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1 What Is
the Mind?

« “I've changed my mind.”
« “Have you made up your mind?”
« “His mind was wandering.”

What are these minds that we all have? Why did I change
mine? How do you make yours up? Where was his
wandering to? What makes us think we have minds at
all? Look about you. We can see bodies, at least their
outer surface, and we know something of the existence
of muscle, blood, bone, and nerves under the skin. We
can see the body and watch what it does—move about,
take in food, lie down, and so on. But do you think of
your family and friends as complicated masses of cells
that move and stop and then move again? I doubt it. That
would be a most unusual way to think about people. Our
interest is usually pitched at a different level, where
deception and disappointment, hope and happiness, sur-
prises and secrets all lie. How can the physical stuff lead
such a complex life?

This complex life exists at the level of human relations.
We care about what people do, how it fits with what we
ourselves will do, how that affects others, and so on. We
want to know why people did what they did and we
wonder what they are going to do next. If this makes us

1
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sound rather like psychologists, that is just what I intend.
Psychologists try to understand human behavior, to ex-
plain why people act the way they do, to predict what
people will do. In this sense, we are all psychologists.
We may not be aiming to produce general laws to ex-
plain human behavior, but we are all interested in the
way people behave. “Why did she do that?” “What will
he do next?” This is the sort of question we ask one
another every day. Of course, psychologists’ explana-
tions take a variety of forms depending on the particular
theory they hold. “She has been reinforced for producing
that behavior in the past,” says one. “His brain is not
fully matured,” says another. But what about the expla-
nations we give to each other in our everyday conversa-
tions? We say, “She wanted to get such and so . . .” “He
thinks it is . . .” “She was sad because . . .” Our replies
refer to what people think and want and feel. This is our
everyday, commonsense psychology. And this is where
we must look in order to discover the mind.

This everyday psychology is often called ' belief-desire-
psychology because that is what it appeals to. Here the
words “belief” and “desire” don’t have their common
conversational meanings, where beliefs are things taken
on faith, such as religious convictions, and desire is lust
or longing for something. As I use the words here and
throughout the book, belief is simply taking something
as true and desire is simply wanting. For example, why
did Carl race past me this morning without stopping to
talk? Because he thought it was nine o’clock and he
wanted to get to his meeting on time; he was ashamed
he’d been late every week so far and he meant to do
better. That is, in order to explain and predict a person’s
actions we refer to his beliefs, desires, emotions, and
intentions. Believing it's late, desiring to be punctual,
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feeling ashamed of past performance, intending to im-
prove—these are all states of mind. In fact, they are the
mind. Of course, these states of mind originate in the
brain, but the mind is not the brain; it is the sum of these
mental states. These thoughts, wants, feelings, plans, and
so on, together make up the mind—if it exists.

Why “if it exists”? Some philosophers and psycholo-
gists argue a great deal about whether such mental states
really exist. As I just said, mental states originate in the
brain, in neural activity. What we are calling beliefs and
desires, they argue, are simply certain states of the brain.
Therefore, we don’t need to imagine that there is a men-
tal level mediating between the brain and behavior. Men-
tal states are simply brain states. Changes in behavior
can be explained entirely by changes in the brain.!

These people may worry about whether mental states
like beliefs and desires really exist. But we don't. In fact,
neither do they in their everyday lives. An ardently ma-
terialist philosopher would be quite at home with my
explanation of Carl’s racing past me this morning—she
might have said the same thing herself. Along with eve-
rybody else, these philosophers and psychologists talk
about what people think, want, hope for, plan to do, and
so on. Playwrights, poets, and ordinary folk have been
talking like this for generations. Indeed, folk psychology is
another name for belief-desire psychology. Folk psychol-
ogy simply assumes that beliefs and desires exist. It
assumes that people have minds that are the sum of their
beliefs, desires, emotions, and intentions. Then it uses
this assumption to explain why people act the way they
do and to predict what they will do.

It has become common, recently, to call this folk psy-
chology a theory of mind. The term was first used in this
context by two psychologists, David Premack and Guy
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Woodruff, in their research into primate intelligence.2
One of their interests was in chimpanzees’ ability to
predict human action. They showed a chimpanzee vide-
otapes in which a human actor in an animal cage faced
problems trying to reach inaccessible objects, such as a
bunch of bananas outside the cage. At the end of the tape
they showed the animal two photographs, one giving a
“solution” to the problem, such as the actor’s reaching
out of the cage with a stick. They found that the chim-
panzee reliably chose the picture of the solution, not the
other one. They interpreted these results, supported by
those from other, similar experiments, as showing that
chimpanzees have a theory of mind. “An individual has
a theory of mind if he imputes mental states to himself
and others. A system of inferences of this kind is prop-
erly viewed as a theory because such states are not di-
rectly observable, and the system can be used to make
predictions about the behavior of others.”? That is, be-
cause the chimpanzee chose one photograph rather than
another, these researchers concluded that the animal ats
tributed unseen mental states to the actor, such as want-
ing to get bananas, and used these to make “predictions”
about his action, such as that he would reach out with a
stick. From these predictions they then inferred that the
animal possessed a theory of mind.

Needless to say, these rather extravagant claims gen-
erated considerable debate, in the course of which a
number of philosophers suggested an experimental
paradigm that would demonstrate whether someone or
some animal possesses a theory of mind in Premack and
Woodruff’s sense.? Both the paradigm and the term were
taken up by two developmental psychologists, Heinz
Wimmer and Josef Perner, in a landmark paper that
investigated children’s understanding of others’ minds.’
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Since then, children’s theory of mind has become a very
lively area of research in developmental psychology. Re-
searchers ask questions such as: What do children know
about the mind—about deception, disappointment, sur-
prise, happiness? Can children explain and predict peo-
ple’s actions by considering their thoughts and wants?
Do they believe in folk psychology? These questions are
the ones I will address in this book. It is a fascinating
story; indeed, there are two stories.

The first is the story of how children discover the
mind. In fact they have two discoveries to make. One is
that people do have minds made up of thoughts, wants,
and so on. I call this their discovery of what the mind is.
The other is where those thoughts and wants come from
and what effects they have. I call this their discovery of
what the mind does. Perhaps this is putting it too simply,
because the two are not really separable, yet we can think
of them separately. What is the mind? It is, as I have said,
beliefs, desires, emotions, intentions. Mind is the sum of
these mental states, or what we can call mental repre-
sentations. And what does the mind do? It represents, that
is, it produces these mental states. This is beginning to
sound rather technical. The important thing to remember
is that the discoveries children make are not those of the
cognitive psychologist but those of ordinary folk, the
proverbial man or woman in the street. They may never
learn the words “represent” or “representation.” None-
theless, we can describe their discoveries in this way.
That is the second story.

This second story takes place in scientific psychology.
It is concerned with how psychologists have gradually
found out about children’s understanding of the mind.
The two stories—what we know about children, and
how we came to know it—are obviously intertwined. In
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the following chapters, I will describe the development
of children’s theory of mind and discuss the research that
underlies this description.

Piaget

I begin with Jean Piaget, because it was he who first
investigated children’s understanding of the mind, or at
least their understanding of certain mental phenomena
such as thoughts and dreams. We no longer agree with
all that Piaget concluded from his investigations; none-
theless, his work is important because he was the first to
ask such questions, and subsequent research has been
built on this foundation. The studies were conducted
early in Piaget’s career and are reported in his first books,
published in the 1920s.° Many people have told the tale
of how Piaget came to make these investigations. He was
not a psychologist at the beginning of his career, he was
a biologist, but he was also interested in philosophical
questions, particularly those concerning the nature of
knowledge—what knowledge is and how it is acquired.
He thought that by studying psychology, especially the
acquisition of knowledge by the developing child, he
could combine his interest in philosophical questions
about knowledge with the scientific methods used in
biology. Piaget began to study psychology in 1918, after
completing a doctorate in zoology; he worked in psycho-
logical laboratories in Zurich and Paris, including a brief
period of work in a psychiatric clinic. In 1921, he went
to Geneva and began his long career of research into
children’s development. In his first studies he employed
a type of interview technique he had learned in the
psychiatric clinic. He questioned children about common
things and common happenings and followed up wher-
ever their responses led. He asked certain predetermined
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questions at the start of a conversation, but after that he
allowed the child’s responses to determine the course of
the exchange.

The children were between about four and twelve
years of age. Piaget asked them about thoughts and
dreams, about what things can feel pain, what things are
alive, and about the sun, the moon, and the weather. You
might not think that children’s understanding of astron-
omy and meteorology would tell us much about their
understanding of the mind, but in fact it does. For one
thing, in their answers to these questions children
showed how they think of themselves, and what we
think of the self is intimately connected with what we
think of the mind. For another, it turns out that children-
don’t make the distinction we do between people and
things: They endow the moon and the wind with minds
of their own—or at least they talk of what the moon
knows and what the wind wants, and so on—which tells
us something of their understanding of knowing and
wanting, essentially mental activities.

Piaget, or one of his collaborators, asked children such
questions as:

+ Where do dreams come from?

What do you think with?

Which were first, things or names?

How did the sun begin?

Does the moon move?

If you pricked this stone, would it feel it?
Does a bicycle know when it is going?

« Why does a boat not sink?

After the initial question, the adult followed where the
child’s answer led. For example, Piaget asked a five-year-
old, “Are dreams true?” and the child replied, “No, they
are pictures we see.”
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“Where do they come from?”

“From God.”

“Are your eyes open or shut when you dream?”
“Shut.”

“Could I see your dream?”

“No, you would be too far away.”

“And your mother?”

“Yes, but she lights the light.”

“Is the dream in the room or inside you?”
“It isn’t in me or I shouldn't see it.”

“And could your mother see it?”

“No, she isn’t in the bed. Only my little sister sleeps
with me.””

Here is another example: Piaget asked a child, just turned
seven, “You know what it means to think?”

“Yes.”

“Then think of your house. What do you think with?”
“The mouth.”

“Can you think with the mouth shut?”

“No.”

“With the eyes shut?”

“Yes.”

“With the ears stopped up?”

“Yes.”

“Now shut your mouth and think of your house. Are
you thinking?”

“Yes.”

“What did you think with?”

“The mouth.”®
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Piaget was not primarily interested in what children
thought about these individual phenomena, dreams,
thoughts, and so on. He was concerned with a larger
picture. He wanted to explain the characteristics and the
overall coherence of children’s thinking at different
stages of development. From the children’s responses to
many different questions, and from observing children’s
talk in everyday situations and analyzing the questions
they asked spontaneously, he derived a number of cen-
tral concepts that could be used to characterize children’s
thought and its development. Three key concepts in his
early books are realism, animism, and egocentrism. Taken
together, these concepts can be used to describe Piaget’s
picture of children’s understanding of the mind.

Piaget concluded that before about the age of six,
young children have no appreciation of mental life at all.
They are realists about psychological phenomena; he
said. They do not distinguish between mental entities,

such as thoughts and dreams, and real physical things. -

Many of the children Piaget questioned associated think-
ing with speaking, like the child quoted above. When
Piaget asked, “What do we think with?” they replied,
“With the mouth.” Thought for them was like speech.
Children also gave realist answers to the question

“Where do dreams come from?” They thought dreams .

came from the night, from lamps, from the sky. They

thought the dream was in the room with them, and some -
even thought that others would also see the dream if .

they were in the room. That is, childhood realism en-
dows mental entities, such as thoughts and dreams, with
physical characteristics such as a public existence and a
place in the world. Children who are realists in this way
cannot distinguish between things and thoughts about

them. According to Piaget, “the child cannot distinguish

a real house, for example, from the concept or mental
image or name of the house.”

Cx

fx
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Conversely, Piaget said, young children think that
trees and rocks, the sun and the moon, are alive. For
example, he was interested in children’s interpretations
of parallax, such as the apparent movement of the moon
as one’s point of observation changes. He asked a six-
year-old,

“What does the moon do when you are out for a
walk?”

“It goes with us.”

“Why?”

“Because the wind makes it go.”

“Does the wind know where you are going?”
“Yes.”

“And the moon too?”

llYes ”
“Does it move on purpose to go out with you or
because it has to go?”

“It comes so as to give us light.”1

These responses illustrate the phenomenon of child-
hood animism. Just as children endow psychological
phenomena with characteristics of the physical world, so
they make the complementary error of endowing the
physical world with life, and of more importance here,
with mental-life. ‘Consciousness is attributed to things
‘that act the way they do, not in accordance with physical
laws; but because of what they think and want. For
example, even a nine-year-old’s explanation of why a
box that was hung on a doubled and twisted string
turned round and round, appeals to psychology not to
physics:

“Why does it turn?”
“Because the string is twisted.”
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“Why does the string turn too?”

“Because it wants to unwind itself.”
“Why?”

“Because it wants to be unwound.”

“Does the string know it is twisted?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because it wants to untwist itself, it knows it’s
twisted!”

“Does it really know it’s twisted?”

“Yes. I am not sure.”

“How do you think it knows?” ot
“Because it feels it is all twisted.”"!

Piaget sought to explain why children conceive of the
world in this way. Why does a child think that dreams
come into his room from outside, that the moon follows
him to see where he is going, that strings feel twisted?
Piaget’s answer is that children think like this because
they are egocentric. He first used the term “egocentric”
to describe some aspects of the child’s language. In their
early years, children often talk without any intention of
communicating with anyone, but simply for themselves. -
They may repeat something they have just heard or-
simply talk to themselves. Even a group of small chil-
dren, apparently talking together, may each be talking @y
for him or herself alone, with no attempt to understand
and respond to the others’ remarks. Piaget described
such talk as “egocentric” or self-centered, not in the sense
that it is selfish, but in the sense that it is only for the
self. The child makes “no attempt to place himself at the
point of view of his hearer.”?? Indeed, children cannot do
so because they have no conception of point of view. The
child is not conscious of herself, of her own point of view.
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When one develops awareness of the self, the subjectivity
of one’s own experience becomes apparent, and one can
view the world objectively. Lacking this self-conscious-
ness,%¢hildren confuse the self and the world. Without
subjectivity, Piaget said, children see their ‘thoughts and
dreams as part of the physical world, which leads to
realism. And without objectivity, they see physical things
as being like themselves, which leads to animism; physi-
cal objects are thought to have knowledge and purpose
just as the child herself does.

After publishing these conclusions, Piaget turned his
attention to the study of infancy, inspired partly by the
early development of his own children, in order to see
how the concepts of egocentrism, realism, and animism
originated. Obviously, a different methodology was re-
quired. One cannot question babies; one must simply
watch them. Here, Piaget’s scientific training, with its
emphasis on the ability to make accurate and detailed
observations, was of great importance. Piaget concluded
that development in infancy is crucially dependent on
infants” activity, on their actions and the effects these
actions produce on their surroundings. Later, Piaget
again focused on older children, but he no longer relied
just on verbal questioning. He used materials that the
experimenter or the child could manipulate and talk
about. A more important difference, from my point of
view here, is the fact that Piaget was no longer so inter-
ested in children’s understanding of psychological phe-
nomena; he turned his attention to their understandmg
of physical phenomena. He became interested in describ-
ing the child as a folk physicist, not as a folk psychologist.

Questions of Method

The methodology of Piaget’s early studies has been justi-
fiably criticized for its reliance on verbalization, on chil-
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dren’s ability to talk about their understanding: Not only
that, the questions presuppose an ontology the adult
does not really hold. Piaget asked, for example, “Where
do dreams come from?” presupposing that dreams are
physical objects that come from somewhere. When a
young child, striving for some way to answer the ques-
tion, replied, “From the sky,” he was classed as a realist.
Piaget’s earlier, and indeed later, work has also been
criticized because the questions and tasks were not
placed in a context that was meaningful to the child. If
our interest is in children’s competence and under-.
standing, we must be careful to ask questions that they
can comprehend in situations that make sense to them.
All of us fall back on folk psychological explanations
when faced with phenomena we do not fully under-
stand—only yesterday, my computer didn’t want to
write onto the other disk.

Beginning about twenty years ago, researchers such as
Margaret Donaldson and Rochel Gelman put some of
Piaget’s experimental tasks into contexts that made sense
to young children, even preschoolers. They showed how
competent preschoolers can actually be in their thinking
and reasoning about the physical world, more competent
than anyone would have expected from Piaget’s work.
More recently, developmentalists such as John Flavell,
Henry Wellman, Josef Perner, Paul Harris, and many
others have investigated preschoolers’ understanding of
psychological concepts, again making sure that the tasks
and questions are in contexts that such young children
can understand. Again, we can see how competent pre-
schoolers are, compared with the picture Piaget gave.
Wellman and his colleagues have shown, for example,
that very young children really do know the difference
between thoughts and things. Three-year-olds can tell
you the difference between a boy who is thinking about
a cookie and a boy who's got a cookie. They know which



14 / The Child's Discovery of the Mind

boy can see, touch, share, and eat the cookie. They don’t
think that thoughts are real.

Questions of method are important. How are we to
investigate children’s understanding of the mind? What
allows us to conclude that children do or do not under-
stand this or that about the mind? First, it is important
to remember that we are looking for children’s common-
sense understanding, the sort I talked about earlier that
ordinary folk possess, and not for the sort of under-
standing cognitive psychologists have. Second, we are
not looking for verbal descriptions of folk psychology
such as philosophers might give. We don’t expect chil-
dren to be able to describe their theory of mind; we have
to infer it. And how do we infer it? We do so using the
two basic methods of developmental psychology: obser-
vation and experiment. We can watch children and listen
to them as they live and talk and play in their own family
surroundings, or we can design experiments and assess
their understanding from what they say and do in their
responses to our tasks. Of course, we do more than just
observe or experiment. We have to decide what it is we
want to watch or assess. And here, we are guided by our
theories as to what we consider worth watching or as-
sessing.

As I have said, Piaget’s work was criticized because
he relied on children’s ability to verbalize their under-
standing in answering his sometimes peculiar questions.
Subsequent experimenters have been careful to frame
their problems in a meaningful context and to ask ques-
tions in terms the child understands. However, their data
and conclusions are criticized by other researchers who
observe children’s interactions in the hurly-burly of fam-
ily life. Such observations suggest that children subscribe
to some version of folk psychology at a much younger
age than is apparent from the experimental work. Judy
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Dunn has written perceptively about this discrepancy.!?
It seems paradoxical, she says, that infants are so tuned
in to people and that toddlers appear so aware of other
people’s behavior and emotional reactions, and yet older
preschoolers fail in experimental tests of their under-
standing of another’s point of view. It is not an issue that
we can resolve easily, but it is one that needs to be kept
in mind throughout the following chapters, where I will
describe data from both experimental and observational
sources. Sometimes information is available from only
one of these sources. Where the two sources provide
conflicting information I will try to mediate between
them. It may be that the conflict is more apparent than
real, that the experimenters and the observers are in fact
simply talking about different aspects of the child’s dis-
covery of the mind.

Organization of the Book

Three themes underlie the organization of the book. The
major theme is topical. It concerns the topics or content
areas relating to children’s theory of mind—their under-
standing of pretense, desire, intention, belief, and so on,
their ability to talk about these things, and the effect
children’s understanding has on their social interactions
and their readiness for formal schooling. These topics
form the subject matter of the different chapters.

The second theme is chronological. Within each con-
tent area children’s abilities and understanding depend
on their age. The focus of the book is the period from
eighteen months to five years, and each chapter consid-
ers developmental changes between these ages: When a
certain topic is of particular importance at a particular
age, this age is emphasized in the relevant chapter. I also
include some reference to the time before eighteen
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months and after five years in order to show where
understanding originates and to what it leads.

The third theme is theoretical. The recent expansion of
research into the child’s theory of mind has led to a
variety of different theoretical interpretations, some of
which complement and some of which compete with one
another." For example, there is argument whether the
'data are better explained by assuming a gradual devel-
opment in the child’s understanding between infancy
and adolescence, or whether fundamental changes occur
at definite points, such as eighteen months and four
years. This leads to a debate over whether children ac-
tually construct a theory about the mind, or whether they
understand other people on the basis of their own expe-
xiences;.or whether _their understanding is snnply ab-
sorbed ‘from their culturé. In addressing these issues, I
aim to relate the arguments to the data in a way that will
illuminate the debate for newcomers and provide a use-
ful overview for those who are already familiar with it.

In the second chapter I describe our commonsense
understanding of mind in more detail, particularly our
commonsense understanding of mental representation,
of what the mind does. In the subsequent chapters I look
at children’s gradual discovery of the mind. Chapter 3
describes important precursors to the child’s theory of
mind that develop in infancy, particularly the ability to
distinguish between people and thmgs Chapter 4 fo-
cuses on striking developments occurring around eight-
een months of age that mark the child’s initial ability to
distinguish between the world and mental representa-
tions of it, to distinguish between thoughts and things.
Chapter 5 discusses the relation between thoughts and
words, that is, between mental states and speech acts,
and looks at how we use our knowledge of mental states
to predict and explain human action. The next three
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chapters examine children’s understanding of these rela-
tions between thoughts and actions, the links between
the mind and the world. Chapter 6 focuses on children’s
understanding of desire and intention, the effects of the
mind on the world. Chapter 7 looks at their under-
standing of perception and knowledge, the effect of the
world on the mind. Chapter 8 focuses on their under-
standing of belief and deception, and their under-
standing of discrepancies between what is in the mind
and what is in the world. In Chapter 9 I examine the
atypical development of children with autism and ques-
tion whether they develop a theory of mind. Finally, in
Chapter 10 I take up the argument of whether children

really are developing a theory about the mind. How do-

they discover the mind, that is, what causes this devel-
opment? ‘And I assess what the consequences of this
discovery are—what have children acquired by the time

they are five years old and how is this fundamental to

their readiness for school?

Supis ety



2 / What Does the
Mind Do?

Before we can look at children’s discovery of the mind,
at their acquisition of folk psychology, we must take a
closer look at questions that were only touched on in the
previous chapter: What exactly does the child have to
discover and acquire? That is, what is the mind and what
does it do? What is folk psychology and how do we use
it to explain and predict human action?

At the outset there are two important distinctions to
make. First, these questions about human action and
mind have technical as well as everyday answers. They
are questions that are asked by professional philosophers
and psychologists, who subscribe to a variety of theories
that respond to the questions in quite different ways.
Those who propose one theory produce evidence and
argument to support it and to refute others. In this de-
bate, “folk psychology” is one theory among many that
lay claim to truth. But this book is not concerned with
that issue. All parties agree that we all use the tenets of
folk psychology in our everyday lives when we specu-
late about our friends’ actions and justify our own.
Whether our folk psychological theories and our com-
monsense understanding of mind are true or not, in any
scientific way, is not really relevant here. This common-

18
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sense understanding is what children acquire, regardless
of its standing in the philosophical debate.

Second, folk psychology, as one position in this debate,
has been very precisely described by philosophers. No
one would claim that everyone who uses folk psychol-
ogy could understand, let alone give, such a description.
Ordinary adults hold the theory unreflectively: their ex-
planations and predictions are guided by it, but they may
not be able to expound it. And children acquire the
theory unreflectively, without thinking of it as a theory.
We can evaluate their understanding from the ways in
which they account for and anticipate people’s actions,
but we cannot expect them to give a detailed account of
the theory, of the rules and principles underlying their
explaining and predicting. However, in order to investi-
gate children’s understanding of mind and their acqui-
sition of folk psychology, we need a precise description
of these things.

Folk Psychology

Folk psychology, as we've already seen, is concerned
with explaining and predicting human behavior. The
philosopher Daniel Dennett has explored the ways in
which we can explain and predict what someone or
something does.! Dennett says that if you want to ex-
plain why something does what it does and if you want
to predict what it will do, there are three possible ways
you could look at it. “It” may be a machine, or an animal,
or a person; that doesn’t matter. There are three ways
you can look at it, three “stances” you might take. Let’s
say “it” is an alarm clock, and you want to explain why
it woke you up this morning and predict what time it
will wake you up tomorrow.
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First, there is the -physical stancé. You could describe
how the clock is made, the cogs and wheels and levers
and so on. When they are set a certain way, the bell rings.
However, there are lots of different kinds of alarm clocks:
mechanical ones with cogs and bells, electric ones with
transistors and music, electronic ones with batteries and
high-pitched beeps. Each one would need a different
explanation, unless we move to another stance.

The second stance we might take is the design stance.
If we take a design stance, we can give the same expla-
nations and make the same predictions for all the differ-
ent kinds of alarm clocks. We assume the clocks have no
malfunction, that is, we assume they are all working
properly. Then we predict that they will behave as they
are designed to behave. This is a functional level of
explanation. The three kinds of clocks may need to be
set in quite different ways, but if we set each of them to
wake us at seven o’clock that is what they will all do.

The third stance we might take is the intentional stance.
We treat the object or animal or person as a rational
agent. We infer its beliefs and desires and predict that it
will act to fulfil its desires in the light of its beliefs. This
stance is obviously rather fanciful for our alarm clock
example. We would have to assume that the alarm clock
wanted to wake us up, it didn’t want us to be late for
work, and it believed that ringing its bell would do the
trick. We don’t need to ascribe beliefs and desires to
alarm clocks in order to explain and predict what they
do. But as Dennett shows, the intentional stance is some-
times the best stance to take toward a machine, such as
a chess-playing computer, which is far more complicated
than an alarm clock. We may understand nothing at all
about its hardware, so it is impossible for us to take a
physical stance toward it. We may understand nothing
about its software either—how the machine is pro-
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grammed, how it is designed to behave—and so we can't
take a design stance toward it. However, we do under-
stand that it was designed to beat us at chess, and so if
we take an intentional stance we can predict its moves.
The machine “wants” to block our check and “believes”
it could do so by moving its queen, so we predict that is
what it will do. This is a simple and powerful way of
understanding a complicated machine. Indeed, the fact
that the intentional stance works so well for under-
standing computers has led many people to conclude
that computers think.

Although we don'’t usually need to take the intentional
stance toward machines, it is the stance we usually take
toward people. It is, of course, folk psychology. Dennett’s
intentional stance is the theoretical basis of folk psychol-
ogy. We regard people as rational agents and we assume
that they will act to fulfill their desires, given their be-
liefs. Perhaps it wasn’t your alarm clock that woke you
up at seven o’clock this morning. Perhaps it was your
four-year-old child. Why did she do that? You might take
a physical stance: she woke you up because she was
hungry. Well, that would explain why she herself woke
up, but it wouldn't explain why she climbed out of bed
and came to wake you up. A physical explanation of all
of that might get very complicated. It might be easier to
take the intentional stance: she woke you up because she
was hungry and she wanted something to eat and she
believed that you would provide it.

Why is this third stance, the theoretical basis of folk
psychology, called the intentional stance? It is because
the beliefs and desires that the stance ascribes are inten-
tional states. It was a nineteenth-century Austrian phi-
losopher, Franz Brentano, who called such mental states
intentional, reviving a term used by medieval philoso-
phers.2 Here “intentional” has a technical meaning, not
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the ordinary meaning of “deliberate” or “on purpose.”
(Some authors use a capital “I” to distinguish the philo-
sophical term from the ordinary one, but this cannot be
relied on because not all do so.) Brentano talked of in-
tentionality, in this special sense, as “the mark of the
mental.”

This intentionality has more recently and colloquially
been referred to as “aboutness.” Intentional, or mental,
states are always about something, objects and events-in
the world, or perhaps nonexistent things, as in “She
believes the tooth fairy comes in the night,” but even
there the belief is about something. If you say you have
a belief and I ask you what it is about, it would be odd
if you were to reply, “Nothing. I just have a belief, that’s
all.” Beliefs are beliefs about something; desires are de-
sires for something. Intentions, in the everyday sense, are
one sort of intentional state in the philosophical sense
and they too are about something; intentions are inten-
tions to do something. This calls into question whether
or not emotions are intentional states. For example,
drinking martinis may make you feel happy. If I ask you
what you feel happy about, you could quite reasonably
say, “Oh nothing. I just feel happy.” Similarly one may
just feel despair; it may not be about anything. Often,
however, emotions are about something: I am unhappy
my friend must work late tonight, but [ am glad we can
go out for dinner together tomorrow night. ‘Beliefs, de-
sires, intentions, and some emotions, then, are inten-
tional states, and they are what are ascribed when we
take the intentional stance.

An “intentional system” is anything the intentional
stance works for—a person or an artifact to which we
ascribe beliefs and desires in order to explain its behav-
ior. When we take the intentional stance toward a person
or an object our attitude will differ depending on
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whether we think the person or object in question is also
taking an intentional stance to itself and to us. That is to
say, we can credit systems with different levels of inten-
tionality, as Dennett puts it. There is a zero-order level,
but this doesn’t really count, because in this case we do
not give the system credit for any intentionality at all,
since it has no beliefs or desires. In order to explain its
behavior we have to take either a physical or a design
stance toward it, as we did with the alarm clocks: It
behaves the way it does because it has been made that
way or because it has been conditioned that way. This is
not an intentional system and the intentional stance
won'’t explain its behavior.

The next level is first-order; a first-order intentional
system has beliefs and desires, and we can predict its
behavior by considering those beliefs and desires. How-
ever, the system has no beliefs about others’ beliefs. It
acts only to affect what another person does, not to affect
what the other person thinks. Perhaps this could explain
your four-year-old’s behavior, when she woke you up at
seven o’clock. She wanted something to eat, and she
believed you would give it to her. She woke you up so
that you would get up and make her breakfast. She
didn’t think about what you believed, just about what
you would do. She was a first-order system.

A second-order intentional system not only has beliefs,
it is also a recursive system; it can reflect back on itself.
It has beliefs about its own beliefs and about the beliefs
of others. It believes others have beliefs and desires, and
it acts to affect what others think, not what others do. Or
rather, it acts to affect what others do by affecting what
they think. Perhaps you wanted to sleep and you told
your four-year-old it was too early for breakfast. Perhaps
she went away for a little while and then came back and
told you the bathroom was flooded, or there was some-
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one at the front door. You jumped out of bed and she
said, “I tricked you. Can I have my breakfast?” Such a
four-year-old is a second-order intentional system. Sec-
ond-order systems not only have beliefs and desires, they
also ascribe beliefs and desires to themselves and to
others. They understand tricks, lies, secrets, and false
beliefs. They adopt the intentional stance and in adopt-
ing it they can manipulate other people by manipulating
their beliefs and desires.

Why does Dennett call it the intentional stance? Be-
cause it a place to stand, a position that one takes in
ascribing beliefs and desires to the system in order to
explain its actions. It leaves one uncommitted as to
whether the system really has beliefs and desires, and
whether beliefs and desires are real. Nonetheless, some
theorists do regard beliefs and desires as real states, and
they are interested in what these states really are. In the
final analysis, they are brain states caused by particular
patterns of activated neurons. However, even though the
brain underlies the mind, we can still talk about organi-
zation at the mental level. Beliefs and desires are mental
states that are represented in the mind. We are familiar
enough with the notion of representation in the case of
drawings or photographs. We understand that although
the picture is “just” a pattern of marks on a piece of
paper, it depicts something else. Similarly, beliefs and
desires are “just” patterns of activation in our brain cells,
but these patterns represent something else.

Mental Representation

Mental states like beliefs and desires are representations
that mediate our activity in the world. They provide us
with a psychological relationship to reality. In the case of
physical relations there is a direct link to the way things
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really are, but in the case of psychological relations the
link is often indirect.

What does this mean? Consider this illustration: Tom
picks cherries off his tree and takes them to market.
Nancy buys some and carries them home. Her children
eat them. In all these cases there is some sort of physical,
or material, relation between the person and the cherries:
picking, taking to market, buying, carrying, eating. What
about psychological relations? Tom intends to sell the
cherries; Nancy thinks the cherries are ripe; the children
want to eat them. In these cases there is some psycho-
logical relation between the person and the cherries: in-
tending, thinking, wanting. What is the difference be-
tween the two cases?

There are three essential differences. First, when I talk
about the cherries being picked, bought, and eaten, I can
refer to them in a number of ways: the children ate
cherries, the children ate fruits from Tom's trees, the
children ate a type of drupe, the children ate fruits of
Prunus cerasus. All refer to the same objects; it doesn’t
matter which one I use. However, when I talk about
psychological relations, it does matter. Nancy believed
they were cherries, she may not have believed they were
fruits of Prunus cerasus. The children wanted cherries, not
drupes. In the case of physical relations, therefore, refer-
ence is transparent: whatever way I refer to the object,
the physical relation shows through, as it were—it is still
the same. However, in the case of psychological relations,
reference is opaque: if I refer to the object in a different
way, the relation may not come through, may not hold.
That is, intentional states are characterized by referential
opacity.

Second, when I talk about a nonpsychological relation,
the truth of what I say depends on the facts of the matter
in the world. For example, “Nancy ate the cherries,
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which were ripe.” That is true if they were and false if
they were not. But when I talk of a psychological or
intentional relation, such as “Nancy believed the cherries
were ripe,” it may be true whatever the actual state of
the cherries. That is to say, in the case of physical rela-
tions, truth is accounted for, or entailed, by things and
events in the world, but in the case of psychological
relations truth is not entailed. Third, existence is entailed,
or not, in a similar way. “The cherries are in the basket”
is true only if there are cherries in the basket, but Nancy
may believe there are cherries in the basket even if the
children have eaten them all.

The proverbial man or woman in the street is unlikely
to have heard of “referential opacity” and the “nonentail-
ment of truth and existence,” but will nevertheless have
an intuitive understanding of these features of mental
representation. Indeed, such understanding is a funda-
mental part of our folk psychology. It allows us to un-
derstand everyday reactions, such as someone’s surprise
when things turn out to be different from what was
expected, and commonplace mistaken action, such as
someone’s looking for something in the wrong place.
Such actions and reactions come about because people
are indirectly related to the world through their mental
representations of it, and they act on the basis of those
representations even in cases where the representation
does not accurately reflect reality.

Imagine this scene: A man comes home from the store
with a bag of apples, which he puts into the refrigerator
before he goes out to the backyard. A woman comes into
the kitchen looking for something to eat. She sees the
apples in the refrigerator, takes one and bites into it.
Finding it too cold she moves the apples to the cupboard.
Later the man returns to the kitchen. “I'm hungry,” he
says, “I'll have an apple.” We are not surprised that he
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looks in the refrigerator, nor are we surprised when he
finds no apples there. Our lack of surprise demonstrates
some fundamental aspects of our commonsense under-
standing of mental representation. First, we believe there
is a real world out there, a world that includes real things
such as apples and refrigerators. These real things exist,
and they exist independent of our thoughts about them.
Second, we believe we do have thoughts about these
things, and sometimes those thoughts don't reflect the
way things really are in the world. However, in any case
we act, not on the basis of the way things really are, but
on the basis of the way we think they are. That is to say,
we act in accord with our mental representation of the
world.

This understanding of mental representation is funda-
mental to our folk psychology, to our theory of mind. It
is so deeply rooted in our way of thinking that it is
almost impossible for us to imagine what it would be
like not to think like this. There was a time, however,
when we didn’t. It is not an understanding we were born
with, nor is it immediately acquired. At two years of age
we didn’t think in this way, but by the age of five we
did. What happens, then, between two and five that
allows children to develop this way of thinking about
the world? They come to understand mental representa-
tion. They discover the mind.

Children's Understanding of Representation

In the previous chapter I said that children have two
discoveries to make about the mind: what it is and what
it does. 1 said the mind represents—that’s what it does—
and the mind is the sum of these mental representa-
tions—that’s what it is. Thus we can think of repre-
sentation in two ways. “A representation” is a mental
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state: thought, want, belief, intention, and so on, whereas
“representation” (without the indefinite article) is the act
of forming these mental states. Representation is thus
both an activity and an entity, both a process and a prod-
uct. It is the process by which the mind produces repre-
sentations.

This means that children might begin with only a
partial understanding of mental representation. They
might understand that beliefs and desires are mental
entities, separate from reality, and so would not confuse
thoughts and things. They might consider these mental
entities as unseen states that are, in a sense, possible
alternative situations to the real situation.> Moreover,
they could use their knowledge of these unseen states to
make predictions about people’s actions. They might be
able to do all this with only a partial understanding of
representation.

A more complete understanding would include the
realization that beliefs and desires are not just things that
exist in the mind, but representations produced by the
mind that relate to the world in certain specific ways.
Some mental states are merely thoughts about things in
the world; beliefs, on the other hand, represent the world
in a particular way. Josef Perner brings this out very
clearly in his distinction between thinking of and thinking
that.* I can think of you working at your desk, I can think
of you lying on the beach, and I can think of you sleeping
in your bed—all possible situations—and I can think of
them all at the same time. However, I can’t think that you
are working at your desk, that you are lying on the beach,
and that you are sleeping in your bed, all at the same
time. I can’t seriously take the world to be three different
ways at once. Fundamentally, I take things to be one way,
and I take that way to be true. If I seriously think that
you are away on vacation, lying on the beach, I will be
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surprised to see you in your office working at your desk.
We are surprised when our beliefs turn out to be false.
However, even if I know that you are away on vacation,
I can still think of you in your office.

There is an important difference between this partial
understanding of representation and a more complete
understanding, as subsequent chapters will show. Un-
derstanding beliefs and desires as mental entities allows
for all sorts of prediction and explanation of what people
do. However, there are cases when it fails. An obvious
case is that of mistaken action, as in the example of the
man looking for apples in the refrigerator. He was not
just thinking of apples in the refrigerator, he thought that
the apples were in the refrigerator. If children do not
understand representational activity—if they do not un-
derstand that people represent the world and take those
representations to be truly the way the world is—they
cannot understand such mistaken action.

When I say that children have to understand repre-
sentational activity, of course I do not mean that they
have to understand neuropsychological processes. In-
deed, these are below conscious awareness and beyond
the understanding of most adults. I simply mean that the
child sees that the mind is active—it construes and inter-
prets situations and continuously revises its interpreta-
tions in the light of changing situations—and is not just
a passive holder for mental entities. This is the folk
psychological distinction between the mind as a con-
tainer and the mind as a processor.® It allows children to
see that people do not have direct access to reality but
construct and construe the world in their minds. Essen-
tially, it allows children to see not only that thoughts and
things are different, but also how thoughts and things
are related. The man’s thought was about where the
apples were. That is, his belief referred to the location of



30 / The Child's Discovery of the Mind

the apples, which he had put into the refrigerator. Re-
member, however, that the woman had moved them to
the cupboard, and so his thought referred to that loca-
tion, to those very apples now in the cupboard. But
remember also that he hadn’t seen her move them to the
cupboard; he thought they were still in the refrigerator.
That is to say, his representation of the apples, which are
actually in the cupboard, represented them as in the
refrigerator.®

As children discover the mind, they acquire an under-
standing of representation in both senses, as mental en-
tity and mental activity, in other words, as product and
process. Perhaps it would be clearer if, with Perner, we
did not refer to the partial understanding as representa-
tional at all. We could think of it as a mentalistic but
non-representational understanding of belief and desire.
We could. However, not everyone does, as we will see
in later chapters, so we must keep these two different
uses of “representation” in mind.

The Cultural Context

One further issue needs to be addressed: the extent of
cultural diversity in our understanding of mental life, in
our theories of mind. Is an understanding of mental
representation common to all humanity? Do people eve-
rywhere believe there is a world that exists independent
of their thoughts and that those thoughts may not always
reflect the way things really are?

It is a trivial truism to say that different cultures are
both similar and dissimilar: similar because all people
have similar bodies, similar brains, and similar physi-
ological processes, and live in a world in which the same
basic laws of physics and chemistry apply; dissimilar
because of the myriad differences of social organization
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and language. This suggests that there will be both simi-
larities and differences in folk psychological theories in
different cultures, and the data, although somewhat
sparse, support this suggestion.

How could we begin to investigate the folk psycho-
logical theory of people in another culture? How could
we find out about their understanding of the beliefs,
desires, intentions, and emotions that are ascribed when
we take the intentional stance? How could we ever know
whether they attribute beliefs and desires to others to
explain and predict their actions? Beliefs and desires are
hidden states; they may be expressed and ascribed in
language but, even if they are, variations in linguistic
expression may hide underlying commonality. Perhaps
for this reason crosscultural research has focused on the
role of emotion in folk psychological theories. Emotions
are tied to beliefs and desires but they are not hidden in
the same way. They can be displayed without language
in facial expression and gesture. For example, if some-
one’s belief turns out to be false, he may show surprise,
or if someone’s desire is fulfilled, she may look happy,
and so on. Does the production and interpretation of
these nonverbal expressions occur in all cultures, and
if so, does it occur in similar ways in similar circum-
stances?

Last century Charles Darwin claimed that the facial
expression of emotion and the recognition and under-
standing of such expressions are innate, universal char-
acteristics of humankind.” Psychologists have since at-
tempted to assess Darwin’s claim by investigating the
production and recognition of different facial expressions
by people of very different cultures and by young in-
fants. For example, Paul Ekman and his colleagues have
shown that people from a variety of cultures, both liter-
ate and nonliterate, can produce and recognize expres-
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sions of six basic emotions, what we would call happi-
ness, anger, sadness, disgust, fear, and surprise, although
these last two were sometimes confused.? In these stud-
ies, people listened to a story in which a character would
be likely to experience one of these emotions, such as
happiness, and then they either chose a photograph of a
happy face from a number of photographs showing dif-
ferent expressions or they mimicked a happy face when
they were asked to show how the story character would
feel. Other researchers have shown that quite early in life
babies produce expressions of these different emotions
and appear to recognize at least some of them from a
fairly young age (see Chapter 3).° Thus, it seems Darwin
was right in suggesting an innate and universal basis for
at least some emotions.

However, anthropologists have also described differ-
ences in the emotions recognized by people from differ-
ent cultures. If we were to compare English terms for
emotions with those in other languages, we would find
that some peoples use a single word for emotions that
are distinguished in English, some distinguish several
emotions where there is only one term in English, and
some have a single word for an emotion that can only
be paraphrased in English. Furthermore, anthropologists
suggest that some cultures have emotion concepts that
appear to have no equivalent in English. For example,
the Ifaluk of Micronesia experience fago, a sort of blend
of compassion, love, and sadness.!® Nevertheless, in all
these cases one can have some understanding of the
words and concepts of another culture in terms of the
basic emotions that appear to be shared among all cul-
tures. It seems that children everywhere experience these
basic emotions and are able to recognize them and at-
tribute them to others. More complex emotions, particu-
lar to a culture, are acquired and understood during
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development, as children acquire the emotion theory of
their culture.!

What then of the folk psychologies that these emotion
theories are part of? Is belief-desire psychology universal
or is it unique to Western culture? Again, it appears there
is a basic sameness underlying cultural differences, re-
flecting the basic similarity of our physical selves that
underlies the very different features of our social sys-
tems.!2 People everywhere try to explain their own ac-
tions and to understand the actions of others in terms of
the moral code of their society. This suggests that there
is general recognition of the self, and of the self as dis-
tinct from others and from the physical world. That is to
say, self-awareness is a universal human characteristic.
What is variable is how control of the self’s actions is
conceptualized, where the locus of control is perceived
to be. Does it lie within the person or with some external
force?

In Western culture we consider that it is internal: peo-
ple control their own action and are responsible for its
outcome. Our practice of assigning praise and blame, our
legal justice system, and our understanding of the emo-
tions of pride, shame, and guilt all depend on this. Such
an understanding of the internal cause of action is ac-
quired at an early age. As parents will testify, asking
“Why?” is a favorite occupation of preschoolers, who can
understand and explain why someone did something in
terms of internal states, such as what the person wanted
or intended. They can also justify their own actions by
appealing to their intentions. Judy Dunn quotes a boy,
not quite three years old, who responded to his mother’s
command to get off the sofa by telling her that he was
trying to clean the television: “I going try and get a paint
off. All I'm trying to do is—there.”® Later, in school,
Western children may acquire a more technical under-
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standing of internal control as they learn about the brain
and mind. But even before that they may be told to “use
your brain” or hear rhymes such as this on “Sesame
Street”:

I have a mind and my mind helps me,
In everything I do and see.

Technical concepts, only partly understood, appear in
adults’ reasoning too—for example, in appeals to the
Freudian idea of unconscious impulses to explain ac-
tions. Such sources are internal, although beyond per-
sonal control. Middle-class American adults, asked why
they went into their profession, may explain their choice
by referring to tenets of popular Freudian psychology.
But sometimes, as when we appeal to astrology, we may
assign control outside the person: “It was in the stars.”
Even those of us who firmly believe in an internal locus
of control may consult our horoscope in the newspaper
each morning. In non-Western cultures, the idea of ex-
ternal agents of control may be more prevalent. The
Dinka of southern Sudan, for example, do not share our
notion of self-responsibility and have no conception of
our emotion of guilt. They have a concept that corre-
sponds to conscience (mathiang gok), but it is an external
force. It acts from outside the person and may be em-
ployed by someone else; for example, if someone has not
paid a debt, the creditor may inflict mathiang gok on the
debtor.1

At the present time there is little cross-cultural research
in the development of folk psychologies, but I will refer
to what studies there are in subsequent chapters. Various
cultures seem to recognize similar stages of childhood.
For example, Fijians acknowledge the end of infancy
when their children acquire vakayalo (sense) at two years
of age, and the Inuit Utku when their children acquire
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ithuma (reason) at two; Americans mark two-year-olds’
new independence by recognizing the beginning of the
“terrible twos.”¢ Similarly, in many cultures children are
considered to be ready for formal education when they
are five or six years old. Many of the developments
discussed in subsequent chapters, as children, in Western
terms, discover the mind, are fundamental to this readi-
ness for schooling.
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When do children first begin to discover the mind? Do
toddlers, even babies, know anything about the mind?
We look at a newborn baby, her head flops to one side,
her eyes don’t focus on ours. Can she think? What is she
thinking? How much does she understand? We wonder
about these things but we talk to her as though she does
understand. And one wonderful day two or three
months later her eyes meet ours and a smile lights her
face. Now it is easy to treat her as a real person. But what
does she think and want and feel? How much does she
know about herself and about us, about her thoughts and
feelings and about ours? What is it like to be a baby?

The First Months

These are very old questions. The last twenty-five years,
however, have produced many new answers. Develop-
mental psychologists have found new ways to ask these
questions so that very young babies, even newborns, can
answer them.! They still can’t tell us directly, of course,
but from the very beginning infants can suck, can look,

and can turn their heads to either side when they are
lying dowr: These three responses have been used by
researchers to find out what babies know and want. For
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instance, what do they like to look at? Do they prefer
some things over others? If we put different things on
either side of a baby’s head while he is lying down, will
he look at one more than the other? If the two things
smell different can he discriminate between them? If a
baby doesn’t appear to prefer one thing over the other,
can she tell them apart? We can ask this using a habitu--
ation/dishabituation' paradigm. We keep showing her the
same thing time and time again until she is bored with -
it and doesn’t look at it for very long; she is habituated -
to it. Then we show her something different. Does she
spend longer looking at the new thing or does she seem
as bored with it as the one she has seen repeatedly? If -
she spends longer, that is, if she dishabituates,’'we know
it seems different to her from what she was looking at
before.

Our questions then become: What do babies like to
look at and to listen to? What sorts of changes do they
notice in their surroundings? And most important, what
does this tell us about their understanding of people and
their discovery of the mind?

From the very beginning, babies notice and appreciate
people, or, in the language of the laboratory, they prefer
social to nonsocial stimuli.2 We can tell this from psycho-
logical experiments and we also know it from our own
experience. As soon as the baby is able to turn her head,
we can see that she follows us as we move about the
room and we recognize the pleasure she seems to derive
from face-to-face contact. But what does she see? Does
she know who it is she sees?

A lot of research effort has recently been put into
investigations of infants’ perception of the human face.
The features of faces—light and dark contrast, move-
ment, three-dimensionality—are exactly the features that
infants prefer in visual discrimination experiments.
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Much of this work has used schematized drawings of the
face, which gives experimenters precise control over the
stimuli. Although some researchers have found that two-
month-olds prefer a face over other patterns of equal
complexity, generally this work has shown that babies
don’t reliably show this preference until four or five
months of age. However, research using real faces, which
are moving and three-dimensional as well as having
contrast and complexity, has shown that much younger
infants, even those two or three days old, can discrimi-
nate between their mother’s face and that of a stranger.

Newborns can also distinguish their mother’s voice
from that of someone else. Babies can hear everything
we hear. They are startled by sudden noises and soothed
by rhythmic music, but it is human voices they really
seem to listen to. A crying baby may stop crying when
he hears his mother’s voice; another baby, lying quietly,
may start to kick excitedly when her father starts to talk
to her. Looking at faces, listening to voices, babies seem
“tuned in” to people right from the start. They are born
that way.

This is not to suggest that newborns can actually tell
the difference between one person and another, and be-
tween people and things, in the sense that they know it
is their mother, that they have a concept of the person.
Rather, the characteristics of people are the very ones that
attract their attention, and they can detect differences
among these characteristics. It is not that all their under-
standing is innate but that they have innate predisposi-
tions, and these help them to distinguish one person
from another and from other things in the world. People
and things differ in a variety of ways, although they
share features too: people have faces but so do dolls;
people move but so do leaves in the breeze; people talk
but, in a sense, so do radios; people respond contin-
gently, that is, depending on what the baby does, but so
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may a pet dog or cat. A person is characterized by a
certain cluster of features. During the first months of life
babies gradually come to understand that only a person
has a face, moves, talks and responds to them. This
development is important to the child’s discovery of the
mind, because people have minds, objects don’t. Many:
of the milestones in the first year are associated with -
making this distinction between people and things, with
acquiring a concept of the person that will eventually
lead to discovering the mind.

An important milestone is the first smile, the first real
smile, at about two-and-a-half to three months of age.
Babies younger than this will smile in their sleep. When
they are awake and alone, they will smile at things they
see or hear. But real social smiles are only produced in
response to another person’s smile and these, of course,
engender further smiles. This is the first true social in-
teraction. About half a year later another important mile-
stone is reached. In the beginning the baby will smile at
anyone who smiles at her, but gradually she saves her
best smiles for the person who takes daily care of her,
often her mother. And by seven or eight months of age
she may not smile at strangers, and she may be anxious
and cry when her mother leaves her sight. Now she not
only knows people, but she knows individual persons,
and she is attached to one person more than to others.
This attachment provides a secure base for the child’s
exploration of the world and marks a new emotional
responsiveness.

The End of the First Year

Experimental research has shown that five-month-olds
are able to distinguish different expressions of emotion,
such as a smile and a frown.> However, this may not be
a sign of emotional responsiveness. It may be simply a
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response to different visual appearances; the expressions
may have no meaning for the child. A few months later,
the baby can respond to their meaning.* This is seen, for
example, in experiments using the “visual cliff,” an ap-
paratus devised to investigate infants’ perception of
depth. The transparent glass cover is quite level but the
patterned surface underneath drops suddenly some
depth below the glass. At the age when they can crawl,
babies perceive this drop and are reluctant to continue
crawling on the level glass surface above it. In such a
situation their behavior can be influenced by the expres-
sion on their mother’s face. If she smiles cheerfully the
baby is encouraged to crawl over the glass but if she
looks fearful he will not cross. The baby is guided by his
mother’s expression only in times of uncertainty. If the
patterned surface is flat under the glass, that is, if there
is no apparent drop, babies don’t check the mother’s face
or, if they do, will cross whatever expression she has.
That is, babies use this.social referencing as the phenome-
non has been called, to decide how to act in times of
uncertainty. A baby will also check his mother’s fade-if-
he encounters an unknown person or a strangé newtoy.
If she looks hostile or fearful he will-rétréat; but if she
appears friendly or happy he will be encouraged to ap-
proach the person or toy. Thus, children show an aware-
ness of their mothers’ emotional reactions, or at least they
show an ability to respond in different ways to things in
the world depending on their mother’s facial expressions
of emotion.

Before nine months of age babies play with toys and
other objects and interact with people, smiling and bab-
bling. But after this age a new stage is reached. Sociil
referencing marks their ability to coordinate their inter-
actiont with a person and with objects; they are able t&
respond to their mother’s reaction to an object in the .
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world! A three-month-old will smile and coo at another
person and a six-month-old will reach out and pick up
a toy. But by nine months of age babies are no longer
limited to interacting just with a person or just with
things;'they are able to coordinate the two, an ability that
is essential for communicating with others about things -
in the world.

This ability is seen in social referencing but it is seen
in other ways too. If the mother looks at something, the
baby will follow the direction of her gaze so that both
mother and baby are looking at the same thing.5 Later,
the baby can look where her mother points and can
herself point to things she wants her mother to see.®
These are all ways in which mother and baby can share
one another’s focus on an object, a prerequisite for com-
mumcatlng about it: Typlcally once we have focused on
a topic in a conversation,'we take turns talking about it.
Babies also acquire these turn-taking abilities before they
are actually able to converse in the conventional sense.
This is seen very early on when two-month-olds engage
in face-to-face interaction with their mothers: infant and
mother take turns smiling and cooing at one another.
There is some debate, however, over how much control
of the interaction the baby has at such an early age. Some
researchers, such as Rudolph Schaffer, argue that the
mother fits her turns into pauses in the baby’s activity.”
Others, such as Colwyn Trevarthen, claim that even two-
month-old infants are truly taking turns with the mother
and are innately predisposed to such intersubjectivity.®
Nevertheless, it is generally agreed that babies” interac-
tions with others change in nature around nine months
of age. We can see this change in the games of give and
take that babies love to play at this age. Father holds out
a ball, baby takes it, then gives it back to him, and back
and forth it goes. She shares his focus and participates
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in the exchange, just as in years to come they will share
a topic of conversation and talk back and forth about it.

There really is a different “feel” to one’s interactions
with an infant at this stage. There is a genuine sense of

‘communication and of intention on the infant’s part. But

perhaps the more important issue from my point of view
here is how aware such young children are of what they
are doing and sharing. Are they aware of their beliefs
and desires and those of others? No one would deny that
infants have beliefs and desires. We can see their surprise
when something unexpected happens—when a belief is
not confirmed—and we witness their rage when a desire
is frustrated. And when infants communicate these states
to others, their behavior appears to be intentional. If a
baby wants something and her mother does not imme-
diately respond, she will persist in her attempt to get it.
She will look back at her mother and look at the toy
again, she will add a wanting sound to her reaching
gesture, she will make the sound louder, and so on and
on, until her goal has been obtained. These are all the
marks of intentional activity. However, merely possessing
beliefs, desires, and intentions is different from an under-
standing of belief, desire, and intention and the ability to
attribute such states to others: Nonetheless, infants do.
respond to others’ expressions of belief and desire.
Mother says, “Look at the truck,” as she points and looks,
and baby looks too. Father says, “Give me the ball,”
holding out an open hand, and baby hands it over. Ba-
bies of this age, around the end of their first year, really
are active participants in the social exchange, even
though we still have real and important questions about
how much understanding they have of this social inter-
action.
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Intentional Communication

Social interaction is really an interaction of minds, of
mental states, but we have to communicate those states
to others. We have to let the other person know we want
something, or that we want them to believe something,
and so on. Human beings are not mind readers, not in
any telepathic sense anyway, and in order to know what
is in another person’s mind we have to give that infor-
mation to one another. We have to “get in touch” or “put
it over” or “get it across”—these are all common ways of
referring to the communication that is basic to social
interaction—and this communication frequently, al-
though not exclusively, involves language. The cover
design of George Miller and Philip Johnson-Laird’s book
Language and Perception neatly conveys the idea: two
profiles face one another with an arch formed of a jumble
of letters of the alphabet between them.® In one head all
the letters are green, in the other they are all red, and in
the arch that spans the space between them there is a mix
of green and red letters. You have your thoughts, your
beliefs, desires, and so on, and I have mine. We share
them in language, in the talk that passes between us.

I do not want to digress too far into a topic that has
been thoroughly researched and reported in recent years,
that of children’s acquisition of language.!® Nonetheless,
insofar as we share our beliefs and desires in language,
children’s acquisition of language is fundamental to their
discovery of the mind. What is important is not so much
the acquisition of the meaning of particular words or the
ability to string words together in acceptable ways;
rather, it is the ability to use language to “get in touch”
with one another and “get it across” to another. In the
terms of child language textbooks, the relevant issue here
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is not one of acquiring semantics or syntax, but pragmat-
ics, that is, learning to use language.

The study of language acquisition inspired by the
Chomskyan revolution in the 1960s focused first on ques-
tions of syntax and then on semantics.! At the end of the
decade a new breed of child language researcher empha-
sized the importance of pragmatic, or functional, consid-
erations in studies of language acquisition.!? From their
point of view it didn’t seem sufficient to consider just the
syntactic form and semantic content of children’s speech.
Because language is acquired in a social context, they
thought consideration should also be given to its use as
a communication system, to the intentions of language
users, and to the way those intentions are coded and
interpreted. Indeed, not only did they give consideration
to such factors, they showed that such development
came before semantic and syntactic development. That
is, babies communicate before they talk, an unsurprising
statement to any parent.

Before they can talk, babies use other gestures as well
as the previously mentioned pointing. Often these ges-
tures develop from actions that are not at first commu-
nicative, or at least, not intended to be s0.!3 For example,
a baby reaches for a toy in an attempt to grasp it, some-
one seeing her trying to reach it passes it to her, and
gradually the reach and openhanded grasping move-
ment develop into a gesture for requesting an object.
Similarly, the arm-raising gesture by which babies ask to
be picked up gradually develops.!* At first when the
mother lifts the baby, his arms go up simply because her
hands are in his armpits. This is just a movement, unin-
tended and uncaused by the child. At a later stage he
may cooperate in being picked up; as his mother lifts
him he actively raises his arms. Still later, when his
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mother has no thought of picking him up, he may raise
his arms to her asking to be picked up.

Thus when children begin to use language they are
already effective communicators. Starting to talk is a
gradual process that develops smoothly from these ear-
lier abilities and builds on them. As babies gesture they
babble and then use idiosyncratic strings of sounds that
later become recognizable words, at first single words,
very much tied to the situation, and later multi-word
combinations. For example, the baby’s reaching gesture
may first be combined with babbling, then with a sound
that is his expression of wanting something. Later he will
use a word for the thing he wants,!> and at this stage he
can indicate precisely what he means even if the object
is out of sight.

One of the most obvious and the most mysterious
things about our use of language is that we mean some-
thing by it. How can a string of sounds mean anything,
and how could a child ever acquire the notion that it
does? The philosopher Paul Grice has shed light on this
mystery in the distinction he makes between natural and
non-natural meaning.'® Some things “naturally” have:
meaning in the sense that smoke means fire, or a very
young baby’s crying means he is in distress. The smoke.
and the crying mean something and communicate some-
thing to us, although no one intends to communicate
‘anything. The young baby simply cries and his distress .
is communicated to his parents, but at this early stage it
implies no intention on the baby’s part. Non-natural
meaning, on the other hand, is the basis of intentional -
communication. The message—sounds, words, marks, or .
whatever—is intended to communicate something.. In
fact, there is a complex intention involved. To paraphrase
Grice, intentional communication consists of one person -
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intending to cause another person to think something or
do something, simply by intending the other person to
recognize from the message itself that he intends them
to think or do that thing. I may cry because I am dis-
tressed, and if you hear me you may know I am dis-
tressed, although I may not even know you are there.
Just like the young baby’s cry, this is not an intentional
communication. On the other hand, I may know that you
are listening and I may want you to think I am-dis-.
tressed, so I cry, intending you to recognize that'I want
you to know I am distressed. This is a case of intentional
communication, of non-natural meaning.

In his book Child’s Talk Jerome Bruner clearly conveys
how children acquire the ability to communicate inten-
tionally in this sense, how they come to understand and
to produce non-natural meanings.”” His thesis is that
they build on the natural meanings they at first produce.
Their early crying naturally means they are upset, and
their early reaching naturally means they want the object
they are trying to get. Even though the child has no
intention of communicating distress or desire at this
early stage, the parent acts as though she did. That is,
parents treat unintentional, natural meanings asinters
tional communications. Within the context of this sup-
portive situation the child gradually acquires the ability
to communicate intentionally, to convey non-natural
meanings. She acquires the conventions of the system.

Isn’t it sufficient simply to say that? Because language
is a conventional system, wouldn't it be easier just to say
that the baby learns the conventions of the system? For
example, I want you to give me the ball. According to
Grice’s formulation, in saying “give me the ball” I intend
to make you give it to me simply by getting you to see
that is what I intend. Wouldn't it be easier just to say that
linguistic meaning is conventional and that by conven-
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tion “give me the ball” means I want you to give me the
ball? True. But not enough. For I might say, “Can you
give me the ball?” and I don’t want you to respond “Yes.”
Or I might say, “Why don’t you give me the ball?” and
I don’t want you to give me a reason. I might even say,
“I can’t reach the ball.” These indirect requests also con-
vey the message “give me the ball.” Much of the time
our communication does not rest on what our words
conventionally and literally mean:. Grice’s theory of non-
natural meaning, based on the mutual awareness of com-

plex intentions, allows us to account for all the times-

when the words that are spoken do not correspond ex-
actly and conventionally to what the speaker means. It

was designed to explain the ways in which we may say -

one thing and mean something else: It allows us to ac-
count for all the nonliteral uses of language—for indirect
requests, sarcasm, irony, and so on.

However, if we accept Grice’s complicated formula-
tion, it implies that when father says “give me the ball”
and baby hands it over, she is aware of his intention that
she give him the ball. That is, she is not just expressing
her own intentions, by reaching out, for example, but she
is aware of others’ intentions.;This suggests that infants
know a lot about the mind. Many researchers doubt,
however, that their understanding is so explicit at this
early stage. Even those who first pointed out these im-

plications from infants’ communicative abilities, did not

claim that dinfants were aware of the theory they were
implicitly using, or that they could actually ascribe men-
tal states to others.!® Infants have an implicit theory of
mind, they said, in the same way that two-year-olds have
an implicit theory of grammar. Moreover, it is not until
much later that children understand metaphor, irony,
and so on, which depend on an understanding of
Gricean principles.’” Perhaps it is a fruitless argument.
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Whether children’s discovery of the mind takes them
from a point of no understanding to one of understand-
ing, or from a more implicit to a more explicit under-
standing, it is an important developmental process and
one that is fascinating to trace.

Undoubtedly, even the one-year-old participates in the
system, and not merely by rote. Young children may not
understand irony, but even they don’t confuse genuine
“Why?” questions with indirect requests such as “Why
don’t you put your toys away?” They never answer the
latter with “Because . . .,” at least not until later and
cheekier years. As Bruner has suggested, this indicates
that children recognize the different intentions behind
the two forms. They are learning about communication,
not about interrogatives. Their focus is on the intentional
aspect of language, on what people mean. Indeed, as
Margaret Donaldson has pointed out, in a'sense they
understand what people mean before they understand
what the words mean.?’ She tells the story of an English
woman sitting with an Arab woman and her two chil-
dren, a seven-year-old boy and a thirteen-month-old girl.
The English woman speaks only English, and mother
and son only Arabic. The little girl can speak neither. She
toddles to the English woman and back to her mother,
then she turns to walk to the English woman again, who
points to the boy and says, “Walk to your brother this
time.” He opens his arms and the baby goes to him. The
boy didn’t comprehend the woman’s words, but he un-
derstood the situation and so did his sister. Donaldson’s
point is that what was meant was so clear from the
situation that the children appeared to understand the
words. This is how children learn to use language. How-
ever, at this early stage their understanding is embedded-
in the context; in the here and now. After infancy they
start to go beyond the immediate present, beyond the
here and now, and this is the topic of the next chapter.



4 Thoughts and
Things

The focus on infancy research in the last twenty-five
years and the many investigations of infants” social and
communicative skills, show us that babies know a lot
more and understand a lot more than psychologists used
to think they did. However, no one would deny that
babies and young preschoolers are very different crea-
tures, different in many ways, and different in their un-
derstanding of the mind. What is the basis of that differ-
ence? To put it very simply, babies are well able to think
about things in the world, to think about reality, but they
don’t think of alternative possible or hypothetical reali-
ties. A dramatic change occurs around the middle of the
second year when they begin to think about alternatives
to reality. Then they are not limited to thinking about the
world only as it is presented to them. They can also think
about absent and hypothetical situations.

The End of Infancy

How do we know this? The experimental work from
which this knowledge is derived began with Piaget’s
observations of his own three children and continued in
subsequent investigations built on his work.! What sorts
of tasks have investigators used? We put a bright doll

49



50 / The Child's Discovery of the Mind

just out of one-year-old Joe’s reach and leave a toy rake
nearby. Joe waves his arms around, wanting the doll. His
hand hits the rake and he picks it up. He waves the rake
around and it hits the doll. He waves it some more, and
it pulls the doll nearer to him. Then he reaches out and
grabs the doll. Now let’s try it with Molly, who is nearly
two years old. We put the doll out of her reach, leaving
the rake nearby. She looks at the doll, she looks at the
rake, she looks back at the doll. Then she picks up the
rake and scoops the doll toward herself. Joe and Molly
have both achieved the same end, although Joe’s motto
seems to be “If at first you don’t succeed, try, try, again,”
and Molly’s “Look before you leap.” Tasks like these
show us that sometime in the middle of their second year
children acquire the ability to think out a solution to a
new problem, to solve it with “insight,” without going
through a period of trial and error. The child is able to
imagine possible ways of acting and then to act.

Let’s try something else. Here is a bunch of brightly
colored plastic keys. I rattle them and show them to Joe,
who is interested in them. I close my hand round them,
hiding the keys, and as he watches I put my hand under
a pillow on the sofa. Leaving the keys behind, I bring
my hand out, still closed, and say to Joe, “Where are the
keys?” He opens my fist—no keys. Now he doesn’t know
where to look; he can’t find them. But Molly can, even
when I “invisibly displace” them by hiding them in this
complicated way. Joe can remember that the keys were
in my hand, but he is lost when it turns out to be empty,
whereas Molly can think back and remember my hand
under the pillow and can work out that the keys might
be there. She can imagine their probable location.

Joe knows one or two words, but Molly talks more
than he does, and she’s not bound to the here and now
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in the way that Joe is. She can talk about objects that
aren’t right there; she can ask for something she can't
see, and she will go and fetch something from another
room if we ask her for it. In simple ways she can talk
about things that happened in the past. Emily, a little girl
who was audiotaped as she talked to herself in her crib,
gives us many examples—at twenty-one months, for in-
stance, she reflected on an incident that had happened
earlier in the day:

Car broke,
the . . . Emmy can’t go in the car.
Go in green car . . .2

Children of this age can also think ahead to something
they plan to do, act on the plan, and then comment on
its success or failure—there to mark success, and oh dear
or uh-oh to mark failure—quite unsophisticated com-
ments perhaps, but comments nonetheless.? For example,
a child might plan to build a tower, smile and say “there”
as she completes it, or if it falls as she adds the last block
she might say “uh-oh.” Her uh-oh indicates the discrep-
ancy between what she imagined and what actually hap-
pened: she can think of the possibility and compare it
with the reality.

Thus, in all these ways—talking about events gone by
and things out of sight, solving problems by insight,
finding invisibly displaced objects—children in their sec-
ond year of life show us that they can think about absent
and hypothetical situations. All of these behaviors, which
develop around eighteen months of age, show that the
child can think about possible states of affairs, not just
about things that actually exist before her eyes, in front
of her. This ability—to imagine a possible alternative
reality—is perhaps most clearly seen in young children’s
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pretend play, which also begins to develop at about
this age.

Pretend Play

It was Piaget who first made much of young children’s
ability to pretend.* He described his daughter Jacqueline,
at fifteen months of age, pretending to go to sleep, hold-
ing a cloth in the way she usually held her pillow, suck-
ing her thumb and lying down, but laughing and saying
“no, no,” knowing this wasn’t real sleep. Another daugh-
ter, at nineteen months of age, “pretended to drink out
of a box and then held it to the mouths of all who were
present.”> No parent, indeed no one who has spent time
with young children, will need an elaboration of these
descriptions. They are familiar to us all. Children every-
where play in this way, although the amount of make-
believe play varies in different cultural and social
groups, and among individual children.®

Children’s make-believe play is delightful to observe.
Here we really see the child’s ability to imagine possible,
hypothetical worlds—an ability that begins around
eighteen months of age and develops remarkably over
the next few years. However, even children just two
years old can get involved in quite complicated pretend
scenarios, as this example shows:

J. finds an enclosure made from blocks. He picks up a
small figure with a wide-brimmed hat on: “Farmer want
a bath. Gonna give farmer a bath.” J. pretends to turn on
imaginary faucets at one end of the enclosure. He swishes
the figure around briefly, then says, “Oh, no, s000000 hot.
Gotta put some cold in.” He makes the farmer figure get
out and pretends to add some more water from the imagi-
nary faucets. J. then puts the farmer back into the “bath.”
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“Oh, no, soooooo hot, too hot. Ouch. Gotta put some cold
in.” He makes the figure hop out of the bath again.”

By three or four years of age, children’s pretend play
becomes quite complex and inventive and may occupy
much of their playtime.? Children take on make-believe
roles and act out complicated scenarios in make-believe
places. Even two-year-olds can play like this if they are
supported by an older and friendly sibling, as Judy
Dunn’s observations have shown.

John'’s sister: I know, you can be the daddy and I
can be the mummy. Yes?

John: Yes.

John’s sister: Right, we’ve got a baby haven’t we?

John: Yeah.

John’s sister: (addresses him by real father’s
name) Henry.

John: Yeah?

John's sister: Have you got any babies?

John: (inaudible reply)

John to observer:  Ia daddy.’

John, who is just two years old, could not only take on
a pretend identity and play appropriately in that role, he
was also able to tell someone else that was who he was
pretending to be. And two-year-old children explicitly
label pretending with the word “pretend”: “He pretend-
ing himself is a beetle,” “Those monsters are just pretend,
right?” “I going out Mommy. Mommy you (pre)tend to
cry.”10

Moreover, it is not just in pretend play that children
can imagine things and talk about pretense. Three-year-
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old Katie was walking home from daycare with her
mother:

Mother: What shall we have for dinner?

Katie:  Daddy.

Mother: That’s a good idea, yes, with ketchup.
Katie:  Let’s have Mommy for dinner.
Mother: With ketchup?

Katie: Yes.

Mother:  But then Mommy would be eaten all up. I'd
be all gone if you had me for dinner.

Katie: (looking upset) It’s just pretend.

These observations of children’s play and talk in eve-
ryday situations are supported by the recent experimen-
tal work of Paul Harris and Robert Kavanaugh.! In these
studies the authors could control the situation and dem-
onstrate that two-year-olds really do understand another
person’s pretense, they are not just carried along in the
game. For example, if her child is playing with a toy tea
set, a mother may hold out a cup asking for some “tea,”
and the child may pick up the teapot and pretend to pour
into the cup. However, in the context this may be the
most obvious thing to do, or the child may simply be
imitating what her mother or sister just did. Harris and
Kavanaugh designed their experiments so that children’s
appropriate responses gave evidence of real under-
standing. If the experimenter pretended that a yellow
block was a banana and a red block was cake, and then
told two-year-olds that the pig wants some cake, or the
duck wants some banana, the children appropriately
gave the toy animals a red block or a yellow one from a
pile of blocks. And they could use the same “prop,” for
example a popsicle stick, to stir the teddy bear’s tea or
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brush the teddy bear’s teeth, depending on the experi-
menter’s request. They could also act appropriately and
describe the action within a pretend scenario. If the ex-
perimenter made a naughty puppet pour make-believe
tea over one of the toy pigs, the child would dry the
pig that was all wet and could explain what had hap-
pened. None of this is remarkable. We have all seen
two-year-olds doing these things. However, Harris and
Kavanaugh show that two-year-olds’ competence and
understanding is as good in a controlled situation as we
have assumed it is from watching their everyday play.

What Can We Learn from Children’s
Pretend Play?

The important question is: What does children’s ability
to pretend tell us about their understanding of the mind?
Again, it was Piaget who first attempted to answer this
question. According to him, pretense shows the develop-
ment of the child’s capacity for symbolic representation,
that is, the ability to use one thing to stand for another.
For example, when Jacqueline pretended that a cloth was
her pillow, she was using the cloth as a symbol for the
pillow, and in saying “no, no” she indicated that she was
aware of what she was doing—she understood that the
cloth represented the pillow. The objects the young child
first uses in pretend play, Piaget said, are personal sym-
bols. That is, at the beginning children’s pretense is soli-
tary; later it becomes social and symbols become shared.

In contrast, Alan Leslie has emphasized that from the
beginning, when children first start to pretend, they are
able to understand pretense in others, as Dunn’s obser-
vations and Harris and Kavanaugh’s experiments have
shown. Therefore the importance of early pretense, Leslie
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says, is that it is the first clear sign of children’s ability
to understand another person’s mental state.!? This must
be so if they can coordinate their pretending with that of
another person, because they have to link their actions
to what the other person is pretending, not what he or
she is actually doing. Leslie’s concern is to explain how
such young children acquire this understanding. He
wonders why two-year-olds aren’t confused by pretense.
They are at an age when they are just finding out about
the world and about the meaning of words, and one
would think that pretense would distort all of that. Con-
sider, he says, a two-year-old watching her mother using
a telephone; she doesn’t understand what it is for or how
it works, but she is acquiring knowledge that will build
up that understanding. Then her mother pretends that a
banana is a telephone. Leslie wonders what would hap-
pen if the child treated this information in the same
serious way as before—it could lead to some strange
ideas. Then the mother hands the child the banana, say-
ing “Here, take the telephone.” Now language learning
is in danger too!" So why don’t two-year-olds get hope-
lessly confused by pretense? Leslie proposes that the
brain has a special innate mechanism, what he calls a
Theory of Mind module, that enables the child to isolate
pretense from the real world.!

Our perceptual and cognitive systems have evolved to
allow us to form correct representations, that is, true
beliefs, about the world—easy enough to say although
incredibly hard to describe and explain, but how this is
achieved doesn’t matter here. Suffice it to say we all
assume it is what happens—seeing is believing, after all.
Leslie calls these correct representations of the world
primary representations. The cognitive system forms these
primary representations from infancy onward—even a
baby can see the curved yellow banana, for example, as
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the evidence in the previous chapter showed. However,
we don't just have primary representations, beliefs about
the world, we also have beliefs about our own and oth-
ers’ beliefs (and hopes, fears, desires, intentions, and
pretenses). That is, we have beliefs about beliefs, what
Leslie calls secondary representations. These beliefs are dif-
ferent from primary representations in important ways,
because, as we saw in Chapter 2, such beliefs are opaque,
that is, they are suspended from reality, and don't carry
the same truth and existence implications that primary
representations do. “The cherries are ripe” implies both
that there are cherries and that they are ripe. However,
“Nancy thinks the cherries are ripe” may be true whether
the cherries are actually ripe or not, or even if they have
all been eaten. Here, we take Nancy’s primary repre-
sentation, “The cherries are ripe,” and embed it in the
secondary representation, “Nancy thinks the cherries are
ripe.” Embedding it in this way suspends its truth and
existence implications. According to Leslie, the Theory
of Mind module is the cognitive mechanism that per-
forms this embedding. Once the primary representation
is embedded in this way it is isolated from reality, neither
true nor false.

Leslie argues that children’s pretend play is the first
sign of this system in action. It allows the child to form
secondary representations of the sort “John pretends he is
a daddy” or “I pretend the banana is a telephone,” with-
out the child’s cognitive system confusing the properties
of little boys and fathers, or bananas and telephones. The
“knowing looks and smiles” that Piaget remarked on,”
like the exaggerated actions and special tone of voice we
use, provide social clues that we are pretending, but,
according to Leslie, the cognitive mechanism underlying
this is innate. Later, the mechanism can form other sec-
ondary representations, using think, for example, “I think
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that is a porkypine,” “You think it don’t belongs to me.”16
Leslie calls these secondary representations metarepresen-
tations. He uses the prefix meta- to indicate their recursive
nature—they are secondary representations of primary
representations.

Josef Perner agrees with Leslie that two-year-olds’ abil-
ity to pretend shows that they can form secondary rep-
resentations, suspended from reality, but he does not
agree that they should be called metarepresentations.!”
Perner argues against Piaget’s interpretation of pretend
play as showing the onset of the capacity for symbolic
representation. He denies that such young children un-
derstand representation. For Perner, young children’s
pretense shows that they can imagine alternative hypo-
thetical situations and act “as if” the world were that
way. Being able to understand that something could be
something else, that a cloth, for example, could be a
pillow, does not require understanding that something
can be used to represent something else, Perner says.

This is a very important point, because two-year-olds
cannot understand misrepresentation even though they
understand pretense. They cannot understand the sort of
things discussed in Chapter 2, for example, why a person
would look for something in the place where he thought
it was, not in the new place it had been moved to while
he wasn’t looking. If young children have a representa-
tional understanding of pretense, we would expect that
they would understand misrepresentation, which also
requires representational understanding. Yet children do
not understand misrepresentation until age four, and
Perner says we should not credit them with metarepre-
sentational understanding until then.

It is confusing that researchers use the term metarepre-
sentation in different ways. It reflects the different senses
of representation I discussed in Chapter 2, where I said
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that children have to discover two things about the mind:
what it is and what it does. The mind represents—that’s
what it does. And it is the sum of these mental repre-
sentations—that’s what it is. Thus, representation has
two senses: a representation is a mental entity, such as a
belief, and representation is the mind’s activity in form-
ing beliefs and other mental states. The two different
senses of “metarepresentation” reflect these two different
ways of thinking about representation. Metarepresenta-
tions, in Leslie’s sense, are representations of repre-
sentational entities, such as beliefs about beliefs. Meta-
representation, in Perner’s sense, is an understanding of
representational activity—not of course in any neuro-
physiological way—that allows the child to see mental
states as representations.

It may be, however, that children’s ability to pretend
implies less than either Leslie or Perner claim. Harris and
Kavanaugh offer another way of thinking about it. They
agree with Leslie that children must link their actions to
what the other person is pretending, not what he or she
is actually doing. But they do not agree that this shows
that the child understands the other person’s mental
state. They suggest, as Angeline Lillard'® has done, that
the child recognizes a “distinctive form of action rather
than a distinctive mental stance of pretending.”?® Two-
year-olds may think of pretense as a special kind of ac-
tivity, rather than thinking about the mental states in-
volved—as representations or as hypothetical situations
or as anything else. Harris and Kavanaugh propose a
model in which understanding pretense is analogous to
comprehending a story. In both cases comprehension is
a constructive process that relies on general knowledge,
reference to the immediate context, and reference back to
earlier parts of the game or story. They suggest that
children mentally “flag” the props in a pretend game, to
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mark, for example, the block as a pig. These flags are
edited as the game proceeds, for example, the pig gets
wet if tea is poured on it. And the flags are read when
some action is required, for example, the pig needs to be
dried. The crucial question, which Henry Wellman and
Anne Hickling raise in their commentary, is this: do
children see the “flags” as being in the world or in the
mind?? That is, do they assume that someone who ar-
rives after the game has begun knows what has been
stipulated as what—that the block is a pig, for example—
and expect that person to be able to play along in the
game? Only further research will answer this question.

On any account, it is clear that from a very young
age, children do engage in pretend play with enjoyment
and some understanding. They can keep track of what
is real and what is pretend. They know the cloth isn’t
really a pillow, the banana not really a telephone. They
keep pretense and reality separate. They don’t confuse
thoughts and things.

Distinguishing between Thoughts and Things

According to Henry Wellman, this distinction between
thoughts and things is the bedrock on which the child’s
theory of mind is built.2! One feature of a theory, he says,
is that it makes ontological distinctions; that is to say, it
determines what categories or kinds of things exist. The
basic category distinction a theory of mind makes is that
between the world and the mind, between the real world
“out there” and the mental world. In our everyday lives
we are all “commonsense realists” in this sense.2 We all
believe there is a real world that exists independent of
our thoughts about it, and further, we believe we do have
thoughts about that world. We understand that our
thoughts are private, that they cannot be seen or touched,
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and that sometimes, as mental images for example, they
can be made to come and go at will. Things, on the other
hand, can be seen and touched. They have a public and
often consistent existence. The table and chairs in the
room can be seen and touched by anyone who enters,
and they are there from one day to the next. Do young
children have such understanding? Do they make these
same distinctions between thoughts and things? As we
saw in Chapter 1, Piaget thought they didn’t; he said,
“The child cannot distinguish a real house, for example,
from the concept or mental image or name of the
house.”? Henry Wellman disputes this claim. He and his
colleagues conducted a series of experiments that dem-
onstrate how sophisticated preschoolers” understanding
of the distinction between thoughts and things really is.

These studies clearly show that children between three
and five years of age can distinguish between real things
and mental entities, such as thoughts, memories, dreams,
and pretenses. The children were shown pictures of a boy
who had a cookie, for example, and a boy who was
thinking about a cookie, or dreaming of one, remember-
ing one, or pretending to have one. Even the three-year-
olds could say which boy could see, touch, eat, or let his
friend eat the cookie, and they could also say that the
first boy’s cookie was real and the second boy’s cookie
was not real. In these experiments the children were also
able to distinguish between thoughts and potentially
more confusing real things such as smoke, sounds, and
photographs. In one of the studies, three-year-olds could
distinguish between an object, such as a cup, a mental
image of a cup, and a real cup hidden in a box. They
knew they could touch the cup on the table in front of
them and see it with their eyes, but not the one in the
box or the one “in their head.” And they understood that
they could transform the image but not the real object,
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just by thinking about it (for example, they could turn
the cup upside down). Further, they were able to give
explanations to justify these judgments. They said they
couldn’t touch the image because “it’s not real” or “be-
cause it's my imagination,” whereas they said they
couldn’t touch the hidden cup because it was in the box.
It seems clear from Wellman’s experiments that chil-
dren do make the same basic distinction we do between
thoughts and things. Why did Piaget find otherwise?
Wellman says it was because Piaget asked general ques-
tions about abstract mental entities rather than simple,
direct questions about specific mental entities like those
in his studies. Moreover, his technique compared chil-
dren’s judgments of mental entities and real things,
whereas Piaget relied solely on children’s ability to pro-
duce verbal explanations of only mental phenomena,
and he interpreted children’s figurative explanations,
that dreams are pictures, for example, too literally. The
child may have meant that dreams are like pictures.
Remember the earlier discussion about the two discov-
eries the child has to make about the mind: what it is
and what it does. Wellman’s findings are relevant to the
first of these. Conceivably, children could answer ques-
tions about mental entities without understanding that
the mind represents, without understanding that it is the
mind that constructs these entities. According to Josef
Perner, three-year-olds’ ability to distinguish between
real and mental entities depends only on their under-
standing the content of their images, thoughts, memory,
and so on, as “imagined situations.”* They do not un-
derstand that their mental images, thoughts, and memo-
ries are representations produced by the mind. Wellman
also agrees that, although three-year-olds can distinguish
mental entities from real things, they do not understand
that the mental things are constructed by the mind.
Although three-year-olds perform so well on these
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experimental tasks, the boundary between reality and
fantasy may still not be clearly drawn for them, as this
sample of dialogue illustrates:

Pretend there’s a monster coming, OK?
No, let’s don’t pretend that.

OK, why?

‘Cause it’s too scary, that's why.®

Anyone who has given a home to a preschooler’s imagi-
nary friend, and John and Elizabeth Newson’s work?®
suggests that this includes at least a quarter of all par-
ents, will recognize that reality and imagination are not
always kept strictly apart in the young child’s world. As
I said earlier, in contrast to real things, mental entities
cannot be seen and touched and do not have a consistent
and public existence. But an imaginary friend is a con-
sistent character who may be part of the child’s life for
months, even years. The friend may also acquire a “pub-
lic existence,” at least within the family, and though he
or she is invisible and intangible, allowances must still
be made. One mother interviewed by the Newsons, talk-
ing about her four-year-old’s imaginary friend Janet,
said, “We can be watching television, and if my lad sits
too close, it’s “You're squashing her [Janet]—get off!” And
he has to get off, and all! I think we’ve all got used to
Janet now.”? It seems as though young children’s imagi-
nary friends and companions are quite real to them. As
another mother said about her four-year-old son, “I think
he can really see this dog [her son’s imaginary compan-
ion]. In fact, I said to my husband, I think I can see this
dog!”?® And certainly, all those of us whose sleep has
been broken by children’s fears of imagined ghosts and
monsters will wonder how clear children are about the
boundary between the real and the fantastic.

Paul Harris wondered the same thing.?? He thought
that preschoolers who were clear about the difference



64 / The Child's Discovery of the Mind

between a real cup and an imagined cup might still not
be clear about the unreal status of an imagined monster.
He and his colleagues asked four- and six-year-olds to
imagine things like “a monster that wags its tail and
comes chasing after you.” He found that the children
were just as well able to say that it wasn't real as they
were to say that an imagined cup wasn’t real. Even
children who admitted to being scared of the creature
still acknowledged that it wasn’t real. In a further experi-
ment, Harris asked the children to pretend there was a
friendly puppy in one box and a scary monster in an-
other box, each of which had a little hole in the side. Even
though they knew it was a pretend game, they were
more likely to choose to put their finger through the hole
in the puppy’s box and a stick through the hole in the
monster’s box. Harris concludes that his experiments
“suggest that children systematically distinguish fantasy
from reality, but are tempted to believe in the existence
of what they have merely imagined.”*® Perhaps we our-
selves are not so different. I cry real tears at the theater,
and sometimes I feel real fear when I lie in bed reading
late at night. Just imagination—yes. Young children
know that too, though they may be less skillful at re-
minding themselves of it and comforting themselves
with the thought.

Nonetheless, young children really do know the dif-
ference between the representation and reality, between
thoughts and things. They know that thoughts are “just
in your head.” They know the thought-of cookie cannot
be shared with your friends. However, the thought of a
cookie can be shared. It can be shared in language. The
next chapter will look at how thoughts are shared and
then at how, knowing other people’s thoughts, we can
predict and explain their actions.
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Language

As we have seen, young children are clear about the
difference between thoughts and things. They are able to
explain that a boy who is just thinking about a cookie
can’t see it or touch it or share it with his friends, because
it isn’t real, it is just in his head. Why “just in his head”?
Our commonsense understanding of mind assumes that
mental activity goes on in the brain {at least our twenti-
eth-century Western common sense does), and it appears
that quite young children have some understandmg of
the functions of the brain and its location in the head. In
an experimental study, some four-year-olds and most
five-year-olds judged that, just as you need your hands
to tie your shoes, so you need your brain to think and
to dream and to remember, and they told the examiner
that his brain was in his head, and that a doll didn’t have
a brain.!

We believe that mental states, such as thinking and -
remembering, originate in the brain. Mental states are _
brain states caused by particular patterns of activated
neurons. Some philosophers and psychologists then ar-
gue, as I mentioned in Chapter 1, that if mental states *
are simply brain states scientific psychology has no need -
for them.: Mental state concepts are like concepts of -
ghosts and fairies, which are part of our folklore, or like

65
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concepts of phlogiston and ether, which are part of an
earlier but now disproven theory. Thus, concepts of
thoughts and wants, of beliefs and desires should be left
where they belong, in folk psychology. ‘That is their
proper place; a scientific explanation of human action
does not require them.

Mental States

Nonetheless, as I said in Chapter 2, other philosophers
and psychologists do regard mental states, such as beliefs
and desires, as real states.2 They do not deny that such
states are brain states. They do not claim that the mind
exists independent of the brain, as a dualist would. They
do not say, as Descartes once did, that mind and matter,
the psychological and the physical, are independent of
each other. What they do argue is that the mind is not -
the brain and that we can think about mental states:
-without reducing them to brain states, just as we can
think of animals and plants without reducing them to
chemicals. Although our bodies and those of other ani-
mals are composed of chemical substances organized in
particular ways, we do not think zoologists are wasting
their time describing different animal species and their
characteristics. That is, we do not suggest that all zoology
should be reduced to chemistry, even though we ac-
knowledge that some chemical composition underlies
the animal body. In just the same way we can acknow-
ledge that the brain underlies the mind but still talk
about organization at the mental level. According to this
view, 'beliefs and desires are mental phenomena; they. -
function in explanations at the mental level. We can
explain and predict people’s behavior by appealing to-
this mental level in a way that we cannot do by appeal-
ing to brain states, at least at the present time.
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The question then becomes, How do we characterize
this mental level? As we saw in Chapter 2, Brentano
claimed thatintentionality (in its technical, philosophical
sense) is the mark of the mental, is what distinguishes
the mental level from the physical realm. Intentionality
is aboutness—mental or intentional states are always
about something. Something in the world is represented
in the mind. What does that mean—to be represented in
the mind? This is an enormous question, to which I will
give only a very partial answer: When I took my coffee
mug back to the kitchen this morning I dropped it, it
broke, and I swept the pieces into the garbage. But I
remember the mug; I can picture it in my mind, I can see
the blue flowers on it. Just now I am feeling hungry. I
will call and order a pizza; I think of a list of things I
want on the pizza—double cheese, peppers, no olives.
When I think about the mug and the pizza, they are
things that exist in the world, or at least they did or could
exist. Thinking about things, we present them to our-
selves in our mind. Perhaps we present them to our-
selves in pictures or in words but perhaps not. Never-
theless, in some way, when we think we re-present the
world in mind. Our mental states are thus re-presenta-
tions.

We can have any number of different representations:
I remember the mug; I want a pizza. We represent not
just objects but events and states of affairs too: I remem-
ber my mother gave me that mug; I want the pizza
delivered to my house. “My mother gave me the mug”
and “The pizza will be delivered to my house” are state-
ments, or what are called propositions. Thus, mental states
are often described as attitudes to propositions. They
consist of a propositional content to which the person

has a certain attitude, such as holding it to be true or"

wanting it to happen. The attitude denotes what type of

e
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mental state it is—belief, desire, and so on—and the
content what it is about. For example:

Attitude Proposition
Type of mental state Content, what it is about
believe (there are olives on the pizza)
desire (peppers on the pizza)
intend (call the pizza place)

We can hold different attitudes to the same proposi-
tion, resulting in quite different mental states. I can be-
lieve the pizza will arrive in five minutes, want the pizza
to arrive in five minutes, hope it will arrive in five min-
utes, and so on. There is obviously a difference between
believing something to be true and wanting something
to be the case, even when the propositional content of
the belief and the desire are the same. Beliefs are caused
by things in the world—we see something or are told
something and therefore come to hold certain beliefs
about it. For example, the pizza comes and we see olives
on it. The relationship between a belief and reality is
characterized by truth (or falsity). That is, if the propo-,
sitional content of my belief corresponds to the way..
things actually are in the world, then the belief is true..
If it does not correspond, then it is false. If it is false, I
can make it true by changing the belief. I thought there
would be peppers on the pizza but I was wrong, I see
olives, not peppers, and so I change my belief.

Desires are different from beliefs because they are nei-
ther true nor false. The relationship between a desire and
reality is one of fulfillment (or unfulfillment).’If the pros
positional content of my desire corresponds to the way
things actually are in the world, then my desire is ful-
filled; If the desire is not fulfilled, I cannot fulfill it by
changing the desire. I wanted peppers on the pizza but
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there are olives; in order to fulfill my desire I must send
it back to be exchanged for one with peppers. Things in
the world have to change in order to fulfill the desire.

Indeed, our desires may cause changes in the world by -
leading to intentions that determine actions that bring”

about change. Intentions; too, are neither true nor false.
Like desires, their relationship to the world is one of
fulfillment or unfulfillment. If the content of my inten-
tion does not match the way the world is, I can fulfill the
.intention by acting to change things in the world.

In contrast, emotions are not true or false, nor are they
fulfilled or unfulfilled. Emotions don't relate to the world
in either of these ways. If I am angry that the pizza place
got my order wrong, then my anger presupposes a belief
that they got my order wrong, but the anger isn’t true in
the way the belief is. Or if I'm happy the pizza’s got
peppers on it (I don’t know yet that it hasn’t) then my
happiness presupposes a belief that the pizza does in-
deed have peppers on it, but the happiness isn't false in
the way the belief is.

This is putting it all very simply, perhaps too simply.

Beliefs are not just true or false, but are held with varying -

degrees of certainty (convictions, opinions, skepticism). A
belief may be about the past or the future (memories or
expectations). Desires may vary in strength (wishes, needs,
longings). So may intentions and emotions (resolution or
proposal, bliss or satisfaction). Beliefs are not just caused
by things in the world, but what we already believe (or
desire) may color our interpretation of events in the
world and partly determine our new beliefs. Similarly,
we may sometimes decide that we desire what the world
has served up to us unchosen. Belief and desire may
combine, as in hope. And so on, and so on—there are
thousands of terms referring to mental states and numer-
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ous classifications of them.® Nonetheless, underlying all
this variety and subtlety, these are the mental states that
are “just in our heads.”

Speech Acts

We have seen that even three-year-olds know that the

cookie (or the pizza) which is just in your head cannot

really be shared with your friend. But if the thought-of

pizza can’t be shared, the thought of a pizza can be. Our.
thoughts are shared in language: We don't use language

just to share our thoughts, just to convey our beliefs-to

others, we also use language to make things happen, to

realize our desires..I call the pizza place and give my

order. The order is an expression of my desire. As I said

in Chapter 3, human interaction is essentially an interac-

tion of minds, of mental states: people have beliefs about

others’ wants, desires to make others believe something,

beliefs that others intend to do something, desires te

make others believe they intend to do something, and sa

on. However, as I also said, this social interaction does

not proceed directly via the interaction of mental states,

it proceeds indirectly, by way of language. Mental states_
are expressed in speech acts, which are the basic units of

communication.*

" ‘Speech acts are things we do with words, to use J. L.

Austin’s neat phrase,” such as making statements, asking-
questions, giving orders, making promises, expressing

thanks, and so on. Like mental states, speech acts consist.

“of attitudes to propositions: However, the attitude_is
“asually referred to as the force of the speech act. The force

is how we want the proposition to be taken by the hearer,
that is, as a statement, or a request, or a promise. We may
indicate the force explicitly using a speech act verb, as in
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“I assure you those cookies are stale,” “I ask you to buy
me some cookies,” “I promise to share them with you.” .
But force may be communicated simply by gesture and . ‘JE\
intonation. For example, depending on the circum- '
stances, the one-year-old’s “Cookie!” may mean ‘that’s a
cookie’ or ‘give me a cookie.” Alternatively, the force may (’
-~ , be marked by the type of sentence used. For example, 9
(; ¢ atements are often expressed as declaratives—“Those
.. cookies Took good.” Questions are expressed as inter-
W rdgjflves“:TKre there any cookies?” and grders.or re-
/quests ‘as imperatives—“Give me a cookie (p ease)!” >
owever, there is no, necessary connection between the < Y2
type of speech ac Land the type of sentence. “Those ¥
cookies look good™ or “Are there any cookies?” might,
also function ﬁ requesfs in the right . circumstances, as “ S-/
mdeed might " K
we fgndll’cﬂd_g_lﬁm__t_@g_dgs to the same o,
_ proposition, resulting in different mental states, so we C?)
\; can express the same proposition with different forces,
’resultmg_l_n_jff_ége_nt speech act: actsf‘g - For example, we can
make a statement: “There are peppers on the pizza.” We
can make a request: “May I have peppers on the pizza?”
We can make an apology: “I'm sorry there are peppers
on the pizza.” More important, a mental state and a
speech act may have the same propositional content. For
example, you believe there are some cookies in the cup-
board and you say, “There are some cookies in the cup-
board”; the statement expresses the belief that there are
cookies in the cupboard. And just as the belief is true if
there are cookies in the cupboard and false if there aren’t,
so @B) the statement is true if there are cookies there and
false if there aren’t. In a similar way, the speech act of
requesting expresses the mental state of desire, and the
speech act of promising expresses the mental state of

)
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intention. “T ask you to buy me some cookies,” expresses
my desire that you® buy me some cookies. “I promise
to share them,” expresses my intention to give you some.

Thus, the performance of any speech act is necessarily
an expression of the corresponding mental state. It
would be paradoxical to state a proposition and then
deny belief in that proposition: “It’s raining and I don’t
believe it’s raining.” This is Moore’s paradox. However,
you don’t necessarily have the belief that you have ex-
pressed. You may say “There are some cookies in the
cupboard,” knowing full well there aren’t, because you
don’t want to go to the store. Nonetheless, the belief you
don’t have has necessarily been expressed in your state-
ment. Similarly, I can say “I promise to share them with
you” knowing full well I plan to eat them all myself, yet
the intention to share them has necessarily been ex-
pressed in my promise. Lies and false promises, though
common enough, are deviant: They allow us to conceal
our mental states when we don’t want to reveal what is.

really in our minds: Language works as a way of sharing

our mental states, however, because most of the time our
statements express our beliefs, our requests express our
desires, our promises express our intentions. Human in-
teraction is this interaction of minds, mediated by lan-
guage. Learning what is in people’s minds from their
language enables us to predict and explain their actions.

Thoughts, Words, and Deeds

Do you remember Carl, who raced past me in the first
chapter without stopping to talk? It was because he
thought he was late and he wanted to get to his meeting
on time. Such a folk psychological explanation, I said, is
produced by a theory of mind, which appeals to unseen
mental states in order to predict and explain what people
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do. If we know that Carl thinks he is late and that he

wants to be on time, we can predict that he will hurry

past us. But how do we know he thinks he is late? If we

see him race by and we know he wants to get to the

meeting on time, we explain his action by saying he must

think he is late—we infer the mental state from the ac-

tion. If he rushes by, crying, “I mustn’t be late!,” we know

he wants to be on time—we infer the mental state from -
words, from his speech acts.

We have to distinguish three things: thoughts, words,
and deeds. Thoughts are the mental states; the beliefs,
desires, intentions, and emotions that guide and moti--
vate behavior. Words are the expression of those mental-
states in speech acts—beliefs as assertions, desires as
requests, intentions as promises, regrets as apologies,
gratitude as thanks, and so on. Deeds are the behavior,
itself, people’s actions and interactions that our folk psy-
chology attempts to predict and explain. The mental
states are unseen, we see only the actions and hear the
speech acts. We infer the mental states from their expres-
sion in language and behavior.

We can infer the intention from the action. Margaret
Donaldson has said that this is an important way in-
which children make sense of the world:®* Moreover, if 7
what someone has said does not accord with the inter-
pretation a young child has given to the action, the child.
disregards what was said. Children don't interpret the
words in isolation, they interpret situations, sometimes
without understanding the words (remember the Arab
boy at the end of Chapter 3). Thus, for young children,

“actions speak louder than words.” Their awarenesss of -
other people’s mental states is an awareness of those -
states expressed N action, not in language. Indeed, for’
all of us, actions sometimes speak louder than words.
However, we are aware of the independent role of the
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speech act, distinct from mental states and actions, and
as children get older they also become more aware of it.”

Predicting and Explaining Human Action

As I have said, we are folk psychologists. We want to
know why people did what they did and we wonder
what they are going to do. We predict and explain their
actions from their mental states, we infer mental states
from their speech acts and from their actions. There are
always three basic considerations: belief, desire, and ac~
‘tion. Given any two of these we can infer the third. We
can think of these three as core concepts within the
theory of mind (see Figure 1).

BELIEF + DESIRE

|

ACTION

Figure 1. Core concepts within the theory of mind.

In the next three chapters I will look at children’s
understanding of these concepts. Can young children use
knowledge of someone’s beliefs and desires to predict
his actions? Can they explain what someone does in
terms of what she thinks and wants? When do children
acquire these core concepts? Before answering such ques-
tions we need to see how this triad fits into the larger
theory.

Beliefs reflect the way the world is, or at least the way
we take it to be. Thus, if we discover we are wrong, we
change our belief to fit the way things actually are in the
world. How do we discover this? Generally -through.
perception: wrong beliefs are corrected and new beliefs .
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BELIEF + DESIRE

am

PERCEPTION ACTION

"

EVENTS IN WORLD

Figure 2. Information acquired from the world.

'\')L‘“ié (s

are formed because of things in the world, objects and

events, that we see or are told about. Sometimes this
happens directly and sometimes indirectly, through in-
ference for example. My neighbor goes to work in her
car or on the bus. Yesterday I saw her driving by and so
I knew she had gone by car. This morning I can see her
car in her driveway and so I infer that today she has gone
by bus. In general then, belief-type states are concerned.

o

with information acquired from the world, what Josef .

Perner refers to as “getting it in”® (see Figure 2).
Desires, on the other hand, are concerned with “get-
ting it out.” They reflect the way we want the world to:

be, that is, outcomes we would like to see, and they may - P

cause change in the world because they motivate us to = ¢-

gc_'t in order to bring about those outcomes. It is not our
mind that has to change, it is the world that has to
change to fit our desire. We may not act on all of our
desires, for indeed we may entertain conflicting desires
and thus it would be impossible to satisfy all of them.
However, in order to satisfy a particular desire we may
form an intention to act that may lead to action; “may”
because just as not all of our desires are satisfied, so not
all of our intentions will be fulfilled. We could say that
intention is produced from desire and belief, essentially

J
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by incorporating a belief about how the desire may be
satisfied. I want a new shirt for Saturday’s party and I
believe I can get one at a store downtown, thus I intend
to go downtown. In addition, just as new beliefs are
inferred from existing beliefs and perceptions, such as
my belief that my neighbor has gone to work on the bus,
so new desires are formed from existing desires and
intentions: Now I want to leave work early this afternoon
so I can go downtown.

It is important to notice how intentions differ from

in the world. Also, like desues,n—xﬁtEﬁﬁ’o“ns brmg ; about
changes in the world. However, des1r$ are fulfilled just
so long as the desired outcome is achieved; it doesn't
matter how. If I want to have a new shirt for Saturday’s
party, I might go out and buy one or my sister might
happen to visit, bringing me a shirt she has bought that
doesn’t fit her. Either way, my desire is satisfied (pro-
vided I approve my sister’s choice, of course). But if I
intend to buy a new shirt, then my intention is not
carried out unless I go downtown and buy one. That is
to say, the‘outcome of an intention must be achieved as
a result of the intention;and theactions {6awSes, and-not
in any other way. This is the crucial feature that distin-

~guishes intentions from desires; the intention must cause

the action that achieves the outcome.’ In either case,
these outcomes, sometimes resulting from our own ac-
tions and sometimes not, are perceived as events in the
world and thus lead to new beliefs (see Figure 3).
Beliefs and desires, then, relate to the world through
perception and intention. Carl saw the clock and knew
it was late. He wanted to be on time and so he intended
to hurry. Is this the whole story? Beliefs come, as it were,
from the world via perception. But where do desires
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BELIEF + DESIRE

/ N\

PERCEPTION INTENTION

l

ACTION

L/

EVENTS IN WORLD +«—— OUTCOME

Figure 3. Desires and intentions are satisfied by outcomes in the
world.

come from? They come from basic emotions and needs,
and ultimately from basic physiological drives, to sur- -
vive and reproduce If Carl is late again he will lose his
job, and if he loses his job he will have no income and
won’t be able to eat or support his family.

Desires also come from more cognitive emotions, so-
called because they are products of cognition. For exam-
ple, Carl wants to be a good employee, he believes he
should be punctual, he knows he has been late every
week, and he is ashamed of that. His shame is produced
by his past beliefs and desires and it fuels his current
desire to be on time. Many emotions have this dual
nature; they are produced from beliefs and desires and
they lead to further desires. For example, just now I was
hungry, I wanted (desire) a piece of cake with my coffee,
I thought (belief) there was some left in the refrigerator,
I went to get it and discovered that someone had eaten
the last piece. I was surprised (emotion) that my belief
was wrong, sorry (emotion) that my desire was unsatis-
fied, and I want (desire) to go out and buy some more.

This then, is the theory of mind, in bare outline (see
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DRIVES/EMOTION

BELIEF + DESIRE

/ \

PERCEPTION INTENTION

l

ACTION

L/

EVENTS IN WORLD «—— OUTCOME
Figure 4. The theory of mind.

Figure 4). Desires come from basic drives and emotions
that are part of our biological nature, and from other
emotions that are products of belief and desire. Desires
may lead to intentions and actions, resulting in outcomes
that are events in the world. Desires may also be satisfied
by events that just happen, that are not a result of our
own actions. Beliefs come from our perception of these
events and other happenings in the world, sometimes
directly and sometimes indirectly through inference.
Needless to say, adults’ theory of mind is considerably
more detailed and complicated than this outline sug-
gests, but this is sufficient for our present purpose,
which is to look at children’s understanding.



6 / Thinking about
Wanting

Our actions are produced by our desires and our beliefs
in combination. If we look for something (action) in a
particular place, we must want it (desire) and think we
can find it there (belief). Paul Harris’s metaphor makes
this very clear: “desires . . . provide a direction for our
behavior, whereas beliefs provide a map with which
progress in the desired direction may be assessed.”! And
so, to understand people’s actions, we have to know
what their map is and which direction they are headed
in, that is, we have to take both their beliefs and their
desires into account. Nonetheless, insofar as it is possible
to consider the understanding of belief without desire,
and of desire without belief, in this chapter I will focus
on children’s understanding of desire, intention, and
emotion. (Their understanding of perception, knowl-
edge, and belief and will be taken up in Chapters 7 and 8.)

Talking about Desire and Emotion

We talk more about our desires and emotions than we
do about our beliefs and perceptions, at least we talk
about them more explicitly as desires and emotions. We
say we want this and we feel that. We also talk about
beliefs and perceptions, it's true. We say we think this

79
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and we see that. Much of the time, however, we don’t /
talk about our beliefs and perceptions as beliefs and
perceptions, we simply take them as the way the world
is.-Since we all live in the same world we assume we
share the same beliefs and perceptions. I could say, “I see
my neighbor’s car in the driveway, I think she must have
gone to work on the bus,” but I am more likely to say,
“There’s her car in the driveway, she must have gone to
work on the bus.” I report these things as being out there
in the world, not as being in my mind, and I assume they
are out there for you too. You have the same perceptions
and can make the same inferences. Of course I can talk
about my beliefs if I have to. For example, if I make a
mistake I can refer to what I used to believe, “I thought
it was her car but it’s not.” And if we disagree I can
acknowledge that you think one thing and I think some-
thing else: Nevertheless we assume that because we live .
in the same world we share a common set of basic beliefs.
Indeed, if we didn’t it would be impossible for us to
communicate with one another or understand one an-
other’s behavior.?

It might seem that we share the same basic desires too.
However, perhaps what we share are the same beliefs
about what is desirable—survival, for example—but I
want me to survive and you want you to survive. Our
desires and emotions are personal, uniquely ours. They
aren’t out there in the world. Even though we live in the
same world, I can’t assume that we feel and want the
same things. We look out of the window and we both
see that it is raining. I can be pretty sure you have a belief
that it is raining, just as I do. In fact, I don’t even think
of these as beliefs—it’s just raining out there and both of
us have to go out in it. However, I can’t assume that we
have the same feelings and desires about it. I'm happy
it’s raining—now I won’t have to water my flowers. I



Thinking about Wanting / 81

want it to keep on raining—the garden is dry after all
that sun. You are not at all happy it’s raining—you're
going to the ballgame and you want the rain to stop.
These feelings and desires are in our own minds; they
are uniquely ours. Our perceptions and beliefs about the
rain are in our minds too, but because they are shared,
they are somehow out there in the world. This suggests
the question, If we did share the same desires, would we
assume that they were out in the world, that desirability
was a feature of the situation, as it were? Sometimes
perhaps we do, but we are well aware of the subjectivity
of desire when we need to be; beauty lies in the eye of
the beholder, after all.

For these reasons, then, it is not surprising that we talk
more explicitly about desires and emotions than about
beliefs. It is also not surprising that children start to talk
about what people want and feel before they talk about
people’s beliefs. Karen Bartsch and Henry Wellman ex-
amined samples of the everyday speech of ten children
from pefore they were two years old until they were
five? Slightly more thamr—200,000 Ttterances were
searched for examples of terms expressing desire or be-
lief, such as want, wish, hope, afraid, think, know, expect,
understand. Terms like these were included in about 6
percent of the samples, so their analysis is based on more
than 12,000 uses of these desire/belief terms. The first
desire term children use is want: it comprises 97 percent
of all the desire expressions in the data. This will come
as no surprise to parents of young children who all day
hear, “I want this,” “I want that,” “I don’t want to,” and
SO on.

Bartsch and Wellman weren’t interested merely in
which particular words children use, which may not tell
us much about what they understand about the mind,
rather they were interested in how these words were
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used. They distinguished instances of genuine reference
to the mind, what they called psychological use of the
terms, from other uses. In Chapter 3 we saw how babies
begin to communicate, first with gestures and then with
words. I said they might use a grasping gesture as a
request for something, later name it, and by two years
say they “want” it. Many toddlers say “Want juice” or
“Want cookie.” But this may be no more than a request,
something like saying “Give me juice.” The toddler may
have no awareness of the psychological state of desire.
However, Bartsch and Wellman found that genuine ref- -
erence to the subjective mental state of desire occurred -
around two years of age, much earlier than reference to:
beliefs, and that children referred to other people’s de-
sires as well as their own. For example, “Here [offers
object]. That OK? You want that?” and “Fraser [someone
else] wants more coffee.”* Bartsch and Wellman also
identified times when the child made an explicit contrast
between his or her own psychological state and that of
another person, for example, “Do you want me to look
both ways? I don’t wanna look both ways.” Even two-
year-olds can make explicit distinctions between their
own and others’ desires. I suppose parents of Terrible
Twos don’t need to be told that.

Two-year-olds also talk about feelings, again, both
their own and those of other people. As we saw in
Chapter 3, even babies recognize different facial expres-
sions of emotion. By the time they are two, children have
started to use words to describe these emotions, and this
vocabulary increases remarkably during their third year.
Most two-year-olds know words for the six universal
basic emotions discussed in Chapter 2.

« Happiness: Santa will be happy if I pee in the
potty.
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Sadness: You sad, Daddy?

« Fear: Bees everywhere. Scared me!
Anger: Don’t be mad, Mommy!
Surprise: Daddy surprised me.
Disgust: Taste yucky, Mom!

These examples come from a study of thirty children
who were two years and four months old at the time the
samples were collected.” The children not only knew
these words, they also understood something about the
links, described in the previous chapter, between events,
emotions, and action. They talked about how things that
happened caused a particular emotion, for example:

« I give a hug. Baby be happy.
o It's dark. I'm scared.
o Grandma mad. I wrote on wall.

They recognized that if someone felt a certain way, there
must be some reason for it, and they could ask about
that:

+ You sad, Mommy? What Daddy do?

And they realized that you can tell something about how
people feel from how they look or how they behave:

« Katie not happy face. Katie sad.
« Inot cry now, I happy.

How do children come to understand these links?
How do they know what the causes and consequences
of different emotions are? One way may be from partici-
pating in family talk: Judy Dunn and her colleagues have
shown that children who heard more talk about feelings
at eighteen months talked more about feelings at two
years of age? Children’s participation in such family
conversations presumably promotes their understanding
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of different emotions, and of other people’s experience.
of emotion as well as their own. It has been suggested
that children use emotion terms to refer first to them-
selves, then to the visible features of others’ emotions,
and lastly to emotions that they infer in others.” In con-
trast, Wellman and his colleagues have found that from
a very young age children refer to both their own and
others’ emotions.’® Maybe young children:can talk about
others’ feelings, but, like many of us, they talk more
about their own. And they do seem aware of the impor-
tance of the face in displaying how we feel: as Katie, at
three, said to her mother, “Look what you've done to my
face, you made it sad!”

Young children get a lot of practice at making infer-
ences about emotions in their pretend play. Many ob- -
servers of young children’s make-believe games have
noticed how children can put on a pretend emotion from
a pretend cause and play out its pretend consequences:
For example, Katie and her two-year-old friend Sarah
were having a pretend picnic in the living room:

Katie:  There’s a monster coming!
Sarah: Ohh. ..

Katie:  We're scared!

Sarah: We're scared!

Katie:  Let’s hide.
(Both children ran out into the hall)

Young children also ascribe emotions to dolls and
other toy figures. For example, one child made a girl doll
take a toy bear from a boy doll, saying, “She took the
boy’s bear and he’s sad.”’! This example comes from a
study in which nine children were observed from the
time they were one year old until they were seven. All
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the children first ascribed speech and action to dolls, then
they ascribed perceptions and sensations, then emotions
and obligations, and last cognitions. Although all the
children followed this same order, there was variation in
the age at which they first made these different kinds of
ascriptions. For example, the children ascribed emotions
to dolls during their third year, the first child not long
after his second birthday and the last child just before
her third. Also, even though all the children could make
all these different kinds of ascription by the time they
were four years old, there was variation in the ones they
used most. Some children were more likely to focus on
the talk and action between the characters, whereas oth-
ers were more likely to describe their characters’ internal
feelings. In general the boys focused on action and the
girls on feelings, although we cannot make too much of -
this because there were only three boys and six girls in
the study. In addition, all the children could make all the
ascriptions, so the observed differences are ones of pref-
erence rather than ability.

However, people certainly do differ in the extent to
which they talk about emotions, and these differences
may be associated with gender. In Judy Dunn’s study,
just mentioned, where children who heard more talk
about feelings at eighteen months talked more about
feelings at two years, Dunn found that mothers and
older siblings talked more about feelings to girls than to
boys at eighteen months, and that by two years of age
the girls talked more about feelings than the boys did.
What might the consequences of such individual differ-
ences be? Dunn and her colleagues wondered whether
children who grow up in families where there is a lot of
talk about feelings are any better at understanding other
people’s emotions later on.!2 They had observed children
at home around the time of their third birthday and had
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a record of how much the children, their mothers, and
their siblings had talked about feelings and in what
contexts. When the children were six-and-a-half years
old they were given a test of their ability to identify other
people’s feelings. They listened to tape-recorded conver-
sations between a man and a woman whom they didn’t
know. In the conversations one person’s feeling changed,
for example from happy to sad, and the children were
asked to say how that person had been feeling at the
beginning and how he or she felt at the end. Dunn and
her colleagues found that the children who performed
best on this task were the ones who had grown up in
families where there was a lot of talk about emotion. This
didn’t depend on how verbally fluent the children were
nor on how much total talk there was in the family, and
interestingly, in this study no gender differences were
found.

Dunn’s study is noteworthy because it shows a con-
nection between what was found when children were
observed in their homes at one age and their perform-
ance in an experimental situation some time later. In
Chapter 1 I mentioned the ongoing debate over the best
way to find out about children’s understanding of the
mind. Should we just watch children in everyday situ-
ations and listen to what they say, or should we try to
control the situation in an experimental investigation?
Do these different methods yield similar or conflicting
results?

Experiments Investigating Understanding of
Desires and Emotions

Sometimes it is hard to know whether we are reading
too much into what a young child says. Does she really
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understand what it means or is she just repeating some-
thing she has heard someone else say in a similar situ-
ation? This is one reason psychologists turn to experi-
mentation. In an experiment we have more control over
what happens: We can describe a scenario to the child
and ask her about it. We can describe it in the same way
to many children of different ages and see how they
answer. The disadvantage, of course, is that the story we
tell is not part of the child’s life. Her thoughts and feel-
ings aren’t involved in the way they are when she’s
interacting with family and friends. And if the experi-
mental situation itself is strange to the child, it might
mask understanding she really does possess. However,
even very young children are so used to listening to
stories and talking about them, they readily fall into
answering an experimenter’s questions about them, es-
pecially when the experimenter has taken time to get to
know the children and make them feel comfortable. In
the case of children’s understanding of desires and emo-
tions we find remarkable congruence between the obser-
vational and the experimental data.

We have just seen that two-year-olds talk about de-
sires, about what they want and what other people want.
Experiments show that two-year-olds understand that
people act to satisfy their desires, that is, a person who
wants something will do something to try to get it. For
example, Henry Wellman and his colleagues told chil-
dren stories in which a boy wanted to find something,
such as his rabbit, to take to school.’® They were told the
rabbit might be hiding in the garage or under the porch.
There were cutout pictures of the boy and the hiding
places so the story could be acted out for the child to
help her understand it. The boy then looked in one of
these places, say the garage, and there he found the
rabbit (in other versions of the story he found his dog or
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he found nothing). Then the children were asked what
the boy would do next: Would he look under the porch
or would he go to school? These young children knew
that in the first case, in which he has found the rabbit,
he would go to school, and that in the other two cases
he would go and look under the porch. Of course the
same child didn’t hear all three versions of one story, that
would be too confusing, but she heard other stories with
a similar structure and different content. From these re-:
sults we can see that even two-year-old children under-’
stand the connection between desires and outcomes, and
recognize that an unsatisfied desire leads to further ac- -
tion.

The children were also told the same stories without
hearing why the character wanted to find the desired
object, just that he or she wanted it. For example, Linda
wants to find her mittens, which may be in the closet or
in her backpack. She looks in her backpack and finds
them (or in other versions finds nothing there or finds
her crayons instead). This time the children were asked
about the character’s emotional reaction: Does she feel
happy or does she feel sad? Once again, two-year-olds
were very successful at making appropriate judgments.
They said that characters who found what they wanted ~
would be happy and those who found something else or
nothing would be sad. This judgment depended appro-
priately on what they knew the character wanted, and
so they judged that a boy who was looking for his rabbit
would be sad if he found his dog, whereas a character
who was looking for a dog would be happy if he found
a dog. That is to say, they did not assume that desirability.
was a feature of the situation, that everyone would be
happy finding a dog.

In all of these stories the characters wanted to find
something, that is, the outcomes of their desires were to
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be achieved by their own action, and so we could per-
haps talk equally well here of desires or intentions. In
fact we could think of a sort of undifferentiated desire-
intention state, which may indeed be the three-year-old
view. An understanding of intentions as separate from
desires may not develop until later.

Children’s Understanding of Intention

We use the notion of intention in two distinct but related
ways. We use it to refer to future planned action, and we
use it to denote intentional action in contrast to accidental
behavior. Just as two-year-olds talk in the way we do
about desires and emotions, they also talk about inten-
tions. From two years on they use some of the same
terms we do. We say we intend to, plan to, or are going to
in order to refer to our future actions, and two-year-olds.
talk about what they are going to or gonna do. For exam-
ple two-and-a-half-year-old Alan is sitting on a chair
swinging a mop in the air.

Alan: I'm gonna get a fish. (Dips end of mop onto
floor, brings it up, turns to caregiver)

Alan: He got a fish, he got a fish, all by myself. . . .
Alan: Eee, ooh! I'm in my boat . . .

Alan: I'm gonna get two fish, fish. (Extends mop and
broom over corner of table) A fish!!*

We say we meant to do something, or we did it on
purpose to indicate that a past action was performed
deliberately, and we negate these terms to indicate that
an action was accidental. Two-year-olds also make these
distinctions, for their own actions and those of other
people. For example, a two-year-old climbs on his
mother to investigate a light switch:
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Mother:  You're hurting me!
Child:  Sorry. Sorry. I don’t mean to.!

Or a two-year-old comes crying to her mother saying
that her brother has bitten her:

Mother: He bit you on the head?
Child: Yes.

Mother to brother:  Philip is that true?
Brother: No.

Child to mother: ~ Yes! On purpose!!®

These examples come from Judy Dunn’s studies. Dunn
says such reference to intentions were not frequently
made by the young children she observed, but when they
did occur they were completely appropriate. It was
Piaget who first said that at three or four years of age a.
child learns to distinguish between his own deliberate
and accidental acts “and soon after this he learns to
excuse himself by the plea of ‘not on purpose.”””” How-
ever, it could be that such young children do not really
understand the distinction between intentional and un-
intentional action and use “not on purpose” to get out
of trouble. Dunn found no such rote-learned, inappropri-
ate uses in her studies, although parents sometimes re-
port it and examples do exist:

A 3-year-old was helping to feed her baby brother. After
spooning in a few mouthfuls of cereal, she took another
spoonful and simply dumped it on the baby’s head. Then
she turned quickly to her very angry mother and claimed,
“I didn’t do it on purpose.”!8

What might the little girl mean? It is hard to see how
you could take a spoonful of cereal and accidentally dump
it onto someone’s head. Perhaps this is just a rote-learned
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strategy, said to appease a “very angry” mother. Or per-
haps not. Perhaps, as I've suggested, three-year-olds
don’t distinguish desires and intentions but just refer to
undifferentiated desire-intention states. Maybe the little
girl was saying she didn’t want it, that is, she didn’t want
that consequence to occur. Even when young children
use the same words we use, we can’t be sure that they
mean what we mean by those words. It might be that
when two- and three-year-olds use the words we use to
refer to intentions, they are talking about undifferenti-
ated desire-intentions. Most of the time what they say
makes perfect sense, because most of the time our desires
and our intentions coincide, and so it’s only occasionally
that we find odd examples like the one above. Indeed,
Roger Brown said that when children start to use gonna,
wanna, and also hafta, at about two years of age, they do
not distinguish between the terms semantically at first
but may have individual preferences for using one rather
than another. The terms “were used to name actions just
about to occur, a kind of immediate future which was
often also a statement of the child’s wish or intention,”??
(though it presumably need not be, as in “Help! I'm
gonna fall!”). Thus, want to (desire) and going to (inten-
tion) may not be distinguished for the young child. Both
may be used to mark desire-intentions.

Nonetheless, sometimes it is important to think of
intentions as separate from desires. As I said in Chapter
5, intentions are like desires in many ways. We don't fit
our desires and intentions to the world as we fit our
beliefs to the world; rather, it’s the world that has to come
to fit our desires and intentions. That is, they are not
mental states that can be true or false, but ones that are
satisfied or not by actions and events in the world. How-
ever, although desires and intentions are alike in this
way, there is an important difference between them. De-
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sires are fulfilled so long as the outcome is achieved, it
doesn’t matter how, but intentions are carried out only
if the intention itself causes the action that achieves the
outcome. Remember my new shirt: my desire to have a
new shirt was satisfied whether I went to buy one or
took the one my sister brought me, but my intention to
buy a new shirt was only carried out by my going out
and buying one. That is to say, in the case of intention,
I myself bring about the outcome, I cause it. This is what
we might call intentional causation. When do children
understand this? What does the experimental literature
tell us?

Some time ago, Tom Shultz and his colleagues devised
a number of ingenious tasks to find out how much
young children understand about intention.?’ In one ex-
periment they had the children do certain things, but
sometimes they couldn’t help but make a mistake. For
example, Shultz put a dull penny and a shiny penny on
the table and asked the child to point to the shiny one—
easy—except sometimes the child had to wear prism
spectacles that shift left toward right, and so she pointed
to the dull penny by mistake. She was then asked, “Did
you mean to do that?” or a child who was watching was
asked, “Did she mean to do that?” Children as young as
three years of age (the youngest age tested) could, in this
way, distinguish intentional actions from accidental ones,
both for themselves and for other children they ob-
served.

In these tasks the experimenters probably would have
obtained the same result if they had asked, “Did you
want to do that?” Indeed, my colleagues and I have
shown this to be so. We played a game with children to
see if they could remember their desire when it was not
fulfilled.?! Parents may wonder why one needs an ex-
periment to show this—it is obvious that even toddlers
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know what they want, but sometimes, as any parent
quickly learns, they can be distracted by an attractive
alternative. Do they remember the original desire? As
adults, we sometimes tell ourselves we didn’t want what
we didn’t get, the “sour grapes” phenomenon, but we
do usually remember what we originally wanted. We
found that three-year-olds do too. In our task, if they had
said they wanted to pick out one particular toy that was
hidden in a bag, and they picked out another, equally
nice one, they could say they didn’t get the one they
wanted. In just the same way; if they had said which one
they were going to pick and they got a different one, they
could say they didn’t get the one they were trying to
pick.2? The language of intention and the language of
desire seem indistinguishable in these cases.

In all of these sorts of tasks, such young children may
think of desires and intentions indiscriminately, as goal
states, and they may succeed by matching goals and
outcomes.? If the goal and the outcome match, they can
say they or another person wanted it or meant to do it. On
the other hand, if there is a mismatch between the goal
and the outcome, they can say they didn’t want it or
didn’t mean it. Similarly, in Wellman's stories, described
above, the children could succeed by matching goals and
outcomes. The children could predict what the story
characters would do or how they would feel when they
knew what the character wanted and were told what
happened. If goal and outcome matched, they could say
the character would be happy and would stop searching,
and if the two didn’t match, they said he would be sad
and would carry on looking.

All these judgments of match and mismatch between
goal and outcome can be made in the same way for both
desire and intention. Children have to compare the hy-
pothetical desired (or intended) situation with the actual
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Figure 5. Intentional causation.

situation in the world and judge that the desire (or in-
tention) is fulfilled if the two match, and so the person
will be happy, or judge that the desire-intention is unful-
filled if the two do not match, and so the person will be
sad. However, it is not clear that because children have
the ability to make such judgments they understand
intentional causation, that is, that the mind causes action.

Desires cause intentions, which cause actions, which
cause outcomes. Remember the place of desire and in-
tention in the theory of mind diagram in Chapter 5 (see
Figure 5).

As Lou Moses has said, it is likely that even very
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young children have some introspective notion of the
causal power of the mind in producing action.?* At least,
they experience wanting something and doing some-
thing to get it. At the same time, they might experience
goals as driving their efforts without really under-
standing the causal nature of intention and its distinc-
tion from desire. They might have a simpler concept that
does not differentiate between desire and intention (see
Figure 6).

DESIRE-INTENTION

cause

l

ACTION/OUTCOME

Figure 6. Desire undifferentiated from intention.

If children can really differentiate between desire and
intention they will be able to distinguish between two
people who have similar desires, who perform similar
actions, and who bring about the same outcome, but only
one of whom does so intentionally. The other is involved
in what philosophers call a deviant causal chain. Here is
an example: A man wanted to kill his uncle so that he
would inherit a fortune, and one day he was out driving,
so wrought up with thinking how he could commit the
murder that he accidentally drove over a pedestrian—
who happened to be his uncle.” Even so, we don’t con-
sider this to be an intentional killing. It is a “deviant”
causal chain, because, although the man’s action caused
the outcome and the outcome matched the goal, he still
didn’t do it on purpose—even though he got what he
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wanted. The question is, When will children understand
such a distinction?

It is hard even to describe such complicated sequences
to children, but we can tell them very simple stories in
which there is no information about people’s goals and
so no basis on which to make the match/mismatch com-
parison. Elizabeth Lee and I told children simple pairs
of stories illustrated with pictures.?6 In one an outcome
was produced intentionally and in the other the same
outcome came about accidentally. We asked the children
who meant to produce the outcome. For example, in one
story a girl’s mother gave her some bread, she took it
outside and threw crumbs down on the ground, and
birds came and pecked them up. In the other story an-
other girl’s mother gave her some bread, she took it
outside to eat it, crumbs dropped behind her, and birds
came and pecked them up. The children were asked,
“Which girl meant the birds to eat the crumbs?” Three-
year-olds couldn’t tell, but five-year-olds could. That is,
the older children could distinguish between intentional
and unintentional actions even when they could not look
for a match between the actor’s goal and the outcome.
Why can five-year-olds succeed and not three-year-olds?

In these stories the goal is not explicitly mentioned, so
children could not answer correctly by judging the match
or mismatch between what the characters wanted and
what happened. In order to decide which girl meant the
birds to eat the crumbs the children have to realize that
in only one case did the girl’s desire for the outcome (the
birds” eating the crumbs) cause her intention to feed the
birds. In other words, they have to understand that the
mind is active, that mental activity can bring about
events in the world. As I suggested in Chapter 2, at first
children may have only a partial understanding of men-
tal representation. They may have some understanding
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of mental entities, but not of the mind’s activity. They
may not acquire this more complete understanding of
mental representation until the age of four or five. More
evidence for this has come from studies of children’s
understanding of knowledge and belief, the topics of the
next two chapters, where I will take this idea up in more
detail. However, one last word about desire and inten-
tion before we go on to think about knowledge and
belief: It has been said that children reach the age of
reason at four or five years. Josef Perner, for example,
pointed out that children become able to exert some
self-control about this time.?” Perhaps self-control also
depends on being able to distinguish between desire and
intention: even though you want something you cannot
have, you do not intend to do anything to try to get it.
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Emily (three years old): Grandad! Grandad!

Grandfather: Yes?

Emily: We’re having a surprise party
for your birthday! And it’s a
secret!

Jeremy (three years old): Mommy, go out of the

kitchen.

Mother: Why, Jeremy?

Jeremy: Because I want to take a
cookie.!

Parents (and developmental psychologists) love to
trade anecdotes such as these. We smile as we pass them
back and forth among ourselves. But what are we to
make of stories like this? As we have just seen, even
toddlers understand a great deal about other people’s
desires and emotions, about what others want and feel.
However, there is still a lot they don’t understand about
other people’s thoughts, particularly about what others
believe and know. Surprises, secrets, tricks, and lies all
depend on understanding and manipulating what others
think and know.

As I said at the beginning of Chapter 6, we have to

98
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take both desires and beliefs into account if we are to
explain and predict people’s actions, or to surprise, tease,
comfort, or manipulate them. Usually, however, we focus
on what we think people want. We don’t think explicitly
about their beliefs because, as I said, we live in the same
world and share the same set of beliefs. That's true, but
we don’t share all the same experiences in that world,
and even those we do experience together we each ex-
perience from a uniquely personal perspective. We thus
have to give other people information about our experi-
ence and we have to get information from them.

Exchanging Information

Even babies seem to understand, in some simple way,
this need to exchange information, or at least they are
able to participate in such exchanges. In Chapter 3 I
described how a one-year-old can point things out to his
mother and will follow his mother’s pointing, or even
the direction of her gaze, to look where she is looking.
Once hecanmove around he will bring things to show
to her and to other people, and once he can talk he will
tell them things. Patricia Greenfield gives a nice example
of this.2 She was watching a one-year-old whose mother
was occupied teaching a children’s gym class. He was
whining “shoes, shoes,” wanting his mother to put them
on for him, but she was busy so Greenfield did it for him.
He ran back to his mother, saying “shoes, shoes” again,
but this time in an excited voice. He lifted his foot to
show her and when she looked at it he pointed to Green-
field. His mother understood and said, “The lady put
your shoes on,” acknowledging the information he was

trying to give her. All of these natural behaviors suggest
that, from a very young age, children understand some-

thing about how people get to know things—they recog-
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nize the role of perception and communication in belief
formation.

Perhaps, but again, perhaps not. How much does the
one-year-old know as he looks to his mother, points to
the woman watching the gym class, and says “shoes”?
Does he know that perception causes belief? Does he
know that his mother will acquire the same beliefs that
he has if she perceives the same things? Does he know
that if his mother looks toward where he points she will
see the person who put his shoes on? How can we begin
to answer these questions? Lab studies show us more
precisely what children can do, but even these studies
can’t always tell us how much children understand
about what they do. From the work of Jerome Bruner,
George Butterworth, and their colleagues,® we know that
six-month-olds will turn to look in the direction their
mother looks even if they don't fixate on the same object,

“that by one year they can pick out the object she is

loWrnnonths they can tumn
“round and look if she gazes at something behind_their

J heg,d, If the mother points to the object while Tooking at
‘ﬁimself can point where he wants his mother to look,
and by about fifteen months he first looks to see that she
is looking at him, then points at what has caught his
attention, a bright new toy perhaps, and then looks to
see if she’s looking at it.

This is sophisticated behavior on the part of very
young children, and these precise lab studies have given
us a lot of information about it. They do not, however,
tell us how much we can infer about children’s recogni-
tion and understanding of what they are doing. For
example, does the baby realize that other people see, feel,
and think, as she herself does, and is her goal to share
those experiences with another person? Some time ago,
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Inge Bretherton and her colleagues argued that between
nine and twelve months of age the baby recognizes that
other people are like herself in psychological as well as
in physical ways.* That is, babies see that others not only
have toes and fingers, noses and mouths, like them-
selves, but other people, too, have likes and dislikes, can
see things and hear things, and can exchange informa-
tion. Indeed, these researchers were among the first de-
velopmentalists to apply Premack and Woodruff’s
phrase “theory of mind” (see Chapter 1) to human chil-
dren’s understanding of others. They were careful to say
that the theory is implicit at first and becomes more
explicit in later years. Nonetheless, even their idea of an
implicit theory credits babies with an understanding of
others as psychological beings.

Similarly, Simon Baron-Cohen has more recently ar-
gued that infants’ behavior indicates that they under-
stand attention as a mental state, which is an important
beginning to their understanding of others’ minds.5 He
says the fact that babies respond to their mother’s point-
ing and gazing suggests they understand that she directs
her attention to interesting objects, and the fact that they
check the mother’s face when they point suggests they
are trying to influence her attention.

Josef Perner, on the other hand, argues that at this
stage we don’t need to assume that infants are really
trying to manipulate their mother’s attention in order to
share experiences. They may simply be enjoying a new-
found ability to manipulate the mother’s eye move-
ments.® It perhaps seems odd to describe their behavior
in this way, since when we ourselves or older children
point things out to others, it is obvious that we do so in
order to share experiences, to get the other person to look
at or talk about something we have seen. Why wouldn’t
we interpret the infant’s behavior in the same way?
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Perner argues that babies are very different from older
children. If we grant too much understanding to infants,
we don’t leave ourselves room for any interesting expla-
nation of the differences between infants and older chil-
dren. This is an important theoretical argument. The
point here is that infants’ behavior itself does not settle
the debate. Perhaps we should look at what somewhat
older children can do and see whether we would be more
willing to attribute an understanding of others’” mental
states to them.

John Flavell and his colleagues have shown that eight-
een-month-old children will respond to requests to show
an adult a toy or a picture, and that by the age of two
or so they will take care to turn the picture the right way
up.” Two-year-olds can even succeed on more difficult
tasks they are not likely to have learned naturally, such
as showing the adult a picture fixed inside the bottom of
a small hollow cube. When children first show these
pictures, they try to show them in such a way that they
can see them at the same time as the adult does, which
is quite difficult when the picture is stuck inside a cube.
In this case, some of them held the cube low down and
tilted it back and forth between themselves and the
adult. Perner suggests that eighteen-month-olds show
things in this way because they are just coming to an
understanding that looking leads to seeing: that looking
at a picture leads to a visual experience of it. To assure
themselves that the adult sees the picture, they give
themselves the same visual experience. Thus, Perner at-
tributes to one-and-a-half to two-year-olds some aware-
ness of others’ mental states that he denies to one-year-
olds?®

There is little experimental work with toddlers, and
what there is asks them to do something, as in the show-
ing task. Most of what we know about toddlers’ under-
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standing of others comes from observing their talk in
everyday situations. However, as we have seen, there are
some inherent difficulties in making inferences about
children’s understanding from observations of their
spontaneous behavior and natural language. Even
though children may be using the same words we would
use, we are not always sure they mean the same things
as we would. The child’s word meanings are gradually
built up. In an experiment, we can arrange the situation
in such a way that we know more precisely what chil-
dren mean by what they say. In addition, in the real
world some actions may be learned in a routine way,
without much understanding. In an experiment, we can
expose children to novel situations which they have to
understand in order to respond appropriately. For exam-
ple, very young children may have learned how to show
a picture to another person because of their experience
in sharing picture books, but they are far less likely to
have shown someone a picture stuck in the bottom of a
hollow cube, like the one Flavell gave them. The tod-
dlers’ success on this task proved that they understood
what is required in showing something to another per-
son. Much more experimental work has been done with
older preschoolers—three- to five-year-olds. With chil-
dren this age, as well as asking them to do things we can
ask them questions that will allow us, if we are careful
to ensure that our meaning is clear, to discover more
precisely what they do and do not understand.

Understanding Sources of Knowledge

As such experiments have shown, three-year-olds under-
stand that if an object is hidden in a box, then a person
who has looked in the box knows what is in there and
someone who hasn’t looked doesn’t know.® Similarly,
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three-year-olds understand that someone else, sitting in
a different place, may see something they can’t see from
where they are sitting.!® However, there is still a lot about
how we acquire information that three-year-olds don’t
understand. Even though they understand that the same
object can be seen by some people and not by others,
they don’t understand that people may have different
views of the same object. Imagine there is a picture of a
turtle on the table between the child and the experi-
menter. If a screen is placed vertically on the table so that
the picture is blocked from one or the other, three-year-
olds understand that one person sees it and the other
person doesn’t. However, without the screen, when they
can both look at the turtle, three-year-olds don’t under-
stand that one person sees the turtle standing on its feet,
while the person at the opposite side of the table sees it
lying on its back. By the time they are four, children do
understand this.!!

This illustrates the difference between what John Flav-
ell has called Level 1 and Level 2 understanding. At
Level 1 children understand that they or another person
may be “cognitively connected” to something, as in see-
ing versus not seeing it, or knowing about it versus
not knowing about it.!>? However, not until Level 2
do children understand something about the mental rep-
resentations produced by these cognitive connections.
This understanding is needed in order to recognize that
people may see the same thing in different ways. In
the terms that I introduced in Chapter 2, we could
say that at Level 1 children have only a partial under-
standing of representation. They need a more complete
understanding of representation, including a notion of
representational activity, to realize that the mind interprets
situations and that different people’s minds may pro-
duce different interpretations. This is what is achieved at
Level 2.
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In a similar way, three-year-olds don’t understand
that, depending on what they already know, different
people may get different information from looking at the
same thing, but four-year-olds do understand this. In one
study, two stuffed animals made of the same gray mate-
rial, say an elephant and a rabbit, were hidden in sepa-
rate boxes, each with a little hole in the lid. Only the gray
material and nothing else that would identify the animal
could be seen through the hole. The experimenter
pointed to one box and said, “Do you know it’s the
elephant in here?” and also asked whether someone else
would know. A good number of four-year-olds and most
five-year-olds recognize that if you saw the animals be-
ing put into the boxes you would know, but if you
weren’t there and didn’t see it, you can’t know which
animal it is if you see only the gray patch through the
hole in the lid.!3 Again, the older children’s more sophis-
ticated understanding depends on their recognition that
the mind interprets situations and that people may rep-
resent the same event differently.

Three-year-olds, indeed even much younger children,
certainly know how to acquire information, how to find
things out. Yet, as with the one-year-old’s communica-
tive abilities, although they know how to do it, it is not
clear how much they understand about it. They can
obtain information, for instance about what is in a
drawer, in different ways—by looking, by feeling, by
being told—and they can remember what is in the
drawer. But they don’t remember how they found this
out—they don’t remember if they saw it, or felt it, or
were told about it—whereas four-year-olds do remem-
ber.1¢

Likewise, three-year-olds don’t understand that we
acquire different information through our different
senses: seeing tells us some things and feeling tells us
others. If there were two cups on the counter, identical
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except that one was red and the other blue, and we asked
a three-year-old to bring us the red one, she could do it.
Similarly, if there were two sponges on the counter, iden-
tical except that one was wet and the other dry, and we
asked her to bring us the dry one, she could do that too.
And doubtless, in the first case she would look at the
cups and in the second case she would feel the sponges.
Daniela O’'Neill and I were intrigued to find that, al-
though they can do these things, three-year-olds don't
understand that they have to see something to know its
color and feel it to know its texture.’® If a three-year-old
child has been shown two balls, identical except that they
are different colors, and if one of the balls is hidden
inside a box that the child can either look into or feel
inside, she is unable to say what she would have to do
(that is, look or feel) in order to be sure which ball is in
the box. Later, with John Flavell, O'Neill showed that
even if a three-year-old sees one puppet look at the
hidden ball and another puppet feel it, she cannot say
which puppet knows for sure which ball it is. By age five
children can do these things.

All of these experimental studies are concerned with
children’s understanding of what people know or don't
know, and how people can find out things they don’t
know. Four- and five-year-olds’ understanding is quite
different from that of two- and three-year-olds. It is not
just that four-year-olds have accumulated more experi-
ence and knowledge; they also have a different theory
about information exchange and knowledge acquisition.
They understand what the mind does, that it construes
and interprets information, as we will see in the next
chapter.

If children really do achieve a new understanding of
knowledge at four years of age, we would expect it to
be evident in their behavior in everyday life too. Do we
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see differences between two- and three-year-olds and
older children in everyday interactions that might be
explained by this change? Consider the game of hide-
and-seek: two- and three-year-olds enjoy it just as much
as their older siblings do, but do the younger children
really understand the point of the game? They enjoy
getting out of sight, even though they sometimes don't
seem to understand that they must hide their whole
body, that not being able to see the seeker doesn’t nec-
essarily mean the seeker can’t see them. What they most
enjoy are the routines of the game, especially when it is
played with a cooperative adult, who calls “Where are
you?” and looks where you aren’t, before the exciting
moment of “finding” you.’®* However, three-year-olds
seem not to understand what hiding really means, that
it involves more than not being seen by the seeker—it
involves the seeker’s not knowing where you are. As
Josef Perner puts it, “These children are quite proficient
at getting out of sight, they seem not to appreciate that
the point of it all is to get out of knowledge,”"” and he tells
the story of Heinz Wimmer’s son, Theo, at three years of
age, playing hide-and-seek with his father. Theo finds
Heinz in the pantry, and then he “hides” himself in the
pantry, right in front of his father’s eyes.

Talking about Thinking and Knowing

We can watch children play, as in hide-and-seek, and try
to infer what they understand. However, most often, in
making natural observations, we rely on what children
say, on how they talk about thinking and knowing. As I
mentioned in the previous chapter, children talk about
desires and emotions before they talk about beliefs. They
also talk early on about what they and others can see
and hear. A little girl, two years and three months old,
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stopped suddenly as she was playing in the garden,
cocked her head to one side and said, “Aitopane [aero-
plane]. Hear it. Don’t see it.” Was she aware that we
receive information from different modalities, or was she
repeating something she had heard someone else say at
another time? It is hard for us to know.

The general finding, from Bretherton, Dunn, Wellman,
and all those investigating young children’s language
about internal states, is that children have terms for per-
ception, emotion, and desire before they use words to
refer to cognitive states. The first belief terms children
use are think and know. These two words comprised 94
percent of all the belief expressions in Bartsch and Well-
man’s study (see Chapter 6).® Their coding scheme,
which examined surrounding utterances for the context
of the terms’ use, allowed them to distinguish instances
of genuine reference to the mind—psychological use of
the terms—from mere conversational or uninterpretable
uses. A child may use the term know in saying “Know
what?” to introduce a new topic, a “conversational use”
in contrast to “psychological use,” which actually refers
to someone’s knowing, as in “I didn’t know you had this.
Where did you get it?”?? Although two-year-olds may
use the words think and know, they do not use these terms
for psychological reference, or only rarely and only just
before the third birthday. The use of think and know for
psychological reference increases markedly during the
fourth year. By four years of age children can explicitly
contrast their own beliefs with those of another, for ex-
ample, “They think they are slimy. I think they are good
animals.”?

Josef Perner emphasizes that young children’s use of
the terms know and think is different from that of adults.!
We use the terms in a variety of ways, only some of
which require metarepresentational understanding, that
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is, understanding that what is known or thought is a
representation. Perner argues that before about four
years of age children do not use the terms in this meta-
representational way. The term know picks out three as-
pects of knowledge. First, knowledge is associated with
success: we say we know how to do something, or we
know where something is, meaning we can find it. Sec-
ond, knowledge is associated with truth: we say we
know something when what we know corresponds with
the facts of the matter in the world. Third, knowledge is
formed by exposure to relevant information: we say we
know something if we saw it happen. Perner argues  that
whenchildren—first—use—the term know, their primary
concern is with successful action: they say they know if
they can tell you something or do something correctly.
They also use know to talk about correspondence with
the facts. However, before about four years of age they
don’t use know to talk about the source of their informa-
tion. They don't talk about how they know something
or ask how someone else knows.

When Elliot turned four he started asking people how
they knew the things they told him, something he hadn’t
done previously. For example, his grandmother told him
not to throw sand at the pigeons. It would get in their
eyes and hurt them. “How do you know that?” he
asked.?? But had Elliot just begun to understand the
experimental tasks that assess understanding of sources
of knowledge? Systematic study is needed to answer this
question, to investigate Perner’s suggestions regarding
children’s use of know. It would be especially useful to
study children’s language development over a period of
time and see if they start to talk about the source of their
own knowledge and ask about the source of others’
knowledge at the same time that they come to perform
correctly on the experimental tasks. All we have at the




110 / The Child's Discovery of the Mind

moment are suggestive synchronies from the experimen-
tal and observational data, which tell us that at about
four years of age, children start to talk about the sources
of knowledge and start to perform correctly in source of
knowledge experiments.

Similarly and strikingly, in languages where verbs are
grammatically marked to indicate the source of one’s
knowledge, children start to produce the markings cor-
rectly at about four years of age. In Turkish the past tense
verb is inflected to indicate whether one actually wit-
nessed the event one is reporting, or whether one was
told about it or inferred its happening. “The balloon
popped [I saw it pop]” would be expressed differently
from “The balloon popped [he told me]” or “The balloon
popped [I saw the pieces].” Around four years children
start to use these inflections correctly and to understand
their meanings when they hear them.??

Children use the same words we use and, as I've said
before, we may not realize that they don’t always use
them to mean precisely the same things we mean. When
three-year-old Katie was brushing her teeth in the bath-
room, she took the toothpaste and hid it behind the
radiator. She said, “I'm hiding the toothpaste here so
Daddy won't find it.” We might think she understands,
in the same way we do, hiding, finding, seeing, knowing.
But does she? Her mother asked, “When Daddy comes
into the bathroom, where will he think the toothpaste
is?” Katie solemnly pointed to the hidden toothpaste,
down behind the radiator. It seems that her under-
standing is not the same as ours. There is still more to
learn about beliefs and false beliefs. That is the topic of
the next chapter.



8 / Thinking about
Believing

In the previous chapter we saw that from a very young
age, children take care to show and tell people things.
We saw that their understanding of what it is to know
and how one comes to know develops gradually during
the preschool years. When Katie was just three years old,
she learned how to open the front door on her own to
see who was outside on the street. Her mother said to
her, “You must tell me when you open the front door. I
have to know when you're going outside.” The next time
Katie went to open the door, she obediently called to her
mother, “Are you knowing?” However, it is quite possi-
ble to understand that people need to be told or shown
something they are unaware of, without understanding
that they could have beliefs different from your own.
That is, it may be easier to understand that someone does
not know something, and so needs to be told or shown
it, than to understand that she may hold a false belief—
false from your point of view, that is. You think one
thing, the door is open, whereas she thinks something
else, the door is closed.

As we also saw in the previous chapter, three-year-
olds, even two-year-olds, use the word think. But as I
noted, we have to consider carefully what the child
means when he uses a term like think or know, and
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whether he is genuinely referring to a mental state. At
first children use the word think primarily to express
uncertainty, as in “I think this is a lamb,” which Abe said
when he wasn’t sure.! He could just as well have said,
“Maybe it’s a lamb.” Their other frequent early use of
think is to introduce an activity, as in “I thoughted we’d
eat some cake,” which could have been expressed as,
“Let’s eat some cake.”? Neither of these uses implies that
the child understands that his beliefs are different from
someone else’s, or even that think refers to a mental state.
But as Bartsch and Wellman have shown, by the age of
four children do use think to refer to mental states, even
sometimes to express the idea that what they think is
different from what somebody else thinks or different
from what they themselves used to think.3

Understanding False Beliefs

Far more of our knowledge of children’s understanding
of what other people know and think has come from
experimental studies than from naturalistic observation.
Indeed, this is where theory of mind work began, in the
debate that arose following Premack and Woodruff’s
claim that the chimpanzee’s ability to predict what a
human actor will do to achieve certain goals implies that
the animal has a theory of mind (see Chapter 1).4 In this
debate, several philosophers suggested a basic test to
demonstrate indisputably that someone possesses a the-
ory of mind, the essence of which is this: an individual
who has a theory of mind should be able to recognize
the consequences of a person’s having a false belief.>
What people see or what they are told causes them to
have beliefs, which inform them about the world. But
sometimes people are mistaken about what they have
seen, or the situation changes after they have seen it, or
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someone tells them something wrong. Then their beliefs
are false, although they don’t know this. People assume
that their beliefs are true; indeed, they don’t even think
of them as beliefs, they just think that’s the way the
world is (unless or until something happens to correct
the belief). So, if someone is mistaken, if he has a false
belief, he will act as though his belief were true, that is,
he will act on the basis of the mistaken belief. This is the
fundamental understanding children need to have in
order to perform correctly on false belief tasks. It is the
fundamental understanding I referred to in Chapter 2 in
discussing mental representation. We can make sense of
people’s mistaken actions and their reactions of surprise
because we understand that people are indirectly related
to the world through their mental representation of it.
And we understand that they act on the basis of their
representations even when the representation does not
accurately reflect reality.

When do children understand this? As Daniel Dennett,
one of the philosophers who was engaged in this debate,
put it:

Very young children squeal in anticipatory delight as
Punch prepares to throw the box over the cliff. Why?
Because they know Punch thinks Judy is still in the box. They
know better; they saw Judy escape when Punch’s back
was turned. We take the children’s excitement as over-
whelmingly good evidence that they understand the situ-
ation—they understand that Punch is acting on a mis-
taken belief (although they are not sophisticated enough
to put it that way). Would chimpanzees exhibit similar
excitement if presented with a similar bit of play acting
(in a drama that spoke directly to their “interests”)? . . . if
they didn’t react, the hypothesis that they impute beliefs
and desires to others would be dealt a severe blow, even
if all the P & W tests turn out positively, just because it
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can be made so obvious—obvious enough for four-year-
old children—that Punch believes (falsely) that Judy is in
the box.

Dennett wrote this (including the prescient comment
about four-year-olds) in a plea for direct, natural, plau-
sible tests, and he is right—natural behavior is what
matters. However, as I have said before, we need experi-
mental work to help us sort out what inferences we can
draw from our observations of natural behavior. It was
such a test that Dennett and the other philosophers de-
scribed.

Their suggestions were taken up by the developmen-
talists Heinz Wimmer and Josef Perner and their col-
leagues, whose experiments required children to attrib-
ute a false belief to another person in the context of a
story that was acted out for them with dolls and toys.”
For example, a boy puts some chocolate in a drawer in
the living room and goes out to play. While he’s outside
his mother moves the chocolate to a cupboard in the
kitchen. Then the boy comes back, hungry and wanting
his chocolate. He still remembers where he put it. The
question is, where will he look for it? Children who
correctly predict that the boy will look in the living room
drawer recognize the consequences of a person’s having
a false belief.

Because children have to attribute a false belief in order
to answer the question, we know they understand that
people have beliefs. If the belief they attribute is false, it
is necessarily different from their own, whereas if the
belief they attribute is true, we would not know whether
they were genuinely attributing beliefs to the other per-
son or simply assuming that he or she shared their own
beliefs. Or, to put it a different and perhaps better way,
they might not be thinking about beliefs at all, but simply



Thinking about Believing / 115

assuming that the world is the way it is and they and
other people all see it the same way.

In its original form, Wimmer and Perner’s task was
quite hard even for four-year-olds. When the story was
simplified, however, and the salient features made ex-
tremely clear, four-year-olds did quite well, but three-
year-olds did not. Lou Moses and John Flavell tried even
harder to help the three-year-olds. They made stories on
videotape, and showed the actor looking in the old place,
where he thought the object was—not the real location
it had been moved to—and they showed the actor’s great
surprise when he found a different object in the old
place. But even then, although the three-year-olds’ per-
formance improved, it was still no better than chance®

Perhaps three-year-olds find it hard to follow a narra-
tive, in a story or on videotape. However, their difficulty
with false belief is also evident in real situations, where
no story line is involved. Pemer and his colleagues
showed three-year-olds a Smarties box, a British candy
box very familiar to all children (the American equiva-
lent is M & Ms). The children were asked what they
thought was inside the box, and they all said “Smarties.”
But then they were shown that they were wrong—the
box actually contained a pencil. They had just had the
experience of being misled, of having a wrong belief.
Would this help them attribute a false belief to another
person? The children were asked what a friend, who had
not yet seen inside the box, would think was inside it.
Even though they had just gone through the experience
themselves, a majority of three-year-olds said the friend
would think there was a pencil in the box.’

Why weren’t the children helped by actually experi-
encing the false belief themselves? Alison Gopnik and I
wondered about this, and thought perhaps it was be-
cause it is not simply false belief in others that is hard
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for three-year-olds to understand. Maybe they don't
recognize false belief in themselves either. And indeed,
that is the case. Three-year-olds do not understand that
their beliefs change: when they find out they were
wrong, they are quite unable to remember their own
earlier false beliefs.!” For example, consider a three-year-
old who, as in Perner’s experiment, thought there were
Smarties in the box and then found out it had pencils in
it; when the pencils are put back in the box again, if you
ask her what she thought was in the box when she first
saw it, she’ll say “pencils” not “Smarties.” Even though
she may have said “Smarties” when she first saw the box,
she cannot remember this, as my conversation with a
three-year-old illustrates:

JWA: Look, here’s a box.

Child: Smarties!

JWA: Let’s look inside.

Child:  Okay.

JWA: Let’s open it and look inside.
Child: Oh ... holy moly ... pencils!

JWA: Now I'm going to put them back and close it
up again. (Does so) Now . . . when you first
saw the box, before we opened it, what did
you think was inside it?

Child: Pencils.

JWA:  Nicky (child’s friend) hasn’t seen inside this
box. When Nicky comes in and sees it . . .
When Nicky sees the box, what will he think is
inside it?

Child: Pencils.!!

Heinz Wimmer and Michael Hartl showed that even
when the experimenter prompts the child by reminding
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her what she said at the beginning, some children deny
it.!2 You may immediately think that they were embar-
rassed to admit they were wrong, and were lying to the
experimenter in order to cover up their embarrassment.
However, in an identical situation, where three-year-olds
hear a puppet saying he thinks there are Smarties in the
box and then see him find out it’s pencils, they also say
he thought there were pencils in the box at the begin-
ning.’* Why? There is no reason to be embarrassed by
someone else’s mistake and to lie for his sake.

Furthermore, this lying explanation would require that
three-year-olds be more embarrassed and more likely to
lie than four- and five-year-olds, who are actually quite
willing to acknowledge their earlier mistaken beliefs in
these experiments. In our experiment children saw five
different sets of materials, like the candy box containing
pencils, that looked like one thing but turned out to be
something else. One five-year-old got the first four tasks
right—he was mistaken and then he correctly remem-
bered his own earlier false belief. By the time he got to
the fifth task and we showed him a doll (that is actually
two dolls), he said suspiciously, “I bet it turns out to be
a rabbit!”1* Such protective skepticism was not available
to the younger children. Indeed, understanding false be-
lief and remembering their own false beliefs may help
children recognize that things are not always what they
appear to be. This is an important realization, which
enables them to distinguish between what an object
looks like and what it really is in cases where the two do
not coincide.

Distinguishing Appearance and Reality

John Flavell and his colleagues have made an extensive
study of children’s understanding of this distinction be-
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tween appearance and reality.!> Their studies began with
a visit to the joke store to find objects that appeared to
be one thing but were really another, such as a “sponge
rock,” which is a piece of sponge cunningly painted to
look like a lump of granite. Children first saw it from a
distance and presumably thought it was a rock. Then
they felt it and found out it was a sponge. The “rock”
was put back on the table again and the children were
asked two questions, “What does this look like?” and
“What is it really?” Four-year-olds could answer both of
these questions but three-year-olds could not. Once they
had found out that it was really a sponge, they said it
looked like a sponge. That is, they said it looked like
what it really was. For other materials three-year-olds
made the opposite error and said things really were the
way they looked. For example, three-year-olds said that
an orange crayon (which looks black through a blue
filter) looked black and really was black, but four-year-
olds said it looked black but was really orange. In both
cases—the sponge rock and the orange crayon behind
the filter—the younger children did not distinguish be-
tween the phenomenal appearance and the actual reality.

Flavell and his colleagues made numerous ingenious
attempts to uncover the three-year-olds’ competence, but
without success. In one particularly convincing demon-
stration they placed a white card under the blue filter
with the white edge sticking out. Three-year-olds still
said it looked blue and really was blue. Moreover, their
problem with these tasks was not simply due to diffi-
culty with the terms looks like and really is. When the
experimenter took a piece out of the card while it was
under the filter and then showed the child a white piece
and a blue one, three-year-olds chose the blue piece as
the one the experimenter had just removed.

From all of these experiments we can see that three-
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year-olds’ difficulties are wide-ranging. They do not un-
derstand how someone can believe something different
from what they know is actually the case (the false belief
task). They do not remember that they themselves once
believed something different from what they now know
to be true. And they do not understand how something
can look different from what it really is. In all of this
work great care has been taken to make sure that the
particular experimental procedures used do not hide
children’s understanding.!® And control tasks have been
included to show that three-year-olds can respond to the
questions. Even so, they genuinely do not understand
false belief.

Nevertheless, it seems not only possible but likely that
an understanding of false belief does not arise overnight,
and that precursors to this understanding can be found
in three-year-olds.” Careful and clever experimental
work shows that this is indeed the case. For example, if
children do not know where the chocolate really is, or if
it exists in both locations, then three-year-olds can pre-
dict that the character will act on the basis of his belief.!8
However, here no conflict is involved. More strikingly, if
three-year-olds are told the true location of the chocolate
but do not see it with their own eyes, they are able to
predict that the character will look where he thinks it is,
in the other cupboard.”” Three-year-olds are also helped
if they are asked where the character will first look for
the chocolate.? In the case of their own false beliefs,
three-year-olds can be helped to remember that they
mistakenly thought the Smarties box had candy in it, not
pencils, if they put a picture of the candy into a mailbox
before they see the pencils.?! Then they are reminded of
this when they are asked what they thought was in the
box at the beginning. All of this work is important, and
it is relevant to the issue of how children arrive at their
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understanding of the mind—an issue I will take up in
the final chapter.

It is equally important, however, to remember that
four-year-olds understand others’ false beliefs, remem-
ber their own false beliefs, and distinguish appearance
and reality without these contextual supports, findings
that have been widely replicated. What is even more
important, a child comes to understand all these things
at about the same time. Alison Gopnik and I found
significant correlations between children’s performance
on all of these tasks,? and others have found this t00.23
Chris Moore and his colleagues also found that perform-
ance on these tasks correlates with performance on a test
of children’s understanding of the words think and
know?* Earlier, John Flavell and his colleagues had
shown that understanding the distinction between ap-
pearance and reality correlates with the understanding
that two people may have different views of the same
object, what I referred to in the previous chapter as Level
2 perspective-taking ability.?

Representational Theory of Mind

How do we account for these findings? Obviously, chil-
dren get better at lots of things as they get older. In these
studies we have been careful to control for age in looking
for relations between different tasks, so the synchronies
are not explained simply by the fact that children under-
stand more as they get older, although of course matu-
ration must play some role. We might explain the find-
ings by proposing that some fundamental development
underlies performance on all these tasks. What might
this be? A number of authors have proposed, in slightly
different ways, that children acquire a representational
theory of mind at about the age of four.?¢
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In Chapter 2 I said that children have two things to
discover about the mind, and they might begin with only
a partial understanding of representation. At two and
three years of age they understand that the mind con-
tains unseen mental entities—thoughts—that are differ-
ent from things in important ways. However, at this
stage they have no understanding of mental activity. This
more complete understanding is acquired at about four
years of age, when children acquire a representational
theory of mind. Then they understand that the mind is
active, that it construes and interprets situations. Mental
entities are not just things that exist in the mind, they are
representations produced by the mind. Once children
understand this, they understand that people represent
the world and take those representations to be truly the
way the world is. They can then see that people do not
have direct access to reality but construct the world in
their mind, and this constructed world is the world in
which people act, even when their representation is a
mis-representation of the way things really are.

Thus, in order to understand false belief, children have
to understand mental activity; they have to understand
the representational process. We can see what this entails
if we go back to Wimmer and Perner’s story, in which
the boy put his chocolate in the living room drawer and
didn’t see his mother move it to the kitchen cupboard.
Children have to see that in his mind the boy represents
a world in which the chocolate, which they saw moved
to the cupboard, is still in the drawer. They have to
realize that although the boy’s belief refers to the choco-
late in the cupboard, it represents it as being in the
drawer. And they have to understand that even though
he really wants to find the chocolate, the world in which
he acts is the world as he represents it. They have to be
able to coordinate the boy’s knowledge of the situation
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(the way he has construed the world) and their own
knowledge (the way things really are). They have to see
that what is true for the boy (the chocolate is in the
drawer) is false for them. The way in which they can do
this is by distinguishing between the representation of
something, and representing it as something.?” The boy
has a representation of the world with chocolate in the new
place, the cupboard, but it represents it as in the drawer.

The same distinction, between a representation of
something and representing it as something, applies to
memory of our own false beliefs. The child who was
shown the Smarties box has to see herself as representing
a situation where there is candy in the box. She has to
understand that this past belief was in fact her repre-
sentation of reality at that time, even though she later
found it to be false. To remember her own false belief
she then has to coordinate her present knowledge of the
world (pencils in the box) with her past belief (candy in
the box) and she has to see that what was true for her
then is false for her now. That is, her representation of the
box of pencils represented it as containing candy.

In a similar way, to understand the distinction between
appearance and reality, the child again has to understand
representational activity. She has to coordinate two con-
flicting representations. In the case of the sponge rock,
the information from one modality (sight) gives false
information about the object’s true identity. The child has
a representation of an object that is a sponge, but in look-
ing at it she represents it as a rock. The true information
about its identity comes through another modality
(touch). All of these tasks—understanding another per-
son’s false belief, remembering your own false belief, and
distinguishing between appearance and reality—thus re-
quire an understanding of representations as representa-
tions, an understanding of representational activity. This
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is what children achieve when they acquire a repre-
sentational theory of mind.

Do children all over the world develop a representa-
tional theory of mind at four years of age? Since the
experiments I have described have all been carried out
in daycare centers and nursery schools in Europe and
North America, an important question is how universal
the findings are. As I said in Chapter 2, there is very little
cross-cultural research in the development of folk psy-
chologies—of understanding of mind. We simply do not
have enough information to know whether these find-
ings apply universally, and what evidence we do have
is equivocal. It would seem that Mandarin-speaking Chi-
nese children understand the distinction between ap-
pearance and reality at about the same age as Western
children do.?® A different sort of appearance-reality dis-
tinction involves the difference between real and appar-
ent emotion, that is, the difference between someone’s
real feelings and their facial expression.. At four years of
age Western children do not understand this distinction
but by age six they do.? Similarly, Japanese children also
come to understand this distinction between the ages of
four and six, despite the profound differences in the
extent to which emotions are expressed in the two cul-
tures.%

The Chinese and Japanese children in these studies
live in non-Western societies, but these societies are lit-
erate and the children attend school or preschool. How-
ever, a study involving unschooled children from a pre-
literate society also found evidence that they have an
understanding of others” minds at the same age as the
children in the Western studies. Jeremy Avis and Paul
Harris showed that Baka children of the Cameroon de-
velop the ability to predict action based on a person’s
false belief at about the age of four3! Avis and Harris
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propose that there is a universal core to our under-
standing of mind, essentially the belief-desire-action tri-
angle I described in Chapter 5. They suggest that people
everywhere explain and predict someone else’s actions
by considering what that person thinks and wants. More
elaborate conceptions, they suggest, may vary between
cultures. This seems a plausible suggestion, even though
the data do not yet exist to support it, or to refute it.
However, it is important to keep in mind societies whose
conceptions, even quite fundamental ones, are very dif-
ferent from Western ones.

For example, to us in Western society, false belief and
appearance-reality are equivalent. If something looks un-
like what it really is, to us that is what someone might
think it to be, or what we ourselves thought it was before
we discovered its true identity. However, it is open to
question whether these two things are universally
equivalent. Penny McCormick has conducted studies
among the Quechua of Peru, peasant people in the high
Andes, whose preliterate culture is undergoing change
as it comes into contact with the dominant Spanish cul-
ture. Folktales in the Junin Quechua dialect make no
reference to mental life.32 There is a story, for example,
of a fox who saw the reflection of the moon in the
water—it looked like a cheese, and the greedy fox dived
in the water to get it, and drowned. When this story was
read to Canadian adults and they were asked to retell it,
they almost all reported that the fox saw the moon’s
reflection and thought it was a cheese. Looking like a
cheese or thinking it is a cheese—these expressions are
not very different to us. However, the Junin Quechua
language has no simple way of saying “The fox thought
it was a cheese.”

In McCormick’s studies, four- to eight-year-old
Quechua children were tested by a native speaker,
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known to them, about objects such as the “sponge
rock.”? They were asked about appearance and reality
(What does this look like? What is it really?), about what
someone would think it was, and about what they them-
selves thought it was when they first saw it. The think
questions were asked using the verb say, a word they
knew well (“What will he say it is?” “What did you say
it was?”). The remarkable finding was that the children
found the appearance-reality questions much easier than
the belief questions. It seems that these children were
used to thinking about appearances, and appearances
discrepant from reality, but were not used to thinking
about what people would think (or say), just as their
dialect has a well-developed vocabulary for appearance
and reality but not for belief. And yet McCormick reports
that tricking is a common and much enjoyed practice
among the Quechua people and that they have an exten-
sive vocabulary for talking about lies, which suggests
that they do have a conception of false belief, even if they
don’t talk about it in the same way we do.

Lies and Deception

Lying depends upon understanding false belief. Once
children understand that people may hold false beliefs,
they are in a position to set about purposely creating a
false belief in someone else. Can children deceive others
before they understand false belief? Yes and no. People
may be deceived by something a child says or does, just
as they may be deceived by the rocklike appearance of
the painted sponge. However, we may be as reluctant to
say that the child has deceived someone as we are to say
that the sponge rock has done so. The person is deceived,
true, but the sponge rock obviously has no under-
standing of deception and no intention to deceive, nor
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may the young child. That is, the child may not have
been practicing deception. What a child says or does may
cause a person to believe something that is not true, but
unless the child intends her words or behavior to have
that effect we are reluctant to say that she has deceived
the other person. This becomes clearer when we talk
about lying because there we have a more articulate set
of terms to use.

The commonest way of deceiving others in the every-
day world is by lying. We say something we know to be
untrue, intending that the other person believe it to be
true. In other words, we deliberately create a false belief
in the other. For us to consider something a real lie, what
is said must be false, and the person who says it must
know it is false and want the other person who is listen-
ing to think it is true. Only when all three of these
elements are present would we really say that someone
is lying. If what is said is false but the speaker doesn't
know it is false, we call it a mistake. If what is said is
false and the speaker knows it is false but doesn’t intend
anyone to believe it to be true, we might call it a joke, or
irony, sarcasm, or metaphor—there are many speech acts
of this type.

This definition of lying also excludes some of the
transparent untruths very young children tell, such as
the child, covered in crumbs, who denies taking a cookie.
Or even more transparently, the three-year-old quoted by
Marie Vasek, who went to her mother and said, “I didn’t
break the lamp and I won't do it again.”** Children may
do this to avoid rebuke, or to escape punishment, or to
get what they want. It is a routine which is used because
it works—sometimes.

Children with very little verbal ability can engage in
quite elaborate “deception” of this kind.* For example,
a little girl, just two years old, is bouncing around the
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room. She sees some chocolate cake on the table, which
she would like, but her mother won’t give her any. So
she says she’s tired, which would normally succeed in
getting her some cake, except that her mother doesn’t
believe her:

Child:  Bibby on.

Mother: You don’t want your bibby on. You're not
eating.

Child:  Chocolate cake. Chocolate cake.

Mother: You're not having any chocolate cake either.

Child:  Why?(whines) Tired.

Mother: You tired? Ooh!

Child:  Chocolate cake.

Mother: No chance.3¢

The child’s aim is to get her mother to do something,
to give her a piece of cake. She may have no thought of
getting her mother to believe something, that she is tired,
she just knows that if she is tired she might be given
some cake. This illustrates the distinction between first-
order and second-order intentional systems I discussed
in Chapter 2. First-order systems don’t think about what
the other believes, only about what the other will do, and
they act in order to affect the other’s actions. Second-or-
der systems also want to affect what others do, but they
go about it indirectly, by affecting what others believe—
remember the four-year-old who got you out of bed by
telling you the bathroom was flooded, so that you would
make her breakfast. Second-order systems manipulate
people by manipulating their beliefs—they are into
tricks, lies, and secrets.

According to this analysis, we would not count as
lying those things children say that they know habitually
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result in certain actions, as Josef Perner points out.”
Unless we can exclude this possibility, the child may not
be deliberately trying to induce a false belief in the other
person, even though she may be deliberately trying to
influence the other person’s behavior by trying to elicit
the habitual result. Perner writes of his son Jacob, who
at three and a half would use the excuse that he was tired
in order to get out of doing things he didn’t want to do.
Often this made perfect sense and achieved the desired
result. But Jacob’s lack of understanding of his strategy
was revealed when he used the same excuse in an at-
tempt to avoid going to bed!

Is this debate about what is and is not to be counted
as lying just an academic question, something for psy-
chologists to argue about? Parents and preschool teach-
ers seem to have the same reluctance to call young chil-
dren’s untruths lies, or at least, deliberate lies. Preschool
teachers and mothers of young children were asked at
what age they thought children were able to tell a delib-
erate lie.® Only a third of them thought three-year-olds
could do so, whereas three quarters of them thought that
four-year-olds could. Interestingly, this increase between
the ages of three and four closely parallels the increase
we find in the results of false belief tasks.

Experiments Investigating Understanding of
Deception

The same debate arises in this area that we have met
before. How much can we learn by observing children
and interviewing their mothers and teachers, and what
more is added by experimental work? This is a particu-
larly tricky area in which to conduct experiments. We can
tell children stories in which characters make mistakes,



Thinking about Believing / 129

play jokes, tell lies, and so on, and ask the children to
make judgments of the story characters’ behavior. From
this we can discover what children think about lies, and
how they understand the term lie. But it is more difficult
to carry out studies in which we ask the children them-
selves to lie or deceive, although this can be done.

Again, it was Piaget who first investigated children’s
understanding of lying.* He told children pairs of stories
in each of which a character said something untrue. For
example, a boy who was frightened by a dog went home
and told his mother he saw a dog as big as a cow. A
second boy told his mother he’d got good marks at
school one day, and the mother rewarded him, although
that day he’d been given no marks at all. Piaget then
asked the child which story character was more naughty.
He found that children did not consider intention in
making their judgment until age seven or so. Younger
children considered how far the statement deviated from
the truth, and so an exaggeration caused by fear, as in
this example, or an honest mistake as in other stories,
received more blame than an intentional misrepresenta-
tion of the facts. But notice that the characters’ intentions
are not made explicit in these stories, they have to be
inferred. In addition, Piaget said young children called
all factually incorrect statements lies, even when the char-
acter was simply mistaken.

In a series of carefully controlled experiments, Wim-
mer, Gruber, and Perner showed that Piaget was half
right.*> Young children do use the word lie in the way
Piaget said. Until they are six or seven years old children
call all untrue statements lies, whatever the intentions of
the speaker. However, Wimmer and his colleagues also
showed that when speakers’ intentions are made clear,
children do consider intention in deciding whether to
blame those who say things that are untrue. One of the
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stories the study used was the misplaced chocolate story,
described earlier. As in the original false belief task, the
children were asked where the boy would look for the
chocolate. But then, before he can look for it, his sister
appears and asks him where the chocolate is. In one
version of the story the children are told that the boy
wants his sister to find the chocolate and in another
version that he doesn’t want her to. (Remember, he
thinks it is where it is not!) So in the first version, even
though he doesn’t intend to deceive her, she doesn’t find
the chocolate because he has told her to look in the
wrong place, where he thinks it is. In the second version,
when he does try to deceive her, what he says is actually
true because he tells her it is in the place it has been
moved to, thinking it is still where he put it. The striking
finding is that even four-year-olds did not blame the first
boy but they did blame the second one, even though he
had actually said where the chocolate was. Clearly the
children were judging on the basis of intention. How-
ever, even so, they still said the first boy—the one who
had said something untrue, even though he did not
know it was false and did not intend to deceive his
sister—had lied and not the second.

Experiments like this are important because they show
us that even though children use the same words we use,
they may not mean the same things by them. Interest-
ingly, in the interview study I just reported, mothers
were asked whether they had explained to their children
what a lie was.#! Most of them said they had, and most
of them had told the child it was something that was not
true! Only one mother had included in her explanation
the fact that the person who said it knew it was not true.
Even adults are not entirely in agreement on what they
would call a lie, but they consider thinking that what is
said is untrue and intending to deceive more important
than the actual truth of the statement.*?
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Mistakes and lies are distinguished on the basis of the
speaker’s beliefs. The difference between the two speech
acts depends on the speaker’s beliefs about the world. A
person who makes a mistake does believe what he him-
self says, whereas if he tells a lie he doesn’t. Sometimes,
of course, the person doesn’t believe that what he says
is true, but he is not telling a lie. He intends it as a joke,
or as sarcasm or irony. He doesn’t believe that what he
says is literally true, and in these cases, he doesn’t want
the listener to believe it is true either. That is, the differ-
ence between a lie and joke depends on the speaker’s
intentions regarding the listener’s beliefs about the
world. When do children understand this?

Sue Leekam told children pairs of stories in which she
made the contrast between these two cases obvious.*® For
example, in one pair of stories a boy points to a painting
on the wall at school and says to his mother, “I did that
picture.” In one version, the boy then immediately points
out the girl’'s name at the bottom of the picture. He
doesn’t want his mother to believe he did it, or to go on
believing that—it was just a joke. In the other version,
the boy says nothing, but the next day when he isn’t
there his mother sees the girl’s name at the bottom of the
picture. In both cases the mother eventually knows the
boy didn’t do the painting. Leekam then asked the chil-
dren which boy wanted his mother to know. She showed
that even four-year-olds are able to make this distinction
and correctly call one a lie and one a joke. However, it
is not until the school years that children distinguish all
the different ways in which people don’t say what they
mean or mean what they say, such as when they use
irony to mock someone, tell a white lie to protect some-
one’s feelings, use metaphor to create poetic images, and
so on.# Children still have a lot to learn after the age of
five.

So far, I have discussed only studies that assessed
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children’s understanding of deception and their compre-
hension of the relevant linguistic terms. But there is also
the question of children’s ability to practice deception,
which is potentially more difficult to investigate because
the experimenter is asking the child to do something that
usually meets with adult disapproval—except, that is, in
games. Deception may be permitted within the bounda-
ries of a game. In other words, tricking and joking are
okay but lying and cheating are not. These are subtle
distinctions that we ask children to make.

Michael Chandler and his colleagues have argued that
children may find it easier to practice deception than to
respond correctly in false belief tasks.*> Deceptive games
are more involving and motivating, they say, and there
is no complicated story sequence to follow. By and large,
however, we find that children are not able to deceive in
these gamelike situations until about the same age as
they can pass false belief tasks, that is, at around four
years.

It is important, in experiments, to control the situation
so that the claims we make are justified. In deception
experiments it is important to show that children are not
just doing things that happen to deceive somebody. We
want to know whether they are deliberately acting in
such a way as to create a false belief in the other. For this
reason, the games are set up so that the child has to
deceive one person (or puppet) and help or respond
truthfully to another one. The question is, Can the child
operate flexibly and understand enough about the beliefs
of others to be able both to compete and to cooperate?

Beate Sodian asked children to try to keep a robber
puppet from getting a coin and to help a king puppet to
find it The child’s motivation was that the robber
would take the coin for himself but the king would add
another one from his treasure bag and the child could
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have them both. A coin was hidden in one of two toy
trunks before the puppet appeared on the scene, so the
child knew where the coin was but the puppet didn't.
The puppet then asked the child where it was. The test
was to see if the child could prevent the robber from
getting the coin by telling him or pointing to the empty
trunk, and help the king find it by telling or showing
him where it was. Four-year-olds were well able to do
this, but three-year-olds were not. They always indicated
where the coin was, for both the robber and the king.

But do we know that the three-year-olds understood
the task and were interested in keeping the coin for
themselves? Yes, we do, because in a second condition,
the child had to do something to change the physical
situation in order to stop the robber from taking the coin
and help the king find it. This time, the robber and the
king were lazy, and each of them would open only one
trunk. The child’s task was to lock one of the trunks so
that the robber wouldn'’t get the coin and the king would.
That is, here the child was altering the others’ behavior
by controlling the physical situation, not altering their
beliefs by controlling the information. This was a diffi-
cult and perhaps counterintuitive task, because to help
the king one has to lock an empty trunk. Even so, the
three-year-olds were more successful at this task than
when they had to act deceptively and say something
untrue or point to the empty location. Because the four-
year-olds deceived the robber but not the king, we know
they understood that they were affecting the other’s be-
liefs, but three-year-olds could not do this. However,
because the three-year-olds were able to lock the full
trunk to defeat the robber and lock the empty one to help
the king, we know they understood the task and were
motivated to succeed.

Would three-year-olds succeed if they played a game
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with a real person rather than a puppet? James Russell
and his colleagues set up such a game.#” A tiny chocolate
was hidden in one of two boxes; neither the child nor
the other person knew which box it was in. The child
had to point to one of the boxes. If it contained the
chocolate, the other person won it, but if the chocolate
was in the other box, the child did. This was repeated
fifteen times to ensure that the child really understood
the procedure. Then two boxes with windows that faced
toward the child and away from the competitor were
substituted for the original boxes. The game was the
same. A chocolate was put in one box and the child had
to point to a box that the competitor then opened—if the
chocolate was there, he got it and if it was in the other
box, the child got it. But now the child’s task was easy,
since she could see where the chocolate was, point to the
empty box, and always win. Strikingly, three-year-olds
usually pointed to the box containing the chocolate,
whereas four-year-olds pointed to the empty box. Over
twenty ftrials, the three-year-olds continued to point to
the chocolate, even though they lost it every time. Those
four-year-olds who didn’t point to the empty box at first
soon learned to do so. Russell and his colleagues showed
that children’s performance on the “windows” task cor-
related with their performance on a false belief task.

This correlation does not support Chandler’s sugges-
tion that deception would be easier than false belief
because it is a more realistic and more motivating situ-
ation. However, Chandler might argue that Sodian’s and
Russell’s “games” were still rather contrived experimen-
tal situations.

It is harder to make this argument for a task that Joan
Peskin devised.® Her task essentially mimics a situation
children experience in real life: someone else wants what
they themselves want. As Peskin notes, older siblings



Thinking about Believing / 135

soon acquire the strategy of pretending to want another
toy when their younger sibling wants the toy they are
playing with. Then the younger sibling will switch her
preference, and the older sibling can go back to the toy
he was originally playing with. In Peskin’s task the child
played opposite two puppets. She was told that one of
the puppets always wanted what the child wanted and
would take it if he knew what she wanted, whereas the
other puppet would never do that. There were three
stickers, one more desirable than the others. The child
could choose a sticker for herself, but the puppets got to
choose first. Before making his choice, each puppet asked
the child which sticker she wanted. Over four trials
three-year-olds never learned to tell the selfish puppet
that they wanted a sticker other than the desirable one,
but four-year-olds quickly learned to do so, if they hadn’t
done it on the first trial. However, on a trial where there
were only two stickers and so only one puppet could
play, the three-year-olds understood the situation well
enough to exclude the selfish puppet from the game.

This study shows that four-year-old children can be
deceptive about their desires or intentions. It reminds me
of a family I once knew, with a five-year-old sister and
a three-year-old brother. Whenever the children had ice
cream cones the sister always said to her brother, “Let’s
have a race and see who eats it first.” The brother always
wolfed his ice cream, and then had to watch while his
sister slowly licked hers and gloated that she had ice
cream and he didn’t! Surprisingly, he always fell for the
same trick—until he turned four, that is.

Four-year-olds can lie and deceive, it seems, but
younger children’s ability to do so is still open to ques-
tion. Chandler and his colleagues have shown that chil-
dren as young as two can act deceptively.*’ In their game
some treasure was hidden in a container by a doll who
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left inky footprints wherever she went, so a track led to
the treasure’s location. The child’s task was to make it
hard for a person who was out of the room while the
doll was hiding it to find the treasure when he returned.
A majority of children at all ages wiped up the track that
led to the treasure and used the doll to lay tracks to
empty containers, although some of them needed
prompting from the experimenter to do these things. It
was unclear whether the children understood the effects
of their actions since there was no control condition. A
subsequent experiment included a control in which they
had to help someone find the treasure.®® The children,
the youngest now just under three, did succeed, but
attempts by other researchers to replicate this finding
have not succeeded, and so the debate continues.!
Whatever the outcome of this debate it seems clear that
by age four or five children do understand false belief
and can deliberately deceive people.”? In talking to chil-
dren about lying, it is more important to emphasize
truthfulness than truth. We should always try to tell the
truth, to say what we think, but sometimes what we
think will not be true and so we will say things that are
not true. This isn’t telling a lie, it is making a mistake.
Telling a lie is when you know what you say is false, you
are not being truthful. In emphasizing truthfulness rather
than truth, we emphasize the importance of understand-
ing one another’s mental states, which is, after all, what
is most important in our interpersonal relations—not
what we say but what we mean. Indeed, understanding
this distinction between truthfulness and truth may de-
pend in a general way on understanding the distinction
between pragmatics and semantics, between what a per-
son means and what his or her statement means. You
want the listener to believe what you say because you
believe it, you think what you say is true—that is, you
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are being truthful and you can be trusted. Truthfulness
and trust are crucial concepts which continue to develop
through the school years.®

The data I have reported in this chapter can be sum-
marized very briefly: Children come to understand false
belief in themselves and in other people at about the age
of four. At the same age they start to tell deliberate lies
and are able to deceive other people by creating false
beliefs in the other. It is perhaps ironic that the result of
the child’s discovery of the mind is the ability to tell lies
and deceive. But this is only one aspect of understanding
other people’s minds. It also allows us to think about
things from others’ points of view, to be empathic, to
think of what might help or please them. There are some
children who seem never to reach this understanding. It
is to them that I now turn.



9 / The Undiscovered
Mind

What would children’s lives be like, what would the
children be like, if they never discovered the mind in the
way I have described in the previous chapters? This is
not an entirely hypothetical question. It is a great tragedy
that there are a small number of children who seem not
to discover the mind in the normal way in their early
years. Such children are autistic.

A Child with Autism

One mother has written a sensitive and moving account
of her autistic child’s life.! Elly was a beautiful blue-eyed,
golden-haired baby, the fourth child in an academic New
England family. In her early months she was alert and
smiling, just as her brother and sisters had been, though
of course each child is different and develops differently,
as parents of four easily recognize. Elly was slower than
the others, slower to walk, slower to talk, but parents of
four find it easy not to worry about individual differ-
ences. Elly was a placid baby who seemed happy with
her own company, unconcerned by the busy family life
going on around her. Sometimes she would just sit, for
long periods of time, playing with a chain, coiling and
uncoiling it. Perhaps she was too self-contained, too self-
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sufficient for a baby, but that hardly seemed a drawback
to a busy mother—perhaps it was an early sign of great
inner resources, of future independence. And Elly did
progress. By nine months she could sit alone, and at
twelve months she crawled. But after her first birthday
her progress seemed to slow down, or maybe one ex-
pects more as time goes by.

It is sometimes difficult, once a misfortune has arisen,
to look back in one’s life and try to detect its onset. Were
there any signs, warnings, omens? How can one tell,
looking back, in knowledge, to the time before one
knew? Clara, her mother, wrote, “It is hard to remember
the first stirrings of doubt about a baby, but I remember
a day when I took Elly to the supermarket. She was
nineteen months old. She sat in the shopping cart, alert
and intent, her eyes taking in the objects on the shelves
as she rolled along.”? They met a friend with a baby
Elly’s age who had had a difficult birth, though now she
was fine. As Clara watched her, the child looked at her
mother and then pointed to a box of candy. Clara real-
ized, at that moment, that she had never seen Elly point.
Elly’s self-containment was so great that she never
showed things, never asked for things, never pointed.
She was content with what she was given. Occasionally
she would cry violently, but one had to guess what was
wrong, she could not say. It might be something seem-
ingly trivial, like her milk not being in its usual container.
One had to guess and correct it in order to quiet and
comfort her.

What then were the “first stirrings of doubt” and when
did they occur? In Elly’s first year her parents noticed
nothing, nor did her doctor, who saw her for checkups.
At thirteen months he deferred a routine vaccination
because of eczema, and Elly was twenty-two months old
before Clara took her back for it, with the sang-froid of
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a mother of four. Clara writes, “I was expecting nothing
eventful when I carried Elly into the office and set her
on the examination table . . . Hard to believe as that
seems now, we went to get her vaccinated, not to ask
about her strangeness.”® The doctor was worried, how-
ever, and wanted Elly to be tested at the hospital. She
wasn’t walking or talking—perhaps there were metabo-
lic deficiencies that would explain her slowness. But
nothing was found. Elly, although slow, was within nor-
mal limits. The pediatrician advised the parents to wait
another six months before trying to do anything more.
He did not know the family and said Elly seemed like a
child who had been raised very much alone. As Clara
said, “The diagnosis is already implicit in that sentence.
But neither we nor the doctors know that.”*

Clara did wait, as told, but not passively. She worried
about mental retardation. This would perhaps explain
the slowness in walking. But Elly’s movements, as she
bounced in her crib, as she crawled, as she coiled her
chain, were so well-coordinated, so delicate, it was hard
to think that she was mentally retarded. And there were
signs of hidden intelligence. Clara scribbled to encourage
Elly to scribble. Clara drew circles and crosses. Elly
didn’t copy then, in the shared social encounter, but three
days later she privately drew a cross, surely a greater feat
of intelligence than immediate imitation?

Clara worried that Elly might be deaf, which would
explain the slowness in talking. Elly was so self-
absorbed, indeed she seemed not to hear anything going
on around her—voices, noises—she even ignored a fire
engine. But she must have been able to hear because she
sometimes turned when someone quietly whistled, she
didn’t like the dishwasher being turned on, she re-
sponded to music, and she knew a few words. If she
were deaf she wouldn’t know any words. Her word



The Undiscovered Mind / 141

learning was odd, however—words came and then they
went. She would use a word for a while but then it
disappeared. At two she could speak six words but
seemed to understand only two of them. By four years
she had used thirty-one words but less than half of these
were still in use. And “use” is perhaps not the right word
here—"Elly spoke words though not often. But she did
not use them to communicate. She had no idea of lan-
guage as a tool that could cause things to happen.”
When she wanted something, she didn’t ask, she didn’t
reach or point to it, she picked up someone’s hand or
arm and threw it toward the thing she wanted, or if what
she wanted was further away she would push or lead
someone toward it. Elly used the other person as a tool
rather than as a helpmate. She didn’t use language for
communication, indeed, she didn’t really communicate.

Clara worried about all these things as she waited. She
worried, too, about how she could help Elly, most of all
how she could break through Elly’s self-containment and
make human contact with her. Clara did more than
worry, however, she worked with Elly, endlessly and
patiently. She played with Elly and tried to get Elly to
play. Normal three-year-olds are busy playing all the
time, and as they play they learn. They imitate what they
have seen others do, often in elaborate pretend games as
we saw in Chapter 4. Once Clara saw Elly feed some
cereal to a doll, just once. Much of her time she was
happy not to play, and when she did play, her games
were repetitive routines. She had a hundred blocks that
Clara used to teach her to build a tower. She did build a
tower, though left to herself what she liked to do was
arrange the blocks in parallel rows over and over again.
She liked shapes, she had some colored parquet shapes.
Soon after she was two and a half, she could discriminate
diamonds, squares, and triangles, and she could dis-
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criminate the different colors too. She liked these ab-
stract, meaningless shapes. Around three years of age she
started to do jigsaw puzzles. Again, she could make
amazing discriminations of shape and color, but the pic-
ture itself was not of much interest or importance to her.
She found it just as easy to do a puzzle with the blank
side up, the picture face down on the table.

Then Clara’s waiting was over. When Elly was about
three years old her parents took her to a famous pedia-
trician in Boston. Clara said that she feared the worst
which, for her, was to be told that Elly was mentally
retarded. But the doctor did not tell the parents that. He
told them, with kindness and hesitation, that the diag-
nosis was not straightforward but that he thought Elly
was autistic.

Autism

Autism is a very rare disorder that was identified and
described only fifty years ago. Two psychiatrists, Leo
Kanner and Hans Asperger, independently described the
syndrome in the early 1940s. The striking characteristic
of the children they wrote about was their lack of normal
contact with people, their complete self-absorption and
emotional solitude, which gave rise to the name “autism”
from autos, the Greek word for self. Kanner wrote, “these
children have come into the world with innate inability
to form the usual biologically provided affective contact
with people.”® Whatever else characterizes people with
autism, it is their inability to relate to others in an ordi-
nary human way that is most striking, just as we saw in
Clara’s description of Elly.

Perhaps four in ten thousand children suffer from
autism. The precise number depends on the criteria used
for diagnosis. However, it is a rare disorder in compari-
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son, for example, to mental retardation, which affects
four in one thousand children.” More boys than girls are
diagnosed as autistic, in a ratio of about four to one. This
suggests that it is a disorder of biological origin. It is
diagnosed, however, on the basis of behavioral abnor-
malities. The symptoms used as a basis for diagnosis are
very much as Kanner described them, and as Clara ob-
served in Elly’s early years.

There are four crucial symptoms. First, there is the
abnormality in autistic children’s relationships with
other people, which leads to their aloneness even in
situations where they are surrounded by others. Second,
there is impairment in their language development and
perhaps more fundamentally, in their ability to commu-
nicate even without language—their ability to “get in
touch” or “get it across,” which I discussed in Chapter 3.
In other words, their pragmatic skill, their ability to com-
municate in an ordinary way, is seriously affected. Third,
autistic children do not spontaneously engage in pretend
play in the sorts of ways I described in Chapter 4. Autis-
tic children may play with toys in a very repetitive or
obsessive way, such as passing a toy from hand to hand
repeatedly, as Elly did with her chain, or lining toys up
systematically, as Elly did with her blocks. This illus-
trates the fourth symptom—autistic children’s obsession
with stereotyped movements or routines or interests.

These are symptoms that do not, indeed by their very
nature cannot show themselves at the beginning of a
child’s life. Thus, as with Elly, there is usually no suspi-
cion of autism during the child’s first year. At the present
time there is no method for the early diagnosis of autism.
Some babies are not socially responsive but become so
later on, and some children who are later diagnosed as
autistic are quite normal as babies.® As one mother wrote,
“It is, to my mind, one of the most exquisitely cruel
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aspects of early childhood autism that it only becomes
apparent to the parents very slowly that there is anything
wrong with the child.” This does not imply that autism
is not a genetic defect, simply that it is not evident at the
beginning. This is what we would expect if autism is due
to a defect in a system that does not mature until the end
of infancy. What may be more obvious in infancy is the
general mental handicap that is frequently associated
with autism. Autistic children often have some degree of
mental retardation. However, there are also children with
normal or high levels of intelligence who display the
characteristic symptoms of autism, as Elly did. These
children perhaps display autism in its purest form inso-
far as whatever damage they have suffered has affected
only the critical system underlying social contact and
communication, without the widespread damage that
leads to mental retardation.!

It is still unclear what this critical system is, and thus
what causes autism. Soon after the syndrome was first
described it was suggested that it might be due to abnor-
mal interactions within the family. This was based on the
fact that more middle-class children were diagnosed as
autistic, which is no longer the case and might have been
due to more referrals from middle-class homes. It was
also based on the fact that autism did not seem to run in
families. However, this would be unlikely in any case,
because autistic individuals very rarely have children of
their own and because the disorder itself is so rare. A
striking finding in favor of genetic causation is the fact
that 2 percent of the siblings of autistic children are
autistic. Although this is a very low figure, it is fifty times
higher than would be expected by chance. Even stronger
evidence is the finding that of eleven autistic children
with an identical twin, four of the twin siblings were
autistic, whereas of ten autistic children with a fraternal
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twin, none of the twin siblings was autistic."! Thus the
idea that was prevalent in the fifties—that the mother’s
coolness and inability to relate to her child caused the
disorder—has been quite thoroughly overturned.

It seems clear that the disorder is biological in origin,
although precisely what is wrong is still unclear. The
search is for an underlying deficit that would explain all
the symptoms of autism—the abnormalities in social re-
lations, in language development, and in play. As we
have seen throughout this book, children’s acquisition of
folk psychological understanding, their discovery of the
mind, underlies their interpersonal relations and ordi-
nary language use. Perhaps, somehow, autistic children
fail to discover the mind.

Does the Autistic Child Have a Theory of Mind?

Simon Baron-Cohen was one of the many people who
read Premack and Woodruff’s paper “Does the Chim-
panzee Have a Theory of Mind?” (see Chapters 1 and 8).
He was struck by Dennett’s comments, particularly his
description of young children’s gleeful delight as they
watch Punch and Judy. Baron-Cohen realized that autis-
tic children would not react in such a way. Perhaps, he
thought, these children do not develop a theory of mind
as normal children do. In collaboration with Uta Frith
and Alan Leslie he designed a task to try to answer this
question.!? Children were asked to arrange four pictures
into a sequence and to tell the story. There were three
types of sequences. The first type, mechanical stories,
depended on physical interactions between objects and
people—for example, a man kicks a rock so that it rolls
down a hill and splashes into the water. The second type
depended on behavioral interactions between people—
for example, a girl takes a boy’s ice cream cone and eats
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it herself. The third type of story was best described at
a mentalistic level—for example, a girl puts her toy
down behind her while she picks a flower, someone
takes it away, and the girl turns around and is surprised
to find it gone. Baron-Cohen and his collaborators com-
pared the ability of autistic children aged six to seventeen
to do this task with that of Down Syndrome children of
a similar age range and normal four-year-olds. The av-
erage verbal and nonverbal mental age of the autistic
children was higher than that of the other two groups.
Despite this advantage, the autistic children performed
worse than either of these groups on the mentalistic
stories, although they were as good or better than the
other two groups on the mechanical and behavioral sto-
ries. In the mentalistic stories the autistic children could
not attribute, for example, the mental state of surprise to
a character and use it to make sense of the sequence.

At about this time, Wimmer and Perner’s paper de-
scribing the false belief task was published."® Baron-Co-
hen, Leslie, and Frith devised a simple version of this
task for the autistic children, again comparing their per-
formance with that of the Down Syndrome children and
normal four-year-olds.!* They found that most of the
four-year-olds and the Down’s children, but very few of
the autistic children, were able to predict correctly that a
doll character who did not see her marble moved from
a basket to a box would look for it in the original loca-
tion, in the basket. That is, the autistic children could not
attribute a false belief to the doll.

These two studies provided early and compelling evi-
dence that autistic children do not develop a theory of
mind as normal children do, which would explain both
their social and pragmatic difficulties. If autistic children
are unaware of the mind, if they are unable to attribute
mental states to others, it is not surprising that they relate
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to other people as objects and that they are socially
isolated. Similarly, if they cannot take account of people’s
beliefs and intentions, ordinary communication becomes
impossible.

Subsequent investigations confirmed and extended
these findings. Perhaps it occurred to you that the autis-
tic children might have had difficulty with the doll sce-
nario because they do not engage in pretend play. Per-
haps so. However, they are also unable to attribute false
beliefs to others in cases where the scenario is acted out
with real people and they are part of the interaction.!
And they find the “unexpected contents” false belief task
just as difficult. Once they themselves have found out
that an ordinary looking candy box has a pencil in it,
they can’t understand that someone else, who just sees
the outside of the box, will think it has candy in it.!¢ Nor
can autistic children create false beliefs by deceiving oth-
ers, for example, in the kind of experiments that I de-
scribed in Chapter 8—they can’t tell a lie in order to keep
the robber from getting the coin’’—nor can they point to
what they know is an empty box so that the other person
doesn’t win the chocolate.’® Autistic children are also
unable to distinguish between appearance and reality.
Once they have discovered that what looks like an egg
is really a stone, they say it both looks like and really is
an egg (or looks like and really is a stone). That is, they
are unaware of their own mental states; they cannot
distinguish between their perception of the object and
their knowledge about it.!° They are also unaware of
their own earlier false beliefs. They do not remember that
their own belief changed when they found out they were
mistaken.?’ Indeed, David Olson has remarked on the
irony of the label “autism” from the Greek for self, since
it seems that autistic people have little self-awareness.

Autistic children’s differences from other children are
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seen not only in these experimental tasks but also in
natural observations. Helen Tager-Flusberg analyzed
spontaneous speech samples from six autistic children
and six Down Syndrome children of similar age and
language ability. She found that the autistic children
were like the Down Syndrome children in the way they
talked about desire and emotion, but they were less
likely than the Down’s children to refer to cognitive
mental states using words such as think and know. They
talked about perception as the Down Syndrome children
did, but they were much less likely to call their mothers’
attention to things with words such as look and see.2!

Like three-year-olds, autistic children do not attribute
false beliefs to others, cannot deceive others, do not re-
member their own false beliefs, and cannot distinguish
between appearance and reality. However, they are not
like three-year-olds in other ways, in the sort of ways I
described in Chapter 4, for example. Autistic children do
not pretend, and they find pretense and imagination
difficult to understand in experimental tasks.2 They do
not understand the distinction between thoughts and
things, between real and mental entities, as normal three-
year-olds do.?* As Tager-Flusberg showed, they do talk
about desires, and do have some understanding of de-
sire, but unlike normal three-year-olds they find it hard
to understand that people are unhappy when their de-
sires are not fulfilled.*

Thus, autistic children are not simply delayed in their
development. They are quite different from other chil-
dren in these specific ways: in their lack of awareness of
the mind, and of their own and others’ mental states. The
autistic children in the experiments I have just described
come from the top third of the autistic population, since
they need to have levels of intelligence and language
skill sufficient for them to be tested. Their mental age on
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verbal tests is at least four years, their non-verbal mental
age is higher, and their real ages range from six to eight-
een and average about twelve years. Their performance
is compared with normal four-year-olds and language-
delayed children with similar or lower verbal mental
age. The general finding is that most of the children in
these comparison groups pass the tasks and most of the
autistic children fail, despite the advantage of their
higher mental age. The autistic children pass control
tasks that do not require the attribution of mental states.

All of this helps us to see how profound and specific
the autistic child’s deficit is, but it gets us no closer to
answering the question of what, precisely, is wrong. Or
rather, it leads to a bigger question. We say that autistic
children’s difficulties occur because they do not discover
the mind, they do not develop a theory of mind. The
bigger question is, How do normal children discover the
mind? What causes the development of folk psychologi-
cal understanding in normal children? These questions
have been touched on throughout the book, and I will
address them specifically in the final chapter. Here I will
look at contributions from the study of autism by looking
at how the question “What causes autism?” has been
answered.

What Causes Autism?

As I said earlier in the chapter, there is no clear answer
to this question. Autism is believed to be a biological
disorder, a deficit in some innate mechanism. There is
argument whether this is fundamentally an emotional
deficit or fundamentally a cognitive one.

Kanner himself, in first describing the syndrome, pro-
posed that it was fundamentally an emotional disorder.
He said, as I quoted him earlier, that the children he
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described were innately unable to make the sort of affec-
tive, that is emotional, contact with other people that
usually happens naturally. Autistic children are not un-
feeling, and they express their emotions, laughing and
crying for example, although some of their facial expres-
sions are unusual and hard to interpret.? They talk about
emotion, as Tager-Flusberg showed, and they have some
understanding of how situations and desires lead to
emotions.? They can also recognize other people’s emo-
tions, at least they see the smiles and frowns, but in
experimental tasks they are unable to match a smiling
face to a happy voice or a joyful gesture or a picture of
a situation that would make someone feel pleased.”
They somehow don’t appreciate the deeper meaning of
emotions. They don’t understand the significance of
other people’s emotions. Most strikingly, they don't
show empathy toward others.

According to Peter Hobson, these findings support the
view that autism is fundamentally an emotional disor-
der.?® As I said in Chapter 2, emotions are not hidden in
the way that beliefs and desires are. They are expressed
naturally and can be perceived by others. Hobson argues
that, right from birth, we have a biologically based ca-
pacity to perceive others” emotions. This is what autistic
children lack, and hence their difficulties begin very early
in life. As infants, they do not see the feelings behind
others’ bodily expressions, nor do they experience emo-
tional communication, that is, psychological connected-
ness, with their caregivers. It is here, Hobson says, that
the child’s discovery of the mind begins. Autistic chil-
dren miss this starting point. Without this foundation
stone they have no insight into the mental life of others
or of themselves.

This may indeed be the way, or at least part of the way,
in which children discover the mind, as we saw in Chap-
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ter 3. However, this may not be where autistic children’s
development goes awry. Their difficulties may arise later.
If we were to accept that autism is primarily an emo-
tional disorder with this very early origin, we would be
left with two puzzles: first, why some children who are
later diagnosed as autistic have apparently normal social
relationships in infancy, and second, why autistic chil-
dren have the particular pattern of deficits that they do.

As 1 said earlier in this chapter, some babies who are
later diagnosed as autistic are quite normally socially
responsive as infants, as Elly was, and develop normal
attachments to their mothers.?? Furthermore, a longitudi-
nal study suggests that autistic children’s social difficul-
ties do not begin in infancy. In a large sample of one- to
three-year-old children who were referred to a clinic
because their development was not quite normal, fifty
were identified as “not relating to people as persons”—
the deficit in interpersonal relatedness that is so charac-
teristic of autism. When the children were followed up
some years later, all were found to be mentally retarded
to some degree. However, none of the children whose
interpersonal deficit had been identified before their first
birthday was autistic, but about a quarter of those so
identified in their second year, and more than four-fifths
of those identified after their second birthday were. This
is hard to explain if, as Hobson suggests, autistic chil-
dren’s problems arise from their initial inability to estab-
lish interpersonal relations.

Second, if autism is fundamentally an emotional defi-
cit leading to an inability to relate to others, it is hard to
explain the particular pattern of autistic children’s symp-
toms. Their difficulty, although profound, is quite spe-
cific. They do not find all social cognitive tasks problem-
atic, only those that require the attribution of mental
states. They perform well on tests of social cognition
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that do not require the awareness of others’ minds.3
For example, they can recognize themselves in the mir-
ror, identify peers in photographs, distinguish between
animates and inanimates, and recognize characteristics
of people, such as age, gender, and relationships like
mother-child and husband-wife. In perceptual role-
taking tasks they can judge what another person sees,
although they cannot judge what the other person knows
on the basis of what he or she has seen.®

These puzzles lead to the suggestion that autism may
be caused by a primarily cognitive deficit which has sec-
ondary emotional consequences. Alan Leslie has sug-
gested that this is a metarepresentational deficit. As we saw
in Chapter 4, Leslie proposes that an innate brain mecha-
nism, the Theory of Mind module, underlies the cogni-
tive ability to metarepresent. Recall that primary repre-
sentations are beliefs about the world. Secondary
representations, or metarepresentations as Leslie calls
them, are suspended from the world, embedded in rela-
tionships such as think and pretend. They take the form,
“Sally thinks her marble is in the basket,” “I pretend the
banana is a telephone,” and so on. Leslie proposes that
the mechanism that produces these metarepresentations
is impaired in autism.32 This would explain why autistic
children cannot attribute mental states and why they do
not engage in pretend play. It would also explain why
autistic children do not have difficulty with social tasks
that require only primary representation.

Uta Frith supports Leslie’s analysis and situates it
within her own wider theory, which takes into account
the additional characteristics of autistic children, beyond
their social isolation, pragmatic difficulties, and lack of
pretend play. This is set out in her recent book Autism:
Explaining the Enigma,® which I highly recommend as an
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interesting, informative, and lucid account of autism.
Frith argues that autistic children’s fundamental cogni-
tive problem is a deficit in central information process-
ing, specifically an inability to integrate separate pieces
of information into meaningful wholes. Recall Elly’s jig-
saw puzzles—she was just as well able to do the puzzle
if the picture was face down on the table. She focused
on the shape of individual pieces rather than being
guided by the whole picture.

Normally, Frith says, the brain exhibits a strong central
drive for cohesion, for overall sense and structure. This
is why we find it easier to remember the gist of some-
thing than to recall it verbatim, which is not the case for
autistic people. And it is why we find it hard to pick out
a hidden figure when it is disguised by being part of a
larger picture, whereas autistic children are very good at
that task because of their weak drive for cohesion. Frith
also explains autistic children’s social and communica-
tive problems as arising from this same source. When we
interact with people we don’t focus on individual ac-
tions; rather, we integrate information about the person,
the event, and the behavior, interpret it in the light of our
expectations and presuppositions, and respond to its
overall meaning. Autistic children cannot do this because
they lack this central drive for cohesion. Their social
interaction thus appears detached and uninvolved. Simi-
larly, in conversation, communication depends on a
high-level drive for overall sense. We don’t respond to
what is literally said but to what the person means,
taking into account the context, our expectations based
on who they are, our presuppositions from what has
already been said, and so on. Autistic people, on the
other hand, give a literal interpretation to individual
statements. In their conversation one thing doesn’t lead
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to another. There is no flow, for example, in Frith’s con-
versation with Ruth, an able, autistic seventeen-year-old:

UF: ... you live in that lovely flat upstairs?

R:  Yes-suh. [Ruth always emphasizes the final
consonant]

UF: Is that really good?

R: ltis.

UF: Do you do some cooking there?

R:  Yes, Ido.

UF: What kinds of things do you cook?

R:  Anything.

UF: Really. What is your favourite food?
R:  Fish fingers.

It was, as Frith says, a very limited communication. Each
question and answer was a separate small unit, with no
drive for continuity. Frith thus draws together the vari-
ous difficulties autistic people have. In her theorizing,
she is driving for overall sense and structure, and sup-
poses that autistic children’s failure to discover minds in
behavior is part of this larger picture of autism.

Simon Baron-Cohen also endorses Leslie’s position,
with an important addition. He is interested in finding
the earliest evidence of metarepresentational ability in
normal children, before pretend play begins, and deter-
mining whether this too is disrupted in autism. He ar-
gues that the ability begins around nine months of age,
in the first stages of communication and shared attention
that I discussed in Chapter 7. Attending is more than
looking, it is deliberately looking at an object of interest,
that is, it is about something. Thus attention is an inten-
tional, or representational mental state (see Chapter 2).
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Therefore understanding attention is metarepresenta-
tional. It is the first metarepresentational ability children
acquire, Baron-Cohen argues.3> As I reported in Chapter
3, normal babies use the direction of their mother’s gaze
to detect what is the focus of her attention. Autistic
children don’t do this, nor do they point to direct an
adult’s attention. Remember Clara’s “first stirrings of
doubt” when she realized that Elly had never pointed.
Autistic children can point if they want to be given
something, but they don’t point to direct another per-
son’s attention, and as I mentioned earlier, they don’t call
their mother’s attention to things using look and see.

Moreover, since we focus our attention on our goals,
that is, we look at things we are trying to do, Baron-Co-
hen argues that babies who have the metarepresenta-
tional ability to understand attention will also use eye
direction to detect a person’s goal . If an adult holds out
a toy to a baby and then teasingly pulls it away as the
baby reaches for it, the child looks to the adult’s eyes
seeking the reason behind the action. Similarly, if the
baby is playing with a toy and the adult covers it with
her hands, the baby immediately looks to her eyes, again
to see why she is doing that. Young autistic children do
not react in this way in either of these situations; rather,
they look to the adult’s hands. They seem to lack an
understanding of attention, perhaps because they lack
metarepresentational ability.

Currently, Baron-Cohen is conducting a large-scale
longitudinal study assessing babies’ understanding of
attention—their ability to direct someone’s attention by
pointing, to use eye direction to gauge the focus of some-
one’s attention, and so on. His aim is to find the very
earliest indicators of autism.3’ Interestingly, Baron-Co-
hen’s work with autistic children has directed our atten-
tion back to the period that Inge Bretherton and her
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colleagues focused on more than a decade ago when they
claimed that a theory of mind was implicit in infants’
early attempts at communication.® And again, the same
questions arise that I considered in Chapter 3, questions
concerning the implicit nature of the understanding that
is demonstrated in infants’ activity and how real that
understanding is. Baron-Cohen’s work also reminds us
of the importance of human communication—that it is
an interaction of minds—and that it may be in their
attempts to communicate that children first discover the
mind.

Individual Differences in Autism

Difficulty with communication is perhaps the most strik-
ing feature of autism, although individuals vary in how
severe these difficulties are. As I have said, autism is
frequently associated with varying degrees of mental
retardation, which in itself leads to problems with lan-
guage and communication. However, even people with
autism who have normal levels of intelligence vary in
how severe their autistic symptoms are.

Earlier, in describing the experimental tasks, I said that
a majority of autistic children did not attribute mental
states to others or to themselves. However, these experi-
ments also showed that in some individuals there is
some development of the ability to attribute mental
states, although only after a severe delay. Generally,
about a fifth or a quarter of autistic children tested can
pass false belief tasks, but at a mental age well beyond
four years. These tasks test understanding of people’s
beliefs about the world, as in “Sally thinks her marble is
in the basket.” Almost all of these children fail a more
difficult task normal six-year-olds pass, which assesses
their understanding of one person’s belief, about another
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person’s belief as in “Anne thinks that Sally thinks her
marble is in the basket.”* A very few autistic individuals
do pass this more complex task. However, even their
communicative abilities are not completely normal. They
have difficulty with the subtleties of conversation, with
jokes and puns, with euphemism.

In an interesting series of studies Francesca Happé has
recently demonstrated correlations between communica-
tive competence and these different levels of belief un-
derstanding .4’ Autistic people who did not pass any false
belief tasks were unable to understand any figurative
language unless it was explicitly marked using “like” to
indicate a simile, as in “The dog was so wet. It was like
a walking puddle.” They could not make sense of figu-
rative language without this explicit linguistic marker.
They could not understand the metaphor “The dog was
so wet. It really was a walking puddle,” which can only
be interpreted nonliterally. Those who passed standard
false belief tasks could understand such metaphors.
However, unless they also passed the more complex false
belief tasks, indicating understanding of people’s beliefs
about beliefs, they could not comprehend irony, as in,
“What a nice dry dog.” And even these most able autistic
people had some difficulty giving explanations of story
characters’ nonliteral remarks in more complex, natural-
istic stories.*! Using Sperber and Wilson’s Relevance The-
ory,*2 Happé shows that similes can be understood as
descriptions of the world, as primary representations,
that metaphors can only be understood by representing
the speaker’s intention, that is, as metarepresentations,
and that irony requires understanding the speakers’ in-
tentions about their intention to communicate. She then
points out the precise links between the levels of social
understanding (in the belief tasks) and levels of commu-
nicative understanding (in the language tasks) and dem-
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onstrates that in people with autism the same level of
impairment is evident in both tasks.

The few very able autistic people who have highly
developed language skills and can live relatively normal
lives still have difficulty with the more subtle aspects of
communication, such as humor, tact, and politeness. Al-
though they may learn to compensate for their disability,
in some sense it is in a way that we might in learning a
foreign language. The understanding does not come
naturally to them. There is no cure for autism, only
compensation.

In an epilogue to her book about Elly’s early years,
Clara, her mother, appends a psychologist’s report from
intelligence tests Elly was given at the age of about
eighteen. He remarked that Elly still had difficulty with
the subtleties of social situations, although in some ways
she had learned to compensate. “On several Picture Ar-
rangement items she arrived at technically correct solu-
tions even though she did not understand the story or
its humor. Her solution was based on sequence and time
cues which she picked up quite perceptively.”* Elly still
had difficulty understanding people’s thoughts and feel-
ings, but as she grew older she realized that she did and
tried to learn about them. At fifteen she had asked, “Is
it hurt people’s feelings when I cry on the bus?”# (her
shrill crying was a dreadful noise) and her mother had
patiently explained that it hurt people’s ears, not their
feelings. The difference between a physical hurt and an
emotional hurt was obviously an incomprehensible one
to Elly. However, she continued to try to learn, from the
outside as it were. New techniques of behavior therapy
helped her, and at twenty-one, she began to learn a new
category of behavior, “Thinking of Others,” and this con-
tinued. At twenty-three she was at home with two stu-
dents while her parents were away on vacation. She had
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missed them at first, but the students soon discovered
that she could be cheered up by the recitation of one
of her favorite things, radio station call numbers—
“WMNB-FM” they would say, and Elly would smile.
One day one of the students heard that her father had
been in an accident and was in a coma, and she was
dreadfully distressed. “[Elly] could see tears, she did not
need to be told that Tracy was sad. She put herself in
Tracy’s place the best way she knew. She said, not ‘Thope
you will feel better,” but ‘WMNB-FM.””45 One smiles with
a tear in the eye, and is reminded of the one-year-old
who comforts a crying friend with the offer of his own
teddy-bear. There is no cure for autism, no complete
recovery. Autistic people never really discover the
other’s mind.



10 Causes and

Consequences

I said at the beginning that I had two stories to tell. One
was the story of children’s discovery of the mind, the
other the story of psychologists’ investigation of chil-
dren’s discovery of the mind. I cautioned that the chil-
dren would not describe their discoveries in the terms
the psychologists used. This will now be clear. I, of
course, have taken the psychologists’ viewpoint and
used their terms—belief, desire, representation, even “dis-
covery of the mind.” No five-year-old would talk or
think in this way. Indeed, there is a sense in which it is
misleading to talk of the child’s discovery of the mind,
of the mind’s causing action, and so on. The child—and
we ourselves—are less aware of the mind than of the self:
it isn’t my mind, it’s me. Similarly, an awareness of oth-
ers’ minds is more an awareness of other selves: it’s not
his mind, it’s him. And of course this is the way we talk.
We don’t say, “My mind held a false belief that the
chocolate was in the drawer.” Of course not, we say, “I
thought the chocolate was in the drawer.” When I act
intentionally, it doesn’t seem that my mind causes my
action, I do! Similarly, we don’t talk of another person’s
mind holding beliefs, desires, and intentions; rather, we
talk of what the person him or herself thinks, wants, and

160
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so on. We psychologists can talk of children’s acquisition
of the concepts of belief and desire, but the children
themselves will talk of what people think and want. We
can talk of their discovery that the mind is active, that it
construes and interprets situations, but they do not ex-
perience it in such a way or in such terms. The child finds
pencils in the candy box. Her experience, that is, her
construal of her experience, is not that her mind held a
false belief, a belief which referred to a situation in the
world but described it differently from the way the
world actually was. She feels that she herself was mis-
taken. She thought one thing and now she knows that
something else is actually the case.

In this book I have traced the development of the
child’s discovery of the mind, sketched in the psycholo-
gist’s terms. It would be a mistake to create the impres-
sion that every child goes to bed the evening before his
or her fourth birthday having just failed a false belief
task and wakes up next morning ready to pass. Just as
there are individual differences in autistic children’s
achievements, so too with other children. Nonetheless, it
is possible to give a general picture of children’s devel-
opment, of their coming to understand their own and
others’ mental states, and to use this understanding to
explain and predict people’s behavior. We saw that this
discovery begins in infancy with recognition of the dis-
tinction between people and things and the intention to
communicate with people, not things. It continues in the
toddler years when children become able to think of
absent and hypothetical things and events—possible al-
ternatives to those really currently present—perhaps best
expressed in their pretend play. Here, children are able
to distinguish between thoughts and things. Soon, chil-
dren start to talk about the mind or, at least, about what
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they and others, see, want, and feel, and then later, think
and know too. And young preschoolers have some un-
derstanding of perception, desire, and emotion and can
use this understanding to predict what people will do.
Later they also have some understanding of knowledge
and belief. Toward the end of the preschool years chil-
dren acquire the critical understanding of false belief and
recognize that people act in the world as they represent
it, even when the representation actually misrepresents
the real situation. Individual children arrive at these un-
derstandings at slightly different ages, but there is amaz-
ing uniformity amid the apparent diversity. Even though
there is much more they will learn through the school
years and into adulthood, we seem justifed in concluding
that by the age of five children have discovered the mind.
I have told the psychologist’s story and described the
child’s development. Two large questions remain, two
questions that psychologists who work in this area are
currently grappling with. The first concerns causes and
the second concerns consequences. First, what causes this
development? That is, how does the child discover the
mind? Second, what consequence does this development
have? That is, how are children’s lives changed by their
discovery of the mind? These are the issues to which I
now turn. They are, as I say, matters of current debate.

How Does the Child Discover the Mind?

Psychologists generally spend more time describing chil-
dren’s development than explaining how that develop-
ment comes about. As Susan Carey has said, one obvious
reason for this is that we cannot begin to explain devel-
opmental changes until we know what they are.! An-
other reason, Carey suggests, is that sometimes descrip-
tion is explanation. What the toddler, for example, can
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understand and do, constrains what she learns about the
world, and in this sense explains what she learns. Thus,
a description of the younger child’s ability is an expla-
nation of what enables the development of the older
child’s ability. Therefore, Carey concludes, descriptive
research is necessary and important.

Certainly, the last ten years have seen intensive de-
scription of children’s folk psychology, which I have
summarized in this book. This description provides the
data base, the evidence, that requires explanation. It is
an oversimplification, of course, to suggest such a neat
separation between evidence and explanation. As Carey
said, sometimes evidence is explanation. And, as I noted
at the beginning, whether we collect data by observation
or experiment, we are guided by our theories as to what
we will observe or what we will measure in an experi-
ment. Theory determines where we look, and what we
find may help redefine the theory. Evidence and expla-
nation are interdependent. Indeed, as I described the
data in the earlier chapters I inevitably referred, at least
implicitly, to various theoretical explanations. In Chapter
4 I described Alan Leslie’s proposal that the brain has a
special innate mechanism, a “theory of mind module”
that facilitates children’s understanding of pretense and
other mental states. In Chapter 6 I mentioned Judy
Dunn’s longitudinal studies and her finding that more
family talk about emotions led to children’s better un-
derstanding of emotion later on. And in Chapter 8 1
discussed the idea that children’s conceptual develop-
ment, specifically their acquisition of the concept of rep-
resentation, underlies their understanding of belief and
of people’s actions based on false beliefs. These are all
theoretical explanations, or hints toward theoretical ex-
planations. Now I will consider them more explicitly.

The phrase I keep using, the very title of the book, The
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Child’s Discovery of the Mind, implies that the mind is
there to be discovered. I do not call it the child’s invention
of the mind, as David Olson has done.2 I do not mean
that the mind is there to be discovered in the same way
that fingers and toes are. As Bruno Snell has argued, our
Western view of humanity began with the Greeks.? He
traces the origins of our ideas of subjectivity and indi-
vidual responsibility in Greek literature, beginning be-
fore Homer with the pre-Socratic philosophers. These
ideas are captured in our folk psychology and are fun-
damental to our conception of ourselves and others. In
this sense “mind” is a cultural invention, and children
discover the mind as they acquire the language and
social practices of the culture.

In an insightful essay, Carol Feldman explores how our
investigation of children’s understanding of mind can be
situated within the new cultural psychology. For Feld-
man and for many others, psychology is an interpretive
human science, not a causal empirical one. For her, our
concern as psychologists, like the child’s concern as dis-
coverer of the mind, is not so much to explain and
predict people’s behavior as to understand and interpret
it. What matters is how the child comes to give meanings
to what people do, and this is what we must investi-
gate—not with too Piagetian a view of the child as a
“little scientist” constructing her own causal theory, but
with a more Vygotskian perspective of the child internal-
izing her culture’s construal of mind.

Jerome Bruner has long emphasized the importance of
culture in human development.® In Acts of Meaning he
eloquently describes how children learn to make sense
of the world, especially the social world, as they acquire
the ability to tell stories about it.* He shows how children
come to use narratives to integrate what they and others
think, feel, and do. The important point is that the nar-



Causes and Consequences / 165

rative not only tells what happened but tells it against a
background of what usually happens or what ought to
have happened, and from a particular point of view. The
“same” happening may be recounted quite differently by
the child who took the toy and the sister whose toy it is,
or by the child who is helping his mother and the mother
whose activity is interrupted. Judy Dunn'’s studies pro-
vide many examples.” For example, David has just
mended three-year-old Megan’s toy vacuum cleaner, and
now they both want to play with it:

David to mother: 1 wanted to do it. Because I fixed it
up. And made it work.

Mother to David: ~ Well, you'll have to wait your

Mother to Megan: Are you going to let David have a
tumn?

Megan to mother: 1 have to do it. Ladies do it.

Mother to Megan: Yes, ladies do it. Yes, and men do it
sometimes. Daddy sometimes does
the hoovering, doesn’t he? . . . so
you let David do it®

Thus, in learning to talk, telling and hearing stories in
everyday family life, the child learns what can be done
and what can’t be done, and how people think and feel
about it. In other words, she acquires the folk psychology
of her culture.

This argument is supported by findings, such as those
of Penny McCormick reported in Chapter 8, that in dif-
ferent cultures children respond differently to questions
about what someone will say and do, for example, in
situations where the person has been misled. Indeed, it
could be argued that different cultures talk about these
things in such different ways that we cannot compare
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across cultures.” On the other hand, evidence such as that
provided by Avis and Harris,! that children from very
different cultures all have the same basic understanding
of how beliefs and desires determine actions and feel-
ings, undermines the view that folk psychology is ac-
quired by enculturation, or at least suggests that there is
some basic similarity to all cultures’ understanding of
these things. However, the evidence from autistic chil-
dren’s development more seriously undermines the En-
culturation viewpoint. Elly, whom I wrote about in the
previous chapter, grew up in the same social environ-
ment as her brothers and sisters but she did not discover
the mind in the way they did. As I said then, it is
generally agreed that autism is a disorder that is biologi-
cal, not social in origin. Thus, although it may be true
that “mind” is a cultural invention, there is still a sense
in which each child discovers the mind for herself. The
question is, how?

It was the evidence from autistic children’s develop-
ment that led Leslie to propose that there is an innate
component underlying children’s discovery of the mind.
The nativist viewpoint is also supported by research with
close relatives to humans, such as apes, which shows that
they too can attribute inner states to other members of
their species.!! However, this only shifts the burden of
explanation from developmental psychologists to biolo-
gists. If children’s understanding is innate, then we
would want to know how it arose in the course of evo-
lution.

The suggestion that folk psychological understanding
is based on innate mechanisms or structures does not
necessarily imply that this understanding is present from
birth. Indeed, we have seen that it is not. There is con-
siderable development during the first five years. None-
theless, babies seemed to be tuned into people right from
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the start, as I described in Chapter 3, which may indicate
innate precursors that facilitate the discovery of the
mind. Few would argue this point. Everyone seems to
agree that there is an innate initial state that is impaired
in autism, but many people argue that these initial struc-
tures or capacities are then modified with development.
This view does not imply that children in all cultures will
develop in the same way. It allows for variation due to
different experiences. It allows for conceptual develop-
ment.

Leslie makes a much stronger argument, however. He
says that the brain has a “theory of mind module” and
that this is what is impaired in autistic children.?? His
view does allow for development with maturation—the
module is triggered in some way in the second year,
leading to the beginnings of pretense and later to the
understanding of other kinds of mental states, such as
beliefs. But the module constrains that development in a
precise way. Experience might trigger the module but it
cannot modify it. Regardless of experience, children eve-
rywhere will develop the same understandings. Under-
standing is not constructed by the child.

The Enculturation viewpoint emphasizes the role of
socialization and the Nativist viewpoint emphasizes the
role of biological maturation in explaining children’s de-
velopment. Lying between these two views are theories
that consider the child’s role in constructing knowledge
through conceptual development. Piaget’s is such a
viewpoint. Piaget’s concern, however, was not to explain
children’s development in a particular domain, such as
their folk psychological understanding, but to provide
an overall explanation of development based on a few
fundamental concepts. I mentioned one of these, egocen-
trism, in the first chapter. Piaget first used this term to
characterize aspects of young children’s language and
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later to characterize their thought more generally.
Piaget’s work on egocentrism inspired a lot of develop-
mental research in the 1960s and 1970s. The focus of this
work was on children’s role-taking ability, that is, their
success in overcoming egocentrism, and their ability to
take another person’s point of view. You “put yourself
in the other person’s shoes,” as it were, and then you
know how the world looks to him or her. This ability
was thought to underlie much of children'’s social cogni-
tive development.

More recently, Paul Harris has described a mechanism
by which role-taking might operate, what he calls simu-
lation.”® Like Carl Johnson,!* Harris emphasizes that be-
liefs and desires are mental states the child actually ex-
periences. In their view, even young children can
introspect their own mental states and are intuitively
aware of their own phenomenal experience. Harris says
that children don'’t predict people’s actions by using laws
linking beliefs and desires, but by imagining themselves
having the beliefs and desires that the other person has,
and imagining what they themselves would do if they
possessed those imagined beliefs and desires. He says
that this ability, to simulate another person’s experience
and to simulate their actions and reactions, depends on
three abilities that develop in the preschool years.!s

First, as we’ve seen, young children have a great ca-
pacity for pretense. They start to pretend at about eight-
een months of age and over the next year or two, as their
pretend play develops, they are able to ascribe pretend
mental states to dolls and take on pretend states them-
selves. For example, they pretend the doll wants a drink
or that they want a cookie. Second, young children can
reason with pretend premises. For example, if they pre-
tend to want a cookie and someone pretends to give
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them one, they can pretend to be happy and pretend to
eat it. Third, children are able to alter what Harris calls
their default settings, which form the background against
which the child operates. They consist of the child’s own
current mental states and the current state of the world
(as it is known to the child). Role-taking, or simulation
of another person’s experience, involves alteration of
these default settings. It involves, for example, setting
aside one’s own desires and/or beliefs and taking on
those of the other person in order to simulate what the
other person will do or how she’ll feel. The more default
settings that need to be suspended, the more difficult the
simulation will be. To understand false belief, for exam-
ple, the child has to imagine a nonexistent situation that
substitutes for a portion of known reality, for example,
that a hidden object is in its original location. Then she
has to adjust her stance to that substitute bit of reality.
She doesn’t believe it, but she has to imagine the other
person does believe it. This is more difficult than simply
imagining someone wanting something different from
what the child herself wants, and so is not achieved until
a later stage.

The Enculturation viewpoint emphasizes the role of
socialization and the Nativist viewpoint that of biologi-
cal maturation, while the Simulation view emphasizes
the role of the child’s own introspective experience. Ac-
cording to this view, the child derives an understanding
of psychological concepts—concepts of belief, desire, in-
tention, emotion—from her own experience. There is a
fourth view that also emphasizes the importance of the
child’s experience and likewise claims that the child
takes an active role in constructing her understanding of
mind. This is the view that the child develops a theory
of mind.
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Is It Really a Theory of Mind?

In the 1960s and 1970s hundreds of articles were pub-
lished that had “role-taking” in the title, while in the
1980s and currently “role-taking” is out of fashion and
there are hundreds with “theory of mind” in the title.
One might wonder if this suggests a general change in
the way psychologists explain the child’s discovery of
the mind, a change of allegiance from a simulation view-
point to a theory view. To a certain extent, this may be
true, but not entirely. Josef Perner reports a conversation
with John Flavell about Flavell’s 1968 monograph, The
Development of Role-taking and Communication Skills in
Children.’® Perner asked Flavell whether his use of the
term “role-taking” implied that he was taking a simula-
tion view in explaining the development of children’s
abilities, and Flavell said that it did not. He used the term
simply because at that time it was the usual label for the
development of social cognition. I think this might be
quite generally true. Psychologists’ main concern has
been to describe such development. Their theories about
what caused the development would reflect the general
theoretical stance they took, whether Piagetian, social
learning, information processing, or whatever.

Now the phrase “theory of mind” has taken over from
“role-taking” in the developmental literature, and just as
Flavell said that his use of “role-taking” in 1968 implied
no allegiance to the Simulation view, so today, some
people who use the term “theory of mind” are not
thereby implying that they believe that the child actually
develops a theory about the mind. The phrase “theory of
mind” is used in at least three different ways. First, it is
used simply to designate a research area, as the term
role-taking was. It is even used in this way by people
who argue that children’s folk psychology is not based
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on any theoretical knowledge. Second, the phrase is used
to refer in a general way to children’s folk psychological
knowledge, a fairly loose use of the term “theory,” which
could be replaced by “conceptual system,” for example.
This use does not imply that children really are engaged
in theory construction. However, the third way in which
the phrase is used does take the idea of theory develop-
ment seriously: children’s theory development is seen to
be analogous to theory development in science. This
view is part of a general stance to think of cognitive
development in terms of theory formation and theory
change—as for example, Susan Carey, Annette
Karmiloff-Smith, and Frank Keil have done in other do-
mains.!” This third position is the one that I am consid-
ering here as the Theory view. The psychologists” theory
is that children develop a theory about the mind, which
has led to designation of this view as the theory-theory—
so good they named it twice, as Jim Russell put it.!® To
avoid confusion, I will call it the Theory view (capital
“T”) and I will refer to the child’s theory of mind (small
“t”). The Theory view, which I discussed in Chapter 8, is
taken by Josef Perner, Henry Wellman, Alison Gopnik,
John Flavell, and others. It is also my view, which has
been implicit, and sometimes explicit, throughout the
previous chapters. It focuses on the child’s developing
understanding of representation, of representational
mental states.

According to the Theory view, concepts of mental
states—of desire, intention, perception, belief, and so
on—are theoretical entities. They are abstract and unob-
servable and are used to explain and predict observable
human behavior. These theoretical concepts are at a dif-
ferent level than the observable phenomena, the actions
and events that they explain. A theory is characterized
by the coherence and interdependence of its concepts.
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That is, the concepts work together, as in the system I
described in Chapter 5—for example, people act in a way
that will fulfill their desires, given their beliefs. Thus, the
theory can interpret a wide range of evidence using a
few concepts and laws.

A fundamental characteristic of any theory, whether
that of child or scientist, is that it undergoes change.
Theory construction has a developmental, dynamic na-
ture. Theories are not static but are open to defeat by new
evidence. Children do not go from a state of having no
theory at all to having a fully fledged adultlike theory of
mind; rather, they hold different theories at different
stages. So it is better to talk about children’s theories,
rather than theory, of mind. It is a debatable question
whether we should refer to the earlier theories as theories
of mind or whether we should call them theories of
behavior or theories of people. In any case, an important
development occurs when children discover what the
mind does, when they understand representational ac-
tivity. This development may be characterized as a
change from an earlier kind of theory of mind to a
representational theory of mind,” or a change from a
mentalistic theory of behavior to a theory of mind.° In
either case, the critical achievement is an understanding
of representation.

This change comes around four years of age. Three-
year-olds understand the difference between thoughts
and things, they understand that thoughts are unseen
states. They have concepts of desire and perception, and
they understand the causal links between what people
want and what they do, for example, and between what
people see and what they know (see Chapters 6 and 7).
However, at this stage children see the relation between
these mental entities and the world as direct.?! They see
thoughts as separate from the world and yet directly
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connected to the world, and so their predictions are
based on these direct connections: they predict that
someone who wants an object will look where the object
is, for example. Some of their predictions will be dis-
proved—children will be faced by people who act
against their own desires by looking for things in the
“wrong” places because they think they are somewhere
else. Recently, Alison Gopnik and Henry Wellman have
given a very clear description of the effects of such ex-
perience.Z? In general, they say, as evidence against a
current theory accumulates it may be denied at first, then
dealt with by ad hoc hypotheses, which may weigh the
theory down, making it less elegant and simple. Then
the whole system is reorganized into a new theory. Such
is the case with the child’s theory of mind.

At first, three-year-olds ignore even very strong coun-
terevidence to their current theory. Remember the child
in Chapter 8 who thought there was candy in the box
and then expressed great surprise on finding it wasn't
candy. When she was asked what she had thought was
in the box before it was opened, she ignored the evidence
of her own surprise and claimed she had said there were
pencils in the box, even though less than an minute
before she had said, “Smarties!” when she first saw the
box, then “Holy moly, pencils!” when it was opened. An
intermediate stage follows, Gopnik and Wellman say,
during which children seem to be using two different
theories, or rather, the old theory and some new hy-
potheses. For example, three-year-olds may be able to
explain actions premised on false beliefs, even if they
can’t predict them.? That is, if they are forced to find an
explanation for someone who frustrates her own desire
by looking for something in the wrong place, they may
be able to say she thinks that’s where the object is. On
the other hand, when they are asked where she will look,
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they are not faced with any discrepancy and predict she
will look where she will find it, in the object’s actual
location. Finally, a new theory is formed, in which people
do act to fulfill their desires but in the light of their beliefs.
Minds are not seen as directly connected to the world;
rather, the relation between the mind and the world is
mediated by representation. Thus, children come to un-
derstand that people’s thoughts are representations con-
structed by the mind, and that perceptions and beliefs
represent the way the person takes the world to be,
which is not necessarily the way it is.

Theories coherently organize many different types of
evidence, but they are still specific to a particular do-
main. The development of the child’s theory of mind
goes on independent of the development of her theory
of physics or of biology, for example. Some people have
suggested that the child’s construction of a theory in this
particular domain reflects a more general change across
domains, and that the child’s development of an under-
standing of mind is one part of this larger picture.?* The
idea is that changes in children’s general information-
processing abilities—changes in memory or computa-
tional capacity, for example—are responsible for changes
in their understanding of mind.?

Enculturation, Nativism, Simulation, Theory develop-
ment, Domain-general development—how are we to de-
cide among these alternative explanations? There is
some sense in which each explanation provides part of
the answer. I have expressed the view that children are
developing a theory of mind, but other processes must
also play significant roles. Theory formation, whether for
children or scientists, always takes place within a par-
ticular culture, from which knowledge is acquired. And
innate structures or abilities must be there at the begin-
ning to provide a starting state that is later transformed
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by experience—the argument is really over how much is
there and what kind of structure it is. Obviously infor-
mation-processing abilities are also needed; without a
certain memory capacity certain theories of mind might
be impossible, for example.?® Equally obviously, there
can be no theoretical explanations without experience to
explain, and such experience will include introspective
evidence. Thus, all these processes are part of the cause,
the debate concerns their relative importance. How do
we decide that? What evidence do we have, or do we
need to obtain, to support one view over another?

The Theory view predicts the development of concepts
of different mental states at different ages, which are then
applied to the self and to others. According to this view,
the child uses her current theory to understand both her
own mental experiences and those of other people. She
understands the mental life of others just as well, or just
as poorly, as she understands her own. This view would
predict differences in a child’s understanding of, say,
desire and belief, but no difference between the child’s
understanding of each of these mental states in the self
or in others. From a Simulation viewpoint the reverse is
the case. Children simulate other people’s experience by
pretending to have the same mental state the other per-
son has. The child is directly aware of her own beliefs
and desires. She simulates the beliefs and desires of
others. According to this view, we would expect children
to understand their own mental states before they un-
derstand those of other people, but we would not expect
a systematic difference between the child’s under-
standing of different mental states within herself. Rather,
we would expect the child to be equally aware of her
own beliefs and desires and equally well able to in-
trospect these different mental states.

As we saw in Chapter 8, the development of children’s
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ability to remember their own false beliefs parallels the
development of their ability to predict another person’s
false belief. Alison Gopnik and Virginia Slaughter have
investigated children’s understanding of other kinds of
their own mental states, such as desire, pretense, inten-
tion, and perception.?’ In each case, the children experi-
enced a state, the state was changed, and they were
asked about their original state. For example, a desire
was satisfied, and so changed—the child wanted to read
one of two books, that book was read to him, and then
he said he desired the other one. Then he was asked,
“When you first saw the books, before we read one,
which one did you want?” Three-year-olds were much
better at reporting their past and changed desires than
their past and changed beliefs. Recall that three-year-olds
also understand others” desires but not others’ beliefs.
The general order of difficulty for remembering these
states was pretense and perception, then desire and in-
tention, then belief, just the same order as understanding
these states in others.

Thus, children understand their own mental states at the
same age that they understand them in other people. The
children’s poor memory for their past beliefs cannot be
a general problem of poor memory or lost access, be-
cause it is specific to beliefs and doesn’t apply to desires,
pretenses, and so on. These data seem to support the
Theory view over the Simulation one. However, Paul
Harris claims that the data do not refute the Simulation
view. According to this view children introspect only
their present mental states—and this they can do very
well in Gopnik and Slaughter’s tasks. In order to answer
questions about their prior states, children have to run a
simulation on their past self, just as on another person.
Harris would argue that both the past belief and the past
desire are recovered via simulation—in the desire case,
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the simulation is at a level that the three-year-old can
achieve, but in the belief case, more default settings have
to be altered, and so the task can’t be achieved until four.
However, one wonders why children need to simulate a
state they have just experienced when they are well able
to remember things that just happened a moment before,
and so these data do appear to support the Theory view.

From a Theory point of view, it should be possible to
accelerate the rate of development of a more advanced
theory by providing children with salient evidence con-
tradicting the theory they currently hold and favoring
the new theory. For example, if a three-year-old is bom-
barded with examples of people being surprised and
upset because they look for something they want in the
place where they left it but from which it has been moved
in their absence, will she develop an understanding of
false belief sooner than a child who is not exposed to
such experience? We do not know, since such an inter-
vention study has not been performed. However, Josef
Perner and his colleagues have found that children from
larger families are more likely to perform successfully on
false belief tasks, which they claim supports the Theory
view of developing understanding of mind.?® These chil-
dren have more experience of intense social interaction
with their siblings and therefore have a larger data base
for developing a theory of mind, somewhat equivalent
to being bombarded with examples in an intervention
study. Perner also argues that these data argue against
the Nativism or Domain-general development views, be-
cause it would be unlikely that children who happen to
have more siblings undergo faster intellectual matura-
tion.

Perhaps, however, the fact that children who experi-
ence more social interaction with siblings understand
false belief sooner than those who don’t supports the
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Enculturation view. It may not be so much the experience
of social interactions with their siblings that is important
to children’s precocious understanding of false belief, but
their parents’ explanations of these interactions—talk
about who knew this, who thinks that, who wants what,
and so on. We cannot decide between the alternative
explanations on the basis of these data alone. As Peter
Bryant has emphasized, there is no single perfect method
for determining the cause of any development.?” We need
to combine methods. He argues that naturalistic obser-
vations over a period of time, plus an intervention study,
provide a powerful combination. Judy Dunn’s studies,
which I have mentioned previously, demonstrate real-
world relationships between, for example, the kind of
talk children engage in with their family and their later
understanding of false belief.* We do not know whether
we could promote an understanding of false belief by
exposing children to this kind of talk. Nevertheless, even
without interventions, studies of individual differences
are important because of their implications for different
explanations of children’s understanding of mind.

So far, research in theory of mind has focused on
describing normative changes in children’s under-
standing of various mental states. There has been little
emphasis on individual differences in the time, rate, or
manner of the development of this understanding, and
little consideration given to what factors will predict
children’s success on theory of mind tasks. A few such
studies are beginning to appear; I have already men-
tioned Dunn’s and Perner’s. Recently, Jenny Jenkins and
I showed that false belief understanding is strongly as-
sociated with language ability, as is memory capacity,
although that not independent of language ability.>! Like
Perner, we also found that children from larger families
are more likely to pass false belief tasks even, as in our
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study, given equal language abilities. I think such studies
will become more important in the next few years. A
focus on individual differences and on longitudinal and
intervention studies will provide important data in our
quest to explain how children discover the mind. Rela-
tions between memory development and false belief un-
derstanding might be taken to support a Domain-general
view, for example. Relations between children’s imagi-
nation, shown in pretend play, and their understanding
of others might support a Simulation view, and so on.
Moreover, this focus on individual differences will lead
us to think further about the significance of children’s
developing understanding of mind for their real-life re-
lationships, about its consequences for children’s social
lives.

Consequences of Discovering the Mind

“Consequence” suggests both a temporal and a causal
sequence: one thing follows another and one thing leads
to another. The causal claim is the stronger claim and, as
we have just seen, the one that is harder to establish.
Here, I mean consequence in both senses. First, what
follows in children’s behavior after their discovery of the
mind? Second, I imply that the discovery leads to these
things. I do, however, acknowledge that we need more
empirical work to establish the causal link. One piece of
evidence that supports such a claim is the effect of deficit.
One thing follows and leads to another—if the first is
absent and the second doesn’t appear, it strengthens the
argument that the two are causally linked. This is one
reason why investigation of autistic children’s under-
standing of mind is so important. These children do not
discover the mind in the normal way and their social
relations and communicative abilities are severely im-
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paired, which supports the argument that children’s dis-
covery of the mind underlies their ability to communi-
cate and interact with others.

Certainly, social understanding and communicative
competence are bound up with children’s discovery of
the mind, a point I have emphasized throughout the
book. As children start to talk about people’s thoughts,
wants, feelings, and perceptions, they become able to
share information with others, to show and tell them
things. They become empathic; they understand what
makes people sad and what will comfort them. They
understand that people will be happy if they get what
they want; later on they understand people will be
happy if they think they are getting what they want or
getting what they think they want. Understanding
thoughts, wants, and feelings does not necessarily lead
to altruism. Other factors come into play too. Such un-
derstanding can also be used for Machiavellian pur-
poses—mental state understanding is needed to trick
people and to lie to them, to hide things from them and
to keep secrets from them. By five years of age children
can do all of these things. They can be altruistic or Machi-
avellian, as we have seen. They are active participants in
social exchanges with their friends and in their family
life. What comes next? School comes next. For the next
ten or even fifteen years, children spend five days a
week, nine months of the year in school.

A long period of compulsory schooling is a recent
Western invention. In previous centuries not all children
went to school, nor do they now in some cultures. Ask
any child why children go to school and invariably the
response will be “to learn.” There are ways of learning
outside school, however. Apprenticeships come to mind.
Here children (or adults) learn by being part of a pur-
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poseful activity. Apprentices watch and are given tasks
to do that are part of the whole operation, easy ones at
first and gradually more difficult ones. They are not told
how to do the task, they imitate what they have seen
others do. Do they need to understand the purpose to be
able to perform? An open question. It seems likely that
they need to understand that there is a purpose, that
people have intentions, and this they will have under-
stood from an early age. Understanding the particular
purpose of the operation they are part of will presum-
ably come gradually as they master its constituent tasks,
even though they may never explicitly be told what this
is. Unlike apprenticeship, schooling involves explicit in-
struction. How does children’s discovery of the mind
prepare them to learn in school?

Recently, Michael Tomasello and his colleagues have
proposed a theory of human cultural learning in which
the evolution of understanding of others’ minds is re-
lated to the evolution of culture.®> They conceive of the
accumulation of culture as the product of cultural learn-
ing, a kind of learning dependent upon recognizing oth-
ers’ intentionality. They distinguish three levels of this
recognition—of intention, of beliefs, and of beliefs about
beliefs—and tie these three levels to three different forms
of cultural learning—through imitation, instruction, and
collaboration. Throughout this book we have seen how
children come to recognize this intentionality, to under-
stand themselves and other people as having intentions,
beliefs, desires, hopes, fears, and so on. Part of this de-
velopment is their understanding of people as cognitive
beings who can think, learn, know, reason, and remem-
ber. I believe that such understanding determines in
large part how children respond to the experience of
schooling.
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Ready for School

Children go to school to learn, we all agree on that, but
how do they learn and how should they be taught? Here
disagreement begins. There are two extreme views and
the pendulum swings between them. At any one time,
in any one school, the situation will be somewhere be-
tween these two extremes. On the traditional side, learn-
ing is absorbing, taking in what the teacher dispenses,
presumably knowledge. Knowledge is seen as facts,
which exist and which can be transmitted. According to
this view, children are seen as ignorant, empty vessels to
be filled with facts. On the other, progressive side, learn-
ing is constructing. Children construct knowledge
through their own activity and experience. According to
this view, children come to school with some under-
standing and beliefs about the world, although these
beliefs may be mistaken and are open to change.

This quick sketch of traditional and progressive phi-
losophies of education is obviously a caricature. My con-
cern here is with children’s understanding of these
things, in particular how their discovery of the mind
informs this understanding. What do children need to
do and to understand to be able to participate in these
forms of education? Essentially, my argument is this: on
the one hand, in the traditional system, the child needs
social behaviors, whereas on the other, in the progressive
system, she needs social understanding. This is rather
cryptic and needs some elaboration. It relies on the dis-
tinction I made in Chapter 2 between first-order and
second-order systems. Social behaviors are first-order,
and social understandings are second-order. First-order
systems have mental states, they have beliefs, desires,
and intentions, as do second-order systems. However,
beyond that, second-order systems have concepts of
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these mental states, they have beliefs about beliefs, and
they can attribute beliefs and other mental states to them-
selves and others. Five-year-olds are second-order sys-
tems, as we have seen. My point is that traditional edu-
cation does not capitalize on this, whereas progressive
education does. That is to say, the school’s philosophy of
education, teachers’ assumptions about children’s minds,
are just as important as the child’s own beliefs.

I do not mean that in traditional systems children are
passive, that they do not need to think. They do think:
they think about the task and they think about the world.
But they do not need to think about their thinking. In
progressive systems children are seen as constructing
their own knowledge. They need to understand what it
is to know and how one comes to know. They do need
to think about thinking. My argument is supported by
studies of autistic children’s educational experience,
which show that they learn best in traditional settings.
A systematic comparison of autistic children’s progress
in three different types of educational setting showed
that they progressed best in a structured, didactic envi-
ronment, and worst in one that was permissive and
unstructured and placed more weight on the child’s own
activity.* Autistic children are not second-order systems,
they do not think about minds, and they fare better
under conditions that do not require them to do so.

Normally, by five children are second-order systems.
By this age they have acquired concepts of a mind-inde-
pendent reality and of people’s beliefs about this reality.
They recognize that different people may have different
beliefs about the same reality and that beliefs are subject
to change; this assumption is what makes discussion
possible and valuable. They understand that people con-
struct their knowledge through perception and commu-
nication, and that different information comes from dif-
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ferent sensory modalities. They remember the source of
their own beliefs. Indeed, as we have seen, five-year-olds
already understand a great deal about thinking and
learning in everyday social contexts.

In a progressive setting teachers acknowledge this and
encourage children to make their understanding explicit
by talking about it. Children need to think and talk about
their thinking, and about their knowledge and learning.
Such things are not directly observable but are made into
objects of reflection through language. Even kindergar-
ten children can be asked such questions as “Do you
really know that or are you just guessing?” “Did you just
think of that or did you remember it?” Vivian Paley’s
books show how well this can be done. For example,
Paley writes about how she keeps track of the discussion
at circle time, not to determine its direction, that comes
from the children, but so that she and the children will
understand how one thought leads to another. Paley’s
“keeping track” is rich in talk about thought. For exam-
ple, “I think 1 know what reminded you of that, Deana
...” And the children’s own production of talk about
thoughts is encouraged by Paley’s generous use of
“why” questions:

Teacher: Why does Jack decide to climb the
beanstalk?

Mary Anne: Maybe he thinks it’s very cloudy up there
and he doesn’t know if there’s a king or a
giant there, so he just wants to know.3

In this way, by consciously introducing and using lan-
guage about thinking in the classroom, teachers lead
children to reflect on and to articulate their thinking and
its expression. It may be that by explicitly ascribing a
variety of mental states to children, the children will
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come to see themselves as holding these states. In Chap-
ter 3 I said that parents treat babies’ spontaneous noises
and gestures as intentional communications and that
within the context of this supportive system children
learn to communicate. The baby reaches for his rattle and
the mother treats it as a request for the rattle, maybe even
saying, “Oh you want your rattle,” or “Do you want your
rattle?” and in time the child comes to request, not with
a reach or not just with a reach, but with, “I want . . .”
In the same way, in the classroom, if the teacher explicitly
ascribes mental states of one kind or another to children,
so they will come to see themselves as holding these
states and come to talk that way themselves. Just as Paley
said to Deana, “I think I know what reminded you of
that,” so Deana would come to see herself as reminded.

In Paley’s classroom, the talk is not just about things
in the world, it is also about the children’s thoughts
about things in the world. Here the class is planting
lettuce seeds from a packet:

Eddie: ... Anyway, how do we know it’s really
lettuce?

Teacher: The label says “Bibb Lettuce.”

Eddie: ~ What if it’s really tomatoes?

Teacher: Oh. Are you wondering about the picture of
tomatoes with the lettuce on the packet? It’s

just an idea for a salad, after the lettuce
comes up.¥’

Eddie not only gets the answer to his question, he also
gets to know that he was wondering. In another exam-
ple, the children are going to act out a story, but first
they’ll talk about its various possible endings. Paley says,
“We'll let the one who acts the part decide [what the
ending will be] after we all give our opinions.”* Thus the



186 / The Child's Discovery of the Mind

children know that their suggested endings are opinions,
and the one who acts the part knows he has made a
decision. The children’s interest is in the story, but they
are made aware of their thoughts about the story. In this
way Paley capitalizes on the kindergarteners’ second-or-
der understanding and helps the children to articulate a
variety of second-order states—remindings, wonderings,
decisions, opinions.

We want to help children think and talk in this way,
to reflect on their own and others’ thoughts, so that the
sophisticated social understanding they had as pre-
schoolers of people as thinking beings will be carried
over into the school context, where it will not only in-
form their understanding of how they think and learn in
school but become more explicit and articulate. It is im-
portant to think of how we can best help children to
acquire this way of thinking. This is an open question,
one worth systematic study. My hunch is that if teachers
talk the way Paley does about what they themselves
think, know, expect, remember, wonder about, have decided on,
guessed, and so on, and if they use these terms to describe
and inquire about the child’s thoughts, the children
themselves will come to think and talk like this. Some
evidence supports this hunch. Children whose mothers
used more words like know and think when the children
were two years old were themselves more likely to use
these words at four years of age in their everyday talk
and performed better in a test of their understanding of
the distinction between knowing and thinking.%

Further support comes from the Robinsons’ studies.
They were interested in children’s ability to understand
what has gone wrong when miscommunication occurs—
has the speaker not been clear enough or has the listener
misunderstood? In their task, the experimenter and the
child each have an identical set of pictures, and there is
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a screen between them so that they can each see only
their own set. The game is to pick a picture from your
set and describe it so that the other person can pick the
same one from his or her set. The pictures are designed
so that an incomplete description will sometimes cause
the partner to choose the wrong one. For example, if
there are pictures of flowers, both big and small, red and
blue, you need to specify both the size and the color to
identify one uniquely. If you just say “red flower” you
may have a big one and your partner may pick a small
one. In this game, if an incomplete description was given
and the partner picked one that didn’t match, the child
was asked what had gone wrong. At five children tended
to blame the listener for choosing wrongly, whereas by
seven they usually blamed the speaker for the faulty
message.

Some of the children who were tested had been ob-
served a few years earlier by Gordon Wells in a study of
language development.t! The Robinsons found a relation
between the way mothers had queried the children’s talk
when the children were preschoolers and the children’s
performance on this task later on. If, say, the child made
an unclear request, some mothers would talk just about
the world: “Which one do you want, this or that?”
whereas others would talk about the communication and
about the world: “I don’t understand. I don’t know
whether you want this one or that one.” Of course, as
we saw earlier, one cannot claim that the mothers’ talk
caused the children’s better understanding of the com-
munication game later on, but an intervention study
helps support this argument.

The Robinsons played the communication game with
preschoolers, and when incomplete descriptions were
given, they responded in different ways to different
groups of children, as the mothers had done. One group



188 / The Child’s Discovery of the Mind

was told explicitly about their partners” uncertainty over
picking the right card, for example, “I don’t know which
one you mean, you didn’t tell me enough.” Afterwards,
the children in this group were better able than the other
children to say who was responsible for the mistakes that
were made when they watched another pair of people
playing the game.

The results of these studies suggest that deliberately
using talk about thought in the classroom will help chil-
dren acquire this way of talking and thinking. It is not
that children need to be taught lists of these words but
that they need to come to think and to talk in this way
by hearing them used appropriately. This is not to say
that we shouldn’t talk about the word itself when an
occasion arises. For example, a group of first-grade chil-
dren were measuring the length of parts of their body
using popsicle sticks, but first they had to estimate how
long they thought a part, their arm for example, would
be, that is, how many popsicle sticks, and write that
number in a column headed “guess.”*? Then they had to
measure their arm and record the actual number of sticks
in another column. Interestingly, if the children had
guessed wrongly, they didn’t like to leave that number
in their book; they wanted to erase it and write the same
number in both columns. Here was an ideal opportunity
for the teacher to talk about the word guess, and about
how guessing is different from knowing, to help the
children think about their thinking.

Some time ago now, Margaret Donaldson showed us
that children come to school well able to think and rea-
son about the world in situations that make human sense
to them.*> What they have to learn to do in school is to
think and reason in what she calls “disembedded con-
texts.” Instead of dealing directly with the world in situ-
ations that make human sense, children have to use
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symbol systems and deal with representations of the
world—in words and numbers, pictures and diagrams.
Success in school depends on this ability. How can we
help children to achieve it? At the beginning of their
school career, Donaldson says, children’s thinking is di-
rected out at the world.

What is going to be required for success in our educa-
tional system is that [the child] should leamn to tum
language and thought in upon themselves. He must be-
come able to direct his own thought processes in a
thoughtful manner. He must become able not just to talk
but to choose what he will say, not just to interpret but
to weigh possible interpretations. His conceptual system
must expand in the direction of increasing ability to rep-
resent itself.#

She points out the importance of learning to read in
giving children a reflective awareness of their language.
However, that is not all that is required. Children also
need a reflective awareness of their thought. In order to
direct their own thought processes, children must be-
come aware of them. This was Vygotsky’s insight: “con-
trol of a function is the counterpart of one’s conscious-
ness of it . . . We use consciousness to denote awareness
of the activity of the mind.”> This is exactly what the
child’s discovery of the mind leads to—awareness of the
mind’s activity. And this is what is essential for success
in school.

In Conclusion

In talking about the consequences of the child’s discov-
ery of the mind I have emphasized the consequences for
schooling, for children’s intellectual lives. Other conse-
quences, those for their social lives, are just as important,
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as we have seen throughout the book. The under-
standing of minds that children acquire in the preschool
years underlies their social interactions with family and
friends and provides the foundation for their cognitive
activities in school. School and family, cognition and
affect, work and love—these remain of fundamental im-
portance throughout our lives. It all begins with the
child’s discovery of the mind.
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“Work in the child’s ‘theory of mind’ is the most important
and most interesting research in developmental psycholo-
gy in the last decade. Janet Astington has written a superb
introduction to this field—her work speaks at once to the
scholar and the general reader.”

—Howard Gardner, Graduate School of Education,
Harvard University

Three-year old Emily greets her grandfather at the front
door: “We're having a surprise party for your birthday!
And it’s a secret!” We may smile at incidents like these, but
they illustrate the beginning of an important transition in
children’s lives—their development of a “theory of mind.”
Emily clearly doesn’t understand that surprises—like
secrets, tricks, and lies—depend on understanding and
manipulating what others think and know.

Jean Piaget investigated children’s discovery of the mind
in the 1920s and concluded that they had little understand-
ing before the age of six. But over the last twenty years,
researchers have begun to challenge his methods and
revise his conclusions. In The Child’s Discovery of the Mind,
Janet Wilde Astington surveys this lively area of research
in developmental psychology. Sometime between the ages
of two and five, children begin to have insights into their
own mental life and that of others. They begin to under-
stand mental representation—that there is a difference
between thoughts in the mind and things in the world,
between thinking about eating a cookie and eating a cook-
ie. This breakthrough reflects their emerging capacity to
infer other people’s thoughts, wants, feelings, and percep-
tions from words and actions. Astington provides a valu-
able overview of current research and of the consequences
of this discovery for children’s intellectual and social
development. '
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