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Chapter 3:  First Words: Glimpses of the Mind

Worlds within Single Words

The child, like any person, surveys the mosaic of his inner world (in milliseconds) and undertakes an action, freely, bringing together intricate physical and mental systems.  The coordination of vocal cords, lips, auditory information, and perhaps visual information is matched by the coordination of ideas, information, and motivation we have been struggling to sketch.  At some moment that undertaking is to speak a word, like dog.  The mental organization behind  that action—as far as we can tell—is as mysterious as any other action.  Why speak?


The obvious answer is: "to communicate."  But why communicate at one moment and not another?  We can discuss what a child says, but a real understanding of what he says would include why he said it, and that is a question of such profundity we cannot answer it.  So by the child's first word science is already laid low by the wonder of mental biology. 

The classic explanation of first words presupposes a kind of point-and-shoot camera.  The child aims its mind at an object and shoots out a name.: “dog.” It may seem simple, but later on we will see that the seemingly simple act of "reference" is  bottomlessly obscure for both adults and children. All we can do is look at a child’s word to see if we can divine what it means.  So let us look. 

Most words about things appear to obey a simple principle: refer to the whole object.  Common sense reigns, it seems.  It is often asserted that children organize their world with this Whole Object principle. (nn1) A parent says "book."  A child repeats it, and seems to know that it refers to the whole book, not a page, not the cover, not its color. 

Other organisms are quite different.  Dozens of organisms sense depth, danger, or smell without vision--without ever invoking complex geometry to decide that some object should be carved out as distinct within the visual cacophony we experience.   The fact that an object is detachable and moveable as a unit is not a necessarily recognizeable property for every organism.  And how useful is it to decide that whole objects are whole?  Lots of objects have subparts which are objects by themselves.  So, if it is true that children isolate objects, then it is really a kind of odd habit that need not resemble what other organisms do.  In fact, monkeys seem able to communicate social relations, such as dominance, love, protectiveness, (nn2) but they cannot assert the simple proposition about an object like "my arm itches" as a natural form of expression (leaving aside routines laboriously taught by researchers).  Reference to objects is a rarity in nature, while symbols for social emotions are common.  Animals seem to be more abstract than people.


But do children really refer to whole objects?  This is not so clear. What they actually do first is to refer to objects from an interesting angle, then generalize so swiftly that the average parent does not see what is happening.  First words seem to have a sophisticated  part/whole connection as Eve Clark has pointed out. (nn3)  One salient part is used to refer to a whole object or perhaps an event.  Appearance dominates the word-making effort.

Appearance over Purpose  

"Shh" was used by one child with reference to a train, then boiling water, then a radiator. Only the "shh" sound is common to these objects; their visual images could not be more disparate.  Yet the child is making the connection via some creative mental set she is busy building. The purpose of the child or the object seems remote.  For another child a hissing sound led to this sequence of references:

"fafer" =  sound of trains, 

   steaming coffee pot, 



    anything that hissed or made a noise

A rooster started this sequence:

"koko" [=cockadoodledoo] was used for



cockerel's crowing >, 

tunes played on the violin >,

tunes on the piano >,

all music >, 

merry-go-round

Observe the progression itself.  It is a hint about the trajectory of mental generalizations.  No core object at all is involved, but some notion of harmonious auditory order is shared and extended.  This sort of perceptual uniformity is so faint (or abstract) that parents often fail to notice, believing that the child just repeats sounds wildly.  Take a French child who used "nenin" for:



the moon, 


postmark >, 


a breast >,


doughnut

How would you sum up the common feature here?  

The next example crosses objects and actions more dramatically :

"cookie"


novel round foods: cheerios, cucumber >


record-players >


music on hifi or car radio >


rocking and/or rocking chair >


ice cream

(nn4)

Roundness is seen in the movement of the rocking chair.  The shift from objects to activities makes one suspicious: maybe the words are always referring to activities.  After all, there must be a reason why one object and not another gets named in a situation.  Our adult guesses of "meaning" here capture the core, the perceptual basis, but much more must be going on in the mind of the child who speaks.

Take another child who refers with the expression "baca" to:



"baca' =

large toy abacus, 

toast rack with parallel bars, 



picture of building with column

"Baca" extends the perception of columns in an abacus to columns in a building and in a toaster.  Here, already, one might try to enter the child's world and see if child and adult can share the trajectory of generalization, though with the youngest children, one cannot expect too much. (Our simplest explorations are in chapter 5 on Reference). 

	Exploration 3.1: Seeing Round and Parallel 

     Set-up: Put before a child these pictures (or the actual objects) and point out which ones are round with the word “round” or you could make up a word:

bowl      banana
plate       pencil    
hat        ball      box

“round”


“round” 


“round” 



Then add the following pictures (or real objects):

quarter    saucer     knife    cat     donut    toycar

Question: “show me “round””  


Caption: Understanding abstract adjectives
Now see if they point or pick up the donut, quarter, and/or saucer.

Extension:


Or we could take the example above and explore it further:

(I give the baca example but the reader should use whatever “perceptual words” a child has (like cookie above) and use this framework to probe the limits of the child’s word.)  Put before a child who says "baca" for columns, or anything with columns: 



a violin and an orange  and a hat

and then say " show me baca" and see whether the child reaches for the violin (column = parallel strings).  Or one could label the violin “baca,” then put before a child

an abacus,  an apple and  a  spoon

and say “take baca” and see what happens.

Suppose the child points at the quarter or the abacus, what do we know?  We know that a) a real abstraction is present about roundness or parallelism, linked to a word, and b) logical and productive creativity is present.  In addition, we have a few inklings about the child's ability to share conceptual space with another human being.

A word of caution pertains to all informal explorations, however.  When a child demonstrates knowledge, it is hard to deny.  If you high jump six feet, or send a man to the moon, the possibility is irrefutable.  But if you fail to jump six feet, or fail 50 times to get a man to the moon, it does not mean it can't be done, because a million tiny reasons could stand in the way--attention, misjudgment, who knows what.  The same sort of extraneous factors can hide a child's knowledge.  The logic holds for the most carefully done experiments as well.

What should inescapably hold our attention is success.  If a child succeeds at any of the tasks offered in this book, it is worth contemplation.  Tremendous mental sophistication is implied by  success at any of them. 

Size 

Perceptual distinctions are obviously relevant to how a child generalizes.  Another child used the word "fly" with size as basis for generalization:

"fly" =  fly > specks of dirt> dust> all small insects> his own toes>crumbs of bread> a toad

Let us  take it another step and try  something with a relative adjective like "big" which requires dimensional comparison.

	Exploration 3.2: Seeing "big"


Set-up: pile of big and small versions of the same things 


big apple, small apple, big knife, small knife

and then point to each big one and call it:



 "BIG.”    

Then put in front of him

  half a dozen small spoons and one big  spoon

and say: "BIG" or  “Take Big”




Caption:  Understanding abstract adjectives


Will the child take the big spoon or point in some way to it?


Now, people always object, "she just likes big things naturally.”  If that is your fear, do the same with SMALL. Now we must attend, as always,  to deeper questions.  What do we know if a child can do this?  We know that they can refer to properties as well as objects.  We suspect they can compare two things and thereby treat them as a common set.  Deep abstractions are already bubbling up.  

Extension:  Now try not a property but a kind of object: “food”

Put before the child:

               apple,  carrot,  sandwich

 and call each of them “food.”

Then put before the child

cookie,  hat,  pillow

and say: take “food” and see what happens.
Texture


Texture can also form the basis for generalization.  One child uses "wau wau" [=dog] as follows:

"wau-wau" =   dog> all animals> toy dog> soft home slippers> picture of old man dressed in furs> 

The abstract image is even more evident in cases where a child uses one word, like "dog" for:


dog, cuff links, bath thermometer

In each object something gleams.  Eyes gleam out from a background of fur on a dog.  A thermometer catches a reflection.  Here it seems that the gleam gets the reference, not the whole object.  Nor is any "social or practical" function evident, only an aesthetic fascination is involved.  There is not much you can do with a gleam.

So what is our first conclusion?  Children  must be creating very subtle perceptual sets.  The pattern is a delight to adults, but why does the child articulate them?  If the child says "shh" for boiling water, maybe they are really calling attention to an Event.  Perhaps they want to communicate something more about the event beyond naming it?   How does the child progress from these perceptual biases to communicate what she wants?  It may be an odd path.

Are a Child's Words Concrete or Abstract? 

 
An interesting philosophical question is lurking in these examples. Is "baca" an abstraction?  The word "abstract" is deceptive. Is the roundness of the sun an abstract feature or its most concrete feature?  There is no answer to this question.  Bees use the angle of the sun to locate and communicate where honey is.  Is "sun-angle" abstract or specific?  All we can say is that we possess perceptual biases linked to our species.  Each species must have its own theory of its world, and so what is abstract (i.e. a notion broad enough to include diverse objects) may be different for a frog and a human.  Is circularity abstract and a chin specific?  Who knows?  The real question is: what innate categories does an organism use for perception.  From this perspective, all perceptual categories are specific.

A Parallel Language: "Well, but, gee, yes, maybe I can"

Right beside referential terms are a host of other terms that seem even vaguer, but still may be the biggest clue to the quality of children's thoughts.  Tiny utterances, non-words that have no grammatical category can still be almost pure reflections of attitudes and feelings (that adults use too!):

uh-oh



oops



uh-huh



no



bye-bye



hi



night-night



gee whiz



upsidaisy



wow



well

Such words are notoriously difficult to capture in a semantic system, but they are among the first ones that a child uses. An entire dissertation by `Kulikowsi (nn5) sought to state with precision what the expression "uh-oh" means, 


The word uh-oh entails a presupposition that something unexpected occurred.  In order for that to be true, then one must suppose a mind that expects things.  In effect there is a presupposition about possible worlds that one must have to use "uh-oh" appropriately.  Though any child seems to have an ability, one might indeed find that autistic children do not expect things and therefore never say "uh-oh.” 

A word like oops is definably different.  (nn6) It entails a notion of Agency.  Thus one might say:



uh-oh it is going to rain

but it would be quite odd to say:



*oops it is going to rain

[we use * to mean “ungrammatical”]

because oops implies agency, usually by a speaker, but at least by some human being, and oops seems to refer to things that just happened (past), while uh-oh can refer to what is about to happen (future). 


Could one find out if children have this distinction?  It would be hard with a two-year old, but one might try a three-year-old.  

Expressive words are subtle and require their own acquisition 

	Exploration 3.3:  oops  or   uh-oh


Tell a child a little story like this:

Billy was drinking a nice cold drink in his yard and he saw a scary dog run in.  Then he dropped his drink on the ground, and said "oops"


Why did he say "oops"? 

 Here we would expect the child to say



"because he dropped his drink"

Or say instead: 

"uh-oh"


Why did he say "uh-oh"?

Here we might get either of two answers: because he dropped the drink, or more likely because a scary dog is coming.


Caption: Understanding expressives

If one tried a few parallel stories, one could see if the distinction was always present.  Once a story is in mind, other versions come easily.

Extension:

Mary was carrying cardboard boxes across the street.  She saw a car coming  and started to run, and dropped one of the boxes when she saw the car coming faster.  

"uh-oh" she said as she ran quickly to the other side.


Why did she say "uh-oh"?


or


Why did she say “oops”?

Note that since uh-oh could include the same circumstances as oops, we might get either reason (car's coming, box dropped).  It would be hard to find an example that gave a perfect split for answers.  Nevertheless, if one used several similar stories, the evidence would be very clear if a child makes a distinction.  


If the distinction is present, what do we know?  We know that frequent claims that children think that "things just happen" are not right and they can verbally discriminate agency (a pivotal concept ) and time (past/future).


These kinds of special words (see our discussion of "yes" below) actually tend to occur before and after sentences, even in a big pile-up as in this dialogue: 

"Can you sled down that hill?”  

“Well, gee, yes, maybe I can.”   

They can also occur inside sentences.  Wherever they are, they require a full mind to interpret them, just like more conventional “words.”


Quite a range of sounds are on the fringe of  the grammatical system—or at special spots in the system--but they are unusually rich avenues of inference.  Additional ones like ow, um-hmm, ah, whew, yikes communicate emotion eloquently, but they have highly localized positions in much of grammar.  They might reflect communication systems available to animals. If the dog runs away (say from medicine), some kind of "no" is inferrable, but it is not linguistically expressed.  A dog may be able to say "yes" by wagging his tail, but be unable to say "no" in an equivalently explicit manner.  Utterances like these are  invitations to inference, our next topic.

A Voyage of Inference


 What does an adult do with single words?  With just one word in hand, how does an adult wend his way to the notion lodged in a child's mind?  In general, a child's isolated words call for a tremendous amount of inference, where we use every  situational clue to infer or guess what a child means  One can  be utterly misguided in that inferential voyage.  Any experienced parent knows how difficult it is to interpret what children seek.  At the same time, small utterances can sometimes go a long way.  A parent may hand a child a toy, to which the child says "no" and then the parent says "she doesn't want this toy, she wants me to turn on the television set."  That conclusion is an inference on the word "no." It is surely not represented in that single syllable.  Sometimes parents are amazingly right.  But is the verbal version of the inference exactly what was in the child's mind?  This is very difficult to determine, although parents are very confident of their readings.


A great literature exists on the topic, but there are few solid, scientific conclusions.  The adult ingenuity, the presumption of shared humanity, that such fanciful imagination involves, always seems delightful to me.  It is astonishing that across a great age divide we can share meanings with children that refer to no explicit object.  It is the literature of family life, the fanciful flames which a child lights in her parents.  We need no scientific blessing in our psychic efforts to mentally maneuver our way inside each other.  We should be clear about the fact, though, that such communication does not lie in the expressed language itself, but in something we mentally add to it.

Parental Grammar and Children's Pronouns

Perhaps this is a good moment to confront a common view: the child just speaks the way the parent speaks.  And parents guide children to grammar with very simple sentences, called “motherese” in the literature.  Parents try to use some simple expressions, but often they are just shorter.  Is shorter simpler?  Shorter usually means elliptical, which seems simpler, but can be dauntingly obscure, as we shall see.  

Pronouns like it, that, there are far from obvious. I asked some students to find out when children first hear and use it.  (nn7) I supposed that the child started with the idea: it = thing.  To my surprise the most common first it came in forms like: "stop it."  If the child understands the sentence, not just the emotion, then it = activity. There is no object to stop, rather an activity, so it is not so clear that the child begins with the idea that  it = thing.  Children themselves first say "do it" where it =/= object.  We will devote a whole chapter (chapter 5) to the deceptive quirks of reference.


Indeed, among a child's first words are often isolated pronouns 



 dat, there, dis, it

Here are a few location-pointing examples from the one word stage:

a. June 1;7 (one year, seven months) (nn8)


looking at a picture of a baby in the book.


JUN:
baby.
/bibi/


Mother:
uhhuh.


JUN:
there.
/dA/

and from the early phrase stage:

b. Eve 1;9, (pointing) (nn9)


EVE:
that Eve nose.


COL:
yeah.


EVE:
that Mom nose right there.

c. April 2;1 (nn10


APR:
put that over there


response: mother moves the toys

d. Adam 2;3


ADA:
sit dere .

Other early words have implied objects.



no more, allgone, no, nother

It is tempting to say that they choose a pronoun because they do not know the actual word.  But pronouns assume common knowledge.  Does the child have that?  Usually that common knowledge is in discourse:



I have a hat.  It is blue. [it = hat]

Often for children a pronoun refers to something in  visual context instead of something in previous discourse.  Now the interesting question is not whether the child commands all of the contextual assumptions that pronouns entail, but when they know that discourse, not visual context, is crucial. (nn11)


Parents’ speech is constantly elliptical, even with very young children.  Adults are just as likely as children to say:



"want some"



"more?"



"try it?"

and imagine they are being simple and clear.  The child must use common knowledge and a good deal of inference to figure things out. 

Here’s a dialogue with a two-year-old from the CHILDES database:

*Mother: 
there isn't any tapioca .

*Child:  
have milk .

*Mother: 
there isn't any .

*Mother: 
we'll make some this afternoon .

*Child: 
xxx make some xxx .

Both any and some could refer to an unspoken “milk,” but upon reflection make some seems to refer to “tapioca.”  The child (and we) must figure it out--and it looks like the child may be having trouble.


A slightly older child invokes even more ellipsis (as in 2):


from the Sarah corpus (nn12) 

(2)
*CHILD:
I drink it all up .

*CHILD:
give me some more .

*CHILD:
a lot .

*MOTHER:
I don't see any more .

*CHILD: 
yes you do .

*MOTHER: 
want a little milk ?

*MOTHER
want some ?

*CHILD:
(a)n(d) shake it all up .

*CHILD:
a bigger one ?

*MOTHER:
mmhm .

The expressions some, any, all, a lot, one, more, you do, and also mmhm all require us to mentally fill out missing syntax, finish each phrase.  We will return to the fascinating vagaries of ellipsis in chapter 9 ( with exploratory suggestions in hand) and they may help us understand how the child grasps hugely obscure words like it.

Seemingly  Egocentric


We turn now to egocentricity and novelty--they are two more properties of mind that single words illustrate for both the child and adult.  Very often a child's first words seem to be in a conversation with himself, and refer to himself "Kendall" or "me" or "self."  A whisper of a word, no eye contact, a kind of private ecstasy in having a new mental coin, a sound that fits a feeling in the mind, it seems that an interior monologue is present rather than an effort at communication. (nn13) Such a private conversation is often remarked upon and linked, unfortunately, to the yoke of egocentricity we saddle on our image of children. 

Because a child's knowledge of the world is limited by experience, a whole tradition of psychology has claimed that a child's seemingly self-oriented world reflects a principled, inherent inability to grasp the perspective of others.  But in another sense if a child can have wild fears, believe in imaginary characters with strange abilities, the child allows far stranger "other" minds into its world than adults do.  And the presumption of egocentricity can easily blind us to children's generosity, care for others, natural sympathy, and capacity for situational teamwork.  Many parents have seen a two and a half year-old say "don't cry, it's all right" to a one-year-old.  Must we think that she is only repeating a parental aphorism as some might, too quickly, claim?  


Self-reference in language implies nothing about the many versions of other minds a child has.  (nn14) Nonetheless, establishing other "perspectives" entails a whole phalanx of distinguishable abilities, a few of which we touch upon.  Computing another point-of-view is something we all succeed and fail at in degrees, with situational information playing a large role.  The principle  that another mind exists, different from our own, is built into the basic logic of communication itself.  If people are no different from plants, then we should regularly talk to plants. There would be no need to speak to someone if we assume that others already know what we think.

Still there may be interesting questions of principle here and distinctive ways in which children’s cognition may differ from the adult’s.  It is clear that children have difficulty attributing a “false belief” to other people, but it does not mean they cannot recognize falsehood, fantasy, or the presence of other minds.  We will take a technical approach to this question toward the end.  Let us first go back and look at how single words, in a way, are creative objects.

Words as Novel Mental Objects

Language has aesthetic value in itself.  Simply connecting a word to a burst of feeling or to a nuance in an action gives us a sense of capturing and managing our environment.  If the human mind is in a way at odds with the world, if our view of the world is partly a projection of our own ideas, then we feel satisfaction whenever we perceive a subtle fit.  If we can name something, like "serendipity" or even evade something, like calling aggression, "protective reaction," then whatever the real-world consequences may be, we have the private satisfaction of giving something an extra aesthetic reality by naming it.  A child must have a life that glitters with such delights. 


A child's inventiveness is no different from our own.  We can invent a notion like “elephant icebox” and it will refer to an icebox that looks like an elephant, or that has elephant meat, or that sounds like an elephant, or whatever.  How do we state the capacity to capture non-fixed references?  Is it enough to say what I just said?  The capacity operates in milliseconds because we can project a unique description of a fictional object in 1/10 of a second.  Compounds illustrate this ability.  Here is one I just invented:  

bird migration computer manual problems    

We construct a concept to fit the phrase, even if it never occurred to us that "problems with a computer manual for bird migration" ever existed.

The Mind as Search Engine 


Anything which operates so fast must, like a computer, have a sophisticated system of links.   It must be, in a word, a mechanism.  That language is a biological mechanism structures the core of research in the field.  When we create a phrase to refer, a mechanism combines attitude, aesthetics, and perceptions in a rapid creative mechanism. 

And the mechanism must operate in reverse too.  Comprehending instead of creating, our minds seem to have powerful search engines with the same creative capacity.  We must locate not only individual words, but unique combinations, like that compound, in a fraction of a second.  Jerry Fodor used this example: “can you name a city that is also an animal?”  While some people are perplexed, many answer “buffalo” in a few milliseconds.  How did we search for both animals and cities at once?  (nn15) Certainly we have not been harboring a memory folder of animal/cities.  We had to consult two different sets simultaneously. 

Let’s try again.  If I say “can you name something that you have had for 10 years, that you saw sometime today, and that has a dark color,” you will probably be able to zero in on an object  from the millions in your mind.  Thus we undertake sophisticated mental computation from moment to moment in our lives, even in the act of searching memory.

A Case Study: The How and Why of "Hi"!

We end this chapter with a case study, instead of a summary, which captures most of the angles we have pursued.  Often, one of a child's first words is hi or its twin bye.  A parent may feel, proudly, that sheer humanity radiates forth when a child first says "hi."  But "hi" is also a significant mental accomplishment.  It refers to no visible thing and yet children surely grasp its meaning.

Still, hearing a child use a word accurately may deceive us:  do children really get "hi" perfectly right?  It is hard to say.  One child had a habit of saying "hi table," "hi hat," and probably many other children pass briefly through such a stage unnoticed. (nn16) How exactly did she use hi differently from adults?  The answer starts to tell us why hi is complicated.  It is a greeting, of course, but then, what is that?  Do we greet only people?  We allow ourselves to say "greet the day with coffee," but we do not say *"hi day."  "Greet the day" is easily disregarded by adults as a model because it is an "idiom," but how does the child know that it is an idiom? 


A child who says "hi table" already exhibits creativity, and defies the popular doctrine of learning-by-imitation.  What could lead a child to say "hi table"?  He never hears anything like it, or does he?  Parents now and then may talk about a highchair.  Suppose the child thinks he hears "hi chair" instead.  In fact, all children do hear "high chair" or "high [some object]."  Now our problem has just reversed itself.  How does a child, who inevitably hears "high chair" avoid the conclusion that it is "hi chair" and therefore conclude that "hi truck" is equally appropriate? (There are some intonational differences between "hi chair" and "highchair" but that just makes the problem worse because intonational variety and creativity is another problem to be solved.) 


Every language, with different words, confronts the child with such conundrums.  Words are easy to misunderstand.  One child called both of his parents "Margaret."  He seemed to have understood the word to mean "parent."  Another said "thanks for your housepitality," or "giantic" instead of "gigantic." (nn17)  It is evident that children seek to find the parts of words and often misparse them (hos must really be house).  Another child said “it’s under the neath” assuming, quite logically, that if under takes an object (“under the table”), then “neath” must be such an object.  (nn18) Another child insisted “it’s a squirm” when looking at a worm, hearing apparently the form “sq-worm.” (nn19) Such examples provide a miniature version of the child at work: she must get just the right rule, the right generalization about the structure of words.  

The same holds for sentences: what system lies behind them?  Each new sentence we say is a new invention, an original application of rules.  It disappears from consciousness within 500 milliseconds or so.  That is, we lose the verbatim version immediately.  So syntax must rapidly decode each utterance and deliver a meaning, which is then what we remember.  We have a memory for words but not sentences and their syntax.  (nn20) That makes success in the acquisition of syntax even more puzzling than success in deciphering words. A child learns grammar even with no time to think about it: our efficient minds keep the meaning and forget the syntax of sentences within seconds.


The absence of time to ruminate on syntax is a strong clue from the outset that we are dealing with an innate biological program, a set of grammatical formulas that are there already, whose details can be instantly filled in during the slight moment the child holds onto the syntax of an incoming sentence. 


Hi deserves a still closer look.  The exact social occasion for greeting is hard to pinpoint.  We do not usually say "hi" when we move from one room to another in a house and meet a family member.  We say "hello" not "hi" when we first answer the phone.  We may even use both ("hello….oh hi") suggesting that they must have different meanings.  (nn21) Hello does not imply knowledge of the hearer, but usually hi does (though perhaps that is changing).  We do not (usually) say "hi" when we emerge from the bathroom, though we might when we  see someone for the first time that day.  It is a greeting that implies a small amount of "social distance" usually created by time.  How much time?  We would not say "hi" to someone after two hours in a dark theatre with no words spoken.  But would a child?  One person reports remembering a furious grandfather who said she said "hi" too much, every time she saw him (when she was a toddler).  (nn22) This suggests that fine-tuning the social context of hi is not instantaneous. 


There is a classic linguistic answer to the question of how we learn hi: we are innately endowed with a particular emotion, call it “Greet,”  which we instinctively attach to hi.  A precise innate emotion or idea then dictates how much or when hi can be used.  Linguistics suggests that our ideas and emotions can be as genetically precise as freckles.  A glance at ethology suggests that this is not implausible: greeting sequences are common among animals.  Now the acquisition claim is easy; we need only one further step: attach idea-of-greet  to heard-word-hi.  Here we need only the operation of attach word to idea.  This seems trivial, but it has to be articulated if we want to be precise about what a child does.  


Even this "trivial" idea is worth pondering.  The notion of attach-word-to-idea may not be totally free, that is, not every feeling gets a word.  There seem to be "ideas" or "emotions" which we experience with some clarity but do not easily lend themselves to particular words.  A person or a child may emotionally recognize what corresponds to charm or megalomania or altruism or indifference without words to express it.  It is an adult culture that has found words for them.  Perhaps adults likewise experience many poignant feelings,  which never will be captured in individual words.  Poetry is really a kind of meaning that darts between words but is never really said.  This is where the expression "you have to read between the lines" comes from.  A complete theory of mind would reveal not just how we understand what is said, but infer what is not said, what is indicated but not expressed, the state of mind of the child who chooses to speak.




