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Chapter 4 summary 

Chapter 4 rounds off the ‘core’ of the book. It answers three questions. The first two are 

comparative (in the sense of comparing humans with other animals): Is great ape communication 

ostensive? Do any non-human primates possess the cognitive mechanisms that make ostensive 

communication possible? The answer to both these question is ‘No’. The third question is: How did 

ostensive communication emerge in humans? 

Before setting out to answer the questions directly, the author goes into the issue of ‘intentional’ 

communication, and he shows that whilst any ostensive signal is necessarily intentional, it doesn’t go 

the other way. In other words, an intentional signal may not necessarily be ostensive. So by 

‘intentional’, several criteria are given, such as the way the signaller persists until their objectives are 

met, the way that eye contact should be maintained throughout the interaction etc. Great ape 

communication plausibly is intentional. Human behaviour can be shown to satisfy all the criteria for 

intentionality whilst still not being ostensive, i.e. not overtly intentional. In other words, Mary can 

still eat her berries normally and satisfy all the intentional criteria; she doesn’t need to eat them in 

an exaggerated/stylized way. But doing this is the hallmark of ostensive communication (i.e. 

ostensive communication can’t be done in a non-overt/exaggerated/stylized way (I think I’m right 

about this; the author nowhere puts it exactly like that himself)). 

Back to the comparative questions. The author focuses on great apes, and specifically chimpanzees, 

mainly because this is where most of the research has been done. However, he immediately points 

out that quite a lot of research that could have been done, in order to determine an answer to the 

first question. He breaks down the first question into 4 sub-questions: Are chimpanzees capable of 

1.) the expression and 2.) recognition of informative intentions, and are they capable of 3.) the 

expression and 4.) the recognition of communicative intentions? The answer is, essentially, that 

children are but that none of the experiments that would show this in chimpanzees have been 

carried out. The author is unsurprised about this; as far as he’s concerned, this absence of 

information reflects two things: 1.) A general scepticism that chimpanzees would succeed the 

experiments and/or 2.) The fact that people have tried and they’ve failed, and the experiments 

haven’t got published (as negative results tend not to be in science). For the first point, the fact that 

chimpanzees fail apparently more basic tasks is telling for the way that researchers might not want 

to pursue this research. For example, chimpanzees fail the ‘object-choice task’. This is simply one 

where initially an experimenter knocks over two buckets, one containing a treat, and then gets the 

chimpanzee to select one of the two buckets. The second time around, the experimenter simply 

points at the one of the buckets. The chimpanzee doesn’t use the point to select a bucket, and just 

selects at chance. Overall, great ape communication seems to be best described as a code model 

system, albeit a rather sophisticated one, which is plausibly an instance of intentional (but not 

ostensive) communication.  

As for the mechanisms that underlie ostensive communication (i.e. the recursive mindreading we 

saw in the previous chapter), well, the first thing to say is that if we have concluded that great apes 

don’t have ostensive communication, then it is rather unlikely that they’ll have the cognitive 

mechanisms. After all, if they did, this theory rather predicts that we’d expect them to be using it 

and chatting to each other by now! In any case, chimpanzees do not pass false belief tests (and no-

one has tested for recursive mindreading; there isn’t much point if they can’t do the basic test). And 

yet, chimpanzees clearly have some kind of knowledge of other animals mental states, and this 



metapsychology certainly enriches their communication with other chimpanzees. They just don’t 

have what humans have, which is the ability to recursively represent other humans’ beliefs and 

desires (which are specific kinds of mental state). Without all of this, ostensive communication is 

impossible as it is defined precisely in terms of recursive beliefs and desires (Peter believes Mary 

intends that Peter believes that Mary intends that Peter believes X). 

Where did it all come from? Well, unfortunately the least substantial part of any theory of evolution 

is always the bit where we speculate how the trait evolved. After all, we can never really know. The 

author’s best guess refers to the social brain hypothesis, which basically says that brains got bigger 

(and cognition more advanced) as social groups got bigger. Humans, notably, live in the largest and 

most complex social groups, and also have large brains for our size. In fact, we’ve already 

encountered the purported stages of evolution of ostensive communication, when the author ran 

through the successive scenarios involving Peter, Mary, and the berries in chapter 4. This would 

make ostensive communication essentially a case of cues becoming ostensive signals via successive 

layers of mental metarepresentation being added. In the first place, Mary eats the berries because 

they are edible, and Peter uses this information as a cue to form the belief that the berries are 

edible. Then Mary eats the berries because she wants Peter to know they are edible. This could only 

be done once she was able, mentally, ‘to intend that Peter believes that the berries are edible’. In a 

final stage, when Mary overlays an intention that Peter believes that last intention (that he believe 

that the berries are edible), we will see an ostensive signal, with Mary eating the berries in a 

particularly stylized way. Or indeed, once communicative conventions have been developed (see 

chapter 5), by saying ‘These berries are edible’. The system may have evolved in that way. Of course, 

this raises the question why this has only happened in us. But I suppose the answer to that is ‘It just 

did’. Or we say that it was to do with the particularly big and complex groups we were living in. Of 

course, someone might say that the group sizes were contingent on the brain sizes and not the other 

way. My hunch is that this would be wrong, but I have no solid arguments. 

The fifth chapter goes into an account of how languages came about through a process of ‘cultural 

evolution’ once the ostensive-inferential communication system was in place. The final chapter 

addresses a few outstanding concerns about the ultimate function of the kind of language humans 

have, and how it managed to remain ‘evolutionarily stable’ in the face of the possibility of deception 

(which seems to have been a particularly big concern for evolutionary biologists). 


