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When is communication a ‘meeting of minds’?¥
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ABSTRACT

Do infants and young children (two-year-olds) possess an implicit
theory of mind which is revealed through their communicative inter-
actions or are they simply treating their interlocutors as objects to
manipulate in service to their own material ends? Shatz & O'Reilly
(19yo) criticized a paper by Golinkoff (1986) for claiming that infants
were attempting to communicate as opposed to simply manipulate their
listeners. This paper takes exception to that argument. It reviews
additional evidence which indicates that infants in the second vear of life
are capable of communicating for the sake of the ‘meeting of minds’.
The alternative — treating yvoung children’s communications as only the
firing off of conversational routines for the purpose of attaining material
ends — seriously underestimates infants’ knowledge of the communi-
cative process.

INTRODUCTION
I begin with an anecdote, recorded when my son was 1;10.16:

Jordan was riding on his wooden giraffe on the porch. He bumped the back
of his head on a chair as he got off the giraffe. He kept touching the back
of his head and vocalizing, mmm. | didn’t know what he meant. Then he
touched the back of his head and the chair while still vocalizing, mmm and
looking at me. Finally, I figured out that he wanted me to say, ‘Oh, Jordan
hit his head on the chair!’ Once I did this he was happy.

Using non-verbal means, Jordan was quite insistent about getting me to
put his experience into words, Why ? Surely it was not for the satisfaction of
any overt goal. I contend that Jordan wished me to know what had happened
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to him. He could know that I knew about this important event if | verbalized
it. Therefore, in order for him to share the contents of his mind with me, he
needed to get me to say what had happened to him. I venture that episodes
like this probably occur fairly frequently in the lives of children. It is as if
the child is saying, ‘Mirror back to me (through words) what it is T just
experienced or felt’.

Shatz & O'Reilly (1990) (henceforth S&0) have seriously underestimated
the communicative capabilities of two-year-olds, and by implication, younger
children as well. On their account of the underlying motivation for pre-
linguistic and even early linguistic communication, the event described
above should not have taken place. That is, on S&O’s story, childres do not
communicate with another to share the contents of their minds, but rather
simply to attain material goals. S&O claim further that the nonlinguistic
‘repair’ behaviours observed by Golinkoff {1986) are not designed to inform
another but rather to manipulate the other as a means to the child’s ends. In
their own words,

the possession of these skills [at repairing miscommunications} does not
imply an understanding that requests for clarification may index lack of
understanding in the mind of another. An alternative to the view that
chiidren...know what it takes to be an effective communicator is that their
behaviour in repair situations is based primarily on the more easily
attainable knowledge of observable conversational patterns and sequen-
cing, and on the desire to fulfil overt behavioural goals via others (5&0,

1990t 144~5).

Thus, S&0 seem to have relegated two-year-olds’ communicative inter-
actions to the level of language-trained chimpanzees who appear to use sign
language only to accomplish ‘overt behavioral goals’ (see Seidenberg &
Pettito, 19v9). S&O’s conclusions reduce to the claim that children use their
knowledge of conversational routine to treat their parents as manipulanda. As
S&0 (133) put it,

children need only believe mothers are instrurnents magically activated by
their signals in order for them to persist in trying to get their mothers to
act on their behalf,..no sophisticated theory of mind is necessary to
account for the children’s behaviour.

On this view there is little reason to credit children with attempting to
communicate with the mind of another; instead, children communicate just
for instrumental purposes with little regard for getting their point across,
This position is a return to the long-discarded view that communication is
primarily motivated by the satisfaction of concrete goals. On the contrary,
children’s earliest communications are attempts to share and obtain in-
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formation {Bloom, 1g70; Bates, Benigni, Bretherton, Camaioni & Volterra,
1979}, For example, Bates ef al. described ‘protodeclaratives’ as preverbal
infants’ attempts to show and share objects or information.

On the other hand, S&O appear to want to have their cake on this issue and
eat it too, That is, S&O appear to disclaim their strong arguments about
young children’s communicational incompetence when they state,

two-year-olds produce many assertions [and] repair a large number.., If
they were motivated only by their desire to obtain some overt behavioural
goals, one would expect less success with assertions. Given that three-vear-
olds seem to have a theory of mind...children aged 2;6 have some
competence in that regard as well (142).

Despite this statement, 3&Q’s position seems clear: young children are not
capable of communicating for the purpose of sharing with another mind. The
present paper rebuts this claim. It first briefly reviews Golinkoff (1986)
which served as the motivation for the 8&0O study, as well as for the critique
contained therein. Second, it reviews research which supports the claim that
young children understand in an inarticulate and nonverbal way that adults
are autonomous individuals with emotions, perceptions, desires and goals
which may differ from their own.

The preverbal negotiation of fatled messages
In Golinkoff (1986), children between o; 11 and 1;% were observed to repair
their nonverbal and verbal communications when interacting with their
mothers at lunch. Three types of episodes were coded: (1) ‘negotiation
episodes’ occurred when the child’s initial communicative signal was
apparently misunderstood by the mother and the mother and child perse-
vered in making the child’s intention understood; (2) ‘immediate successes’,
in which the child was understood straightaway by the mother; and (3)
‘missed attempts’, in which the mother ignored the infant’s communicative
signal. In negotiation episodes, infants repaired their communicative signals
by repeating their original signal, augmenting it gesturally or with additional
vocal emphasis, or by substituting another signal altogether. In that paper’s
first example, a child reached and pointed in the direction of the table.
The mother asked, ‘What do you want?’ {a ‘comprehension failure’ of the
‘clarification request’ variety). The child then held the original signal by
maintaining the point and the gaze in the direction of the food (a repair of the
repetition type) and the mother, miscomprehending vet again, held up some
food and asked the child, ‘This?’. The child then looked at the mother,
dropped her raised arm, and accepted the proffered food. This was con-
sidered a successful negotiation.

Table 1 (from Golinkoff, 1986) indicates that over the course of the three
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TABLE 1. Repairs and vejections as a mean propovtion of three infants’ turns®
across sessions®

Repair type

Total no.
of infants' Augment-  Substi- All
Session turns Repetition ation tution repairs  Rejections
F 176 i2'50 10°23 341 2614 21'5G
2 113 885 9'73 1593 3451 ¥770
3 132 1591 1288 1364 4242 376
Mean 1242 10°9§ 109G 3436 1436

* Percentages do not sum to 100 since the remainder of infants’ turns comprise initial signals
and outcomes.
® This Table repeats Table 4 in Golinkoff (1986: 470},

sessions, infants were less likely to simply reject their mother’s interpretation
of their initial communicative signal and increasingly likely to engage in some
sort of repair. Summing across the three types of repairs (repetition,
augmentation and substitution), the proportion of infants’ turns alfocated to
repair behaviours increased from 269 to 34% to 429 across the three
sessions. As Golinkoff wrote,

that preverbal infants engage in repairs adds considerably to our knowledge
of the transition from prelinguistic to linguistic communication. While
prior research has suggested that infants produce nonverbal signals
designed to communicate ... the present finding goes further in suggesting
that infants can and will persevere in the face of failure by altering their
signals in creative, non-stereotypic ways {1g86: 471).

According to 8&Q, there is little reason to grant that children have a notion
of the mind of another when they engage in early repair behaviours. Instead,
repairs can be explained simply by a determination on the child’s part to
obtain an object or desired action from the listener. 3&O0 criticized Golinkoff
for failing to code the intentions the infants were attempting to express
during the negotiation episodes. Then, reasoning from the paper’s examples,
S&( assumed that the infants only repaired their messages when they wished
to obtain an overt behavioural goal (133~4). The results of Golinkoff &
Gordon’s (1988) intention analysis of the same data contradict S&O’s
conclusions: for negotiation episodes, a total of 28-7 %, (or 27 episodes) were
aimed at achieving non-material goals such as requesting information,
showing an object, or giving information. Importantly, a high proportion of
non-material goals also characterized the intentions behind immediate
successes (423 % or 35 episodes) in which repairs were not required. Given
that these data were collected during lunch time when a hungry child might
be expected to focus on material goals, this is a very conservative test of the
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hypothesis. Yet, these data indicate that before infants have much language
at all, their commmunicative attempts are motivated to a great extent by the
satisfaction of other than overt goals.

When young children’s communications are analysed there is always a
tension between under- and over-interpretation. This tension pervades
interpretations of the semantics of children’s utterances (e.g. Bloom,
Capatides & Tackefl, 1981; Golinkoff, 1981); their syntax (e.g. Bowerman,
1973; Pinker, 1984); and their communicative knowledge (e.g. Bretherton,
McNew & Beeghly-Smith, 1981 Shatz, 1983). S&0 have taken the lean road
with respect to the latter issue, claiming that children are interested primarily
in obtaining overt goals. However, two lines of research contradict this view.
First, there is research on how young children can appreciate the emotions
and visual perceptions the other is experiencing. Second, the research on
early communication development belies 5&0’s lean interpretation of
children’s communications. Each is treated in turn below, recognizing that
this review is far from exhaustive. The main point is that, although children
in their second year may not have a full-blown, explicit theoty of mind
(see Wellman, 1990), their communicative behaviour does indeed reveal an
understanding, however inarticulate, of the mind of the other.

Emotive and perceptual pevspective-taking

The phenomenon of ‘social referencing’ (Campos & Stenberg, 19%1), in
which infants less than a vear of age look to their mothers for her evaluation
of some novel event, suggests that infants are aware that others’ evaluations
of events may be different from their own and informative, Likewise,
Hoffiman (:988) has reviewed evidence that two-year-olds often respond
empathically to the distress of others. For example, Zahn-Waxler, Radke-
Yarrow & King (1979) report on cases in which children aged 1;6 will bring
an individual in distress a treasured blanket, presumably as a means of
comforting the distressed person. If we hold out, as 8&0 would have us do,
for a more mature expression of children’s understanding of another’s
emotion (perhaps by the use of emotion words such as happy or sad), we
underestimate what children know about others’ emotional and mental states
before they can put it into words.

Additional evidence of the ability to appreciate another’s perspective
comes from tasks where the child must take the perspective of another for the
purpose of sharing information. For example, children aged z;0 will often
reorient a picture they wish another to see by turning it around to suit the
viewer’s perspective (Lempers, Flavell & Flavell, 1977). Even if children
could not reorient a picture to suit another’s visual perspective, the very fact
that they wish another to see it, sugpests that they are aware that others have
visual experiences different from their own. No obvious material reward is
achieved for accomplishing the goal of shared perception.
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The ability to compute another’s visual perspective is also important for
vocabulary learning. Parents talking to infants discuss objects and events
their infants are looking at only 50—70%, of the time; for the complement
(5030 %) parents discuss things their infants are not looking at (Baldwin,
1991). If infants did not appreciate that others have mental states different
from their own, they should learn many incorrect word-to-world mappings.
That is, without any understanding of others’ mental states, infants should
be trapped into believing that the words they hear are ALWAYS about what is
in their focus of attention. However, Baldwin (r9gr) reports that even
children aged 1;4 can distinguish between an adult labelling an object they
are attending to versus the adult labelling an object the adult alone can see.
Thus, the ability to compute another’s perspective allows the infant to avoid
forming many inappropriate word-to-world mappings.

In sum, at least by the second vear of life, infants can appreciate in a
fimited way the emotional reactions and perceptual vantage points of other
individuals. Such findings suggest that infants are aware to some extent that
others have internal mental contents different from their own.

Language and communication reseavch

The gesture of pointing. Infants at 0;8 or o;9 begin to point to distal objects
(e.g.Batesetal. 1979}, For Vygotsky(1962) pointing would bean ‘instrumental’
act, designed to obtain an object, while for Werner & Kaplan (1983),
pointing would be a ‘declarative’ act, as in ‘Look at what I am singling out
for you to notice’. To distinguish between these salterpatives, Franco &
Butterworth (19¢1) observed the conditions under which infants at different
ages produced points. Results indicated that infants will only point in the
presence of someone who might see the point; they do not point when they
are alone. Second, infants point for the purpose of sharing information and
not for the purpose of obtaining an object. These data once again suggest that
infants try to contact others and share information before language emerges.
Infants want to be ‘in touch’ with another’s mind.

Adjustments to one’s tnterlocutors. If children were only firing off learned
conversational routines in the interest of achieving concrete goals as S&0O
stated, they should not adjust the contents and style of their comrmunication
to suit their interlocutors. Yet, Tomasello, Farrar & Dines (1983) and
Tomasello, Conti-Ramsden & Ewert {199c) found that children in their
second year adjust their communication depending on the listener. In
Tomasello ef al. (1983), mothers and strangers were told to make non-specific
requests for clarification (‘huh?’) regardless of what the child said. When
interacting with their mothers, children most often simply repeated their
prior utterance, For strangers, however, children reformulated their prior
utterance bv using a new linguistic form. Such differential behaviour
suggests that children are aware of the fact that strangers may not understand
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them, while their mothers may have only misheard. Although there may be
other, more minimalist explanations for this behaviour, producing adjust-
ments to suit your interlocutor may well entail taking into consideration the
mental state of your listener,

S&OFs study. Ironically, 53&(s study can be interpreted in support of the
argument made here that children are not simply after material goals when
they communicate. S&O coded the naturslistic communicative interactions
which occurred between 16 children aged 2;6 and their parents. Episodes of
miscommunication where the parents did not automatically understand the
child’s meaning were identified as either requests or assertions on the child’s
part. Children’s responses to their parents’ sincere requests for clarification
{as opposed to rhetorical requests) were then coded. Children responded to
parental requests for clarification made of their assertions 84 % of the time as
compared to responding to requests for clarification made of their requests
94 % of the time. This is a significant difference statistically, The question is
whether this difference is CONCEPTUALLY significant. S&O conclude that
these data reveal that children are more interested in getting their goals met
than in getting their point across. However, the opposite conclusion is just as
easily drawn, The fact that children respond to requests for clarification in
84 % of the episodes of miscommunication in which there is no concrete
payofl is compelling evidence that children wish to be understood for the sake
of being understood. Furthermore, even adults probably engage in more
repairs when there is a material goal at stake rather than just an informational
one. To support this hypothesis one can turn to S&O’s own analysis. Parents
follow-up on their requests for clarification of their children’s requests
significantly more than they follow-up on their children’s assertions (84 9 as
compared to 66%). Thus, the children’s own parents provide them with a
model for persevering more in the face of requests than assertions.

Interestingly, S&O reported that, ‘children made assertions roughly three
times as often as they made requests’ (r41). Given that the ratio of assertions
(where material goals were presumably not at stake) to requests is 3:1, their
own evidence favours the view that talking is primarily motivated as Bloom
& Beckwith (1989: 336) wrote:

to express what the voung child has in mind: The contents of attention and
feeling states. Children learn language for expression rather than as an
instrument for getting things done in the world ... that effect is subordinate
to the expressive power that the infant achieves through language.

Do voung children possess a theory of mind?

Whether even older children possess as ‘theory’ of mind is controversial (see
Wellman, 1ggo). It appears that infants know that other persons are sentient
beings who have mental states different from their own. Thus, infants may
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indeed possess an implicit, primitive theory of mind prior to the time when
they will have an explicit theory of mind. The evidence indicates that infants
surely know more about their interlocutors than the fact that they are capable
of serving as means to their ends. Infants do not use nonverbal com-
municative gestures and then language only to manipulate their material
world, although that is surely part of the purpose of communication. If
researchers assume (like S&0) that early communication occurs primarily to
obtain objects or actions, infants’ abilities to interface with the mind of
another may indeed be underestimated. While it is true that infants relate to
adults mostly about objects, it seems unfair to penalize them for not having
a primitive notion of the mind of another because they cannot verbalize this
awareness. The crucial -point is that infants do not use nonverbal com-
munication or early language just to get things. Manifestations of the child’s
attempts to contact the mind of another are found when they alter their
communications for different interlocutors {Tomasello et @l. 1983, 1990);
repair their attempts to convey meaning (Golinkoff, 1986); share information
toward no obvious instrursental outcome (Bloom & Beckwith, 1989; Franco
& Butterworth, 1991); and monitor others’ emotions and perceptusl experi-
ences (Lempers et al. 1977; Zahn-Waxler ef al. 1979). Thus, prior to the time
that infants can comment on their (or others’) internal states they appear to
be aware of the fact that others have emotions, perceptions, desires and
knowledge different from their own. To deny that infants possess some
awareness of others’ intentional states puts psychologists in a strange
position. As Macnamara (1989: 427) has argued,

this suggests a picture of infants construing communication with their
parents as sormething like S-R connections or perhaps as events of the same
causal sort as pushing, pulling, and falling. This is very odd. Surely part
of the language learner’s task is to discover what their parents MBAN by
their utterances.

To conclude, we must allow, as a starting point, that at least by the
beginning of the second vear of life, infants are becoming aware of others’
mental states although they will not talk about their or others’ mental states
for months. Thus, the purpose of many of the infant’s communications
(whether nonverbal or verbal) is to create a ‘meeting of minds’,
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