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One of the welcome consequences of the thinking through other minds model is that it supports a particular definition of culture:
that culture is about patterns that people infer from the behavior of other people, and which in turn motivate their own behavior.
The American anthropologists Alfred Kroeber and Clyde Kluckhohn (1952), the great shaggy lions of their day, settled on that defi-
nition in the early 1950s after considering hundreds of others.

In the ensuing decades, anthropologists roundly rejected this definition. It seemed too mental. Geertz (1973) was in part re-
sponsible. He insisted that culture happened between people, not in their heads. Then came poststructuralism and postmod-
ernism, and anything that spoke of implicit rules seemed to imply too much explicit human intention.

This target article by Veissière et al. reminds us that if we are to give an account of culture that is consonant with a model from
neuroscience, we must return to persons who draw inferences about the social world around them and who then act based upon
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those inferences. At the same time, its model should reassure anthropologists because the embodied cognition account does not
depend on explicit intention.

The further promise of this model lies in its potential to bridge levels of explanation that are usually isolated: from the cultural
through the psychological to the neuronal. The free-energy framework may help to investigate how large-scale cultural models
shape private experience and behavior. However, whereas Veissière et al. focus on the transmission of cultural norms and knowl-
edge via regimes of attention, they do little to unpack how their model might explain the power of culture over perception per se.
Indeed, cultural context shapes not only human behavior and attention, but also our most basic subjective experience of sensory
perception.

Our own work studying hallucination-like experiences demonstrates the impact of culture on the senses. In the domain of reli-
gion, for example, we have found that Charismatic Christians who pray to God with the expectation that God will talk back some-
times report that they occasionally hear the voice of God responding in a way that feels audible (Luhrmann 2012). There are indi-
vidual differences: not everyone hears the voice of God, and those with a capacity for imaginative and sensory absorption seem
particularly prone to such sensory overrides (Lifshitz et al. 2019). Training in prayer also seems to play an important role
(Luhrmann & Morgain 2012). Still, it is a striking observation that holding (and practicing) a cultural model which says that God can
(and should) talk back often leads people to experience directly that God is speaking with a hearing quality.

At times, specific cultural events may lead groups of people to report hallucination-like events. In the days following the death
of Menachem Schneerson – a Hasidic Rabbi given messianic status – many of his followers reported seeing brief glimpses of him
partaking in the activities of daily life (Bilu 2013). Clearly, a strong cultural expectation was at play: that the messiah does not die
as normal people do and so may linger visibly on the earthly plane. The enduring puzzle is to link this top-down cultural expecta-
tion with the brain's prediction of incoming visual information to explain how these believers came to report that they had, in fact,
seen their beloved Rebbe with their own open eyes.

In the study of psychosis, cultural context impacts not only the distress and prognosis of the illness (as pointed out by Veis-
sière et al.), but also the structure and content of the auditory-verbal hallucinations themselves (Larøi et al. 2014). In a recent se-
ries of phenomenological interviews, one of us (TML) observed that in Chennai, psychotic patients often experienced the voices of
kin; in Accra, patients frequently identified their voices as God; in California, people more often described voices as violent, and
emanating neither from God nor from people they knew (Luhrmann et al. 2015). This is a complex story. Biological affordance, ge-
netic predisposition, life experience, and cultural invitation all seem to interact to shape the experience of hallucination-like events
(Luhrmann et al. 2019).

Hallucinations may provide a particularly pertinent domain for fleshing out the implications of the thinking through other
minds model. Recently, research has begun to outline a mechanistic predictive coding account of hallucinations, which relates hal-
lucination-proneness to an over-weighting of top-down priors in response to ambiguity in the lower levels of sensory prediction
(Corlett et al. 2018). If scientific evidence continues to support the strong-priors theory of hallucinations, this may open an exciting
opportunity to link this low-level sensory/neurobiological explanation to the higher-order model of cultural transmission proposed
by Veissière and colleagues. We may then have the beginnings of a cross-level account, scaffolded by the free-energy framework,
of how culture comes to shape the senses.

It is interesting to note in the context of thinking through other minds that hallucination-like events are often social in nature
(Wilkinson & Bell 2016). We hear someone speak, we see those who have passed away, we feel the touch of spirits and angels. Per-
haps, such invisible beings may count among the relevant “others” that humans “think through” in transmitting culture. What we
take God to think and do might very well sway how we come to think and behave ourselves. In this way, gods and spirits become
some of those other minds through which we think.

This then raises the deep puzzle of why certain hallucination-like events acquire authority whereas others do not. When the
authority is granted, of course the event becomes powerful because it then carries with it the authority of God, perhaps the ulti-
mate bearer of epistemic prestige. But, why did Joan of Arc's voices compel King Charles VII to give her an army? Or – to frame the
question in the most controversial way – why did Jesus's experience of God's voice lead others to follow him as divine, whereas the
experiences of so many other would-be prophets did not? That is a complex story of historical uncertainty, but also of charisma,
madness and perhaps of things that pass all human understanding.
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