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. 'May I go, please?' 
'Yes, you have my permission to go.' 

This could knocked out if higher ranking ver­
vets ever orIgInated the MIO In the presence of their subordinates. 
In ract , hig?er ranking do tend to move into the open first, 
so It doesn t seem that MIO IS a request for permission. Could it 
be a command, then? 

'Follow me!' 
'A C' , ye, aye, ap n. 

Not very plausible, Cheney thought. 'Why waste words with 
such an order when it would seem to go without saying in vervet 

that low-ranking animals follow the lead of their superiors? 
For Instance, you would think that there would be a vocalization 

I?' to be said by a monkey when approaching a 
domInant In hopes of grooming it. And you'd expect there to be 
two responses: '':ou ?Iay' and 'You may not,' but there is no sign 
of any such vocalIzatIOn. Apparently such interchanges would not 
be .useful eno?gh to worth the effort. There are gestures and 
facIal expreSSIons whIch may serve this purpose but no audible 
signals.' Perhaps, Cheney mused, the MIO grunt 'served simply to 
acknowledge and share the fear: 

'I'm really scared.' 
'Yes. Me too.' 

Another interesting possibility was that the grunt helped with 
co-ordination of the group's movements: 

'Ready for me to go?' 
'Ready whenever you are.' 

. A monkey that gives the echo is apt to be the next to leave. 
Or perhaps even better: 

'Coast clear?' 
'Coast is clear. We're covering you.' 

. The so far observed is compatible with this reading, 
whIch would gIve the MIO grunt a robust purpose, orienting the 
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monkeys to a task of co-operative vigilance. The responding mon­
keys do watch the leave-taker and look in the right directions to 
be keeping an eye out. 'Suppose then, that this is our best candi­
date hypothesis,' I said. 'Can we think of anything to look for 
that would particularly shed light on it?' Among males, competi­
tion overshadows co-operation more than among females. Would 
a male bother giving the MIO if its only company in a bush was 
another male? Seyfarth had a better idea: suppose a male orig­
inated the MIO grunt; would a rival male be devious enough to 
give a dangerously misleading MIO response when he saw that 
the originator was about to step into trouble? The likelihood of 
ever getting any good evidence of this is minuscule, for you would 
have to observe a case in which Originator didn't see and Respon­
der did see a nearby predator and Responder saw that Originator 
didn't see the predator. (Otherwise Responder would just waste 
his credibility and incur the wrath and mistrust of Originator for 
no gain.) Such a coincidence of conditions must be extremely rare. 
This was an ideal opportunity, it seemed, for a Sherlock Holmes 
ploy. . 

Seyfarth suggested that perhaps we could spring a trap with 
something like a stuffed python that we could very slyly and sur­
reptitiously reveal to just one of two males who seemed about 
to venture out of a bush. The technical problems would clearly 
be nasty, and at best it would be a long shot, but with luck we 
might just manage to lure a liar into our trap. But on further re­
flection, the technical problems looked virtually insurmountable. 
How would we establish that the 'liar' had actually seen (and been 
taken in by) the 'predator', and wasn't just innocently and sin­
cerely reporting that the coast was clear? I found myself tempted 
(as often before in our discussions) to indulge in a fantasy: 'If 
only I were small enough to dress up in a vervet suit, or if only 
we could introduce a trained vervet, or a robot or puppet vervet 
who could ... ' and slowly it dawned on me that this recurring 
escape from reality had a point: there is really no substitute, in the 
radical translation business, for going in and talking with the na­
tives. You can test more hypotheses in half an hour of attempted 
chitchat than you can in a month of observation and unobtrusive 
manipulation. But to take advantage of this you have to become 
obtrusive; you - or your puppet - have to enter into commu­
nicative encounters with the natives, if only in order to go around 
pointing to things and asking 'Gavagai?' in an attempt to figure 
out what 'Gavagai' means. Similarly, in your typical mystery story 
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caper, some crucial part of the setting up of the 'Sherlock Holmes 
me~h?d' trap .is - must be - accomplished by imparting some 
(mls)mformatlon 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 ard uous at best 
and often next to impossible. ' 

In particular, it is often next to impossible in the field to 
e~tablish . that ?articul~r monkeys have been shielded from a par­
tlcula~ bit of. mformatton. And since many of the theoretically 
most mterestmg hypotheses depend on just such circumstances 
it is often very tempting to think of moving the monkeys into ~ 
lab, w.here 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 
b~OtllS, will be just the tool we need to open up the monkeys' 
mmds, 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. 

T.he most impor~ant thing I think I learned from actually 
watchmg the vervets IS that they live in a world in which secrets 
are virtually impossible. Unlike orangutans, who are solitary and 
get toge.ther o;tly to mate and when mothers are rearing offspring, 
~n~ ~nhke chimps, who have a fluid social organization in which 
mdlvlduals 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. 
(T~e k?o.wle~ge. of t?: others' ignorance, and of the possibility of 
mamtammg It, IS cntIcal. 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 imp~rt to others. Moreover, without frequent op~ortunities to 
recogntse that one knows something that the others don't know 
d . ' evlOus 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~ .Umwelt o.f ~he 
vervets, this missing ingredient, that does not avail Itself exphcltly 
or implicitly of higher-order intentional idioms. 

In sum the vervets couldn't really make use of most of the 
features of ~ human language, for their world - or you might even 
say their lifestyle - is too simple. T~eir. communicat.i~e needs ~re 
few but intense and their commUJ1lCatlve opportUJ1ltles are hm­
ited. Like hone~mooners who have not been out of each other's 
sight for days, they find themselves with not much to say to each 
other (or to decide to withhold). But if they. couldn't make use 
of a fancy, human-like language, we can be qUite .sure tha.t evolu­
tion hasn't provided them with one. Of course if evolutIOn pro­
vided them with an elaborate language in which to communicate, 
the language itself would radically change their world, and permit 
them to create and pass secrets as profusely as we do. And then 
they could go on to use their language, as we use o~rs, in hundr~~s 
of diverting and marginally 'useful' ways. But WIthout the ongl­
nal information-gradients needed to prime the evolutionary pump, 
such a language couldn't get established. 

So we can be quite sure that the MIO grunt, for instance, 
is not crisply and properly translated by any familiar human in­
terchange. It can't be a (pure, perfect) command or request ~r 
question or exclamation because it isn't part of a system that IS 

elaborate enough to make room for such sophisticated distinctions. 
When you say 'Wanna go for a walk?' to your dog and he jumps 
up with a lively bark and expectant wag of the tail, this is not 
really a question and answer. There are only a few ways of 'reply­
ing' that are available to the dog. It can't do anything tantamount 
to saying 'I'd rather wait till sundown,' or 'Not if you're going to 
cross the highway,' or even 'No thanks.' Your utterance is a q~es­
tion in English but a sort of melted-together mixture of questIOn, 
command, exclamation and mere harbinger (you've made some of 
those going-out-noises again) to your dog (Bennett, 1976, 1983). 
The vervets' MIO grunt is no doubt a similar mixture, but while 
that means we shouldn't get our hopes too high about learning 
Vervetese and finding out all about monkey life by having con­
versations with the vervets, it doesn't at all rule out the utility 
of these somewhat fanciful translation hypotheses as ways of in­
terpreting - and uncovering - the actual informational roles or 
functions of these vocalizations. When you think of the MIO as 
'Coast clear?' your attention is directed to a variety of 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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