




















114 Danisel C. Dennett

caper, some crucial part of the setting up of the ‘Sherlock Holmes
method’ trap is — must be — accomplished by imparting some
(mis)information verbally. Manoeuvering your subjects into the
right frame of mind — and knowing you’ve succeeded — without
the luxurious efficiency of words can prove to be arduous at best,
and often next to impossible.

In particular, it is often next to impossible in the field to
establish that particular monkeys have been shielded from a par-
ticular bit of information. And since many of the theoretically
most interesting hypotheses depend on just such circumstances,
it is often very tempting to think of moving the monkeys into a
lab, where a monkey can be physically removed from the group
and given opportunities to acquire information that the others
don’t have and that the test monkey knows they don’t have. Just
such experiments are being done, by Seyfarth and Cheney with
a group of captive vervets in California, and by other researchers
with chimpanzees. The early results are tantalising but equivocal
(of course), and perhaps the lab environment, with its isolation
booths, will be just the tool we need to open up the monkeys’
minds, but my hunch is that being isolated in that way is such an
unusual predicament for vervet monkeys that they will prove to
be unprepared by evolution to take advantage of it.

The most important thing I think I learned from actually
watching the vervets is that they live in a world in which secrets
are virtually impossible. Unlike orangutans, who are solitary and
get together only to mate and when mothers are rearing offspring,
and unlike chimps, who have a fluid social organization in which
individuals come and go, seeing each other fairly often but also
venturing out on their own a large proportion of the time, vervets
live in the open in close proximity to the other members of their
groups, and have no solitary projects of any scope. So it is a
rare occasion indeed when one vervet is in a position to learn
something that it alone knows and knows that it alone knows.
(The knowledge of the others’ ignorance, and of the possibility of

maintaining it, is critical. Even when one monkey is the first to
see a predator or a rival group, and knows it, it is almost never in
a position to be sure the others won’t very soon make the same
discovery.) But without such occasions in abundance, there is little
to impart to others. Moreover, without frequent opportunities to
recognise that one knows something that the others don’t know,
devious reasons for or against imparting information cannot even
exist — let alone be recognised and acted upon. I can think of
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no way of describing this critical simplicity in th.e .Umu)elt (1)'{ .ttlie
vervets, this missing ingredient, that ‘dole?dr.xot avail itself explicitly
s Ticitly of higher-order intentional 1dioms.
% milr)lh:tluny, the Eervets couldn’t really make use of mo.st of the
features of a human language, for their .world — or you might even
say their lifestyle — is too simple. Thexr. commumcat.lv'e needslfxre
few but intense, and their communicative opportunities are im-
ited. Like honeymooners who have nf)t been out of each othcr}sl
sight for days, they find themselves w1tl.1 not much to ’say t?( eac
other (or to decide to withhold). But if they.couldn t make 1ise
of a fancy, human-like language, we can be quite sure tha.t evolu-
tion hasn’t provided them with one. O'f course of evolutxon. pro-
vided them with an elaborate language in wh!ch to commumcate.zt,’
the language itself would radically change their world, and ;()ler}x:n
them to create and pass secrets as profusely as we do.. An dt tzln
they could go on to use their language, as we use ours, in h}tm reds
of diverting and marginally ‘useful’ ways. But w1th?ut the origi-
nal information-gradients needed tﬁ.pﬁ‘lrge the evolutionary pump,
e couldn’t get established. '
SUChsa'ol?::fl;:i be quite gure that the MIO grun.t,. for instance,
is not crisply and properly translated by any familiar humant in-
terchange. It can’t be a (pure, perfect) command or reque}als tqr
question or exclamation because it isn’t par.t (?f a syst.err.l t ab is
elaborate enough to make room for such sophisticated dlstmc.txons.
When you say ‘Wanna go for a walk?’ to your dog z.md h'e jumps
up with a lively bark and expectant wag of the tail, this Is nlot
really a question and answer. There are,only a few.ways of ‘rep y;
ing’ that are available to the dog. It can’t dcz anyf:hmg Eantamourtl
to saying ‘I'd rather wait till sundown,’ or ‘Not if you re going to
cross the highway,’ or even ‘No thanks.” Your uf;terance is a ques-
tion in English but a sort of melted—together ml)iture of questlon%
command, exclamation and mere harbinger (you’ve maode solrgg?)o
those going-out-noises again) to your d(')g .(Benn'ett, 1076, ; 1)
The vervets’ MIO grunt is no doubt a similar ¥n1xture, but w nile
that means we shouldn’t get our hopes too hl'gh about }earnmg
Vervetese and finding out all about monkey life by having con-
versations with the vervets, it doesn’t at all rule out the utll!ty
of these somewhat fanciful translation hypqtheses as ways of in-
terpreting — and uncovering — the actual qurmatlonal roles or
functions of these vocalizations. When you thl'nk of the MIO as
‘Coast clear?’ your attention is directed to a variety ?f testable hy-
potheses about further relationships and dependencies that ought
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to be discoverable if that is what MIO means — or even just ‘sort
of’ means.

But is that all there is? Perhaps this is the ‘concert party for
the troops’ Heyes supposes I am offering: I seem to end up saying
that vervet monkeys don’t really mean anything at all by their
vocalizations. Am I also saying that vervet monkeys don’t really
believe anything? What literally can the intentional stance show
us about animal belief — about what is going on in the minds of
the animals being studied?

That question, I am saying, is misguided. The intentional
stance attributions of belief, for all their caveats, are as literal
as any attributions of belief — including self-attributions — can
ever get. There are no deeper facts about the beliefs of animals
— or about our own.* If you want to know the deep, objective
truth about the contents of animal minds, then either you are
curious about the actual design of their brains (at many levels
of analysis), and the rationale of that design, or you just want
to know the most predictive intentional stance characterization of
the animal, with all its idealizations. If you think there is another,

.deeper sort of fact about animal minds, then the intentional stance
won’t help you to find it — but then nothing will, since if that
is your curiosity, you are no longer doing the cognitive science of
wild animals; you are on a wild goose chase.

* In disagreement with Griffin (1981, 1984), I think the more particular
hope that cognitive ethology will shed light on animal consciousness is a red
herring. The only concepts of consciousness that yield genuinely explana-
tory attributions are applicable only to creatures with a full-fledged natural
language — human beings.
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