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M eaning, C om m unication and Theory ofM Ind.

R ichard Breheny @eb35@ cam acuk)
RCEAL, University of Cam bridge, Trum pington Street
Cambridge, CB2 1Q0A UK

Abstract

The study of language, m eaning and comm unication in
the oognitive sciences has undergone a kind of
oconoeptual nflation I the past tw enty years or so.Not
only has the very nature of hum an com m unication com e
o be sen as, n many respects, Gricean, but alo
Inguistic m eaning it=elf has com e © be w dely r=garded
I tem s of the effect of language use on mental sates.
A s a reqult, a more or kss explicit assum ption about the
oconoeptual abilides of agents who have Inguistic and
communicative competence has been adopted h a
variety of disciplines ranging from language acgquisition
to formal sem antic theories: that these agents have the
ability o representand m ake Inferences about the m ental
sates of others. The purpose of this paperw illbe to offer
considerations In support of the contary, morw
m Ihin alistview thatneitherm eaning norcom m unication
Twolve the representation of mental sates essentially.
Conespondingly, agents w ho are com petentw ith regards
Janguage use and com m unication need notpossessm eta-

Introduction

The study of language, m eaning and com m unication In
the coonitive sciences has undergone a kind of
conceptual nflation In the past tw enty years or so.Not
only has the very nature of human comm unication
com e to be seen as, In m any respects, G roean, but also
Inguisdc meaning iself has come t© be widely
rmgarded In tem s of the effect of language use on
mental sates. As a result, a more or less explicit
assum ption about the conceptual abilities of agents w ho
have linguistic and communicative competence has
been adopted 1 a variety of disciplines ranging from
language aocquisition t© fom al sem antic theories: that
these agents have the ability to represent and make
Inferences about the mental sates of others. The
purpose of this paperw ill be t© offer considerations n
support of the contrary, more m nimalist view that
neither meaning nor communication Involve the
mmpresentation of mentl sates essentially.
Coregpondingly, agents who are competent wih
rgards lnguage use and communication need not
possessm eta-cognitive abilities.

TheDilemma.

D ifferent theories of language and comm unication
presuppose  different kinds of cognitive capacites -

either explicily or mplicitly. Among the more
prom nent and most hfluential pragm atic theories -
theories of speech acts, conversational in plicature and
the ke - are theories w hich are broadly G ricean 1 their
stance. G ricean theories can be defined as those theories
which analyse utterances as acts by one agent which
seek to aler the mental sates or attitudes of other
agents In part by getting the other agent to recognise
thelr mtention t© so do. &k follows that Grcean
approaches to pragm atics presum e that com m unicating
agents posses the cognitive ability to represent the
m ental state or attitudes of other agents and or t m ake
Inferences about these.

O f course, G rice s theory of conversation as presented
Tn his "Logic and Conversation" G rice 1975) contamnsa
working-out schema for conversational implicature
which is a piece of pure belief-desire psychology, w ith
Inferences being explicitly m ade about the attitudes of
another agent. At a pethaps more fimdam ental level,
nfluential theories of basic speech acts such as
assertions adopt a more or lss Grcean sance.
Stahakers speaker presupposition framework, in
partcular, presumes that agents Twvolved 1
conversation assum e a comm on ground. A proposition
is comm on ground, or presupposed by the spesker, if
the speaker is digposed to act as if she believes it or
asaumes it is tue and believes that her audience
believes or assumes it is tme. Assertions and
suppositons are acts which seek "o change the
presuppositions of the participants n the conversation
by adding what is asserted to what is presupposed".
Stadnaker 1978 323). Thus, according to Stalnaker's
m odel of assertion, In order to engage In conversation
one must be ablke t© rEpresent speaker presupposition.
And the stucture of this presupposition "can be
mwepresented by a Krpke semantics In which the
accessibility relation is serial, transitive and Euclidean,
but not necessarily reflexive" Stahaker 1996 282). Tn
other words, putting aside ceran idiosyncrasies,
goeaker presupposition is stucturally sin flar t© other
attiiudes and therefore rquires sin ilbr conosptual
abilites to represent it. O ther mfluential accounts of
goeech acts fimdam entally hcorporate som e notion of
comm on ground w ith basically the sam e stucture- see
Searle (1969), Lew is (1969), Schiffer (1972), and m ore
ecently Clark (1996). Spetber and W ilson s R elevance
Theory (1986/5) also supposes that basic assertive




geech acts nvolve the mwoognitbon of complex
htentions nvolving the ntention to get the audience to
believe w hat the speaker is saying .

These G ricean pragm atic theories have also nspired
an approach t© m eaning w hich has been popular n the
wmoent past. Consider agan Stahskers proposal
1egarding assertions. They are seen asm oves w hich are
m ade on the comm on ground, a proposal t© reduce the
st of live possbilibes consisent wih what is
presupposed In accordance w ith the content of what is
said. In this fram ew ork, the m eaning of the Inguistic
expressions used w as thought about n traditional truth-
conditional terms. Dynam ic semantics Kamp 1981,
Hein 1982, Groenendik & Stokhof 1990, 1991) takes
the further step of supposing that the meaning of a
sentence consists In its potential for tansfom ing the
Tnput context set o the resultant output sate. Thus
meaning of sub-sentential elements lies I their
contribution to the update potential of the sentences. So
we could say that In dynam ic approaches, the m eaning
of a predicate lke "sleeps" no longer m akes reference
Just o the property of sleeping or some such notion
which would be cental In sating the predicates
contribution to tuth-conditons (say, a functon fiom
hdividuals to tuth-values), but the predicate s m eaning
also mvolves an Input state - som ething which has the
sam e sucture as Stalnakers gpesker presupposition.
That is, £ would be a fimction fiom hdividuals to a
fincton fiom mIput sates to output sates. Thus
dynam ic sem antics in putes o language users who can
be s=2id t© know or gmgp the meanings of basic
expressions I their language, this sophisticated ability
o rEpresentm ental sates.

T summary, both at the level of samantic and
pragm atic theory, it is a widely held assum ption that
agents w ho engage in basic com m unication are capable
of thinking about or representing other agents as
bearing propositional attituide-type relations to what is
being comm unicated. How evey, it is also a w dely held
assum ption 1n psychology that children under the age of
fouryears do notposses this ability . This assum ption is
founded on a fairly mpressive and largely conclusive
body of experin ental w ork over the past decade or o,
sarting wih W inmer & Pemer (1983). So ther is a
tension between what these influential semantic and
pragm atic theories assum e about language users 1
general and w hat experin ental evidence suggests about
a significant m nority of them . I the balnce of this
paper, we w ill consider three options for wlieving this
tension. Option I: W e could argue that young children
do not ever properly engage In comm unication and
(Optionally), that young chillren do not 1meally
understand the m eaning of the expressions they use.
Opton II: W e could challenge the results conceming
so-called theory of m ind abilites in young children.
Opton II: We ocould say that the above assayed

theories do not capture the essence of com m unication
but, at best, only the nom among sophistcated
Janguage users w ho have theory of m Ind abilities.

A re young children com petent
com m unicators?

The vidbility of O ption I depends on how easily one can
overtum the prim a facie ntuition that young children,
aged two to three years, are capable com m unicators n
the follow Ing sense: I at least som e cases, theiruse of
lnguage or their undersending of others' use of
language is at a level of perform ance equivalent to that
of an adult. That is, In at Jeast som e situations when a
child utters a sentence, S, their intentions w ih regards
the content of the utterance are clearly com prehensible
and are the same as those a nom al adult would be
attrbuted w ith if futtered S In the sam e circum sances.
Sin ilarly, n at Jeast som e cases where a child is faced
w ih an utterance of S by another agent, their grasp of
thataction is the sam e as thatof an adult faced w ith the
Sam e utterance.

O £ course, we agree that children of this age are not
nearly as good at comm unication as adults. They are
m uch m ore prone than adults to m isunderstanding, m is-
comm unications, inelevancies and o0 on. Al their
Iinguistic proficiency is n many ways not the ssme as
adults. Tn particular they have a much more lin ied
vocabulary . But this is a m atter of degree. They do have
the basic wherwihal to engage i linguistic
comm unication, in spite of the fact that their cognitive
capacities Iim it the degree of success n thism atter.

Forus to take O ption I seriously, we would need a ot
m ore evidence that children are not com petent when it
com es o basic comm unication. Presently, it does not
seem  all that lkely that this evidence would be
forthoom ing. Consider for nsance personal pronouns
(“she”, “he”, “i” etr). These are am ong the first w ords
children leam Bloom 2000).M orover, their ussge of
these form s evinces a m ore or less adult com petence in
circum stances w here there are no extra dem ands placed
on the child which are beyond their conceptual abilites.
This particular fact is significant, given that G ricean-
Stahakerian theories of pronoun ussge by and lawge
attach sophisticated presuppositions (mvolving the
com m on ground) to pronouns.

In the absence of any stong amguments for this
option, we w il put itaside and m ove on to consider the
othertwo.

Challenging the theory of m nd orthodoxy .
Option IT seems far more prom isihg in the light of
recent research ito word leaming. H ere the suggestion

is that children younger than four years old have a
much m ore sophisticated appreciation of others'm ental



states than the classic Sally-A nne experin ents suggest.
There are tw o In portant strands to this argum entw hich
we need to consider here. Both are mised n Bloom &
Geman (000).

The first Ine of attack would be t© queston the
assum ption that the Sally-A nne task probes the onsetof
fiull theory of m ind abilides. Bloom & Geman amgue
that this kind of false belief task involves abilites other
than theory of mind (HiAB26). I partcular, they
clain , citing a variety of experin ental evidence, that it
is reasoning about f&lse beliefs that causes difficulty for
children who otherw ise m ght reasonably be supposad
o have theory of m Ind ability . That is, false-belief tasks
are difficult for young children because of the
difficuldes genewlly attached t© mwasoning about
falsehoods ather than because they lack theory of m ind

Experin ents which are designed to lighten subjects'
pwoessing ad have been found t© faciliate
perform ance. For example, Geman & Leslies 000)
m odified false belief tasks low ered the passing age by a
few months. These results could be seen as significant
T the context of theories w hich suggest that theory of
mind abilides are n some sense modular. I the
tradition of m odular approaches to the m Ind, one could
argue that young children's theory of m lnd module is
sv irhed on' or matures’ earlier than classical Sally-
Anne tasks suggest, but that due to the processing load
dem anded by measoning about false beliefs, children
il

Bloom & Geman amue that resuls fiom other
experin ents provides support for this view . These
experin ents nvolve thinking about non-actual sates of
the word but do not Iwolve fok-psychological
masoning as such. The false photograph task! has the
sam e sucture as the false belief task exoept that itdoes
not Involve thinking about mental sates. That is,
children are asked about the content of a photograph
when it does notm atch the cunrent state of the world.
Three year old children who fail false-belief tasks alo
fail the false photograph task @Leslie 2000). O ther
rhted evidence mentioned by Blom & Geman
Twolves chillrens performance on tasks involving
ocounterfactuals. Their conclusion is that i is not
necessary that children fail false-beliefs tasks because
they do not have a working theory of m ind. M oreover
they suggest that it is m ore the general difficulty of the
task which bars success. Bloom and Geman go on o
cite positive evidence for younger children's theory of
mind ability. Before we consider this inportant
evidence, ket us consder this first lne of attack:
Children fail lse belief tasks because certan elem ents
of the task are beyond them . These elem ents arise In
non-theory of m ind tasks such as the false photograph
task and tasks volving counterfactuals so it isnot lack
of theory of m ind abilities w hich is responsible. If this

Ine of argum ent seem s appealing at first, a mom ents
thought should reveal that it has things the w rong way
around.

The false belief task was orgmally designed on
reflection about the nature of theory of m Ind. Having a
theory of mind means @t least) having an ability t©
think about the actions of other agents as govemed by
causally active, but unobservable, m ental sates. This
ability presupposes having an ability to represent an
agent as having propositional attitiudes. Even if another
agent has a true belief, =presenting that fact requires
conceptual abilites far different fiom representing the
content of that belief. The conceptual abilities ivolve
an apprecition of the different accessbility relations
thatneed t© be associated w ith different agents. That is
o say, according to one popularm etaphor, one needs to
set up different belief boxes @nd desire boxes etr) for
differentagents.

One could argue that certain cognitive and conceptual
abilites required forthe false photograph task, fortasks
Twolving counterfactual sates and others are the same
as those rmquied for theory of mind tasks. T
particular, there is a stong case t© be made for the
clain that to perform these latter tasks, one needs to
think w ith different fram es, using different accessibility
rhtions. W hat this means I cognitive tems is
som ething of an open question.Atam ninum , itm eans
overrding basic digpositons rwgarding the
representation of tw o situations. Consider, for instance,
the false photograph task @aitchik 1990) . The subjct
sees a Polaroid photo being taken of a scene m which a
cat is on the mat. As the photo is developing, the
subject sees the experin enter change things 1n the scene
0 that the cat is no longer on the mat. The child is
asked, “In the photograph, where is the cat sitting?” . Tn
order to successfillly com plete the task, the child has t©
represent the siation I the photo, ¢’, as well as the
current situation, s. Now, nomally if the child
rpresents s and s’ then it can infer that there is a
situation, s’/, which contains both. It would also be
disposed t© r=ct (or suppress) rEpresentations of one
of wo incompatible siuations. To perform the task,
these basic dispositions have t© be overridden. Tt does
not seem plusble that such basic nferences or
processes would be overridden except where there are
tw o different fiam es under consideration. That is, why
else would the cognitive system develop a m echanism
w hereby these fiindam ental dispositions are foresalled?

So, conttary t© Bloom & Geman, we should
conclide fiom these experiments that there is no
evidence that three year-olds posses the kind of abilities
w hich are prerequisite forhaving theory ofm ind.

Blbom & Geman’s second line of argument has
mor subsence. & is based on a grow g body of
experinental work In word lamig and other
developm ental research which is at least as in pressive




as the false-belief literature. ITw illm ention briefly som e
key results here before discussing the third alternative.
T the Iight of that discussion, I w ill propose that w hat
may seam to be evidence of genune theory of m ind
ability could equally well be accounted for n term s of
an independently m otivated ability of children to keep
track of an obect of ot attention betw een them selves
and other agents. This ability does not presuppose those
required for theory of m ind tasks.

The cmcial dam for precocious theory of mind
abilides comes from Investgations which seck t©
establish the wle I word leaming of the interactional
dim ension of comm unication (pnt attention etc) and
children s appreciation of other agents as ntentional -
what Tomaselb calls ‘social cogniton’. The daa
wviewed In Tomasello (1995), Tomasello (000),
Bloom (000) mvolves experinents where young
children @3 years) display an appreciation of others'
ntentions and apparently of others’ mental sates
(fgnorence) when Ilaming words. For msance,
Tomasello and Barton (1994) discuss an experin ent
w here an adult announces that it isgoing to find a toma
@ novel word) stending over a number of opaque
contahers. From each, the adult produces novel objects
and reacts I a disspponted fashion to all but one t©
which dhe rmsgponds I a manner appropriare t©
successfill finding. A flerwards, the child subject is
tested to see w hether ithas Jeamned the word tom a'. The
results are that the subjects leam the word as applying
o the found' object, suggesting that the children are
sensitive to the adults ntentions in such sitations.

Mor nterestingl, 0 ther communicative
behaviour, children seem to show an appreciation of
adults' gnorance In both word laming scenarios
Akhtar, Campenter & Tomasello 1996) and other
scenarios O Neill 1996). In the form er case, a chid
Jlams a word when it is mentioned by a parent n a
contextw here there is one novel fem for the parentand
three other iem s which the parent and child had just
played wih but which had rmmamned unmmamed. In
m atthing the novelw ord to the novel item , the children
seem t© be digplaying an appreciation of the mental
states of the parent. Pethaps even more hterestingly,
Happe & Loth (I press) have rsults fiom a word
laming task based on the smucture of Sally-Amnne
which suggests that children who fail the false-belief
task m anage t© leam a w ord under the sam e conditions.
Ie. Sally and child subject play w ith novel toy. Sally
puts toy In contamer A and goes away . Anne com es
w ith herow n novel object. Anne m akes the sw itch w ih
her toy and Sally s. Sally r=tums and says, pointing to
where she Jeft her object, "Lets play w ih the modi".
Children w ho fail basic false-belief tasks perform better
at leaming t odi'as applying to notwhat is n the box
butw hat Sally had put in there. W hat, then, can explan
this apparent sensitivity on the part of children to the

Intentions and m ental states of other agents, other than
theory of m Ind? The answer to this question does not
Twolve any kind of mysterious interim  ability on the
part of children. T can be found by thinking carefully
through a developmental path commensumate wih
chillrens developing communicative and linguistic

B asic com m unication.

A Tthough Sperber & W ilson are som ew hat culpable n
this conosptuial inflation when i oomes t©
comm unication, the essence of their theory is built
aound a much mor parsinonious view : an act of
communication is smply an act whersby one agent
attem pts to draw another agents attention to som ething.
They contend that agents to whom this kind of
behaviour is directed decide on what their attention is
being directed t© by processing input stmuli for
mrlkvance - which is defined In terms of a kind of
cognitive nutrition and processing effort. The food
m etsphor is apposite when we consider how a pre-
Inguistc child m ght come t© respond t© osEnsive
behaviour in this way and to eventually produce such
behaviours itself.

The key to comm unicative developm ent com es w ith
conceptual development around 9-12 months. This
developm ent (surveyed n Tomasello 1995) nvolves
the fom ation of concepts of actions. At this stage a
child begins co-ordinating first person experience w ith
memories of observed behaviour of others, wih
kinsesthetic memores etw. & is mplict 1 this
abstraction over experience that there is an agent of the
acton f@mong other participants) and there are
constituent acts In the action. A lso, an action concept
would be asocihted wih episodic memory of
prottypical situation types in which the action takes
place. These In tum have consttuent eventualites,
hcluding typical end sates. Eating, for example, w ill
e conoeptualised as consisting of certatn actions, and it
w illbe associated w ith certadn typical types of sitation,
hcluding the end sate associated wih tastng and
svallow ng the food. Fom ing conoepts of actions
which are directed toward another agent presum ably
doesnot nvolve any extra conosptual abilities. Feeding,
fora typical exam ple, w ould be conceptualised In term s
of constituent acts on the part of one agent directed
tow ards another.

T general, recognising an action A as such does not
presuppose any goecial abilites beyond this ability to
bresk itdown nto consttuent acts and t© keep track of
Inform ation about the typical eventualites nvolved. Th
particular, it does not nvolve theory of m ind. A lso, it
does not presuppose thatone w imess the whole act, just
som e constituents of the action would nom ally suffice

o trigger recogniton. Hence a child can recognise a



failed attempt at A as such. This fact could be used t©
account forthe data in Barton & Tomasello (1994).

Looking f(or attending to) is an act which we can
suppose that children wih these basic abilides can
conceptualise. Ik is an actdirected tow ard a situation (n
the sense of a chunk of the world as per Barw ise and
Perry 1983) which rmwauls fotentally) n cerain
cognitively nutritional effects. Contrary to Tom asello
(1995) and others, joInt attention need not nvolve
m utual know ledge orany special social-cognitive skills.
It is justa m atter of follow Ing Mito the gaze of another
foresum ably in the hope of cognitive effects). Gaze
m onioring is justa m atter of m onitoring the actions of
another (@gain, possbly for reasons of self-interest).
Show Ing and other ostensive acts, like feeding, are just
actions on another. The third participant wlk o this
kind of act is not filled by food but a situation. As
m entioned above, as wih gaze monioring, children
would naturally process such acts for elevance. So ke
feeding, it is a benevolent act. W hy it is that children
them selves com e to show things to others is not clear -
butnor is itclearwhy they offer food orengage 1 other
reciprocating benevolent behaviours. That children do
offer up things for attention would explin their
hclnation t© indicate new things to theilr parents and
other carers. Ttw ould provide foran altemative acocount
of Akhtar, Carpenter & Tomaselb’s (1996) finding, if
we assum e the child can keep track of what cbjects the
rlevance of which it has and has not shared wih
significant others. W e w iIl see briefly that there is good
Independent evidence for this. In that case, when the
adult retums in Akhtar et al’s cmcial condition, the
child w ould be focussing on the new est toy since that is
som ething yet to be shared. Thus the chid w illassum e
that the adult’s fpurposely vague) dicating will be
directed tow ard the new toy since that w ill be its first
accessble Interpretation. See Sperber 1994 for a
discussion of different melevancebased hnterpretation
strategies for ndwviduals w ith different levels of theory
ofm Ind abilites).

W ih pintattention and w ith directing attention, there
is not only a situational cbject but a larger situation
Twolving the wo agents. W ih Tomaselo, we agree
that language is acquired iIn the context of such
Interactions. W ords and sentences are constituents of
ostensive acts, being descriptive of the type of situation
being indicated . Pronouns are leamt as acts of pointing
at objects I the situation being ndicated. There need
be no Stalnskerian presuppositon for the proper
masery of these form s @lthough sophisticated adults
can optionally m ake such presuppositions - to the effect
that the referent of a pronoun is I the dbject of jpint
attention) . Thus children, lke anyone else, can engage
I communicative actvides wihout conceming
them selves w ith spesker presuppositions. Tideed, w here
young children need to tgke common gmound o

account t© succeed, they tend to fail. For instance,
M ichell et al (1999) devised a Sally-Amne task wih
referring expressions (descriptions) and the resultsw ere
predictebly that three yearolds failed and four year-
olds passed. So w hat is the difference betw een this and
Happe and Loths word leaming case? Crucilly, in the
ltter, it can be argued that the child can com plete the
task successfully sin ply by being able to track what the
cbject of pint attention is betw een it=elf and a num ber
of agents. In M ichell et als task, as w ih Sally-Anne,
success depends on thinking about the mental sate
(comm on ground) of another agent. N otably, In Happe
and Loths study, they did a so-called twe belief!
version of the word leaming task.On this task, children
under four perform ed worse than In the conesponding
te-belief Sally-A nne task but they perform ed w ith the
same level of success as wih the fBlsedbelief word-
leaming task . Happe and Loth have no explanation for
this but there is an egplnation given the focus of
attention account: The tue-belief' word-leaming task
Twolves exactly the same kills and demands as the
falsebelief' w ord-leamning task. Sally puts objctX In
A and along com es Anne and ntroduces obctY . She
rplhoesX wih Y m A i Sallys presence.W hen Sally
sends over A and says, '"Lets ply wih the modi",
there is understandable confusion since the child has
presum ably been ttacking Annes gaze on Y and not
Sallys.

W ih other cases w here children seem to be sensitive
o what other agents do and do not know , proper
attention to their abilities t© track the cdbjects of jpint
attention and their rwlevance guided abilites to lock
onto w hat is being ndicated would reveal that they are
not so sophisticated afterall.

Conclusion.

It seem s fairly clearcut what theory of mind is and
what conceptual abilites it entails. The dom nant
tradition In pragm atics and the dynam ic tadition in
sem antics presum es that language users have theory of
mind or, at least, the conosptual abilides which
underpin theory of m Ind. Y oung children do notpossess
these abilites and yet they seem t© communicate
perfectly adequately and they seem to have a fim grasp
on the meaning of at least som e basic expressions 1
their Janguage. If we accept this, then we have to say
that G ricean ideas about language use only apply t©
more sophistcated language users. A more mninal
theory of basic comm unication has been offered here
based around some deas fiom situation theory and
wrlkvance theory. To be sure, according to the
altemative suggested here, no comm unicative abilites
can get off the ground w ithout a child having certain
affinites wih other agents. Tn partcular, the
developm ent of conoepts of actions clearly entails co-
ordinating first person and thid person experience.



However, we have suggested here a way of thinking
through social developm entw hich does not call forany
m ysterious interin psychological appreciation .
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