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Abstract In the late preschool years children acquire a “theory of mind”, the ability
to ascribe intentional states, including beliefs, desires and intentions, to themselves and
others. In this paper I trace how children’s ability to ascribe intentions is derived from
parental attempts to hold them responsible for their talk and action, that is, the attempt
to have their behavior meet a normative standard or rule. Self-control is children’s
developing ability to take on or accept responsibility, that is, the ability to ascribe
intentions to themselves. This is achieved, I argue, when they possess the ability to
hold an utterance or rule in mind in the form of a quoted expression, and second,
when they grasp the causal relation between the rule and their action. The account of
how children learn to ascribe intention to themselves and others will then be used to
explore the larger question of the relations amongst language, intentional states and
the ascription and avowal of those states.

Keywords Ascription · Avowal · Intention · Mental states · Obligations ·
Quotation · Responsibility · Rules · Speech acts · Self-control

The old question as to whether mental states are God-given, that is, innate biolog-
ical structures, or man-made, that is, social conventions subject to negotiation and
change, has achieved new urgency in the attempts to explain children’s “theory of
mind”, the ability that first appears in 4 and 5-year-old children, to ascribe mental or
intentional states such as beliefs, desires and intentions to themselves and others. The
achievement is most conspicuous in the development of the ability to recognize and
ascribe beliefs known to be false. Equally important, and the subject of this paper, is
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the ability to understand and ascribe intention in holding oneself or others to account.
By examining the ascription of intentional states from the perspective of responsibility
and accountability we may be able to give appropriate weight to the role of language
and culture in the development of a “theory of mind”.

Our first task is to define the class or category to which the developmental achieve-
ment in question may be assigned. Part of the parental lore about young children in
many cultures is that until they are 5 or 6 years of age they lack “sense” (Lancy 1996).
It is widely acknowledged that they cannot be trusted to keep an eye on their younger
siblings, they cannot play games with well-defined rule structures such as tag or hide-
and-seek, they are easily duped by magicians and predators, they fail to understand
secrets and lies and generally speaking they cannot be trusted to keep their word. Such
limitations have historically been taken as indicating that until that age they were not
ready for schooling as traditionally conceived.

The developing ability to ascribe intentional mental states, including beliefs, desires
and intentions, to themselves and others would go far to explain parental lore about
children’s “sense”. Children fail to understand games such as hide-and-seek because
they fail to recognize the possibility of another not knowing about their true location,
they fail to recognize that lies are attempts to instill false beliefs, and they lack a sense
of responsibility because they cannot evaluate and manage their intentions.

The universality and uniformity of these developments has invited the view that
the nature and growth of mind and even the ascription of mind to others is an expres-
sion of innate cognitive structures. Thus, it is tempting to grant Searle’s claim that
“intentionality is a ground floor property of the mind, not a logically complex feature
built up by combining simpler elements” (1983 p. 26). Similarly the discovery and
ascription of such states to others, that is, the development of a “theory of mind”, is
regarded, at least by some, as the expression of modularized innate knowledge (Fodor
1992), its late appearance an indication only of the complexity of the tasks involved.

Clearly older children know something about the mind that younger children do not
and equally clearly knowledge could not be acquired without the appropriate innate
structures and predispositions. The challenge to the developmentalist is to fill in the
space between these broad constraints. On the one hand to show how the possession
as well as the ascription of intentional states is the expression and outgrowth of basic
non-conceptual cognitive processes (Carruthers 1996, p. 156), and on the other to
show how the mind, through training, comes to possess cultural or normative proper-
ties that, while not incompatible with those basic processes, yield not only the ability
to ascribe mental states to others but also yield those forms of self awareness and self
control we take as indicative of gaining “sense”.

Although belief, desire and intention are all defined as intentional states and all
come to be understood and ascribed to others in roughly the same time period, there
are important differences among them and while the ascription of belief has dominated
research and theory, the ascription of intention is more useful, I suggest, in uncovering
the cultural or normative dimension of those states. So I begin there. My story is sim-
ply if roughly told: It is that intentions are ascribed to the young by adults who hold
them accountable to normative standards or rules set by the society. In learning the
linguistic means that adults use in holding them accountable to rules and standards,
children are learning both how intentions are ascribed to others and secondarily how
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to ascribe them to themselves. Ascriptions by others become avowals for the self and
children come to see themselves as intentional in just the ways that adults ascribe
intentions to them. The question, of course, is how.

As I will try to show, there is a vast gap between being held responsible and accepting
responsibility. The cognitive means that children use to get from ascription to avowal,
from being held responsible to being responsible, I shall argue, is the linguistic device
of quotation, the quoted rule then causing the action. Put another way, the action takes
the form that it does because the actor knows the rule, repeats it to him or herself and
applies the rule, its application eventually becoming habitual. The account offered for
the self-ascription of intention will then be used to provide a basis for reconsidering
the nature of intentional states and the role that ascriptions of intentional states play
in mental life more generally.

1 Normativity, responsibility, and accountability

A state or process is said to be normative “if it is routinely subject to the possibility
of assessment according to standards of correctness” (Harré 2001, p. 153). Normative
standards provide the basis for judgments of truth and goodness. While some theorists
(Fodor 1975) argue that truth judgments are private and intrinsic to the formation of
beliefs, few could doubt that judgments of rightness and goodness are social judg-
ments. Such judgments depend on teaching, that is, on the judgment of others as to the
appropriateness of behavior and consequently to the assignment of praise or blame.

Behavior in compliance with such standards is also often described in terms of
following a rule or norm (Harré 2001; Olson 2005). Although it has been argued
that normative standards are involved in judgments of truth as well as of goodness
(Brandom 2000, p. 33), the role of normative standards is most apparent in the case
of ascription of intention and the allocation of responsibility. Intentions are ascribed
to others in the course of holding them responsible for meeting or failing to meet the
normative standards. When children begin to hold themselves responsible for meeting
such normative standards they have gained a measure of self-control. What began as
the ascription of intention becomes the avowal of intention once the standards are set,
applied and monitored by oneself. Self-ascription, or as we may say, avowal, promises
to cast new light not only on responsibility and self-control but also on reflective or
conceptual thought.

Normative development has long been studied in the domain of moral judgment.
Piaget (1952) found that pre-school children tended to judge actions as good and bad
in terms of the severity of the outcomes while disregarding the intentions of the actors.
With increasing age they come to discriminate accidental from intentional actions, to
claim that “it is not my fault” or “you did it on purpose” and to recognize that it is only
intentional actions are subject to approbation and blame (Astington 1988). They come
to acknowledge that the judgment involved in assigning responsibility is based on
social or normative standards and that those standards are applicable only to actions
that are intentional. As von Wright (1972, p. 166) pointed out “The imputation of
responsibility is an imputation of intention(ality)”. Because responsibility assumes or
presupposes intention(ality), holding someone responsible provides an occasion for
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bringing behavior under intentional control. What is intentional, then, would be less a
matter of an innate predispositions and more a matter of what one can be taught to take
responsibility for. In learning polite manners, for example, non-intentional behavior
may become subject to socially agreed normative standards and thereby become inten-
tional. The question to be addressed is how holding someone responsible allows them
to become responsible, how ascription of responsibility by others leads to avowals,
that is, the ascription of responsibility to oneself.

2 Responsibility and obligation

To hold someone responsible for an action is to require them to bring that action under
voluntary control. But being held responsible for action, is not the same as taking on
a responsibility, that is, taking on an obligation. Even lower animals may held respon-
sible for actions by their trainers. Such training implies meeting a standard set by the
trainer. Further it implies that training, unlike conditioning, is applied to actions over
which the learner has voluntary control (Russell 1996). Skinner (1953), while denying
all forms of intentionality, called such actions “operants”, things one can learn to do to
obtain a reward. The concept is important because it highlights the fact that behavior is
spontaneous and self-generated, learning is only a matter of directing and modulating
this spontaneous perceptual-motor activity. In the course of such training, animals as
well as young children are held responsible for meeting the norms or standards set by
the trainer. Yet it would be misleading to say that such training resulted in the learner’s
knowing the rule or norm that defines the standard; the rule remains the property of the
trainer. Here I follow Harré (2001, p. 161) who in turn followed Wittgenstein (1958) in
distinguishing between actually following a rule as opposed to merely being described
or characterized by a rule and in their denial of the possibility of non-conscious rule
following. Neither a trained animal nor a young child can be said to be ‘following a
rule’ because they neither know the rule nor monitor their action in the light of that
rule. Yet their behavior could be described by a rule. Learning to talk and knowing
the rules of language ride on just this distinction. While the language can be described
or represented by a set of rules, the speaker does not know the rules; knowing the
rules is the task of the grammarian. “The rules [of language] are not represented in
the learner’s mind, they are just there” (Jackendoff 2002, p. 68). I go beyond those
theorists to define a rule as the content of an intention or an obligation; the rule states
the set of conditions that must be met in fulfilling the intention or obligation. (As we
shall see, the action must not only meet the conditions but must come about because
of the intention or obligation.)

So, what beyond training is involved in following a rule, taking on a responsibility,
making a decision, making up one’s mind, giving one’s word or making a promise
and the like? Phrased another way, what is the difference between held responsible
and accepting responsibility? For young children and lower animals the judgments as
to whether or not the norm or standard has been achieved are made by an adult and
the behavior must accommodate to adult judgment. Taking on a responsibility, on the
other hand, assumes that the person knows the norm or standard and is able to make
the judgment as to whether or not it has been met. Furthermore, the behavior must be
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the result of the attempt to meet that norm or standard, that is, an attempt to comply
with the rule. Only then could we say that the behavior is a result of following the
rule or, stated another way, an attempt to meet the normative standard. Following a
rule, I will argue later, would require holding that rule in mind, perhaps through the
rehearsal of a verbal formula. Through some such learning, what began as a matter of
having responsibility assigned to them, children come to be able to take on or accept
responsibility for themselves.

The standard way of taking on a responsibility or an obligation is through the
speech act of promising. In promising one gives one’s word that one’s behavior will
meet an agreed standard, the person promising knows the standard and can judge that
it has been achieved, and as mentioned, carries out the promise because one had made
the promise. Interestingly, children in just this critical period conflate the making of
a promise with the fulfillment of its outcome, saying “its not a promise because he
didn’t do it”. Older children say that in giving one’s word one had made a promise
whether or not one carried out the promised act. For the younger children, “promising
is something you do not something you say” (Astington 1988). What I am suggesting
is that the speech act of promising provides a route to understanding the self-ascription
of intention.

Giving one’s word or making a promise is one kind of speech act that Searle
(1983) has called a commissive, a class that includes not only promises but also vows
and pledges. He distinguished commissives from other classes of speech acts such
as assertives—statements and claims, directives-orders, commands and requests, and
expressives—apologies and praises. Searle spelled out the relations between speech
acts such as assertions, requests and promises and the intentional states, beliefs, desires
and intentions respectively, that those speech acts express. In general, a mental or inten-
tional state is what he calls the “sincerity condition” for a speech act. The belief that it
is raining is the sincerity condition for the assertion that it is raining. The desire for a
cookie is the sincerity condition for the request for a cookie. The intention to pick up
one’s toys is the sincerity condition for promising that one would pick up one’s toys
and so on.

For Searle (1983) intentional states are presupposed by speech acts; speech acts
are the verbal expression of intentional states, what he called the “ground floor” of
mind. Yet the link between intentional states such as beliefs and intentions is so close
to the speech acts that express them that Vendler (1970) was led to make the appealing
proposal that an intentional state is nothing more than the state one would be in to
sincerely make the corresponding speech act whether or not one took the additional
step of actually verbally expressing it. That is, believing is nothing more than putting
oneself into the state that one would be in to sincerely make an assertion without
necessarily uttering the assertion itself. Similarly, intending is promising without nec-
essarily saying anything or initiating any action. This proposal has the advantage that
it allows language to define intentional states without presupposing a prior existence
of intentional states (see also Carruthers 1996, p. 129; Dummett 1973, p. 362). To
make that proposal defensible it would be necessary to characterize preverbal behav-
ior in non-intentional or at least pre-verbal terms such as agency as Russell (1996) and
others have done; I return to this problem later.
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Searle’s analysis of the relation between speech acts and intentional states further
allowed him show that intentional states whether beliefs, desires or intentions have
the same syntactic or logical form, composed of a content and an attitude (to some
writers, propositional content and propositional attitude, to still others, content and
mode). A content “that the candy is at A” is held with a certain attitude—it is believed,
desired or intended. Recall that these are the attitudes that children begin to ascribe to
themselves and others in the late preschool years. Further, the content can be spelled
out in terms of what he calls “conditions of satisfaction”. Conditions of satisfaction
are the relations between the intentional content and the state of affairs in the world.
Thus to meet the conditions of satisfaction of the belief that it is raining, it must be
raining; to meet the conditions of satisfaction of the intention to be there by eight,
one must be there by eight. These conditions of satisfaction are the very conditions
I discussed earlier as social norms or standards that, at least in some and perhaps all
contexts, are initially set and monitored by adults.

The sincerity conditions for speech acts are intentional states; the conditions of
satisfaction for an intentional state, in turn, are states of affairs in the world. But, inter-
estingly, these distinctions are lost on the younger children. In the case of younger
children the sincerity condition, the belief or intention, is conflated with the conditions
of satisfaction, the state of affairs in the world. So just as they take a promise to be
the action entailed rather than an expression of intention, they take an assertion to be
not an expression of belief but a statement about reality. The intentional state remains
invisible to them (Perner 1991, pp. 219–220; Astington 2001).

Beliefs differ from intentions primarily in their attitude or mode, which Searle
defines in terms of their “direction of fit”; whereas the belief must be adjusted to fit the
world, it is the world that must be altered to fit the intention. Intentions, in addition,
Searle argued, are “causally self-referential”, that is, the action comes about because
of the intention; if it comes about some other way or for some other reason it is not that
intentional action, a point Searle illustrated with his colorful “deviant causal chains”.
Understandably, younger children have difficulty ascribing intention in such cases
(Shultz and Wells 1985).

The ascription of intention to self or other, then, requires not only the recognition
that the behavior was self-generated but also the recognition that the action came about
because of that intention. That judgment can be made, I suggest, only with an aware-
ness of the intention separate from the action it generated as when one distinguishes
accidental actions from those that were done on purpose. “On purpose” is perhaps the
first direct reference to the intention per se, something that children begin to do in the
period under discussion. So just as the first indication that children understand and
correctly ascribe beliefs to others is when they distinguish true from false belief, so
too the first indication that they understand and correctly ascribe intentions is when
they distinguish intentional from accidental actions and outcomes thereby treating the
intention itself as the cause of the action.

Can we then “scale up” from Searle’s analysis of intentional action to the obliga-
tions we discussed earlier? The relation between an intention to act and an obligation
to act comes down to this: to be intentional, an act must meet its conditions of satis-
faction, its standards, and it must come about because of the intention. Children begin
to ascribe intention when they recognize this latter property as when they claim that
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the act was “on purpose”. To take on an obligation, an act must be intentional, it must
meet its conditions of satisfaction, and, in addition, the act must come about because
of the obligation. Recall that one creates an obligation through a speech act as when
one gives one’s word or makes a promise. Obligation, then, arises when one has made
a promise to oneself or to another; meeting that obligation requires that the behavior
meet the standard and that one meets that standard because of the obligation. Thus,
there is a homology between ascribing intention and taking on an obligation. When
an intention can be picked out of an action and designated as “on purpose” they can
also, it appears, bring their actions under the intention expressed by a rule, thereby
meeting an obligation. The parallel is between ascribing an intention (or lack thereof)
in inadvertently letting the dog out and intending to let the dog out because you said
that you would. Ascribing intention and avowing responsibility are two sides of the
same coin. When behavior can be produced because of the taking on of an obligation,
the child may be said to have gained a sense of responsibility. Note, however, that
‘Saying you would’ implies that you have some means for holding in mind what you
said; ascribing an intention implies that the actor held in mind that intention at the
time of the action. Holding in mind would seem to imply some sort of verbal rehearsal
as in the case of quotation. Indeed, how would anyone know that they had done what
they said they would do if they were unable to remember what they had said?

To this point I have argued that children learn to ascribe intention through the social
process of having responsibility assigned to them. The conditions of satisfaction for
behavior are set and monitored by adults who are in a position to judge whether or not
behavior meets those conditions or norms. Yet being held responsible is not sufficient
to explain how children come to take on or assume responsibility. As we saw, only
when children recognize and ascribe the intention to themselves or others and when
they recognize that their own and other’s behavior is the result of following a rule or
taking on an obligation, can we say that they have become responsible or capable of
self-control. When they do begin to ascribe the intention to themselves and others and
when they see that their actions are result of that intention, whether expressed as a rule
or obligation, they will have taken that essential step. Applying a rule would seem to
imply that the actor held the rule in mind and this in turn would seem to imply the
rehearsal of a verbal formula.

Zelazo and Jacques’ (1996) study of rule-following showed that while young chil-
dren can repeat and follow a rule they seem incapable of understanding the relations
between the rule and the action. Young children can learn and memorize a rule and
comply with it so long as the rule does not change. A new rule, even if recited, fails
to alter their behavior. This suggests that these children still do not realize that their
behavior is to be caused by the rule; consequently, changing the rule had no impact
on the behavior.

I have argued that it is only because one has learned to take on an obligation to
others that one knows how to set and meet an obligation to oneself. That is, living
up to the obligations entailed by giving one’s word or making a promise to others is
precisely what is required in making a decision or making up one’s mind for oneself.
This is the foundation of self-control. Obligations are taken on through the speech act
of giving one’s word. When children are capable of taking on an obligation to follow
a rule for themselves they are in a position to ascribe such a rule to others and judge
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other’s behavior in the light of that rule. And, following Wittgenstein and Harré, such
a rule would have to be conscious, that is, recognized as the cause of one’s actions,
and formulated in a public language.

3 Representation and intentionality

Since for Searle (Searle 1983, p. 26) intentionality is a “ground floor” property of
mind that can then be used to explain language and other social behavior, he sees
no need to offer a developmental account of how such states arise nor of how condi-
tions of satisfaction are formed. Consequently, Searle makes no reference to the role
of the adult in monitoring whether or not an event has met what he calls conditions
of satisfaction and I have called normative standards. The standards for a speech act
such as promising that “I’ll be there at 8” are just those of the intention to be there at
8. It is the adult that sets those conditions and who judges that they have been met.
Who judges that, absent the promise, the conditions of satisfaction for an intention
have been met? A complex intention such as the decision to be somewhere at 8 has the
form of a promise or obligation to oneself comparable to and learned from meeting the
obligations to others. Such intentional states, far from being ground floor properties
of the mind, are the product of training. But what about simpler “intentional” actions
that we routinely ascribe to infants such as reaching for a cookie?

“Only someone in the grip of a philosophical theory would deny that small babies
can literally be said to want milk and that dogs want to be let out or believe that their
master is at the door” Searle (1983, p. 5) has written. In some sense this is indisputable;
the catch is in the word ‘literally’. As adults we readily ascribe those states to infants
and pets and in some cases our ascriptions become their avowals. Which cases?

Intentionality, as Searle pointed out is “that property of mental states and events
by which they are directed at or about or of objects and states of affairs in the world”
(1983, p. 1). Intentionality as directed or purposive behavior is present at least from
the time infants begin to distinguish means from ends and recognize that distinction
in their attempts at imitation (Tomasello 1999, pp. 23–24). By identifying “directed-
ness” with intentional states such as beliefs, desires and intentions, Searle relinquishes
the possibility that language may be critical to the formation of such states. Which
intentional state, whether belief, desire or intention is at play and who sets the norms
and standards for their achievement? That is, young children may be intentional in
the quite general sense of purposive and they may recognize the purpose or goal of
the actions of others as indicated by their ability to imitate the actions of adults. Yet
they may be unable to entertain any particular intentional state let alone ascribe any
particular intentional state to themselves or others. As we saw, adults may ascribe such
states to young children and lower animals but such distinctions may be unavailable
to the cognizer him or herself.

The ability to ascribe beliefs to others is called into play in order to explain dis-
crepancy from a normal or routine event. Beliefs are ascribed to others when behavior
deviates from normal expectations. One goes to the correct location because a sought
object is there; one goes to an incorrect location because the sought object is believed
to be there. Similarly, one ascribes an intention when the expected action occurred or
failed to occur. What mechanisms and processes make such ascriptions possible?
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Leslie (1987) argued for the existence of a “decoupler” mechanism that is capa-
ble of copying or quoting a primary first-order representation thereby suspending its
normal role in behavior and freeing it to enter into other roles such as pretending and
recognizing pretense in others as well as, somewhat later, in ascribing false beliefs.
Such copied or quoted representations are said to be metarepresentational in that they
turn the primary representation into an object of thought, available for ascription to
self or others. The decoupling mechanism was postulated to separate the content of the
state, what it is about, from the attitude or mode in which the state is held, as a belief
or a doubt, as wish or a plan, as true or false, as good or bad, as Sam’s or as mine. The
role of decoupling in the ascription of intention is much the same as for the ascription
of belief, namely, allowing one to recognize the intention independently of its putative
normal function in regulating behavior. Whereas 2-year-old children recognize the
goal/desire/intention motivating an action such that they can successfully imitate it,
they fail to recognize the difference between intentional and accidental actions and
they fail to recognize the link between rules or obligations and action until they are
considerably older. Eventually children can entertain the intention independently of
taking the action and, for example, decide to postpone taking a cookie. Similarly, from
an early age they can obey commands but they seem not to know that a promise to obey
a command puts them under an obligation. Only the latter, I argued above, requires
that one consider the intention divorced from the action.

Recall that the conditions of satisfaction make up the content of an intentional state
and that those conditions are set and negotiated with children as when a parent may
say “That is not a chicken” or “That is not what I meant by ‘8 o’clock”’. But these
negotiated normative conditions hold not only for the content of an intentional state
but also for the attitudes themselves as when a parent may say “That’s not a belief,
that’s a guess” or “That’s not a promise, that’s a prediction”. Thus the adult role in
negotiating norms and standards for the contents of beliefs and propriety of actions is
similar to that in negotiating the attitudes themselves. These latter are metarepresenta-
tional concepts that turn the entire speech act into an object of thought and characterize
it in different ways. Like the concepts of accident and on purpose and good and bad
they are metarepresentational in that they pick out the behavior or utterance and make
a comment on it.

Like most cognitivists, Leslie assumes that infants possess a capacity for forming
primary representations from the outset of development, a capacity that would account
for their impressive perceptual knowledge. He defines a primary representation as a
“direct semantic relation” with the world that mediates perception and action. Skinner’s
operants and Piaget’s sensory-motor schemata and Freud’s primary processes are alter-
native formulations of these basic unconceptualized processes. Searle characterizes
these primary representations as intentional states including beliefs, desires and inten-
tions. The translation, however, is not innocent. Few doubt that infants and lower
animals have cognitions yet many strenuously deny that they have beliefs (Quine
1960, p. 221; Davidson 1984; Dennett 1978). Indeed, it may be more appropriate to
argue that intentional states are involved only when behavior is recognized as meeting a
normative standard. Adults may treat infant behavior as if it were intentional and these
ascriptions when successfully adopted or avowed by the learner become the learner’s
intentional states a suggestion advanced by Bruner (1996). These socially conditioned
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ascriptions and avowals have an obvious social purpose; they bring behavior into a
framework of standards and norms shared with adults.

Rather than assuming that intentional states are the “ground level” structures of
the mind, as Searle, Fodor and others have argued, we may ask how they could arise
from the simpler primary representations postulated by Leslie and others. Primary
representations are mental structures that regulate perception and action but for which
no distinction is made between the modes or between the content and mode of a cog-
nitive state; they are, we may say, ontological commitments, causal links to reality,
rather than intentional states. What permits the differentiation of these more primi-
tive commitments into intentional states? Language appears to play a central role. As
Rozeboom (1972) pointed out, in everyday perceptual experience the very event that
specifies the content also specifies the mode in which it is held. Feeling drops of water
on one’s cheek specifies both “that is it raining”(content) and “that I believe it” (mode).
This is the state, I suggest, that pre-linguistic children and simpler animals are in. It is
only the acquisition of linguistic structure that allows that split, that is, the decoupling
of content and mode. Rozeboom argued that it is language that allows one to hear
or express or otherwise entertain a content without actually believing it; language, as
he says, makes contemplative thought possible. Put another way, language can mean
without referring (Astington and Baird 2005b). But children can speak long before
they can ascribe modes or attitudes so the question remains as to just how language
could bring about this distinction.

One proposal is that the acquisition of such concepts as pretend, think, want and
intend with their complex syntax allows this decoupling, recoupling and judgment
(Astington and Baird 2005a,c). Such concepts along with metalinguistic concepts
such assay and mean and true and false may be instrumental in that they are meta-
representational concepts that can take primary representations as their objects. These
concepts require a complex syntax capable of embedding one proposition in another
as in ascribing a belief “He thinks that the ball is in the box” and in reporting speech
“She said that the ball is in the box”. Learning such verbs with their complex syntactic
requirements, then, would seem to offer an explanation of how the ability to ascribe
mental states develops and indeed there is a substantial correlation between children’s
verbal intelligence and their performance on theory of mind. More specifically, deaf
children who have lacked an opportunity to acquire a natural language show deficits
in their ability to ascribe mental states (de Villiers 2005a). However, again, there is no
way to know if it is the learning of language that allows decoupling to occur or that
an innate decoupling device is what allows the complex language to be learned.

Nor can the claim be simply that learning to understand and produce speech acts is
the route to the ascription of mental states because while children understand asser-
tions, requests and commands from an early age they fail to ascribe intentional states
until they are four or five. If we look for an alternative to an innate decoupling mech-
anism, we are still left with the question of what turns a representation into meta-
representation. Here is one proposal: Young children’s ability to repeat, rehearse and
report and generally to quote speech is the means whereby they come to distinguish
content from mode or attitude. Neither merely hearing falsehoods nor seeing com-
mands ignored will do. Quotation is a linguistic device that permits the distinction
between use and mention, allowing one to repeat and consequently to think about
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words and utterances separately from their meaning and reference. As Leslie noted,
quoted speech has just the properties of opacity that metarepresentations are said to
have, that is, a quoted expression lacks the normal requirements of truth and reference
that hold in direct speech. From the beginning of learning to talk, of course, children
can repeat utterances including nonsense ones. But only when children begin to report
an utterance about which they have some reservations as they do in tattling or teasing,
are they in fact reporting an utterance without believing it, that is, they have decoupled
the content from the attitude. The content is preserved as a verbal form cut off from
its expressed attitude and is thereby free to be assigned a new attitude.

Children begin to manage quoted speech at just about the age in question. Hickman
(1993; see also Ely and McCabe 1993) reported that 4-year-old children report speech
events by means of descriptions or unframed quotes, a kind of echo. Only when they
were five or six did they begin to use framed quotes to mark the boundary between
the situation of expression and the content of the utterance. That is to say, they begin
to quote by attribution rather than by adopting the quoted speech as true. Olson and
Kamawar (2002) found a link between understanding quotation and understanding
opacity at the age in question. More specifically, in the context of false belief tasks
children have been shown to be able to report a speaker’s false statement more readily
than they report his or her false belief based on that statement (Olson 1989, p. 624).
Similarly, de Villiers (2005b, p. 202) reported that 3 year olds upon hearing someone
quoted as saying something that the children knew to be false, had difficulty in judging
what the speaker would actually think. She suggests that the speech act verb say in
such contexts may be the route to understand the mental verb think: “Say provides the
crucial analogy for cracking think”. Such findings suggest that quotation may provide
an opportunity for decoupling the quoted expression from its normal input–output
conditions and making it available for assignment to different attitudes.

The relation between children’s developing ability to think about language and that
to think about mind may be even more general than the specific case of quotation.
Some evidence suggests that children’s developing ability to think about language,
that is to distinguish use from mention, is related to their ability to ascribe mental
states. At about the time that children begin to recognize and ascribe mental states
they also begin to distinguish what is said from what is meant (Olson 1994), they
begin to succeed at games such as Simon says that require them to attend to a speech
act type independently of its content, and they begin to make judgments about words
independently of their referents (Piaget 1952; Homer and Olson 1999; Perner et al.
2002).

If quoted speech is the route to the distinction between content and attitude one
may still ask what makes quotation possible. Does quoting presuppose a decoupling
mechanism just as other proposals appear to? It seems not. All that is required is the
ability to hold in mind and repeat to oneself or report to another what one heard in
contexts in which what is heard is not believed or to hold a rule in mind while behav-
ior is revised to accommodate it. When children have the cognitive resources to hold
an expression in mind, by means of verbal rehearsal, while attending to a new and
changed state of affairs, they are in a position to detach that quoted expression from
their own belief and to assign the quoted expression to a new attitude. A growth in
general processing or executive resources rather than a special decoupling mechanism
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would then be implicated (Case 1985; Olson 1989; Russell 1996; Zelazo 1999). These
new resources not only would allow one to quote the speech of another while enter-
taining discrepant beliefs but also to meet one’s obligations by quoting to oneself the
rules or norms that originate as orders and commands, and bringing one’s behavior
into compliance with them.

4 The structure of intentional states

Even if intentional states are not the ground level of the mind that is no reason to claim
that they are not real. The learning of a language for recasting primary representa-
tion in terms of intentional states such as believing and intending is not merely the
mastery of an instrumental fiction (Dennett 1978) but rather to learn something quite
fundamental about the mind. An analogous well-studied problem1 is the development
of what Piaget called operational thought as exemplified when 5- or 6-year-old chil-
dren come to understand that the amount of liquid is invariant across changes in the
shape of the container. They begin to represent quantity in terms of compensating
dimensions such as height and width rather than a more global property such as height
or bigness. Yet learning conservation of quantity is not simply a matter of learning
a verbal formula. Mastery requires that children analyze a general property, roughly
“bulk” into independent dimensions such as height and width. Furthermore as Piaget
insisted, a new way of representing “creates the observables”, that is, for the first time
children see the general size in terms of independent dimensions and learn to coordi-
nate the relations between them. They begin to say things like “It is taller but not as
wide so it’s the same [amout]” sometimes signaling the unnamed dimension gesturally
(Goldin-Meadow 2005). They acquire a higher order or “dimensional” representation
of a previously undifferentiated notion (Case 1985). So too, one may argue, in regard
to mental states.

As we saw earlier, in acquiring a theory of mind children begin to analyze and to
represent their primary representations into two parts, the content and the mode into a
set of coordinated relations. But at the same time the primary representations that reg-
ulate perception and action are being differentiated into more specific attitudes such
as beliefs and desires. Language is involved because such distinctions are essentially
conventional; they are “ways of taking” perceptions and actions. They are ways of rep-
resenting action that they learn as adults monitor the standards and norms for the use
of such concepts as think and meant to. But they are not arbitrary conventions; they are
correct but not unique solutions to the representational problem. Any behavior can be
characterized in terms of an extremely wide range of possible beliefs and desires and
intentions—a stronger belief and a weaker desire may give rise to the same behavior
as a weak belief and a strong desire, for example. A third dimension such as intention
may be added when desires are distinguished from intentions (Astington 1993, p. 95).
In other cultures or in different historical periods a fourth or fifth dimension may be
added to explain action by appeal to the influence of gods and demons.

1 I am indebted to Peter Gardenfors for this suggestion.

123



Synthese (2007) 159:297–314 309

So here is the link between having beliefs and having beliefs about beliefs. Searle,
Fodor and others, misleadingly I suggest, ascribe intentional states to babies and ani-
mals. Only when primary representations are re-represented or metarepresented in
terms of attitudes and contents and when the attitudes are differentiated into beliefs,
desires and intentions do minds have the properties of intentional states. More basic
cognitive representations are directed at their objects—for an infant believing its a
cookie and wanting the cookie are not two mental states, but one—the directed attempt
to obtain a cookie. Such commitments are misleadingly called ‘beliefs’ and ‘desires’.
They become beliefs when cognitive states obtain some independence from the desires
they serve. They do so only when these primary commitments are represented “dimen-
sionally”, as the product of two or more factors, including, beliefs and desires. Thus
beliefs, desires and intentions are not primitive mental states but metarepresentational
states that represent those more basic, undifferentiated cognitive commitments that
make up primary representations.

Here is the analogy. In high school physics we were all taught that a rectilinear force
may be represented by two (or more) orthogonal dimensions, the so-called “vectors”
of force. Thus a direct force along a diagonal can be represented as the product of two
independent forces represented on the X and Y axis (see Fig. 1a). These vectors are
as real as the direct force they represent but at the same time they are metarepresen-
tational in that they are ways of representing a more primitive state. Critically, they
are correct representations but equally importantly they are not unique solutions. This
allows for alternative but equally valid forms of representation. So too for conceptual

Fig. 1 (a) Parallelogram
of forces and (b) Parallelogram
of intentional states
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and cultural variability including both holding and ascribing beliefs and desires (see
Fig. 1b). Primary, largely innate, cognitive states are directed at or attunements to
their objects. Only when one possesses the cognitive resources to construct a dimen-
sionalized representation is one in a position to learn a language to represent these
states as the product of two dimensions, say, a belief and a desire. In learning that
the more primitive ontological commitments can be represented as a product of belief
and desire, one is both acquiring beliefs and at the same time acquiring a concept
of belief, and so acquiring a theory of mind. Thus, my conclusion is similar to that
reached by Davidson (1984) who argued that there are no beliefs without a concept of
belief. Language does not replace more basic cognitive processes but it does offer the
socially approved categories in terms of which cognition may be not only analyzed
but also monitored and regulated.

5 Education and the culture of rationality

If mental states are not simply the intrinsic properties of the mind but rather the prod-
uct of the attempt to bring more and more of our cognitive and social activities under
intentional and deliberate control, the importance of education in the development, not
only of self-control, but of rationality, becomes obvious. The development of ratio-
nality is a matter of learning how to ascribe and avow not only beliefs and intentions
but also a rich set of attitudes to propositions. What begins as a descriptive vocabulary
for talking about thought becomes the set of concepts and procedures actually used in
thought.

If culture and education is responsible for the increasingly elaborate set of concepts
for representing mind we may expect some cultural diversity in the representations of
mind. The pre-Socratic Greeks were said to lack a concept of mind altogether (Snell
1960) and some traditional cultures have been reported to either lack or be reluctant
to use intentional explanations of behavior. Thus the Quechua of Peru were found
to explain deviant actions by appeal to how things looked rather than what the actors
thought (Vinden 1999). Nor are the speech acts that express intentional states universal.
Rosaldo (1982) noted that Western assumptions about the distinctive intentions of the
speaker lying behind any statement or command seemed inappropriate for the Ilongot,
a traditional society of the Philippines. She reported that assertives, those speech acts
that state or report facts, are not systematically distinguished from declaratives, that
is, claims and edicts that create facts rather than report them. Consequently, what is
asserted as true is what one can get another to accept, not an objective account of a
pre-existing fact. Furthermore, Rosaldo found that commissive speech acts such as
promises that express an intentional undertaking were absent as were expressives that
express regret.

Yet there is sufficient uniformity across cultures to suggest that such diversity
yet falls within the broad constraints set by linguistic competencies including those
of recursion, embedding one linguistic structure within another, as in the case of
quotation.

Thus the symmetry between the speech acts one masters and the intentional states
one entertains and ascribes as Vendler first suggested and as I have argued here. Even
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within modern societies educators report that there is considerable variability amongst
their students not only the management of thought but also in matters of self-control
and self-discipline.

Managing one’s cognitions is a matter of consciously exploiting the distinctions
marked by such speech act verbs as imply and insist that express different degrees of
commitment to the truth of a statement or belief. Like the verbs suspect and being
certain, they mark a subtle difference that it is unlikely children master without sys-
tematic teaching of the norms or standards for their use. The English language allows
for enormous diversity in the ways in which one can entertain, that is, in the attitudes
one can assign to, a proposition (Leech 1983) and these ways are the product of a long
social history and, in our time, of a extended education.

Epistemological development in children may be viewed as little more than learning
the normative practices for ascribing appropriate attitudes to the content of expres-
sions. Whether a statement is a claim or a conjecture depends upon its believability
but also implies what one should do about it. If it is a conjecture one may search for
evidence to provide a reason for belief or doubt. If it is an expression of belief one
may rather look for its source. If an hypothesis gains evidence it may become a find-
ing and with more evidence graduate into a conclusion. Latour and Woolgar’s (1986)
description of laboratory life exemplifies how these attitudes to contents change in the
course of a research program. Scientists working in a laboratory entertain ideas, read
and interpret other texts, offer hunches and conjectures. Some of these conjectures
may turn into testable hypotheses, and when evidence accrues, hypotheses turn into
conclusions. These conclusions are then reported as factual claims. This transforma-
tion is indicated by the speech act verbs used to express the kernel of an idea. At first,
an idea may be expressed as a conjecture or phrased with a modal: “Maybe x has an
impact on y.” After clarification the idea may be expressed as a testable hypothesis
and if the results confirm the prediction, the initial idea may be expressed with more
certainty. In the process the verbs expressing the attitudes change from I guess to I
think, to I conclude. At the same time these verbs imply the means for revising the
status of those contents—evidence changes a belief from a mere hypothesis to a firm
conclusion.

These attitudes and labels are not only part of social discourse, they are the catego-
ries that children are taught to use in regulating their own thinking. Epistemological
development in children takes them from simply believing or not believing something
to holding ideas in a variety of ways depending upon the evidential base and their roles
in an argument. This is what constitutes a growth of rationality, the giving of reasons.
Kuhn and Pearsall (2002) showed that young children fail to distinguish causes from
reasons for believing and that even adolescents often fail to distinguish theory from
evidence. Advances in thinking are in large part advances in concepts for thinking
about thought (Tishman and Perkins 1997).

Olson and Astington (1990; see Olson 1994, p. 109) noted the massive borrowing
of vocabulary from Latin into English that occurred in the 16th and 17th centuries
as English became a language for literature, law and scholarship. A conspicuous part
of this borrowing included the speech act and mental state verbs that have come
to play such a large part in recent psychology and philosophy of mind. Whereas
Old English had verbs such as believe, know, mean, say, tell, think and understand,
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the borrowings included assert, assume, claim, concede, conclude, confirm, contra-
dict, criticize, declare, define, discover, hypothesize, imply, infer, interpret, predict and
prove. The growth of rationality in an individual or in a society, it was argued, is just
the growth of conceptual resources for thinking about thought.

To conclude, the attitudes children can entertain are just those that they can recog-
nize in themselves and ascribe to others. These attitudes are the subjective side of the
speech acts they can produce and understand but they become available for ascription
only when separated from their normal functions as in the case of quoted expressions.
The ability to both ascribe and avow beliefs and intentions in explaining action is the
result of coordinating a remembered verbal form, the content of a speech act, with
a discrepant currently true situation. These coordinations are the culturally defined
attitudes that provide adequate but not unique solutions to the explanation of action.
Because they are not unique they provide a field for the exploration of both ways of
saying and, more importantly, for ways of thinking.

Speech acts as social practices, then, provide a route to mental states. My conclu-
sion, for which I have labored mightily, is close to that I could have had for free, had
I simply quoted Brandom on Kant and Hegel. Brandom wrote:

One of Kant’s great insights is that judgments and actions are to be distinguished
from the responses of merely natural creatures by their distinctive normative sta-
tus, as things we are in a distinctive sense responsible for. He understood concepts
as the norms that determine just what we have made ourselves responsible for,
what we have committed ourselves to. . . Hegel [took the further step of seeing]
normative statuses as social statuses (2000, pp. 33–34).

Exactly!

Acknowledgement I am indebted to Janet Astington for her advice on this topic and on this paper.
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