CHAPTER TEN
TRACKI NG THE DOVAI NS OF CONVENTI ONAL SI GNS

| want now to argue that just as no intentional
representations of retinal images intervene between
physi cal objects and the seeing of those objects, no
representations of speaker intentions in speaking need
i ntervene between world affairs spoken of bﬁ speakers
and hearers' understandi ngs of those words.

When conventional signs are true or satisfied and
when this has conme about in the nornmal way,
conventional signs are locally recurrent natural signs.
True, tokens of the same conventional sign may have
di verse etiologies, through different people's
per ceptual systens and cognitive systens. They differ
fromnore ordinary recurrent natural signs in that
there will usually be nunmerous different Kkinds of
causal paths to their production, depending on the ways
that different speakers have managed to transl ate
di verse prior natural signs into a uniform nedi um of
t hought and expression. But there are reasons why the
sane linguistic formcontinues to coincide with the
sanme kind of represented affair over a certain donain
--it is no accident-- and we have decided to take that
as the primary criterion for a locally recurrent sign
(Chapter Six). Assuming that this step in the
production of a conventional sign has been acconplished
t hrough normal nechani sns --the speaker is not
confused, does not lie, and so forth-- then reading a
conventional signis mainly a matter of tracking its
natural domain, that is, determ ning what reproducing
famly it has been copied from Conpare tracking the
bird species fromwhich a particular strack was
derived (Chapter Three).

Def i ni ng descriptions (Chapter Four) need to be
menti oned here separately. "The dog," for exanple, is
not a conventional sign, say, of Fido. But it can be
used as a cooperative intentional sign of Fido. To be
an intentional sign it nust be produced by a speaker
whose ways of speaking are cooperatively tuned to fit
the capacities of hearers whose ways of interpreting
are, in turn, tuned ro fit the sign-making dispositions
of speakers (Chapter Eight). | amclaimng that
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hearers' capacities to understand speakers are
continuous with their capacities to understand natural
signs. Normally the hearer will be able to understand

t he speaker's token of "the dog" as referring to Fido
only if this token, given the domain it is in, is a
natural sign of Fido. But "the dog" need not be a
locally recurring sign of Fido. Perhaps it has never
been used to refer to Fido before and never will be
again. Recall the discussion of tracking Scanper the
squirrel in Chapter Four. You track Scanper by

recogni zing squirrel signs which in turn are signs of
Chi pper, given that they occur in a certain domain. A
general capacity to track the presence of squirrel
beconmes a specific capacity to track Scanper when
restricted to a certain domain. |Indeed, although

squi rrels squeak only under special circunmstances and
it could be that Scanper does so only once in his life,
still a certain kind of squeak may be a natural sign of
squirrel and hence, in a nore restricted donain, of
Scanper. Simlarly, "the dog" is a recurrent |ocal
sign, in a fairly wide domain, of dogs, and hence, in a
much nore restricted domain, nmay turn up as a natura
sign of Fido. Fido is manifesting hinself in the sort
of way that dogs commonly do through the nmedi um of an
Engl i sh speaker.

I n cases where the speaker is wong or confused or
lies, and so forth, normally a linguistic sign wll
still be a natural sign, but not a natural sign of the
same thing of which it is an intentional sign. Perhaps
it is a sign of the speaker's nental state, of what she
believes, or of what it is her intent to induce the
hearer to believe, and so forth. It is not, however, a
conventional or intentional sign of any of these. On
the other hand, a conventional linguistic sign that is
true for normal reasons is a natural sign also of what
t he speaker believes, of what it is the speaker's
pur pose to conmuni cate about, and so forth, but it is
not an intentional sign of any of these. Interpreting
| anguage signs as natural signs of speaker beliefs and
intentions is a rather sophisticated activity. It
requires the interpreter to go well beyond tracking and
recogni zing the nenetic famly of the sign and what the
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sign would normally represent. Especially, the hearer
must possess concepts of nental states. Mst children
don't acquire these before age four or five, by which
time they have been using and understandi ng | anguage
for several years. The translation of conventional
| anguage fornms directly into belief or intentional
action does not require concepts of nental states. It
is afairly sinple, straightforward affair.
Optonetrists ask their patients to | ook through a
stereoscope and tell, for exanple, whether the dog has
junped all the way through the hoop, half way through
t he hoop or, say, whether just its front |egs have gone
t hrough. Children believe they really are |ooking at a
pi cture of a dog junping through a hoop. They assune
they are | ooking at whatever it is they apparently see.
For them "seeing is believing." Adults, on the other
hand, may be aware that they are not | ooking at a
single picture at all, but |ooking at a picture of a
dog with one eye and a picture of a hoop with the
ot her. They may have no tendency at all to believe they
are actually seeing a picture of a dog junping through
a hoop. In this situation, for them seeing is not
believing. Indeed, if they have had a | ot of experience
of the right kind, they may be able to tell, straight
of f, by looking, that their left eye is stronger than
their right eye, or vice versa. It does not follow that
when | ooking at a picture of a dog junping through a
hoop in the normal case, they first judge that it |ooks
as if a dog were junping through a hoop, then judge
that they are not | ooking through a stereoscope, and
that there are no other unusual influences disturbing
the light that arrives at their eyes, finally
concluding that they are actually seeing a picture of a
dog junping through a hoop. Simlarly, the fact that
there are situations in which understandi ng what
soneone says does not result in believing it, indeed,
in which by understanding what is said one tells
straight off that the speaker is confused, wong,
| ying, or joking, does not inply that in the norma
case one first judges that the speaker is not confused,
lying, or joking, and then noves to believing what the
speaker says. Normally, hearing that p is believing
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that p --possibly not in the purely statistical sense
of "normally" (although I would argue that that is so
too), but believing that pis hhe default. It is what
happens when not hi ng i ntrudes.

It does not follow either, however, that
under st andi ng conventional |anguage fornms is nerely
"decodi ng" (conpare Sperber and WIlson 1986, Oiggi and
Sper ber 2002). Only signs that have been copied from
one another to nmean the sanme coexist wthin the sane
conventional sign domai n. Conventional signs have
domai ns that nust be tracked, just as the domai ns of
| ocal natural signs do. O if they don't have to be
tracked, this is purely contingent. It is a lucky fact
if the interpreter never happens to stunble into
anot her domai n where the sane surface form neans
sonething different, or never stunmbles on a speaker
using the formwho is msinfornmed, |ying or joking.

There is no such thing, for exanple, as a pattern
of sound that is intrinsically dedicated to one
function. Just as nothing can prevent sonme new di sease
from devel opi ng that causes spots that | ook just like
nmeasl es, not hing can prevent conventions arising from
di verse sources that accidentally cross, producing
homonyns or equi vocal words, phrases or sentences.
Putting this another way, there can be no such thing as
a convention that determ nes when a sound pattern has
been produced in accordance with a convention, or in
accordance with this convention rather than that where
two conventions cross. That a token results from
convention-follow ng, fromreproduction, rather than
from sonme other source cannot itself be a matter of
convention, nor can it be a matter of convention that
it came fromthis source rather than that (MIIlikan
1998, 2003).

The division between semantics and pragmatics has
soneti mes been interpreted as resting on whether the
context of the sign has to be considered in determ ning
the neaning. But if what is neant by "the sign" is
nmerely the sound or the witten pattern, clearly its
context is always relevant. It nust be recogni zed as
part of a certain |anguage, for exanple, or as one from
anong several hononyns, or as representing one from
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anong various famliar senses of a certain word, and so
forth. The domain fromwhich it cones may be recognized
by the country in which it is spoken (hearing "surgery"
or "bonnet" --aml in England or Anerica?) or the

| anguage of the words that surround it, or the accent
in which it is spoken, or by know ng the background of
t he person speaki ng, or by know ng the neanings of
surroundi ng words such that it fits with themto nmake a
conpl ete representation, or nakes a representation of
sonmet hing that mght cone to a speaker's mnd in this
context, and so forth. "Ht nme" neans one thing when

pl ayi ng bl ackj ack and anot her when being instructed in
boxing. "Break a leg!" conventionally neans good | uck
but, again, only when copied within a certain kind of
context fromprior such uses in simlar contexts.
Simlarly, where tokens of sentences identical on the
surface are conventionally used to performdifferent
speech acts, as when the indicative nood is used for
giving orders in the arny or the interrogative nood
used for naking requests, though these usages are

t hor oughly conventional, they can only be tracked

t hrough cont ext.

A particularly clear exanple to show the
continuity of |anguage-sign tracking with natural-sign
tracking is the tracking of proper nanes. How do you
know whi ch John is neant when sonebody says "John"?
That is, how do you know whi ch of the dozens of nenetic
famlies of referring "John" tokens this particul ar
t oken has been copied fronf? Just as you may have to
take into account what part of the country or the wood
you are in to recognize quail tracks, you nay have to
take into account with whomthe speaker is acquainted,
or where the speaker has just been, or what general
domain he or she has in nental focus, say, famly or
work or the last hunting trip, to know which "John"
domain this token cones from

Does taking into account the domain the speaker
has in nental focus require thinking about the
speaker's m nd? The tradition of pragmatics foll ow ng
Paul Gice's work assunes that understanding a
comruni cati on al ways involves that the hearer shoul d
first "understand what the speaker intends to
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communi cate,” and that this inplies that the hearer
knows, say, that the speaker intends her to believ
such and such, or intends her to do such and such.® One
upshot of this tradition has been a great deal of
interest in the question which if any of the non-human
ani mal s possess a "theory of mnd," for it is assuned
by many that this would be necessary for human-style
comuni cation. But if you read the phrase "understand
what the speaker intends to conmunicate" transparently,
it does not inply that the hearer thinks about the m nd
of the speaker at all. It describes the content of the
hearer's understandi ng, but not necessarily by using a
description of that content that the hearer herself
woul d enpl oy or understand (Chapter Seven). It neans,
merely, that the hearer thinks the sane content that
t he speaker purposefully comunicates. Let ne try to
make plausible that this is the correct reading of
"under st and what the speaker intends to communicate” in
this context. That is, no thoughts about other people's
m nds are necessary in order to grasp their meani ngs
during ordinary connuaication usi ng conventional forns
i n conventional ways.

Recal |l the discussion in Chapter Nine of what is
i nvol ved when one sees things in a mrror. How do you
reidentify what you see through a mrror, for exanple,
how do you identify the car you saw t hrough the rear
view mrror a nonent ago wth the car you now see
passi ng on your left and noving in front of you. You
may identify it in part by its style and col or, of
course. But different individual cars nay have the sane
style and color. This style and color will represent
reappearance of the sanme car for you only in so far as
you are also tracking this car. Your ability to
reidentify depends on the fact that the car projects
itself in a continuous path through space and tinme and
that you do the sanme, a way that makes the relation
between the two of you over a short period of tine
predictable within limts. Not that you couldn't nake a
m st ake. One blue Ford seen in the rearview mght, in
principle, suddenly be passed by an indistinguishable
bl ue Ford which now passes you w thout your noticing
the switch. How one Normally manages to reidentify is
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the point; infallibility is always irrelevant. The
point is that your ability to track, over space and
time, the domain in which presence of a blue Ford wll
signify that same car again does not require you to
have any understanding of how mrrors work, of |ight
energy, of principles of reflectance, and so forth. You
don't have to know anything about mrrors. You only
have to recogni ze what place, relative to yourself, you
are seeing when you look in the rearview, and be able
to continue tracking places roughly continuous with
that sanme place as you nove your gl ance through the
si de wi ndow t hen through the w ndshi el d.

Simlarly, how do you tell what you are seeing
t hrough a pair of binoculars? Wich of the birds |ined
up on the tel ephone wire just seen way over there with
t he naked eye is the one you are now seei ng through the
bi nocul ars? Perhaps you tell a little bit by what it
| ooks li ke, but you wouldn't be using the binoculars if
you already knew what it |ooked like in full detail.
You can tell there is probably a bird there w thout the
bi nocul ars and with the binoculars you see sonething
that is definitely a bird. But which bird? One that is
over there in the sanme direction the binoculars are
poi nting. That is the beginning of your tracking. But
there seemto be a nunber of birds over there lined up
on the tel ephone wire and you can't tell at exactly
whi ch one the binoculars are pointing. So you | ook at
the context that surrounds the bird. It is just in
front of the Y on the I ower branch of the small maple
tree just behind the wire. If you can also see that Y
wi t hout the binoculars, you may be able correctly to
track that bird fromseeing it with the naked eye to
seeing it with the binoculars. O perhaps you can see
that it is the third bird over fromthe left and you
can see which is third al so without the binoculars. The
bird' s general properties, the bird s general direction
inrelation to you, the direction the binoculars are
pointing, and certain features of the bird s context
all conbine to enabl e tracking hence
(re)identification. And if you now nove the binocul ars
slightly to the right, you may identify the next bird
on the right a bit nore easily than you did the first
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bird, by the relation it bears to the first. Again, you
don't have to know anything at all about the principles
behi nd the operation of |enses, not even that there ARE
| enses in the binoculars, to be able to do all this.

Now consi der the phenonenon --clearly a very
i nportant one--of joint |ooking. Very early, infants
foll ow the gaze of another person trying to comrunicate
with them Soon they al so use and conprehend pointing
and ot her show ng gestures quite spontaneously. In
doing so they are followi ng where the other person's
attention is directed. This is like ogserving in which
direction the binoculars are pointed.® Wen talking to
an infant, where an adult's attention is directed is
likely to be where the subject of the adult's
conversation is to be found. This hel ps the infant
correctly to identify what she sees with what she is
hearing about. Wat kitties |ook |Iike when projected
t hrough the nedi um of anbient |ight is one thing; what
they sound |i ke when projected through the nmedi um of
anot her person's speech is different. But the infant
| earns to recogni ze these signs as of the sane thing.
Kitties can be identified and | earned about in various
ways, through various nedia (MIIikan 2000, especially
Chapter 6). The infant |learns what kitties look like in
vari ous postures, what they feel |ike, the sounds they
make and what they sound |ike through | anguage. There
seens no reason why this last would require that the
infant enploy a theory of mnd or concepts of nental
states. Way would the infant need to understand the
innards of mnds any nore than it will need to
understand the innards of binoculars?

Now consi der how you mi ght identify what you see
in a photograph or a hone video if you can't recognize
it straight off by its appearance. If you know where
the roll of filmwas taken, you will know sonet hing
about the domain fromwhich the natural signs it
contains emanated, and this may be how you recogni ze
that, yes, that is the Ely Cathedral. O since the
photo falls between the picture of Uncle Robert and the
picture of Aunt Sally, it nmust be an angle on their
house in Little Falls. O, not know ng in advance where
the roll was taken, you may recogni ze baby WIllie by
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recogni zi ng ol der sister Jane who holds hi mup, and

ol der brother Tom squinting there in the back.
Simlarly, watching a hone video you identify nmany of
the things you see by their context and by space-tine
continuities over short periods, as when reidentifying
the blue Ford seen in your rear view mrror a nonment
ago. You identify by recognizing the general domain on
whi ch the camera was focusing and/or by first

recogni zing sone of the things in the domain directly.
Again, this requires no know edge and no t houghts about
what nmakes cameras work or what is inside them
Simlarly, | may correctly read the volt neter as
telling the voltage of ny battery by knowng that it is
my battery to which it is connected but w thout having
any interest in what is inside volt neters or how they
wor k. These acts of identification require, nerely,
knowi ng how to track various kinds of sign domains.

In exactly simlar manner, you recogni ze which
John it is that is manifested through a token of the
word "John," by know ng with whomthe speaker is
acquai nted, or where the speaker has just been, or what
general domain the speaker is in the mddle of talking
about, hence on what domain his inner binoculars are
focused, what domain he is drawi ng verbal pictures of
for you. And it is by tracking rather than by thinking
of speaker beliefs and intentions that you recognize
t he domai ns on whi ch speakers are focusing when they
use brief definite descriptions such as "the dog," "the

boy," "the table,"” "the | ake" and so forth. Know ng on
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what domains they are focusing, you may know whi ch

i ndi vi dual boys, dogs and so forth, are the ones for
whi ch occurrence of the properties nentioned in the
descriptions are natural signs. That is also how you
recogni ze the domains of quantifiers, as in "Then
everyone went out to see the sunrise" (all the people?
--whi ch people?) and in "Sone people were conpl ai ni ng
about the food" (sone of the people? --some of which
peopl e?). Assum ng that yours and the speakers's
perceptual /cognitive binoculars are simlarly
constructed, tending to distinguish the sanme figures
and ground when focusing on the sane domai n, tracking
is also the way you recogni ze which pairing relation is
bei ng expressed by the possessive, for exanple, whether
"John's book" is the one he wote, or the one he owns,
or the one he is |ooking at or carrying, or the one he
has nom nated for the Pulitzer prize. And that is how
you know from hearing just the sentence "John is too
smal|" for what John is too small. It is in this sort
of manner that you interpret what the speaker's words

refer to --not "what the speaker has in mnd," for
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there is no need for you to think of that which is
meant under a nental description. No "theory of mnd,"
no representation of the speaker's beliefs and
intentions, is required for this.

Under st andi ng | anguage is seeing the world through
the cognitive systens of another person who has
| ear ned, been trained, been calibrated, to nake
mani fest in a uniformway, things in the world on which
she focuses. To know what is manifested through the
conventional speech of another, one may have to know on
what this human instrunent is focused, what it is
currently wired up to. But one needn't know anyt hing

about its insides.
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FOOTNOTES

1. My target, of course, is the contenporary neo-
Gi cean school of pragmati cs.

2. For a careful defense of this position and a fuller
di scussion of the theory that conmmunicative speaking

i nvol ves having "Gricean intentions," see (MIIlikan
1984) Chapter 3.

3. ...o0or intends her to believe he intends her to
bel i eve such and such or to do such and such...and so
forth....

4. |1 believe this is largely true for nonconventi onal
uses, such as netaphors and other figures of speech,
Gricean inplicatures and so forth as well. The argunent

for that appears in (MIlikan forthcom ng) as an
appendi x to the Chapter "Purposes and Cross Purposes.™

5. According to Gonmez (1991), arguing that there is no
evidence that Gorillas have a theory of mnd, gorillas
reared with humans understand that | ooking at another's
eyes is a neans of controlling useful causal contact.
They check to see that a human is attending to the sane
thing that they are, but for themthis is nmerely part
of a causal link in an interactional process.
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