Chapt er Four
Representati on and Desire:
Case Study in How a Philosophical Error
Can Have Consequences for Enpirical Research

Wien Premack and Wodruff in 1978 asked whet her the
chi npanzee had a “theory of mind,” they pronpted reactions not
only from psychol ogi sts, but also from phil osophers. Anong those
phi | osophers who responded to Premack and Wodruff were severa
who outlined a research paradi gmfor studying the understanding
of false belief in primates and children (Bennett 1978; Dennett
1978; Harman 1978). This paradigmwas |ater taken up by W nmer
and Perner (1983) and was instrunmental in |aunching contenporary
research on the child s understanding of nental life.

Ever since, theory-of-mnd research has shown how
phi | osophi cal work can productively be enpl oyed by the
practioners of other disciplines. There are risks, however; if
t he phil osophy is genuinely being used, rather than nerely tacked
on as an afterthought, one would expect errors in philosophy to
lead to further errors down the road. |In this paper, | wll
exam ne one such error in theory-of-mind research, stenmmng from
the misuse of the word ‘representation’.

What | shall argue, in particular, is the following. 1In
contenporary phil osophy, the word ‘representation’ is used with a
vari ety of different neani ngs which are not always clearly

di sti ngui shed even by the phil osophers who discuss them Sone of
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t hese nmeani ngs have found their way into the literature in

devel opnent al psychol ogy, where they have been run together,
resulting in equivocal argunents, nmisrepresentations of existing
data, and even, | will assert, ill-fated research. | wll begin
by distinguishing two very different ways of view ng
representation, and I will examne in detail how one phil osopher
conflated these different understandings. | wll then describe

t he notivation and m stakes of the devel opnental research that is
the focus of this paper. | wll conclude with some suggestions
about how certain experinments on the child s view of draw ng

m ght be of help confirmng or disconfirmng a popul ar hypothesis
about the child s understanding of m nd.

If this paper has any single effect on the reader, | hope it
is this: That it entices her to acquire the (all too rare) habit
of clarifying what is neant when the word ‘representation’ is
enpl oyed, rather than sinply invoking the word as though it had a
singl e, univocal mneaning on which everyone agreed.

Representation is a crucial concept in philosophy of m nd and
cogni tive psychol ogy, and trouble with its use is bound to strike
to the roots of these disciplines. What | shall describe in this

paper are only the troubles |I know best.
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1. Desire in Indicative and Contentive Accounts of Representation

The contenporary phil osophers whose accounts of
representation have had the nost inpact on the theory-of-mnd
literature in devel opnental psychol ogy are probably Fred Dretske,
John Searle, and Jerry Fodor. Although the differences between
t hese phil osophers’ views of representation are enornous, this
fact is not as widely recognized as it should be. (Even Fodor
doesn’t seem always to recogni ze the degree of difference between
hi nsel f and Dretske; see Fodor 1984, 1987, 1990). | wll focus
on just one dinension of difference here, crucial yet typically
i gnored, and because ignored a source of unrecognized
difficulties. The difference that interests ne is the difference
bet ween contentive and indicative accounts of representation.
Searl e and Fodor offer contentive accounts, Dretske an indicative
one.

I shall call an account of representation contentive just in
case it treats as representational anything neeting the foll ow ng
condi ti on:

(A.) It has propositional (alternatively: intentional or
semantic) content.
The sense of ‘propositional content’ | nean to be invoking here
is that now broadly used in philosophy of |anguage and phil osophy
of mnd. Al though the notion of propositional content is
notoriously unclear, ny current project does not depend on any
specific way of cashing out that concept. Accounts of the sort |

want to | abel as ‘contentive’ are those that treat all the
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following types of things as representational: beliefs, desires,
and the other so-called “propositional attitudes”; sentences and
linguistic acts; pictures, maps, and certain kinds of artistic
obj ects perhaps. John Searle (1983), Jerry Fodor (1975, 1981
1987, 1990, 1991), and Hartry Field (1978) offer -- at least to a
first approximation -- contentive accounts of representation in

t he sense just described. Searle argues that anything with
propositional content (everything |listed above) is a
representation. Fodor and Field argue that sone things with
propositional content, |ike beliefs and desires, while not

t hensel ves representati ons are nonet hel ess representati ona
states. Belief and desires are “representational states,” on
this view, because they are rel ations between people and internal
representations. So, for exanple, John's belief that it is
raining is a relation between John and an internal representation
with the content that it is raining (Fodor 1981, ch. 7; Field
1978).

I ndi cative accounts of representation require a further
condition. Not only nust any representation or representationa
state have “content” (condition (A )), but also:

(B.) The content of a representation is supposed to match
up (alternatively, in “normal” conditions matches up)
with the way things are in the world. |If it does
not, msrepresentation (itself a type of

representation) has occurred.
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On an indicative account, a representation’s “job” is to reflect
the way things stand in the world. All representations, on this
vi ew, have what Searle (1983) calls a “mnd-to-world” or “word-
to-world” (or “representation-to-world”) direction of fit. This
is in sharp contrast to things |like desires and commands, which
t hough contentful, function not to reflect the way things are but
(very roughly) the way things should be. Desires and comands
have the opposite “direction of fit” -- they succeed by bringing
the world into line with them not by bringing thenselves into
line with the world. (For nore on direction of fit see Searle
1983; Ansconbe 1957; Hunberstone 1992.) Fred Dretske (1988)
espouses an indicative view of representation; so, for exanple,
al though he is happy to say that desires do have intentiona
content, he denies that they are representational (1988, p. 127).
Conditions (A) and (B.) are neant to be approxi mate, not
preci se. Fodor, for exanple, though he accepts (A.) as a good
“first approximation” of his view (1987, p. xi), suggests
conditions in which he thinks having content is possible wthout
representation (1987, p. 22). Searle seens to require that
nmental representations have not only a content but also a
direction of fit (either direction), and a “psychol ogi cal node”
(1983, p. 12). At the sane tinme, Searle allows for “Intentiona
states” whose “representative content” is not a whole
proposition. So, for exanple, Gernot nmight believe that the
stove is on or desire that Pauline arrive pronptly, but |ove

Sally (1983, p. 6-7). Athough belief and desire take entire
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propositions as their contents, |ove does not. Since direction
of fit is, for Searle, defined in terns of propositional content,
Intentional states such as |ove, presumably, have no direction of
fit, thus failing to fulfill one of Searle’s apparent
requirements for mental representations. Such details, however,
are beside the point for ny argunment, so |long as indicative and
contentive accounts cluster roughly around the criteria | have

gi ven.

An essential point of agreenment between those who subscribe
to indicative and those who subscribe to contentive accounts of
representation is that beliefs are representational. [|f |
bel i eve that yesterday it rained two inches, then | amin a
mental state whose propositional content is that yesterday it
rained two inches. |If | believe that Rick will sonmeday return ny
copy of Christopher Marlowe then | amin a state whose
propositional content is that Rick will soneday return ny copy of
Chri stopher Marlowe. Beliefs surely also satisfy condition (B.).
My belief about yesterday’ s rain is supposed to reflect the way
things actually are (or were) in the world. If it does not, it
is ny belief (not the world) that ought to be changed.

M srepresentati on has occurred.

The crucial point of disagreenent between the two accounts,
for my purposes, is in the treatnent of desire. On indicative
views of representation (Dretske 1988, 1995; also MIlikan's

“indicative representati on” 1984, 1993ﬂ) desire is not

1 MIlikan's distinction between “indicative” and “inperative” representations |ines
up nicely with nmy distinction between indicative and contentive accounts of representation
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representational. Desires are not supposed to indicate how
things are; they are dispositions or urges to bring things about
that may not be the case, or hopes that events will transpire in
one’s favor regardl ess of one’'s input. W do not say of a person
who desires an ice-cream sandw ch but is not eating one that she
m srepresents herself as eating an ice-creamsandwich. But if we
regarded desires as representations in the indicative sense, we
woul d be commtted to saying that, by condition (B.) of
representation: The content of that desire, “that | eat an ice-
cream sandwi ch now,” does not in fact match up with the world.
Surely desires may be based upon fal se beliefs or

m srepresentations -- perhaps | have forgotten what ice-cream
sandwi ches taste |i ke and woul d be di sappoi nted upon actually
tasting one -- but that does not nean the desires thenselves are
m srepresentations. Rather, the beliefs that informthem are.
Desires, then, are not representational states for those who
subscribe to indicative accounts of representation. (For nore on
this, see Dretske 1988 and M I1likan 1993.)

On contentive accounts, however, desires are clear-cut,
central cases of representational states. Desires, |ike beliefs,
are “propositional attitudes” par excellence. |If | desire that
Tori watch the sunset, then | amin a state whose content is the

proposition that Tori watches the sunset. |If | desire an ice-

(1993, p. 98-99). On indicative accounts of representation, only what MIIikan would call
indicative representations are representations. On contentive accounts, both her
indicative and i nperative representations are regarded as representational. Mst of

M I 1likan' s discussions of representation are discussions of indicative representations.
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cream sandwi ch, then | amin a state whose content is that | eat
an i ce-cream sandwi ch. You get the idea.

Both types of account draw on certain of our pretheoretica
intuitions. |Indicative accounts pull heavily on the idea that
there are always things out in the world that representations are
supposed to be representations of and that if those things are
portrayed inaccurately, or if there are no such things to begin
with, then the representation nust be a m s-representation
Contenti ve accounts depend nore on recognition of the possibility
of fictional or hypothetical representations -- paintings, for
exanpl e, that are “representations” of unicorns or mlitary
sandboxes that are “representations” of hypothetical manuevers.
These ordi nary-| anguage intuitions about representation conflict
with each other: One cannot grant full credit sinultaneously to
the idea that all representations are neant to be portrayals of
the way things are and to the idea that representations can be
fictional or hypothetical.EI Hence the di vergence between the

accounts.

2 Aninteresting internedi ate case is representations of the way things woul d be.
Such representations | eave room for accuracy or inaccuracy of a sort, although they are
not about the way things are. So, for exanple, one might misrepresent a unicorn as having
a second horn, or one m ght nake inaccurate clains about how the interview woul d have gone
had you only not spilled your coffee. This would seemto be a fertile field for further
exploration in the literature on representation.
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2. An Exanpl e from Phil osophy

Per haps ny exposition in the previous section of the
di stinction between indicative and contentive accounts of
representation will seem obvious. Neverthel ess, people do not
al ways make cl ear when using the word ‘representation’ exactly
what it is they have in mnd. Philosophers of mnd and, to an
even greater extent, cognitive psychologists tend to use the word
‘representation’ unqualifiedly, as though everyone were in
perfect accord over the nmeaning of that term The termis far
nore frequently invoked than explained. Since the word has no
uni vocal meaning in philosophy and cognitive science, such
behavior is ill-advised. Not only are indicative and contentive
accounts quite different in nature, but the contentive accounts
are thenselves quite different -- Fodor (1975), for exanple,
t hi nks representati ons nust have a formal syntactic structure,
while Searle (1983) denies this. Add aesthetically-notivated
accounts of representation (e.g., Wl Il heim 1993) and “re-
presentation” puns (the latter sonetines offered by the very sane
authors who give different accounts of representation when the
latter is not being contrasted with presentation; Searle 1983;
Dennett 1991a), and you have a recipe for disaster. Shortly I
wi |l describe the errors in devel opnental psychol ogy that are the
focus of this paper. In this section | warmup with a simlar
confusion in Dennis Stanpe’s article “Toward a Causal Theory of
Li ngui stic Representation” (1977). This article had a

substantial inpact on |ater philosophical work on the topic of
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representation (especially Dretske 1988, 1995; MII|ikan 1984,
1993; Fodor 1984, 1987, 1990), but to ny know edge no one has
noticed Stanpe’s conflation of an indicative with a contentive
under st andi ng of representation.

Stanpe’s (1977) article anbitiously takes up the task of
offering a “causal theory of representation,” stated as generally
as possible and intended to unify the then (and still) popul ar
causal theories of know edge, nenory, belief, evidence,
perception, and reference. Wat all these phenonena have in
common, Stanpe says, is that they involve a representationa
“object” (1977, p. 81). Understanding representation in genera
shoul d then be of use in understanding these phenonena in
particul ar.

Si nce Stanpe tal ks about representati ons as being the kinds
of things with “contents” and “objects” in a fairly traditiona
sense, it seens likely that he would be willing to accept
sonmething like condition (A ) on representation as descri bed
above. But is he also wlling to accept (B.), thereby making his
account an indicative one? Mst of the phenonena nentioned on
Stanpe’s p. 81 (cited above) could plausibly be interpreted as
having a mnd-to-world direction of fit (although the case of
reference is not clear). |If S knows that P, believes that P, has
evi dence that P, remenbers or perceives that P, then S s nenta
contents are supposed to match up in the right kind of way with
the world; if they don't, m srepresentation has occurred. |If
t hese are the phenonena in which Stanpe is interested, then an

i ndi cative account of representation rmay be appropriate.
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St anpe, however, hopes to include in his analysis not only
t he above-nenti oned phenonena but also, it becones clear as he
proceeds, intentions and desires, as well as speech acts |ike
prom ses and orders (1977, p. 82, 85). These |atter phenonena
have a world-to-mnd (or world-to-word) direction of fit and, as
di scussed above, absolutely are not representations on indicative
accounts.EI To make his commtnment to including such phenonena
clear, Stanpe says that the causal relation he w shes to nmake
criterial for representation “is one that holds between a set of

properties F(f, ... f,) of the thing (O represented, and a set of
propositions ®(@ ... @) of the representation (R)”; and, he

conti nues, the causal route may run in a nunber of directions and

the relation still be a “representational” one (1977, p. 85).
O s having F may cause R s having ®, as in the case of true

belief, or Rs having ® may cause Os having F, as in the case of

an intention acted on and thereby satisfied, or there nmay be sone
common cause for both of them It |ooks, then, as though
Stanpe’ s account might be a contentive one after all. He seens
happy to ascribe representational status at |east roughly to the
same broad range of phenonena that Searle and Fodor do.

(However, since Stanpe does not explicitly say that he regards
all itenms with propositional content as representations, we
cannot be certain whether Stanpe night wish to add sonme criterion

that night exclude sonme, such as fears or doubts.)

3 Stanpe argues in later articles that desires do have an indicative function: The
desire that P is supposed to indicate that it would be good if P were the case (Stanpe
1986, 1987). Nevertheless, since the actual content of the desire, P, is not supposed to
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Having said all this, Stanpe remarks that “for the sake of
havi ng a manageabl e form of expression” he wll
“indiscrimnately” just speak of the object as causing the
representation (1977, p. 85). This is not at all an atypica
nove in philosophy and the cognitive sciences: W set ourselves
the task of talking about “propositional attitudes” or
“intentional states” in general (i.e., belief, desire, intention,
fear, doubt, etc.); for sinplicity’'s sake we decide to tal k about
just one of themin depth; the one chosen “at randoni is always
belief; and we end up saying very little, except perhaps as a
speci al study, about how the other propositional attitudes or
intentional states are supposed to fit into our “general”
account. It is particularly striking that we should see Stanpe
followng this pattern, given the conplex and detailed treatnent
of desire he develops in other work (Stanpe 1986, 1987, 1994).
But rather than focus on this [ater work of Stanpe’s, which does
not exhibit the tendency or error in which I aminterested, |
want to focus on the sem nal and general 1977 paper of Stampe’s,
since it displays quite clearly and usefully just the kind of
sl i ppage that proves danmaeging in the psychol ogical work I wll be
exam ni ng shortly.

If Stanpe wants to talk only of the object’s causing the
representation, for the sake of having a manageabl e form of
expressi on, but neverthel ess wants his clains to apply to cases

in which the causation runs in the other direction as well, then

match up with the world, even on Stanpe's account of desire, desires cannot be indicative
representations as | have described them by the criteria stated on p. 4.
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it should al ways be possible to adjust his clains to fit these
other cases. |If his clains cannot be so adjusted, then he wll
have not done what he has advertised -- he will not have
presented a general account of representation applicable to
representations running in all directions of causation. One way
of thinking about this potential error is as a conflation of
i ndicative and contentive accounts of representation. The class
of representations would be viewed widely, i.e., contentively,
while the properties attributed to representations in general
woul d include properties that apply only to indicative, belief-
like representations in which features of the represented object
cause a representation of that object as having those features.
Bef ore Stanpe even | eaves page 85, he shows signs of having
made the error in question. He says, for exanple, that “the
causal criterion requires that the relevant properties of the
obj ect represented cause the instantiation of the rel evant
properties in the putative representation of it” (1977, p. 85).
This nay be a reasonable criterion to apply to belief, especially
if one spruces it up with an account of m srepresentation (Stampe
does so in terns of “normal” or “fidelity” conditions). There
may be sonmet hing funny about a belief that Xis F that is not
causal ly hooked up in the right kind of way wwth X s being F
(al t hough even Stanmpe wants to nodify this claimwhen applied to
beliefs about the future). But we cannot, as | have just argued
we nust, generate fromthis description an even renotely

pl ausi bl e anal ogous condition for desire. If Xis not yet F, X's
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bei ng F cannot possibly cause nmy desire that X be F, since what
does not exist cannot be a cause. Nor can we get the results we
want by turning the direction of causation around. There is
not hi ng odd or wong about a desire that X be F that does not
cause it to be the case that X is F. Sone desires sinply are not
satisfied. Oher desires, about the weather for exanple, we may
hope to be satisfied, but not as a result of a causal chain
involving the desire in question. Nor is it plausible to think
that there nust be sone common cause of both the desire that X be
F and its eventually being the case that Xis F. Stanpe's claim
that “the causal criterion requires that the rel evant properties
of the object represented cause the relevant properties of the
putative representation of it” would not seem pl ausi bl e had
Stanpe “indiscrimnately” chosen to talk of the representation
causing the state of affairs represented rather than the other
way around. Stanpe already appears to have slipped into treating
representation indicatively, attributing to all representations
properties that do not rightly apply to representations
contentively understood.EI

Fromthis point onward, Stanpe’s account |ooks |ike an
i ndi cative account of representation. On page 86, he says that
“the central fact about representations” is that they “provide
i nformati on about what they represent” (ny ital.). But in what

sense do, for exanple, prom ses that P, orders that P, or

4 Stanpe later argues that although what a desire that P represents is P, what it
represents P as is a state of affairs the obtaining of which would be good (1987, p. 355).
The desire is then “ideally caused by the fact that it would be good were P to be the
case” (1986, p. 167). This is inportantly different fromthe desire’s being caused by P
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intentions that P provide any information about the state of
affairs they represent, P? On pages 87-90, Stanpe has a
di scussion of what it neans to say that a representation is
accurate. It makes no sense to turn the causal direction of
t hese ideas around and apply his discussions to non-indicative
representations.
Furthernore, Stanpe says:
There is nothing essentially nmentalistic about
[representation]; it may be a wholly physical relation
Neither is there anything essentially semantic about
it, in the narrower (proper) sense of the term It is
the relationship that obtains between the noon and its
i mage refl ected on the surface of a pond, and it would
do so were no mnds ever to have existed; even if there
had been nothing to count them the nunber of rings in
the stunp of a tree represent the age of the tree
(1977, p. 87, his ital.).
If representation is disconnected fromthe nmental like this and
really can run either direction for Stanpe, then it ought to be
just as legitimate to turn things around and say that the noon
represents the reflection in the pond and that the age of the
tree represents the nunber of rings inits stunp. Stanpe,
assunme, doesn’'t want to say this -- if he did say it, he would
have to abandon the idea of any good match between his usage of
‘representation’ and anyone else’'s -- but there is nothing in
Stanpe’ s account of representation that suggests that the noon
can't be the representation of the reflection. It seens doubtfu
that Stanmpe woul d have made an anal ogous cl ai m had he chosen to

speak consistently of the representation’ s causing the object

represented rather than the other way around. Perhaps Stanpe

itself, as would be required on Stanpe's criterion cited in the text, which requires a
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woul d want to add conditions to the representational relation
meant to apply specifically to cases in which the causer is the
representation, thereby ruling out cases like the noon's
representing its reflection, but in fact he discusses no such
condi tions.

In sum Stanpe focuses in his 1977 paper on features of
representation that apply to belief-like mnd-to-world cases; as
a result, his account of representation |ooks very nuch |ike an
indicative one. This may be fine for nost of the phenonena he
wants to discuss in this paper, but he cannot apply his account
to desire, intention, or any of a nunber of other phenonena wth
a world-to-representation direction of fit that he does in fact
claimto cover wwth his account. Although the paper begins as if
it were going to offer a contentive account of representation
t he account | ooks nore indicative in the end.

Stanpe is not uni que anong phil osophers in running together
i ndicative and contentive approaches to representation, and I
have chosen his 1977 article as a focus not to single out himin
particul ar, but rather because it is an influential and clear
exanple, and it shows how even a phil osopher like Stanpe, who is
generally attuned to the conplexities of desire and ot her m nd-
to-world representations, can slip into a belief bias when
speaki ng broadly about representation in general. 1In the airy
hei ghts of abstraction and generalization, the difference between
contentive and indicative accounts of representation can

someti mes go unnoti ced.

relation between P itself and the desire that P.
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Even Fodor, whose remarks about representation are usually
clearly in the contentive canp, sometinmes slips into thinking of
representation indicatively. The clearest case of this is
probably in his 1984: On the first page, Fodor says that “the
poi nt about propositional attitudes [belief, desire, etc.] is
that they are representational states” (1984, p. 231, his ital.)
-- i.e., they are relations between people and internal nenta
representations (Fodor 1981, 1991). Fodor then, as usual,
focuses nost of his attention on representations wth a m nd-to-
world direction of fit. Finally, on the closing page of the
article, Fodor remarks that if Rrepresents S, “what R represents
isits truth condition, and its truth condition is whatever
causes its tokening in teleologically normal situations” (1984,

p. 249). Wth the indicative/contentive distinction in hand, we
can see the difficulty here. The first quotation insists that
desire is a representational state, but the second does not allow
desires to involve normal ly tokened nental representations. Wen
Fodor later rejects the position endorsed in the second
quotation, he finds it necessary to spend an entire chapter
argui ng against the claimthat “Nornally caused intentiona

states ipso facto nean whatever causes thenf (1990, p. 82, 89) --
an argunent he surely woul d have found unnecessary had he
reflected sufficiently on the fact that both he and those he

takes to be his opponents regard desires as intentional states.
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3. The Error in Theory of M nd
I would now |i ke to suggest that a nunber of devel opnent al
psychol ogi sts studying the child s theory of mnd have al so
conflated contentive and indicative approaches to representation
I wll focus on the work of two of the nobst prom nent (and nost
phi | osophi cal | y-m nded) researchers in the field: Aison Gopnik
and Josef Perner. | wll begin wth textual evidence that the
word ‘representation’ is being used sonetines contentively and
sonetinmes indicatively by these two authors. | will then show
how equi vocati on between the two nmeanings of ‘representation’
produces problens for their research on the child s understandi ng
of desire.
Lynd Forguson and Alison Gopni k begin their 1988 paper with a
very clear statement of a contentive account of representation
Accordingly, we will understand by the term nenta
representation a nental state consisting of (a.) a

representational attitude (e.g. believing, wanting,
wi shing, regretting, fearing), and (b.) a synbolic

content ... that differentiates one belief from another,
one desire from another, and so on (1988, p. 228, ital
theirs).

Notice that desire is specifically included in the |ist of
representational states, since it has “synbolic content”.
Nonet hel ess, a few pages | ater Forguson and Gopni k say

However, these children do not seemto be able to
di stingui sh between the different informationa
relationships that nay hold between representati ons and
reality. As we wll see, they show little understandi ng
of the principles of representational change,
representational diversity, or the appearance-reality
di stinction.

Al these abilities require that the child
si mul t aneously consider a particular representation as a
representation and as an indi cator of how the world
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really stands (1988, p. 234-235, ital. theirs,
underlining mne).

These latter remarks only nake sense on the view that al
representations have an indicative function; one does not need to
understand i ndicator relationships to understand that desires may
change (Forguson’s and Gopni k’s “representati onal change”) or
that different people may have different desires (Forguson’ s and
Copni k' s “represent ati onal diversity”).EI Forguson’ s and Gopni k’s
main thesis, in fact, depends on the slide between contentive and
i ndi cative accounts. On the basis of experinents suggesting a
shift between ages three and four in the child s understandi ng of
indicative relationships and m srepresentation, they argue that
the four-year-old but not the three-year-old understands
representation in general. This claimwould be warranted if
Forguson and Gopni k consistently held an indicative account of
representation; it is not warranted if their account of
representation is a contentive one. | wll shortly describe in
nore detail the role this error plays in Gopnik's research, but
first I will exami ne the work of one other researcher to make the
point clear and to show the preval ence of the m stake.

Josef Perner (1991a&b) al so seens to conflate contentive and
i ndi cative accounts of representation. He says, for exanple,
that the “scientifically satisfactory” way to view a person’s --
Sue’s -- desiring sonething requires that “an interna

representation is posited in Sue’'s mnd, which represents the

5 ne nmight argue that desires are indicators of howthe world really stands, a desire
for food, for exanple, indicating a need for food (sonething like is Stanpe’'s |ater (1986)
view). Even if this were true, it’'s hard to see how it would be necessary to understand
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nonexi sting situation she desires” (1991b, p. 116) and that
“treating desires as nmental representati ons becones necessary for
under st andi ng how desi res change and how they are controll ed”
(1991b, p. 205). Thus, he sonetinmes seens to treat desires as
cl ear cases of representations. Elsewhere, however, he says that
“for any representation it is possible to msrepresent” (1991b,
p. 20) and
the definition of representation should therefore contain
two elenents: (a.) there nmust be a correspondence between
states of the representational nediumand states of the
represented world, and (b.) this correspondence nust be
exploited by an interpretive systemso that the
representation is used as a stand-in for the represented
(1991a, p. 144).
Nei ther of these latter remarks is consistent with regarding
desires as representations: It nakes no sense to talk of a desire
as a msrepresentation of sonething (though the beliefs on which
a desire depends may be m srepresentations); desires do not
correspond the way beliefs do (or are supposed to) to states of
the external, represented world; desires do not (in any clear
sense) function as “stand-ins” for what they are supposed to
represent.

Perner | ater argues (contra his 1991b, p. 205, cited above)
that desires are not thensel ves representations, but rather are
representational states consisting of rel ations between peopl e
and representations (1995; see also Fodor 1981 and Field 1978).

Onthis view, S s desire that Pis a relation between S and an

internal representation whose content is P. This account of

this fact about desire to understand change and diversity in desires as Forguson and
Gopni k suggest.
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desires as representational states is also not consistent with
Perner’s indicative-soundi ng remarks about representation cited
above (1991b, p. 20; 1991a, p. 144). M desire, for instance,
that | get sone fresh air is not plausibly seen as a relation

bet ween ne and sone internal nental thing corresponding with, and
possi bly m srepresenting, the state of the world. If it were, we
woul d have to say that this desire of mne involves a

m srepresentation: | amnot getting fresh air, so any nenta
representation with the content that | get fresh air and the task
of corresponding to the world would have to be failing inits
representational task. But of course there is no

m srepresentation. The facts are clear: | know that want fresh
air, and | know that | amnot getting it.

Perner, | think, recognizes that there is a problem here and
seeks to escape it by arguing that desires involve a “secondary”
type of representation

The primary function [of a representation] is to reflect
the represented environnment faithfully so that the user
can learn to use it as a reliable guide. This is primry
because it establishes the neaning of representational
el enments.... But once this nmeani ng has been established,
a map of a fictional environment can be generated by
combi ni ng representational elenents established by the
primary process. This allows representations to be
positively enployed to represent hypothetical,
nonexi sting states of the environnment (1991b, p. 24-25).
Perner follows these remarks with an interesting di scussion of
the use of “nodels” (e.g., a mlitary sandbox) for both
i ndicative and fictional purposes. However, although these

remarks do clarify his position in some ways, they don't get him

out of the bind described above: Either secondary representations
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are truly representational, in which case his account is
contentive and he ought not regard correspondence to the world
and the possibility of m srepresentati on as necessary attendants
of representation; or secondary representations are not genuine
representations, in which case desire ought to be left off the
list of representational states.

The consequences of not deciding this issue are serious,
since they | ead Perner to some fundanental errors -- very nearly
the sanme errors that Forguson and Gopni k make. Perner, |ike
Forguson and Gopni k, sees the child as shifting, between ages
three and four, froma nonrepresentational to a representationa
understanding of mnd. (The title of his 1991 book, in fact, is
Under st andi ng the Representational Mnd.) H's argunent for this
depends entirely on evidence for a transformation in the child s
under st andi ng of facts unique to indicative representations --
i.e., that beliefs may be fal se, that appearances may differ from
reality, that photographs may fail to capture the present
situation. The conclusions Perner wants to draw, however, are
supposed to apply to representations contentively understood,
including desires and other nental states wth a world-to-m nd
direction of fit.

Gopni k and Perner both have enornous influence on research in
the child s understanding of mnd, and so it is interesting to
see them nmaki ng such a simlar mstake. But this m stake m ght
be of nerely conceptual interest, had it not also led to

m sgui ded enpirical research
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It does so via the foll ow ng equivocal argunent, which both
Gopni k and Perner accept:

(1.) Children conme to understand representation at four

years.
(2.) Therefore, their understanding of all representationa
states nust undergo transformation at this age.

(3.) Desire is a representational state.

(4.) Therefore, the children’' s understandi ng of desire nust
undergo sone inportant transformation (presunmably
anal ogous to their transformation in belief
under st andi ng) at four years.
First, sone caveats. Neither Gopni k nor Perner put the argunent
forward in precisely this form Nor does Gopnik, at |east, deny
the possibility of some “décal age” (difference in timng) between
bel i ef understandi ng and desire understandi ng (Astington and
Gopni k 1991). They al so each admt that there is probably sonme
| ess sophisticated, “nonrepresentational” understanding of desire
avai l abl e to younger children. Gopnik sees no such
nonrepresentati onal correlate for belief (Astington and Gopnik
1991); Perner argues for the existence of such a correlate, which
he calls “prelief” (Perner, Baker, and Hutton 1994; Perner 1995).
Nonet hel ess, in the final analysis Gopni k and Perner are both
clearly committed to the equivocal argunent just nentioned. They
explicitly include desires in their lists of representationa
states, and they explicitly -- promnently -- declare that the
child cones to understand representational states at four years.

Unl ess desire is to be treated as a special case, nore difficult
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to understand than representational states as a whole -- a view
nei t her Gopni k nor Perner endorse and agai nst which there seens
to be good devel opnental evidence (see below) -- the conclusion
t hat desire understandi ng shoul d change between ages three and
four follows naturally.EI

Now the problemw th this argunent is, as you may have
gathered, that premse (1.) is warranted only on one

under st andi ng of representation, while premse (3.) is warranted

6 Even sonme who do not buy into the dom nant view described here may be committed to

an anal ogous argunent. Henry Wellnman, for instance, (1990; Bartsch and Wl |l nman 1995)
simlarly puts desire on his list of representational states and then ignores it in his
nore detail ed discussions of representation. Since Wl lman has studied the child' s
under st andi ng of desire nore extensively than nost and has even given it a central role in
hi s devel opnental account, this fact is especially surprising. |In his npst abstract
di scussi ons of representation, Wellnman characterizes representati ons contentively, as
states with “internal nmental content” (Bartsch and Wellman 1995, p. 14). Wllman wites

In adult understanding as phil osophers treat it, a person’s desires are

typically construed as sinmilar to beliefs. Thus, both desires and beliefs are

called propositional attitudes. Beliefs are beliefs about a proposition: Joe

believes that that is an apple. |In this construal, beliefs are understood as

representational. “Joe believes that that is an apple” neans sonething |ike

that Joe has a cognitive representation of the world and in that

representation the designated object is an apple. A person’s desires can be

construed simlarly, that is, as desires about propositions, about possible

represented states of affairs. “Joe wants an apple,” then, is understood as

sonmething like, “Joe wants that there be an apple and that he obtain it.”

Since a person’s desires are also representational in this sense, it is

feasible to talk of desires for not-real, nonexistent inmaginary things. W

say things like “Joe wants a unicorn” or “Joe wants to be the best ski junper

ever” (Weéllman 1990, p. 210)
Al t hough Wl | man al so enphasi zes a sinplified, non-representational understanding of
desire he thinks is available even to two-year-olds (Wllman 1990, p. 210-211; Bartsch and
Wl I man 1995, p. 13-14), he clearly thinks that the adult understanding of desire is fully
representational: Desires are nental states taking full propositions as their contents

On Wllman's view, the child cones to understand representati on at around three years

of age (in this, Wllman deviates fromthe majority view). One would thus expect the
chil d s understandi ng of desires to becone representational like the adult’s, thus
enabling the child to talk of desires for “not-real, nonexistent inmaginary things.” In
di scussing the transition froma non-representational to a representational understanding
of mnd, however, Wellman | eaves desires out of the picture altogether. He repeatedly
enphasi zes that there are two sorts of representation: reality-oriented representations
like beliefs and fictional representations |ike imaginings and dreans (Wellman 1990, ch
9). Desires do not fit into either of these categories and are not nmentioned. Thus, for
exanpl e, in discussing the child s understanding of representational diversity, Wellmn
remarks that “even three-year-ol ds understand representational diversity, but they
understand only the diversity allowed by inmaginings and by a hit-or-mss understanding of
m srepresentation” (Wellman 1990, p. 255). He says this in spite of the fact that he
earlier presented studies (Wllman 1990, ch. 8) that, he argued, showed that the two- or
three-year-old child could understand that people can have and act on desires different
fromthe child's own. His discussion of the acquisition of an “active, interpretive
under st andi ng” of representation at four years of age simlarly ignores desire: Al though
the child' s understanding of false belief and the appearance-reality distinction are
di scussed at length, no attenpt is nade to exami ne the child s understanding of the
active, interpretative dinmensions of desire or even to discuss what such di nensions mi ght
be
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only on the other understanding. The argunment is thus an
equi vocal one and invalid.

Gopni ks and Perner’s argunents for (1.) depend on several
experinments well-known in the theory of mnd literature, and
whi ch have received broad attention in both psychol ogy and
phi | osophy. ©One classic is Gopnik’s and Astington’s “Smarties
box” experinment (1988; also Perner, Leekam and W nmrer 1987).
Children are shown the easily recogni zabl e opaque candy cont ai ner
for the English confection “Smarties” and are asked what they
believe is in the container. Naturally the children answer
“Smarties.” The container is then opened to reveal not Smarti es,
but a pencil. Children are then asked a series of questions,
i ncluding “When you first saw the box, before we opened it, what
did you think was inside it?” and (in the Wmmer and Hartl 1991
version) “VWhat will [your friend] say is in the box?” Three-
year-old children, but not four-year-old children, typically
respond “pencils” to both these questions.

Leavi ng aside the interesting nethodol ogi cal and theoretical
i ssues this experinment raises, suffice to say that it, and others
like it, are generally taken to suggest that the follow ng
conpetenci es energe at about four years of age: (a.) an
appreci ation that other people nmay have fal se beliefs (Wmmer and
Perner 1983; Perner, Leekam and Wmmer 1987; Mses and Fl avel |
1990); (b.) an appreciation that one’s own beliefs may have been
false in the past (Gopni k and Astington 1988, W nmer and Hartl
1991); and (c.) an appreciation that things may appear to be

other than they are (Flavell, Flavell, and Green 1983; Flavell,
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G een, and Flavell 1986; Gopnik and Astington 1988; Friend and
Davis 1993). That these devel opnents should occur at roughly the
same tine is not surprising: They all seemto tap a basic

under standi ng of the possibility of m srepresentation (but see

Vi nden 1996 for another view); and for many researchers, indeed,
the child s comng to understand m srepresentation at that age is
seen as the surest sign of her com ng to understand
representation then (Perner 1991b; Mses and Fl avel | 1990;
Astington 1993; O son 1988; but see Hala, Chandler, and Fritz
1991) .

The inmportant thing to notice here is that all these
experinments tap abilities associated exclusively with indicative,
m nd-to-world representations. Desires cannot be fal se; desires
cannot be m srepresentations. This kind of evidence, then, only
warrants the first step of the argunent described above if
‘representation’ is construed indicatively. But for step (3.) to
be plausible, ‘representation’ nust be understood contentively;
hence, the equivocation. The sane problem may be put anot her
way: The experinents cited show (at best) that the child conmes to
understand the nature of m srepresentation at around age four;
but this understandi ng has no bearing on the child' s
under st andi ng of desire; the evidence so far supplied provides no
reason to suppose that the child s understandi ng of desire ought

to be transfornmed at this age. And in fact it is not.
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Gopni k performed a nunber of experinents ainmed at di scovering
the expected 3-4 shift in desire. Astington, Gopnik, and
O Neill (1989; reported in Astington and Gopni k 1991), for
exanpl e, performed an experinment to see if children were as poor
at recalling their past unsatisfied desires as they seemto be at
recalling their past beliefs. (Searle (1983) regards false
beliefs and unsatisfied desires as structurally simlar in that
t hey both involve unnmet “conditions of satisfaction.”) Children
were shown two toys that | ooked very different but could not be
di stingui shed by touch, and asked which toy they preferred. The
toys were then dropped together into a bag and the child was
allowed to withdraw only one. The child was then asked whet her
she got the toy she had wanted. \hile al nost 80% of three-year-
olds correctly described their unsatisfied desires, they
performed no better than chance on the standard (Gopni k and
Astington 1988) test for recollection of past false beliefs.

One m ght object that there is no good way, in this
experinment, to tell that the children aren’t sinply reporting on
their present desire for the toy they didn't get. 1In the
standard fal se belief recollection tasks, the belief is shown to
be fal se and thus changed before the child is asked to recall it.
The child sees the Smarties box, and it opened to reveal a
pencil; the child s belief about the contents is thereby changed.
The children are then asked what they had (fal sely) thought was

in the container before it was opened. In Astington, Gopnik, and

7 That this was her goal is not only evident fromthe experinents thensel ves, but also
has been confirmed by personal commrunication.
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O Neill (1989), on the other hand, the child s desire is not
necessarily changed when the unwanted toy is w thdrawn, and thus
reporting their present dissatisfaction would be a successfu
response strategy. One mght argue that it is this disanal ogy,
and not a fundanental difference in their |evel of understanding
desire and belief, that explains the three-year-old s good
performance on the desire task and poor performance on the belief
t ask.

Perhaps with the idea of addressing this problem Gopnik and
Sl aught er (1991) actually worked to i nduce a change of desire in
children -- for exanple, by presenting themwth two books,
allowing themto choose one, and then reading it to them so that
they then desired to hear the other book. They found that three-
year-ol ds have sone difficulty with reporting their past desires
in this task, but not as nuch difficulty as with the false belief
tasks. Notice, however, that this is no |longer a test of their
recollection of an unsatisfied desire, so again the parallel to
false belief is not conplete.

I n anot her experinent, Gopni k and Seager (1988; again
reported in Astington and Gopni k 1991) showed children two books,
a child s book and an adult’s book, and asked which book an adult
woul d choose. A slender majority (57% of three-year-olds
clainmed that the adult would choose the child s book. Four- and
five-year-olds, on the other hand, said this only 36% and 28% of
the tinme, respectively. Gopnik and Seager draw a parallel

bet ween t hese percentages and simlar percentages one sees on the
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fal se-belief tasks. They take the experinent as evidence that
young children don't understand that different people can have
different desires. This conclusion, however, is contravened by
the results of other studies suggesting that children do have an
under standi ng of the diversity of desires (Flavell, Flavell,
G een, and Mses 1990; Repacholi and Gopni k 1996; Bartsch and
Wl | man 1995), and one wonders whether the results m ght be an
artifact of children’s not having a very good idea (or all too
good an idea?) of what kinds of books, specifically, adults m ght
care toread. It is interesting to see how hard it is to get the
right kind of symmetry between a false-belief task, |ike the
Smarties task, and any kind of desire task.E

Perner did not as actively (or at |east not as publicly)
engage in experinents directed toward finding a 3-4 shift in the
child s understanding of desire. One experinment he did perform
suggests that three-year-olds generally understand that people

are happy when they get what they want and unhappy when they

8 Moore, Jarrold, et al. (1995) similarly try to construct a desire task parallel to
the false belief task. In their task, children are placed in conpetition with a toy
character (“Fat Cat”) to conplete a three-piece puzzle. Both the child and the character
begin the gane with a puzzle piece for the body of a frog. Each needs to acquire, next, a
head piece and, finally, the eyes. |In order to win pieces, players nust draw cards froma
pack: a white card indicates that no action is to be taken, a red card indicates that one
may take a head if a head is not already possessed, and a blue card indicates that one may
take the eyes if one already has a head. The children and Fat Cat draw cards, and the
child earns a head, but the puppet does not. Now, presumably, the child wants a bl ue card
so that he may conplete the puzzle. At this point, the child is asked two test questions
(1.) Wich color card does Fat Cat want now? and (2.) Wich color card did you want | ast
tine? These questions are intended to test that the child can understand both another
person’s desire that is different fromhis own and that his own previous different desires
were different. Three-year-old children are found to pass this test in approxinately the
sane proportions that they pass fal se belief tests

This experiment is no nore supportive of the thesis of a 3-4 shift in understanding
the representational nature of desire than are Gopnik’s experinments (and Mbore et al. do
not regard it as supporting this thesis). First, the parallel with false belief is not
conpl ete. These are not tests of unsatisfied desires, and perhaps are better conpared to
the child s understandi ng that people can have different beliefs when the facts of the
matter are unknown, which seens to devel op earlier than their understanding of false
belief and to be in place by three years (Wl lman 1990). Second, the task seens
sufficiently conplicated that it mght introduce extraneous task-specific difficulties
that could mask the three-year-old s ability to understand conflicting desires (an
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don’t (Hadwi n and Perner 1991; see also Yuill 1984; Wllnmn and
Banerjee 1991; Wellnman and Bartsch 1988; Harris et al. 1989). 1In
fact, the bulk of studies on the child s understanding of desire
have found no inportant shift between ages three and four.

Besi des the studies cited so far suggesting that by age three
children understand (a.) people's diversity of desires and (b.)
their enotional reactions to the satisfaction or dissatisfaction
of their desires, other studies suggest that three-year-olds al so
understand (c.) that desires can fail to match up with the world
(Lillard and Flavell 1992) and (d.) that desires pronpt action to
obtain the object desired (Wellmn 1990; Wl |l man and Bartsch
1988; Bartsch and Wellman 1989). That children understand desire
substantially earlier than they understand belief is also
suggested by their natural speech patterns (Bartsch and Wl |l man
1995; Bretherton and Beeghly 1982).

Probabl y because of his treatnent of representation, however,
Perner (1991b) seens conmmtted to discovering a 3-4 shift in the
chil d’ s understanding of desire. The best he can find is the
Gopni k and Seager (1988) criticized above and a coupl e of
experinments on understanding intention (Shultz, Wlls, and Sarda
1980; Astington 1991; Astington 1993 nakes a case that
under standi ng i ntention ought to be regarded as of a piece with
understandi ng desire). Astington’s (1991, 1993) argunent that
the child s understandi ng of intention undergoes inportant

changes at around the sane tinme as her understandi ng of belief

under st andi ng suggested by Flavell et al. 1990; Repacholi and Gopni k 1996; and Bartsch and
Vel | man 1995).
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may in fact stand up to scrutiny. Moore, Glbert, and Sapp
(1995) also find sonething like a 3-4 shift in the child s
ability correctly to distinguish “want” from “need”. O course,
a skeptic nmight reply that it’s not surprising that sonething
changes in the child s understanding of such world-to-mnd states
around age four; what is nore surprising, perhaps, is howlittle
change there is.

I would like to end this section with sone positive remarks
about the current potential for productive interaction between
phi | osophers and psychol ogi sts on the topic of representation and
the child s theory of mind. A view of representation that seens
to be quite popular in theory-of-nmnd research since the failure
in the early 1990's to find a convincing 3-4 shift in the
under st andi ng of desire (pace Astington 1993) is neither a
contentive nor an indicative one, but something sonewhere in the
m ddl e, on which beliefs, photographs, maps, and other contentive
items with a mnd-to-world direction of fit are regarded as
representations as well as (at |east sonme anong) i mages,
fant asi es, pretenses, and dreans, but desires are either
explicitly excluded fromthe |ist of representations or
conspi cuously unnentioned (Leslie 1987, 1988, 1994a&b; Lillard
and Fl avell 1992; d son and Canpbell 1994; and soneti nes,
apparently, Wellman 1990). This approach to representation has
yet to be justified or spelled out in any detail. Alittle
phi | osophi cal work m ght be useful in making explicit what

exactly the conmtnents of such a view are -- and whether there
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is really a coherent, workable view here at all. |Influence may
run in the other direction as well. If it turns out that there
are inportant devel opmental symetries between under st andi ng

m nd-to-world representati ons and sone of these other
representations -- synmetries that don’'t hold between either of

t hese types of representation and desire -- then perhaps there is
a useful category here that philosophers have m ssed and ought to
begin to incorporate in their own work on understanding the human

m nd.
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4. Representational Art as a Test of a Hypothesis About the
Child s Understanding of Mnd

Those who interpret ‘representation’ contentively have
i nsufficient evidence to warrant the conclusion that children
come to understand representation at age four, given the breadth
of the class of representations the narrowness of the evidence
base, as | have argued. But what if we read ‘representation’
i ndicatively? Should we see children as coning to understand
indicative representations at age four? 1In this final section I
will review sonme of the evidence for this conclusion, and | wll
suggest in rough outline an experinent that may hel p decide the
i ssue.

As | have remarked al ready, the preponderance of
devel opnent al psychol ogi sts witing on the child s theory of nind
see the child as coming to understand fal se belief and the
appearance-reality distinction at age four, or possibly a little
before. Various objections have been raised against this claim
(e.g., Hala, Chandler, and Fritz 1991; Fodor 1992; Leslie
1994a&b; Lewi s and Gsborne 1990), but I will not attenpt to
assess their nerit here. Wat | would like to focus on instead
i s whet her, even accepting these experinents at face val ue, we
have sufficient warrant to conclude that the child at age four
cones to understand indicative representation generally. | think
that the evidence is slender at best.

The first point to note is that the claimthat the child
conmes to understand indicative representations at age four is

broader than the claimthat the child cones to understand the
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i ndicative nature of belief at age four. Mre things than
beliefs have indicative content. Popul ar candi dates incl ude
assertions, maps, nodels, fuel gauges, draw ngs, and photographs,
to name a few If the child comes to understand indicative
representation in general at age four, and not sinply sonething
about the capacity for minds (or eyes) to be mistaken or tricked
(what the fal se-belief and appearance-reality tasks seemto
test), we should expect sonme anal ogous transformation in the
child s understanding of at |east sone of these other things at
around four years of age. Al though Judy DeLoache and Deborah
Zai tchi k have perfornmed experinents that are sonetines viewed as
a test of this hypothesis, | do not believe that the data warrant
a conclusion one way or another about the timng of the child' s
under st andi ng of indicative representation in non-nmental donains.
Judy DelLoache’s work on this topic (1989a&b, 1991, 1995) has
primarily been on the child s understanding of nodels. |In her
cl assic experinent, she showed children a full size roomwth
various itens of furniture and a scale nodel of the roomwth
m ni ature versions of the sanme furniture, arranged anal ogously,
and she pointed out the correspondences to the children. She
then introduced the children to “Big Snoopy” and “Littl e Snoopy”
who liked to do the same things: If Big Snoopy was on the chair
in the big room Little Snoopy would be on the chair in the
little room and so forth. This correspondence was denonstrated
for the children several tinmes, and they were asked to pl ace

Littl e Snoopy in the appropriate place, given Big Snoopy’s
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| ocation. The crucial test was this: The children were shown
Littl e Snoopy hiding sonmewhere in the little room and were told
Bi g Snoopy would hide in the same place in the other room The
children were then instructed to find Big Snoopy (and were then
requested to retrieve Little Snoopy as a nenory control). |If a
child went directly to the anal ogous hiding place in the full-
size room she passed the test. |If she searched randomy, she
failed the test. Children were able to pass the task right
around their third birthday. DeLoache’s conclusion: They
understand that the nodel (indicatively) “represents” or “stands
for” the room (1989b, 1995). Since the children are only 36-38
nonths old, this is seen as an argunent agai nst view ng the 3-4
shift as a shift in the understanding of indicative
representations.

Perner (1991b) has pointed out the flaw in this reasoning:
Under st andi ng correspondence is not equival ent to understandi ng
representation. Note, for instance, that correspondence between
A and Bis a symetrical relationship, while A's representing B
is an asymmetrical relationship. Adapting an exanple of
Perner’s: In the tract-home suburbs of California, all the houses
in a nei ghborhood are generally built according to one of four or
five floor-plans. If | live in one such house, and | visit ny
nei ghbor whose house is built fromthe same floor-plans, | know
exactly where the bathroomis. The houses, |ike DeLoache’s
nodel s, correspond, but they certainly do not represent each

other. Children, then, quite conceivably could understand the
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correspondence between the room and nodel wi thout understandi ng
that one indicatively represents the other.EI

Deborah Zaitchik's work (1990; see al so Perner and Leekam
1990 reported in Perner 1991b) on the child s understandi ng of
phot ographs is often cited as evidence for the generality of the
child s transformation in representational understanding at age
four. Zaitchik first famliarized children with a Pol aroid
canera, allowng themto take a picture and letting them watch
the photo come out of the canera and devel op. She then perforned
a skit with Sesane Street characters. She laid Ernie out on a
mat in the sun and had Bert take a picture of him which was
turned face down and allowed to develop without the child seeing
it. Wile the photo was developing, Big Bird came by and sat
down on the mat. The children were then asked, “In the picture,
who is lying on the mat?” Four-year-olds did well on this task;
three-year-olds did not. Zaitchik argues that this experinent
shows that the child conmes to understand pictoria
representations at the sane tinme she comes to understand fal se

beliefs -- and thus that we can characterize the child as com ng

® DeLoache has argued against a “nmere correspondence” interpretation of her research
in DeLoache and Smith (forthcoming). DelLoache’'s and Smith's criticismof this view does
not, | believe, succeed. First, it treats the nmere correspondence interpretation as
asserting that the children are only detecting sinple correspondences between individual
objects within the nodel and the full-size room This, however, the view need not take
this approach: Children might still understand the conplex relation between the nodel
room its parts, and full-size roomand its parts, even wi thout understanding that the
nmodel synbolizes or represents the full-size room (again, consider the case of the tract-
honmes). Thus, DelLoache’s argunents that children understand fairly conplex relations
between the nodel and the full-size room does not touch the question of whether they
understand that one represents the other. DelLoache and Smith also assert that the
correspondence view cannot handle later (but still simlar) experinments of DeLoache's, but
they do not describe why they think this is the case, and it is far from obvious to ne.
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to understand the nature of indicative representations in genera
at around four years of age.EI

O her interpretations of Zaitchik’s results suggest
t hensel ves, however. Understanding the operations of a Polaroid
camera i s neither necessary nor sufficient for understanding the
nature of indicative representations. That it is not necessary
i s obvious: People who live in cultures without caneras wll not
under st and Pol aroi d photos, but it would be wild to assune that
they therefore do not understand indicative representation. The
child has been given only the nost rudinmentary instruction in how
this machine works. She might think that the picture will update
to portray the current state of its subjects, or she mght think
that the picture portrays the way things were when it was
devel oped, as opposed to when it was taken. Nor does know edge
of the working of canmeras require the know edge of indicative
representation: The child can understand the correspondence
bet ween t he phot ograph and the state of affairs at the tine the
pi cture was taken without understanding its representationa
nature, by an argument simlar to the one presented against the
DeLoache studies. [If the child conmes to understand Pol aroi ds at
about the sane tinme she cones to understand false belief, | see
no reason to suppose this to be anything nore than a coincidence.
In fact, Parkin and Perner (1997) find only very small and

insignificant correlations between the performance of three- to

10 zajtchi k, however, later argues that three-year-old children do have sone tentative
and wavering representational understanding of false belief (Zaitchik 1991).
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five-year-olds on false belief tasks and their performance on a
Zai tchi k-1i ke photo task.

Setting aside Zaitchik and DeLoache, then, the evidence for
or against the claimthat children come at age four to understand
i ndicative representation generally, as opposed to indicative
mental representations in particular, has been quite slender. A
good test of this hypothesis is needed.

Sone initial questions we m ght consider are: Wen does the
child come to understand that nodels, or nodel toys, or very
sinmpl e maps are supposed to match up with the things they
represent and thus can be inaccurat e?l When does the child
under st and that gauges and thernoneters can m sregi ster the
properties they are supposed to detect? Dretske (1988) and
Perner (1991b) have rightly enphasi zed the understandi ng of
m srepresentation as the sine gua non of understanding the
nor mati ve conponent of indicative representation. Unless the
child understands the possibility of m srepresentation, one could
argue that the child is sinply picking up on the correspondence
bet ween the representer and the represented, not the essentia
fact that the representer is supposed to match up with the
represent ed.

Li ndsay Parkin and Josef Perner (1997) have recently
performed some experiments testing the ability of children to
under stand m srepresentation outside the domain of the nental.

In these experinents, children are tested on their ability to
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understand that a sign (an arrow) night nmisrepresent reality, and
their performance is conpared with their performance on a
standard fal se-belief task. So, for exanple, a story is told in
which a train can either be at an engi ne house or in a tunnel.
The child is introduced to a sign that is supposed to point to
where the train is and a driver who has seen the train. The
child then observes the train nove fromone |ocation (where the
sign indicates and the driver has seen) to the other (where the
sign does not indicate and the driver has not seen). The child
is then asked (a.) where the train really is and either (b.)
where the sign shows the train to be or (c.) where the driver
thinks the train is. The child who answers (a.) and (b.)
correctly -- i.e. says that although the train is really in the
tunnel, the sign shows the train as being at the engi ne house --
is scored as having understood the m srepresentational capacity
of signs. The child who answers (a.) and (c.) correctly is
scored as understanding that beliefs can be false. Parkin and
Perner not only find a 3-4 shift in the child s understandi ng of
m srepresentation in signs, but also find a high correlation

bet ween children’s performance on the sign task and their
performance on the standard fal se-belief task, even when age and
their performance on a Zaitchik-1ike photo task are factored out.
That the false sign and the fal se belief tasks should be found to
be equally difficult is a little surprising, since the direction

the sign indicates can be read right off the sign, whereas what

i ben and Downs (1989) have studied child s understanding of representation in maps.
They don’t find any noteworthy understandi ng of maps before the school years, perhaps
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the driver believes cannot be read right off any of his
expressions. Still, perhaps this only shows how i nattentive
three-year-olds are to data suggesting the existence of
m srepresentation -- sonething also dramatically brought out by
Gopni k'’ s and Astington’s (1988) data suggesting that children
will not report previous false beliefs, even if those beliefs
were verbally expressed only nonments bef or e. £2

Anot her place in which it seens natural to | ook for an
under st andi ng of misrepresentation, outside the domain of the
mnd, is in the child s understanding of the pictures she draws.
The child' s first drawings tend to be sinple scribbles, but by
age three or four, nost children begin to produce what are
commonly called “representational” draw ngs (Gol onb 1992; W nner
1982; Arnheim 1974; Freerman 1980). These draw ngs, often of
peopl e, have distinguishable |inbs and facial features, which are
verbally | abelled by the child as such. Al though tal k of
“representation” is just as common anong those di scussing child
art as anong those discussing the child s understanding of m nd,

there has been little effort to connect these two fields and see

because of domai n-specific task demands.

12 Martin Doherty and Josef Perner (1997) al so have recently found evi dence that
children come at four years to be able to nonitor the use of synonyns, and that
performance on this netalinguistic (and so arguably netarepresentational) task correlates
with performance on the false belief task; but a test of the ability to nonitor the use of
synonyns is not a test of the capacity to msrepresent that is characteristic of
indicative representations specifically, and so is less relevant to the argunent of this
section than the Parkin and Perner (1997) experinents. |f Doherty’'s and Perner’s data are
interpreted as showing that children come at age four to understand representation,
construed contentively, then the results will have to be reconciled with other experinments
seenm ng to show an earlier understanding of desire. Alternatively, in accord with the
suggestion with which | concluded section three, it may be that there is an understanding
of representation that does not include desire but does include beliefs and a nunber of
other things that are not specifically indicative, |ike words.
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what |ight they m ght shed on each other, even by those whose
interests cross the two areas. &

If it is right that an indicative understandi ng of
representation conmes to the child at age four, then a
transformation in the child s understanding of her artwork ought
to take place at around that tinme. It may be no accident that
t heory-of -m nd researchers interested in child art have tended to
push for earlier conpetence, perhaps in |light of the three-year-
old's “representational” approach to art (Sullivan and W nner
1991, 1993; Freeman, Lewis, and Doherty 1991; Freeman and Lacohée
1995), but they have not to ny know edge pursued the connection
in any detail.

It is possible that the three-year-old or young four-year-old
who shows little sign of understanding indicative representation
according to the traditional tests nmay create “representational”
drawi ngs yet not understand their representational nature, i.e.,
the fact that, if one draws Daddy, sonme features of the draw ng
ought to correspond with features of Daddy -- if Daddy has two
eyes the drawi ng ought not to have three, on pain of being a
m srepresentation of him To my know edge, the child’'s
understandi ng of this fact about draw ngs has not been
systematically tested. Anecdot al remarks suggest that at | east

five-year-ol ds understand that draw ngs can be “wong” if they

13 Notably, Ellen Wnner (Wnner 1992; Sullivan and Wnner 1991) and Nornan Freeman
(Freeman 1980; Freeman 1991 makes sone abstract and very general connections; Freenman and
Lacohée 1995 uses phot ographs and pre-fab drawi ngs as cues in fal se-belief tasks but
doesn’t use the child s own drawi ngs or use msrepresentati onal drawi ngs). Tony Charman
(Charman and Baron- Cohen 1992, 1993) is an exception, but his research has primarily been
on autistic children.
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don’t match up in the right way with the things they depict, and
a view of early school -age children as determned to get their
drawi ngs “right” is assunmed in sone theories of artistic
devel opnent (e.g., WIllats 1984; Gardner and Wl f 1987). Gol onb
and Wnner both provide exanples (though they nean to draw
sonmething different fromthe passages here quoted than the
child s understanding of the duty of the picture to match up with
reality):

James, age 5;4, draws a tadpole man with arns extendi ng

fromthe head. He looks at it attentively and remarks:

“Never seen hands com ng fromthe head” (CGolonb 1992, p.

55).

Conversation between an adult and a five-year-old:

Adult: “Which is prettier, a flower or a picture of a

f1 ower?”

Child: “A flower.”
Adul t: “Al ways?”

Child: “Yes.”

Adul t: “Why?”

Child: “Because artists sonmetinmes ness up” (Wnner 1982,
p. 112).

It might be useful, then, to see at what age it is possible to
elicit such remarks froma child, at what age they begin to
criticize drawings that “get it wong” about the objects they
depict. Wre we to find a 3-4 shift in this domain, that woul d,

I think, provide dramatic confirmation of the claimthat children
come at age four to understand indicative representations
generally. Failure to find an appropriate 3-4 shift, on the

ot her hand, woul d suggest that the 3-4 transition is, at best,

confined to the donmain of indicative nental representations.

4 Annette Karnmiloff-Snmith's (1990) study of children’s facility at intentionally
distorting their drawings is a start, but it does not specifically address the children’s
view of their own distortions.
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A few potential pitfalls should be noted. First, there is
what might be called the “Picasso problem” 1t is hardly
strai ghtforward business to discern when an artistic
representation is a msrepresentation and when it is nerely a
sinplification, a convention, or a creative distortion. |If
Pi casso puts both of his subject’s eyes on one side of her head,
do we want necessarily to say that he is msrepresenting his
subj ect as having both eyes on the sane side? Simlarly, if the
child draws a “tadpole” figure with legs and arns procedi ng
directly fromwhat would appear to an adult to be the head, we
may not want to leap immediately to the conclusion that this is a
m srepresentation and hold the child at fault for not admtting
this. Although adult “stick figures” |look nothing at all Iike
people, it is sinplistic to say that they are m srepresentations.

A less obvious pitfall lies in the distinction between the
child s noticing a | ack of correspondence and the child’'s
noticing a genuine msrepresentation. DelLoache’s tasks,
descri bed above, suggest that the child understands that one
thing may correspond to another fromat |east the age three
(earlier with photographs: DeLoache 1991), but as | argued, this
ought not be viewed as tantanount to understandi ng
representation. One nust therefore be careful to sort out nere
observations of a |lack of correspondence from genuine criticisns
of a drawing as m srepresentational. (The Gol onb quote above, in

fact, is anbiguous in this way.)
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Yet another pitfall is suggested by the second quote above:
Deviation fromintention or fromconvention may be seen as
“messing up” -- e.g. if aline goes off the page -- w thout being
understood as m srepresentational. |t therefore needs to be made
clear exactly why the child criticizes any particul ar draw ng.

If the child criticizes a drawing of Daddy with three eyes, is
this because the draw ng doesn’t correspond as it should to
Daddy’ s features, or is it sinply that a certain convention --
two eyes per head -- has been viol ated?

Avoiding all these pitfalls in comng to understand the
child s view of drawing would be no trivial task, but the rewards
i n understanding how the child thinks would, | believe, be

enor nous.
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5. Concl usi on

In this paper | argued that phil osophical accounts of
representation could be divided into two rough canps: broad or
‘contentive’ accounts on which desire is regarded as a
representational state (Searle, Fodor) and narrow or ‘indicative
accounts on which it is not (Dretske). These accounts have not
al ways been clearly distinguished, even by phil osophers
instrumental in their devel opnent (Stanpe, Fodor). | argued that
influential researchers studying the child s “theory of m nd”
(CGopni k, Perner) have conflated these two accounts and, as a
result, have been lured into m sguided research on the nature of
desire. | concluded with a positive suggestion on how research
on the child s understanding of art mght confirmor disconfirma
popul ar expl anation of the apparent shift between ages three and

four in the child s theory of mnd
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