizational conception”, according to which the central function of 

attention is to organize the mind. There are different way of cashing out the organizational 

conception of attention. One way to do so is also in terms of the notion of selection. On this view, 

attention is about selection because of constraints that subjects have to meet in order to navigate the 

abundant information that is available to them. To put it differently, it is because subjects can 

process multiple inputs, that there must be a way for them to link those inputs with relevant outputs, 

and thereby successfully navigating their surroundings.  

 
16 William James writes that attention “implies withdrawal from some things in order to deal effectively 

with others” (1890, 404), and that in attending to an object, “one principal object comes then into the focus 

of consciousness, others are temporarily suppressed” (1890, 405). This last remark contains in nuce the idea 

that attentional selection happens at the expense of what is not selected. On this view, attention operates by 

extracting what is attended to, and filtering out – or “temporarily suppressing”, as suggested by James – the 

rest. 
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Considered from this perspective, attention doesn’t protect a subject from cognitive overload, 

but rather allows flexible behavior by assisting in managing “capacity excess” (Mole 2017, 33).  A 

clear representative of this view of attention is the “selection-for-action” theory (Wu 2014). 

According to this theory, given the many perceptual inputs that a subject is exposed to, and the 

many possible behavioral outputs that it can carry out, it has to face the problem of how to couple 

relevant inputs with relevant outputs. The selection-for-action theory of attention holds that the way 

in which subjects solve this “Many-Many Problem” is by means of selecting a target for action. On 

this view, attention is individuated by it central functional role: “S’s attention to X is S’s selection 

of X for action” (Wu 2014, 96).  

Without aiming at a comprehensive assessment of this proposal, the view that attention is 

subject-level selection-for action provides a more substantive development of the idea that attention 

is a matter of selection. It goes beyond the ‘spotlight’ metaphor of attention, with its misleading 

connotations, and also beyond the information-pruning conception of attention. But is the selection-

for-action theory warranted in identifying attention with selection for action? Watzl has argued that 

the selection-for-action view faces a number of problems. I will here focus on three considerations 

advanced by Watzl, which put pressure on the selection-for-action theory of attention.17  

First, attention often explains that one can select an object for action: “often you are only able 

to select an object to reason about it or act on it because you have focused your attention on it” 

(Watzl 2017, 111). For example, if a subject focuses her attention on the perceived sound of the 

saxophone in a jazz band and reasons about it, “attention to the sound plays an explanatory role: it 

in part explains why she is able to select the sound as the target of her reasoning” (Watzl 2017, 

111). If attention partly explains why a subject can select a target for action (such as reasoning and 

thinking about it), attention cannot be identified with selection for action.  

Secondly, a subject can select an object as the target of an action even if the subject does not 

attend to the relevant object. For example, if one is engaged in face-to-face conversation with 

someone, and one’s perceptual attention is focused on one’s interlocutor, one will typically still be 

able to take a glass of wine that is within one’s reach. If one succeeds in doing so, one will have 

selected the glass for the action of reaching, even though one hasn’t focused attention on the glass 

(Watzl 2017, 111). This indicates that selection-for-action is not sufficient for attention.  

A third consideration that puts pressure on the selection-for-action view is that selecting and 

attending have different temporal profiles. Whereas attending is an ongoing and temporally 

extended process, selecting something as a target of action is a particular event. Consider that, in 

principle, it should be possible to count how many times one has selected something in a certain 

 
17 For a fuller discussion, see Watzl (2017, 110–113). 



 

period of time. But the idea of counting how many times one has attended to an object in a period of 

time is much less compelling (Watzl 2017, 112). The complex temporality that attention can exhibit 

appears to be downplayed in the selection-for-action view.  

Taken together, these considerations make the selection-for-action theory less attractive as a 

candidate proposal for elaborating on the idea that attention is a matter of selection. But were to go 

from here? Watzl’s own proposal is that the organizational conception can be cashed out in a quite 

different way. He calls it the “priority structure account” of attention (Watzl 2017). The central idea 

of this view is that attention is the activity of regulating priority structures. Attention, in its different 

varieties, is an activity that organizes the mind into parts that are central and prioritized and parts 

that are peripheral (Watzl 2017, 3, 70).18  

Consider again the previous examples, in light of this proposal. The idea that attention is an 

ongoing process of prioritization can explain that attention eventually makes possible to select 

objects for acting upon them, depending on how one’s experiences – of, say, perceiving the sound 

of the saxophone vis-à-vis the sound of the piano – are prioritized. Moreover, when one attends to a 

conversation partner, one is shaping and organizing one’s experiences in a certain way. The action 

of reaching for a glass on the table, while keeping the attentional focus on one’s partner, can 

succeed because one’s perceptual experience of the glass plays a role in a certain priority structure 

(the perception of the glass is de-prioritized with respect to the perception of one’s partner). Finally, 

prioritization, in contrast to selection, is a fluid, ongoing and temporally extended process, that can 

prima facie make better sense of the complex temporality of attention (Watzl 2017).  

Leaving aside consideration of many aspects of Watzl’s wide-ranging theory, I believe that 

the idea that attention is fundamentally a matter of ongoing prioritization is potentially promising 

for joint attention research. By giving center stage to the context in which attention takes place, the 

prioritization view can potentially bring to the investigation of joint attention a rich and articulated 

framework for conceptualizing the transition from solitary to joint attention. It has potential to make 

questions about the “meeting of minds” (Bruner 1995) in joint attention more tractable than they 

have been so far, and thereby also to make the ‘openness’ of joint attention a less elusive 

phenomenon.19   

However, there is one aspect of attentional engagements that plays an important role in joint 

attention, but which is considerably downplayed in Watzl’s proposal. While Watzl emphasizes that 

attention is an activity (2017, 38), he takes it to be primarily a mental activity, which may only in 

some cases involve the body (Watzl 2017, 45–46). More specifically, he proposes that bodily 
 

18 See Watzl (2017) for a book-long treatment and defense of the prioritization view. 

 

19 For a perceptive description of the elusiveness of joint attention, see Rakoczy’s quote in footnote 6. 
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movements are not necessary for perceptual attention. Consider, for example, the example of 

listening to someone in a face-to-face situation (Watzl 2017, 42). In Watzl’s analysis, listening to 

someone is an activity that requires effort, that one can try to do, and that one can also fail at. 

Listening to someone is a way of perceptually attending to her or him, which differs from merely 

hearing what that person is saying. At the same time, Watzl (2017, 42) notes, one might listen to 

someone even if one doesn’t say anything and doesn’t move at all while performing the activity of 

listening.  

One might agree with Watzl that attention need not always involve bodily movements, but the 

question is whether consideration of such cases supports what might be taken to be a dis-embodied 

picture of attention as a purely mental activity. Part of the difficulty is some ambiguity in the talk of 

how the body might (or not) be involved in attention. Watzl writes: 

 
“[i]n some cases attending involves the body: there is overt visual attention (where you do move your 

eyes), tactile attention (‘feeling’), gustatory attention (‘tasting’), and olfactory attention (‘sniffing’). 

But such involvement of the body need not be present in all forms of perceptual activity” (Watzl 2017, 

45–46).  

 

This suggests that, for Watzl (2017, 42), the relevant kind of involvement of the body is 

constituted by proper bodily movements, or “overt, bodily behavior”, such as when we move our 

eyes, hands, tongue and nose in perceptually attending to something. However, even in the absence 

of such bodily movements, the body is involved quite centrally in prototypical cases of perceptual 

attention. After all, going back to the example above, the listener will have to occupy a suitable 

spatial position with respect to the speaker (and vice-versa), and that position will be anchored in a 

body with respect to which the perceptual surroundings will be organized in a certain way. My 

point is that, even in the absence of overt bodily behavior, the body is structuring the whole 

situation. Moreover, since the priority structure account appears to operate with a stark distinction 

between mental activity and bodily activity20, one might wonder how, if at all, the two types of 

activity might be integrated in attentional engagements. It doesn’t seem controversial that we attend 

to the world, at least primarily, by exploring it and moving around in it. But even when we don’t 

perform overt bodily movements, the body remains the reference point of perceptual attentional 

engagements. To downplay the role of the body in the analysis of attention is to downplay the 

primary medium through which we attend to the world of perception.  

 
20  “We exercise agency in arranging the parts of our mind in just the way we exercise agency in moving the 

parts of our body” (Watzl 2017, 140). 



 

My interim conclusion is twofold. Watzl’s priority structure account improves on 

shortcomings of views of attention that give center stage to the notion of selection. At the same 

time, it neglects the link between attention and active bodily engagement with the world. This 

matters for joint attention, because overt and expressive bodily behavior – for example, in the form 

of pointing gestures and sharing looks – arguably play a central role in its establishment (Carpenter 

& Liebal 2011). But I suggest that the take-home message to be taken from the foregoing discussion 

is not that the proposal that attention is fundamentally a matter of ongoing prioritization is not 

applicable to joint attention. Rather, I suggest that such view can be pursued in a different direction, 

which foregrounds the role of the body in attention. Work on attention in classical and 

contemporary phenomenology has highlighted the active and bodily aspects of attention, while at 

the same time advancing ideas that resonate well with some tenets of the priority structure 

account.21 In the next section, I turn to some resources from classical phenomenology, in order to 

outline a phenomenological view of attention that pursues the prioritization view, although in a 

direction that differs from Watzl’s approach.22   

 

4. Phenomenology of Attention: Contributions from Merleau-Ponty and Gurwitsch  

 

In the Introduction to the Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty provides a concise, yet 

remarkably rich discussion of attention. He suggests a distinction between two views of attention, 

which are each dependent on a different way of understanding the role of the body in perceptual 

experience. On the first view, the notion of attention is employed in order to accommodate the idea 

that the external world provides information to the sensory organs, information that is “decoded in 

such a way as to reproduce in us the original text” (Merleau-Ponty 2012, 8). This view faces the 

challenge of how to explain cases of perceptual ambiguity and illusion, such as the Müller-Lyer 

illusion.23 If there is a constant correspondence between external stimuli and sensory registrations, 

 
21 Although Watzl (2017, 208–209) cites Gurwitsch, Merleau-Ponty, and Sartre as precursors of his priority 

structure account, it is worth emphasizing how different are the views on embodiment held by Watzl’s and 

the phenomenologists. 

 

22 For discussions of some of the phenomenological resources about attention, in connection with 

contemporary debates about it, see Wehrle and Breyer (2016), Depraz and Perreau (2010), and D’Angelo 

(2018). 
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why can there be discrepancies between the two? To answer this question, this view invokes the 

notion of attention as an “auxiliary hypothesis” (Merleau-Ponty 2012, 7). Briefly put, the suggested 

answer is that there is indeed a constant correspondence between stimuli and registrations, but that 

in the case of perceptual illusions we would simply fail to notice and attend to this. Were we to 

scrutinize our experience enough, we would find the correspondence that the illusion masks 

(Merleau-Ponty 2012, 7). On this view of attention, the body is thought of as a “transmitter of 

messages” (Merleau-Ponty 2012, 10) coming from the outside world and registered by our sensory 

organs, and the role of attention would be to clarify the presupposed “constant connection” between 

stimuli and registrations.  

Merleau-Ponty also sketches a quite different view of attention. This second view builds on 

the idea that “the external world is not copied, but constituted” (Merleau-Ponty 2012, 9). On this 

second view, as he writes, “[a]ttention first presupposes a transformation of the mental field […]. 

To pay attention is not merely to further clarify some preexisting givens; rather, it is to realize in 

them a new articulation by taking them as figures [...]” (Merleau-Ponty 2012, 31–32). Taking 

something as a figure means to articulate it as a foreground against a particular background. But 

attention could not accomplish this if one endorses the first view, taking attention to simply clarify 

the assumed correspondence between external inputs and sensory registrations. Merleau-Ponty’s 

(2012, 32) suggestion is that the first view of attention is mistaken, and that we should recognize 

instead that attention has a creative power.  

How should this proposal be understood? Surely, not in the sense that attention would create 

its objects ex nihilo. A more plausible way of understanding Merleau-Ponty’s proposal is in terms 

of the phenomenological concept of horizon. An object attended to is, in one way or another, within 

a horizon of perceivability. In becoming attended to, it appears articulated against a particular 

background. Its presence in the horizon of experience, as a more or less determinate object, is 

“overthrown”, to make place for a newer determination (Merleau-Ponty 2012, 33). In this sense, 

attention accomplishes an active re-organization and re-articulation of the field of experience. The 

whole process is described by Merleau-Ponty as “the miracle of consciousness”: “to make 

phenomena appear through attention that reestablish the object’s unity in a new dimension at the 

very moment they destroy that unity” (Merleau-Ponty 2012, 33).  

Now, for it to be compelling, the second view of attention sketched by Merleau-Ponty can’t 

rely on a conceptualization of the body as a “transmitter of messages” from the outside world. 

Rather, it has to acknowledge – as Merleau-Ponty elaborates in extenso in his work – that the body 
 

23 In this well-known visual illusion, two lines of the same length appear to be of different lengths, 

depending on whether arrowheads at the ends of each line are pointing towards each other or away from each 

other.  



 

structures our experience of the world. When we attend to perceptual objects, these are experienced 

as oriented with respect to our perceiving body, and the active exploration of a perceptual 

environment is itself a way of shaping the latter through our bodily engagement.  

While Merleau-Ponty’s discussion of attention highlights the organizational and embodied 

character of the latter, perhaps one of the most interesting points that can be gathered from his 

discussion is that it calls into question the general input-output framework that is operative in some 

of the conceptualizations of attentional selection mentioned in the previous section. Whether one 

thinks of attention as a filter, or as selection-for-action, the underlying picture of the mind within 

which attention would be slotted is one in which an individual receives and processes information 

coming from the external world, and on the basis of suitable processing of that information, 

generates outputs and thereby acts upon the world. The question then becomes where exactly to 

locate attention in this circuit, which has been aptly called the “sandwich model of the mind” 

(Hurley 2001). Is attention at play in filtering and controlling which inputs are allowed to pass for 

further processing? Or is attention playing a role in allowing subjects to behave flexibly in view of 

many possible outputs they can generate, i.e. different courses of action?  

On an alternative picture, inspired by Merleau-Ponty’s emphasis on the subject’s embodied 

situatedness in the world, attending doesn’t consists in filtering out and suppressing information, 

but rather in organizing, articulating, and literally shaping our experience of the world in a certain 

way. The creative power of attention concerns an ongoing activity that may be aptly qualified as 

“sense-making” (Thompson & Stapleton 2009), which is not premised on the division and 

separation of mind and world, but rather on the dynamic coupling and interaction between the two.   

Merleau-Ponty’s discussion of attention can be supplemented with some contributions from 

Aron Gurwitsch.24, 25 In his dissertation, Gurwitsch discusses critically the idea that attention 

operates like a “beam of light”, and he highlights the phenomenological inadequacy of this 

proposal. As he writes,  

 

“[c]onsciousness is, in general, not the presence of a content surrounded by a chaotic manifold of any 

other contents whatever; and thematic consciousness does not consist, as one usually asserts of 

attention, in a beam of light being cast upon a certain content while a chaotic confusion of other 

 
24 In the following, I touch upon a few aspects of Gurwitsch’s discussion of attention. I leave aside other 

important aspects, including his challenges to the idea that the notion of attention picks out a unitary 

phenomenon, and his non-egological conception of consciousness (Gurwitsch 2009). 

 

25 Gurwitsch had a direct influence on Merleau-Ponty, who attended Gurwitsch’s lectures in Paris in the 

early 1930’s (Moran 2019, 15). 
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contents fills the regions of shadow and darkness. We must beware of taking literally the metaphor of 

the ‘illuminating light’ of attention” (Gurwitsch 2009, 223).  

 

Even more than Merleau-Ponty, Gurwitsch insists on the organizational character of attention: 

“turning to, and being turned to, a theme cannot be accounted for in terms of distribution of 

illumination, but rather in terms of organization of the field of consciousness […]. It is not a matter 

of obscuring or brightening but is one of organization” (Gurwitsch 2009, 226). The distinction that 

he introduces in later work between the theme, the thematic field, and the margin of consciousness 

aims at capturing, at a formal level, the basic elements of this organization:  

 
“Every field of consciousness comprises three domains or, so to speak, extends in three dimensions. 

First, the theme: that with which the subject is dealing, which at the given moment occupies the 

‘focus’ of his attention, engrosses his mind, and upon which his mental activity concentrates. 

Secondly, the thematic field which we define as the totality of facts, co-present with the theme, which 

are experienced as having material relevancy or pertinence to the theme. In the third place, the margin 

comprises facts which are merely copresent with the theme, but have no material relevancy to it” 

(Gurwitsch 2010, 53).  

 

According to Gurwitsch, attention does not impose order on a chaotic stream of sensations or 

experiences. Experiences are already organized, insofar as the triad of theme-thematic field-margin 

is an “autochthonous” (Gurwitsch 2010, 28) feature of the field of consciousness. In this sense, the 

organization of the field of consciousness is not a sporadic or incidental event, but rather an 

ongoing process of re-organization and re-configuration that is constantly at play. Through that 

process, objects of attention are brought to the foreground of consciousness, while other objects 

recede into the background. Importantly, whereas Gurwitsch’s notion of margin comprises elements 

that are not of direct pertinence to the theme, the relation between theme and thematic field is 

supposed to be much closer. The elements of the thematic field are not merely put next to one 

another, co-given in an aggregative fashion. They are structured in a certain way in virtue of the 

theme, to which priority is given: “The thematic field is not a conglomeration of any contents 

whatever, not like a box in which sundry things can be put and from which they can be taken out 

[…]” (Gurwitsch 2009, 224). In contrast to the “and-connection” of a mere conglomeration or 

aggregation, Gurwitsch (2009, 224) operates with the concept of a “Gestalt connection”. It is the 

theme which provides a specific orientation to the thematic field:  

 
“Whether or not a cogiven item belongs to the thematic field, how it is inserted in this field, which 

place it has there, etc. – all this depends upon its relation to the theme. The ground (thematic field) is 



 

organized around the figure (theme). There is always given a thematic field organized and oriented 

with respect to this theme. Whatever is experienced as pertaining to the thematic field has 

‘directedness to the center’” (Gurwitsch 2009, p. 225).  

 

One might wonder whether Gurwitsch’s conceptual triad of theme-thematic field-margin is an 

invariant and universal feature of all conscious experiences (Arvidson 2000, 5). But more relevant 

for my purposes is to consider the way in which he conceptualizes the relationship between theme 

and thematic field. Apart from suggesting that the theme is point of reference for the thematic field, 

he also holds that the latter allows the former to emerge: “The relation of theme to thematic field is 

reciprocal; it is a correlation” (Gurwitsch 2009, 228).26 Gurwitsch’s suggestion is that the theme, as 

the focal point of consciousness, emerges as articulated within a context of objects relevant to it. To 

be sure, what counts as relevant or not will depend on the specifics of a situation. But the general 

point is that, far from being an obstacle or mere distracting ‘noise’ for a proper apprehension of the 

theme, it is the thematic field which makes possible the emergence of the theme as the focal point 

of consciousness. (This doesn’t mean that a theme is necessarily tied to a specific thematic field.) At 

the same time, what counts as theme will have an impact on delineating the objects that are to be 

taken as constituents of the thematic field. The theme is point of reference for the thematic field.  

Gurwitsch takes the proposed correlation between theme and thematic field as a platform for 

examining different ways in which the theme and the thematic field can be modified. In his 

dissertation, he distinguishes between three series of “thematic modifications” (Gurwitsch 2009, 

241). The first series is characterized by the invariance of the theme and the modification of the 

thematic field, such as when the thematic field is enlarged, narrowed down, or replaced (Gurwitsch 

2009, 247). In a second series of modifications, a theme loses its status as theme, and is replaced by 

a new theme (Gurwitsch 2009, 257). Finally, in the third series of modifications, the theme is 

affected in a “deep-reaching way”, something that may happen as a result of various processes – 

Gurwitsch (2009, 262) mentions “restructuration”, “singling out”, and “synthesizing”. All in all, 

Gurwitsch’s distinction between theme-thematic field-margin seeks to capture the dynamicity and 

rich texture of attention, and it supplements Merleau-Ponty’s observations concerning the embodied 

and structuring power of the latter. 

 

 
26 As Gurwitsch underlines, “[i]t is erroneous to speak of the ‘theme simpliciter’ without mentioning its 

relation to, and its insertion into, the thematic field, just as it is also inappropriate to speak of the thematic 

field without taking into consideration its organization and orientation with reference to the theme” 

(Gurwitsch 2009, p. 227).  
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5. Back to Joint attention: From Selection to Prioritization  

 

It is time to come back to my initial  question: what might research on joint attention learn from 

attention research? Let me summarize my answer in the following three points.  

In the first place, I contend that part of the reason why the transition from solitary to joint 

attention might appear puzzling is the reliance on an unproblematized understanding of attention as 

selection. Shifting to joint attention, it seems, must somehow involve oscillating one’s selective 

attention between a target object and another co-attender. How to get from these two dyadic 

relations to triadic joint attention is far from clear. I have argued that we shouldn’t take for granted 

the selectivity of attention. The notion of attentional selection is very broad and potentially 

misleading. The organizational conception of attention suggested by Merleau-Ponty and Gurwitsch, 

and which finds important developments and parallels in Watzl’s proposal, points towards a more 

holistic and context-sensitive understanding of attention. If the central function of attention is to re-

configure and re-organize the field of experience into a foreground-background structure, the 

transition to joint attention would have to be understood in terms of that capacity. The question of 

how to understand the transition from solitary to joint attention would lead to the question of how 

an object can become a center of orientation around which co-attenders can organize and prioritize 

their perceptual experiences in a convergent and integrative fashion. That being said, while the 

organizational conception of attention may help to address this question, it is clearly not sufficient. 

This brings us back to the ‘openness’ of joint attention. One element that is missing from the 

picture, and that is being increasingly recognized in the literature, is the role of communication in 

establishing jointness.27  

One might rightly point out that joint attention theorists who appeal to the notion of selection 

would straightforwardly reject any view suggesting that perceptual attention operates in a vacuum, 

or that unselected features of the environment are chaotic or hidden in darkness, as one reading of 

the ‘spotlight’ metaphor of attention might suggest. Nothing of the sort is suggested by Bruner, 

Tomasello, or Campbell, and it would be implausible to attribute to them such a view. But even if 

one accepts that attentional selection necessarily takes place in a certain context, the follow-up (and 

more interesting) question is how exactly the context is brought into the picture. At this point, the 

 
27 The recognition of the role of communication in establishing jointness is an interesting, although 

ultimately not very surprising development in the joint attention literature (Carpenter & Liebal 2011; Eilan 

2018; Campbell 2018). Consider that the idea that the target of joint attention is “mutually manifest” (Eilan 

2005, 1) for co-attenders, through which several theorists have characterized the jointness or openness of 

joint attention, is explicitly taken by Elain from Sperber and Wilson’s (1986) relevance theory of intentional 

communication. 



 

question of how to understand the relationship between attended object and the context of attention 

becomes pressing. Is it an aggregative relation, or a correlation, as suggested by Gurwitsch? The 

important point is that by operating with an unproblematized notion of individual attention in terms 

of selection, research on joint attention risks taking on board a somewhat atomistic picture of how 

conscious attention operates. A potential problem that arises from this is to miss on a relevant 

distinction between thinking of attention in terms of the atomistic selection of particular target 

objects, and in terms of a holistic re-organization of experience.  

Secondly, although Gurwitsch doesn’t discuss joint attention, he provides some resources to 

analyze the transition from solitary to joint attention via his notion of thematic modifications (see 

Arvidson 2006, 61, 68). Consider that, in some cases, the thematic field is expanded or enlarged 

while the theme remains constant, such as when one realizes that someone else is also watching the 

swan that one has been watching for a while. Part of what goes on in such a situation is that the 

other person’s attention is integrated into the thematic field of the attended object. Insofar as the 

other person is apprehended as directed to the object that one is also prioritizing, the other acquires 

relevance for the theme, which is itself enriched by the other’s presence. This, in turn, prepares the 

ground for establishing communicative connection with that person, and engaging in joint attention. 

The transition to joint attention can also be less smooth. While the theme remains constant, the 

thematic context can be replaced (Arvidson 2006, 68). It can change from being non-social to being 

social, say, because of the sudden appearance of a co-attender who hasn’t been registered before as 

part of the thematic field.28 

Moreover, even in scenarios (such as the example of joint attention to the fire alarm, 

mentioned in Section 2) in which it might be less clear that the target of joint attention was attended 

to in solitude before joint attention sets in, a specific thematic modification seems to take place. 

When you and the person sitting across from you make eye contact upon hearing the fire alarm, part 

of what is plausibly going on is that you and your co-attender are prioritizing your experiences, and 

possibilities of engagement with the world in a certain convergent fashion. Joint attention opens up 

 
28 It seems less promising to analyze joint attention in terms of a shifting back and forth between two 

different themes (the target object and the other co-attender): “For example, the other becomes thematic and 

the object is part of the thematic context, and then the object becomes thematic and the other is part of the 

thematic context, and so on” (Arvidson 2003, 113). The reason is that this analysis in terms of alternation of 

attention would decompose joint attention into a set of two dyadic attentional relations. Relatedly, this 

analysis doesn’t fit well with the idea that the target of joint attention is prioritized throughout the joint 

attentional interaction: even when co-attenders communicatively look at each other, the target of attention 

remains that about which they communicate. 
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the possibility for a “shared action space” (Pezzulo et al. 2013), in which agents reframe and re-

calibrate a situation in light of the presence of a co-attender, in order to achieve joint goals. For 

example, attending together to the fire alarm might motivate you and your co-attender to 

immediately try to open space in the room where you are sitting, so that everyone can safely 

evacuate. The third series of thematic modifications mentioned by Gurwitsch is also of interest for 

research on joint attention, insofar as part of what can attract and sustain the attention of co-

attenders is that a certain theme undergoes modifications of various sorts. The general point is that 

analyzing the transition to joint attention in terms of various thematic modifications presupposes the 

rich picture of attention developed by Gurwitsch.     

The last point I would like to mention concerns Merleau-Ponty’s idea that attention has a 

creative power, which I proposed can be related to the notion of sense-making. I suggest that this 

idea can also be fruitfully carried into joint attention research. Consider that joint attention is a type 

of social interaction that is essentially anchored in the common world shared by co-attenders. A rich 

conceptualization of joint attention, one that gives center stage to its ‘openness’, suggests that this 

convergence of perspectives on a common and public world is not merely a matter of a probabilistic 

expectation that the other is attending to the same particular item of the world as oneself. Rather, 

joint attention discloses the publicity and overtness of the world of perception.  

But a picture of attention based on the contrast between selection and exclusion of 

information faces the challenge of how to get from such selection to the idea that the world of 

perception is shared with others in a sufficiently robust sense, at least in the sense that it affords 

communication about it. From the perspective of the organizational conception put forward by 

Merleau-Ponty and Gurwitsch, the target of joint attention is not out there, ‘waiting’ as it were to be 

registered and selectively highlighted by the co-attenders. Rather, the triangulation in which co-

attenders participate has an active and co-constructed aspect, because it actively shapes their 

experiences of the world in a certain way. Through joint attention, co-attenders confer 

intersubjective validity to a common world, and lay the ground for enriching it with new, co-created 

meanings, as they may arise from their reactions and – verbal or non-verbal – comments about the 

relevant target of their joint attention.  

 

6. Concluding remarks  

 

The interrelations between attention and joint attention merit more consideration than has been 

given to them so far in the literature. As one step in this direction, I have argued that a broad 

understanding of attention as conscious selection is of limited help for joint attention research, and 

that the latter would do better in turning to the prioritization view suggested by Merleau-Ponty, 



 

Gurwitsch, and Watzl. A key idea of this conception is that attention is not a matter of picking out 

an item and filtering out the rest, but rather of shaping and re-organizing experiences in a certain 

way. I have considered three benefits of the second view: (i) a more context-sensitive approach to 

the question of how to account for the transition from solitary to joint attention; (ii) an examination 

of that transition in terms of thematic modifications, and (iii) a better appreciation of the co-

constructed character of joint attentional interactions. 
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