
 
Taking Solipsism Seriously: 

Nonhuman Animals and Meta-cognitive Theories of Consciousness1 
 

 
What else is it that should trace the insuperable line?  Is it the faculty of reason, 
or, perhaps, the faculty of discourse?  But a full-grown horse or dog is beyond 
comparison a more rational as well as a more conversable animal, than an infant 
of a day, or a week, or even a month, old.  But suppose the case were otherwise, 
what would it avail?  the question is not, Can they reason? nor, Can they talk? 
but, Can they suffer? 
      - Jeremy Bentham 

Bentham's question is meant to be rhetorical, but is not always so taken.  Infamously, 

Cartesians have held that nonhuman animals do not suffer, or have any conscious 

experiences.  More recently, it has been argued that, perhaps with the exception of the 

great apes, nonhuman animals do not suffer "in the sense that makes their experiences an 

appropriate object of concern."2  Unlike its Cartesian predecessors, this more recent 

argument does not rely upon the assumption of mind-body dualism. 

 Although the bold conclusion this argument contradicts common sense, it would 

be a mistake to dismiss it out of hand.  In fact, each of the three main components of the 

argument has a considerable prima facie plausibility, and is embraced by a wide variety of 

philosophers.3  The first element of the argument is the Higher-Order-Representation 

(HOR) theory of consciousness, which comes in two varieties - the Higher-Order-

Perception (HOP) sort and the Higher-Order-Thought (HOT) version.  On each of these 

theories, for a mental state to be conscious, in one important sense of 'conscious', is for 

the agent to have a higher-order mental representation of that state.  The perception-

version of the theory holds that these higher-order representations are, in some sense, 

perception-like, whereas the thought-version holds that they are thoughts.  Defending a 

more precise characterization of the difference between these versions of the HOR theory 

is somewhat difficult and controversial.4  In any case, HOR theories have a good deal to 

recommend them (as I shall briefly argue below), and have been given an impressive and 
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extensive defense by such philosophers as David Armstrong, Paul Churchland, William 

James, John Locke, William Lycan, and David Rosenthal.  Norton Nelkin has also argued 

for a view that is arguably a HOR theory, and Daniel Dennett has remarked that the HOT 

theory is "very close kin" to his own view of consciousness.5 

 The second element of the argument is the idea that the only sort of consciousness 

that confers a being with direct moral standing is the sort of consciousness picked out by 

HOR theories. While this piece of the argument has not been given such an extensive 

defense, it has considerable prima facie plausibility.  One way of seeing the plausibility of 

this claim is to think about the kinds of examples that are used to illustrate the sense of 

'consciousness' that HOR theories are meant to analyze.  A stock example is the case of 

someone who is driving an automobile, but whose conscious attention is entirely focused 

on a conversation she is having with her companion.  When she "comes to" and returns 

her attention to the task of driving, she is alarmed to note that she does not have the 

faintest idea what she has been doing or seeing for the past several minutes.  Nonetheless, 

there is sense in which she must have been seeing, or she would not have artfully avoided 

the pothole, stopped at the traffic light, etc.  Typically, the HOR theorist argues that the 

experiences of the road she has while engrossed in conversation are nonconscious 

experiences in the sense isolated by the HOR theory - they are mental states she was not 

representing with the appropriate HOR.  So if someone never was conscious in the sense 

picked out by the HOR theorist, it would seem, their entire life would be a string of 

nonconscious experiences, analogous to the experiences of the road had by the imagined 

driver before she "comes to."  If we subtract those conscious experiences, and leave only 

the nonconscious ones, we are left with a creature that is unaware of its own mental 

states, including, presumably, its own pleasures and pains.  For many, it is a very small 

step from this result to the conclusion that an entity without HOR-consciousness lacks 

direct moral standing, and perhaps reasonably enough; ask yourself whether anything 

could really matter to you if you were never conscious in the HOR theorist's sense.6  
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Descartes, at least, seems to have endorsed this element of the argument, and that, more 

recently, Peter Carruthers, Joel Feinberg, and Peter Harrison, have defended it.7  I suspect 

many other philosophers would accept it, insofar as they accept the HOR theorist's 

examples as paradigmatic of the sort of consciousness requiring a HOR.  For example, 

many utilitarians might only give direct moral weight to pleasures or pains that were 

conscious in the sense of ‘conscious’ the HOR theories are intended to explicate.    

 Unsurprisingly, the third element of the argument is a deep scepticism about the 

claim that nonhuman animals ever have the appropriate HORs.  Here the main objections 

have focused on the HOT theory rather than the HOP theory, and I shall in what follows 

focus on the HOT theory as well.  Some philosophers, including Donald Davidson, R.G. 

Frey, Norman Malcolm, Wilfrid Sellars, Stephen Stich, and perhaps Wittgenstein, are 

staunchly opposed to the idea that there are thought-balloons over the heads of nonhuman 

animals at all, much less meta-thought-balloons.8  Other philosophers, and cognitive 

ethologists, allow that nonhuman animals have some thoughts, but deny that they have 

the conceptual resources needed for higher-order thoughts, on roughly the following 

grounds:  if they had the conceptual resources for HOTs then they both could and would 

engage in deceit, but they do not engage in deceit, so they lack the requisite conceptual 

resources.  Jonathan Bennett, Peter Carruthers, Daniel Dennett, Dorothy Cheney and 

Robert Seyfarth, Richard Byrne and Andrew Whiten, and David Premack all seem to be 

sympathetic to this general line of argument, though not all of them would endorse the 

version of it I consider here. 9 

 At this point, it should not be too difficult to see why someone who accepted all 

three of these strands of thought would answer Bentham's rhetorical question with the 

reply, "No - in the sense relevant to their moral standing they do not suffer."  Suffering in 

the sense that is necessary for direct moral standing presupposes consciousness in the 

HOR theorists' sense, and nonhuman animals do not have such consciousness because 

they do not have the appropriate HORs. While Carruthers has been uniquely vocal in 
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putting all three of these pieces together and pressing the argument, it should be clear that 

a wide range of philosophers would be quite tempted to accept each of its premises, 

thereby having its conclusion forced upon them.  Since many, though not all, of these 

philosophers would, I suspect, reject, or at least prefer to reject, the conclusion that 

nonhuman animals lack direct moral standing, the argument represents a real, if largely 

unnoticed, problem for a wide range of philosophers. 

 In this paper I grant for the sake of argument the first two pieces of the argument, 

and focus on the third - the thesis that nonhuman animals lack the appropriate HOTs.  

Whether they do is ultimately an empirical matter.  However, the putative evidence 

typically given for this thesis would count as good and sufficient evidence for it only if 

one takes a certain philosophical outlook.  In particular, the case for thinking nonhuman 

animals lack the appropriate HOTs relies on the philosophical assumption that any being 

that can have thoughts about its own mental states must also be capable of having 

thoughts about the mental states of others.  Discussion of whether nonhuman animals 

have HOTs invariably started, and ended, with the question with which Jonathan Bennett 

begins:  "What would count as behavioral evidence for us that our animal has a thought 

about some other animal's mind?" (emphasis mine)10  At one level, this single-minded 

focus on whether a creature has thoughts about the thoughts of others is understandable; it 

is probably easier to gather evidence and run experiments to determine whether a creature 

has thoughts about the mental states of others than it is to determine whether it has 

thoughts about its own mental states.  However, at another level, this narrow focus 

represents an important philosophical prejudice.  In particular, it overlooks the possibility 

that some nonhuman animals might be unreflective solipsists11 - capable of having 

thoughts about their own mental states, but incapable of having thoughts about the mental 

states of others.  Insofar as this is a real possibility, it is fallacious to move from evidence 

that nonhuman animals lack thoughts about the mental states of others to the conclusion 

that they have no higher-order thoughts whatsoever.  Nonetheless, the prejudice 
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underlying this inference seems to have become a tacit orthodoxy.  One of my main aims 

in this paper is to debunk this prejudice. 

 A second, and perhaps less pervasive prejudice that seems to be at work in the 

literature is a tendency to focus more on whether a creature can have thoughts about 

thoughts, rather than thoughts about desires, emotions and other conative states.  

Although this prejudice may not rely on any particular dubious philosophical 

assumptions, it has led some to conclude too quickly that nonhuman animals do not suffer 

in a morally salient sense.  Interestingly, findings from developmental psychology offer 

some evidence against both of these prejudices. 

 If this diagnosis is correct, then it should be of interest both to advocates of the 

direct moral standing of nonhuman animals and for defenders of HOR theories of 

consciousness.  In the former case, the interest of the present argument should be obvious 

enough.  However, as is often the case, one philosopher’s modus ponens is another’s 

modus tollens.  Where Carruthers and company argue from the plausibility of the HOT 

theory of consciousness to the denial of conscious mental states to nonhuman animals, 

other philosophers argue from the thesis that nonhuman animals do have conscious 

mental states to the denial of the HOT theory.  Here, for example, is Fred Dretske: 
 
There are, however, two objections to HOT theories that are, in my mind, 
decisive.  First, as developmental studies show, children only begin to gain a 
conception of thought and experience (as ways of representing the world that may 
or may not be accurate) around their third year…It is hard to see, therefore, how, 
at this early age, they could have a higher-order thought of the requisite kind…If 
they are unable to hold higher order beliefs about lower order thoughts and 
experiences, are we to conclude, therefore, that none of their thoughts and 
experiences are conscious?…If that is a consequence of a HOT theory, it strikes 
me as very close to a reductio (it would be a reductio if we really knew, instead of 
merely having strong intuitions – that their experience was not fundamentally 
different)…The same should be said about animals.12 
 

Dretske and Carruthers argue from the shared assumption that nonhuman animals (and 

young children) lack higher-order thoughts to very different conclusions.  Whereas 
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Carruthers concludes that nonhuman animals lack direct moral standing, Dretske 

concludes that HOT theories must not capture the essence of consciousness.  If the 

argument of the present paper is sound, the shared assumption from which they argue – 

that nonhuman animals (and young children) lack HOTs – is one that has been embraced 

prematurely.  So the argument not only provides a defense of the moral standing of 

nonhuman animals, it also presents a defense of the HOT theory.13 

Finally, I offer two caveats.  First, for present purposes I put to one side the view 

those philosophers, like Sellars and Davidson, who argue that nonhuman animals lack 

any thoughts whatsoever; an examination of that view would go beyond the present 

scope.  I shall throughout be taking for granted the common sense assumption that many 

nonhuman animals at least have some thoughts, and are hence capable of deploying some 

concepts.  The issue, then, will be whether all their thoughts are focused on the world or 

whether some are aimed at some of their own mental states.14  Second, my primary aim is 

to show the inadequacy of the usual grounds that are given for supposing that nonhuman 

animals lack HOTs.  I shall not, therefore, try to give a positive defense of the thesis that 

any particular non-human animals do, in fact, have the relevant HOTs.  Therefore, my 

main argument shall not directly assuage the doubts of anyone who approaches the 

question of whether many nonhuman animals have HOTs with a sort of free-floating 

scepticism about the conceptual sophistication of many nonhuman animals, even the 

more intelligent ones.  Whether such doubts ultimately can adequately be assuaged is 

itself largely an empirical matter.  The main point of the present argument is that our 

interpretation of the empirical data should not be biased by an unfounded ex ante 

philosophical prejudice against the possibility of unreflective solipsism. 
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I.  THE HOT THEORY OF CONSCIOUSNESS 
 
“Brain:  n., An apparatus with which we think that we think.” 

  -- Ambrose Bierce (Cynic’s Word Book, 1906) 

Before considering the sorts of arguments given for thinking that nonhuman animals lack 

higher-order-thoughts, it is worth pausing briefly over the HOT theory of consciousness 

itself, to see what seems plausible about it.  David Rosenthal has provided the classic 

defense of that theory, so in this section I shall recount some of the main features of his 

defense.  Rosenthal usefully contrasts the HOT theory with what he calls the "Cartesian 

view of mind."  On the Cartesian view, consciousness is a necessary feature of a mental 

state; it gains its plausibility from the fact that consciousness "is so basic to the way we 

think about the mind that it can be tempting to suppose that no mental states exist that are 

not conscious states."15  The trouble with this picture of the mind is that it does not allow 

us to explain what makes a mental state conscious in terms of a prior account of 

mentality, since the Cartesian picture builds consciousness into mentality.  This threatens 

to make the "gulf that seems to separate mind and consciousness from the rest of reality" 

impossible to bridge.16  Further, the Cartesian picture precludes our having any genuinely 

mental states that are not also conscious states, but this is implausible, particularly in the 

case of beliefs.  We often seem to be aware of what someone is thinking when they are 

initially unaware of so thinking; intuitively, the person is having a non-conscious thought.  

Similarly, there is David Armstrong’s famous case of the long-distance driver who is “on 

auto-pilot” – who in some sense must be aware of the cars that he deftly maneuvers 

around, but who sincerely reports not having been conscious of their presence.  The HOT 

theory (much like Armstrong’s HOP theory) is meant to provide an explanation of how 

this is possible – the driver may well have had the relevant beliefs, but they were 

nonconscious in virtue of there not having been the relevant HOTs about them.  In the 

present context, it is worth noting that if what Rosenthal calls the Cartesian picture were 
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right, there could be no issue of nonhuman animals having non-conscious mental states; if 

they have any mental states, then on the Cartesian view those states must be conscious.  

 When compared with the Cartesian picture, the HOT theory has the virtues of 

allowing us both to explain the possibility and nature of non-conscious thoughts and to 

give an explanation of consciousness in terms of the mental.  Since conscious mental 

states are simply states we are aware of being in, and our being aware of something is 

intuitively just a matter of having a thought of some sort about it, the HOT theory claims 

that a mental state's being conscious consists in one's "having a roughly contemporaneous 

thought that one is in that mental state.”  Rosenthal originally concluded his 

characterization of the theory by suggesting that, "since a mental state is conscious if it is 

accompanied by a suitable higher-order thought, we can explain a mental state's being 

conscious by hypothesizing that the mental state itself causes the higher-order thought to 

occur."17 Rosenthal has since dropped the causal condition, and now requires only that 

one not be aware of having arrived at the HOT by inference.18 

Finally, it is worth explaining how an initially seductive objection to the HOT 

theory is based on a misunderstanding.  One might respond to the HOT theory by denying 

that they have anything like the number of HOTs that the theory seems to entail that they 

must have, given the seeming ubiquity of their conscious experiences.  It simply does not 

seem to me, the objector might urge, that I have so many metacognitive thoughts – 

indeed, it seems to me that I hardly ever go in for such abstract thoughts.  However, this 

appeal to phenomenology is perfectly compatible with the HOT theory – one’s HOTs 

themselves would be conscious only if one had a tertiary thought about the HOTs in 

question.  The thought at the top of our hierarchy of thoughts and meta-thoughts is itself 

always non-conscious, in that we are always not conscious of our having that highest 

level thought.19  Since we typically do not have such tertiary thoughts, it is no surprise 

that we are usually unaware of the indeed ubiquitous HOTs that the theory posits to 

explain our everyday conscious experiences.  On the HOT theory as Rosenthal articulates 
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it, those rare occasions upon which we do have the relevant tertiary thoughts are cases of 

introspection – cases of a conscious higher-order thought. 
 
II.  THE IMPORTANCE OF THE POSSIBILITIES OF UNREFLECTIVE 
SOLIPSISM AND OF A "SIMPLE DESIRE PSYCHOLOGY." 

“Whosoever is delighted in solitude is either a wild beast, or a god.” 

   -- Francis Bacon 

Having seen why the HOT theory itself is plausible, I now turn to the question of why one 

would conclude that nonhuman animals lack the sorts of HOTs required for direct moral 

standing.  A wide variety of philosophers and cognitive ethologists have argued that the 

apparent inability of nonhuman animals to practice genuine deceit tells against supposing 

that they have such HOTs, and it is this argument, and its unargued but highly 

questionable presuppositions, upon which I wish to focus.  Since Peter Carruthers has 

provided the most forceful and explicit presentation of this sort of argument, so I will 

focus on his version of it.  I should note, however, that the points I make against 

Carruthers, if sound, should have bite for any version of the argument. 

Actually, Carruthers considers two arguments for the conclusion that nonhuman 

animals lack the sort of consciousness necessary for direct moral standing, one of which 

relies upon the HOT variation of the HOR theory, and one of which relies upon 

Carruthers' own theory of the mind.  At the end of the day, Carruthers rejects this first 

argument on the grounds that his own theory of the mind is more plausible than the HOT 

theory.  However, as has been argued elsewhere, Carruthers' attacks on the HOT theory, 

and his proposed alternative theory, face serious objections.20 Therefore, in my view, the 

argument Carruthers develops but then sets aside is much more interesting than the one 

he actually endorses (it is, at any rate, very much of interest to anyone sympathetic to the 

HOT theory).  Moreover, Carruthers does nonetheless make the striking claim that if the 

HOT theory were correct, then we should be very reluctant to attribute any conscious 

mental states to any nonhuman animals, except perhaps the great apes.  Since my aim 
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here is to refute this conditional claim, a real issue remains between Carruthers and 

myself, in spite of his rejection of the HOT theory and the associated argument. 

 Carruthers (following Bennett, Dennett, and others) suggests that we should, in 

searching for nonhuman metacognition, focus on alleged cases of deceit, as genuine 

deceit is "clearest way in which an animal can manifest second-order beliefs..."21 Deceit 

would, one must admit, be excellent evidence of a second-order belief, since to engage in 

deceit is intentionally to try to implant a false belief in another creature, and intentionally 

making this attempt would presuppose some understanding of the fact that this other 

creature can be made to have beliefs with particular contents.  Carruthers allows that there 

is anecdotal evidence that such creatures engage in deceit, but that such anecdotal 

evidence is "always amenable to more neutral description, precisely because it is merely 

anecdotal."  Here Carruthers gives the case of Donna and her dog Dean.  Dean likes to 

walk and likes to sleep in Donna's chair.  One day, Dean brings Donna his leash, but 

when she gets up to take him for a walk, he jumps into her chair.  This might seem like 

good evidence of deceit, but we could just as easily say that Dean wanted both to walk 

and to lie in the chair; he aimed to satisfy the first end, but when, fortuitously, the 

opportunity to satisfy the second arose, he satisfied it instead. Alternatively, as is 

suggested by Daniel Dennett's remarks about a similar case, we might simply conclude 

that the dog "is a good behaviorist," and has conditioned Dona to stand up when he brings 

her his leash.  Apparently, this account also does not require supposing that the dog 

genuinely engages in deceit and hence does not require supposing that she has the concept 

of a belief.22  Following Lloyd-Morgan's canon, it is suggested that we should err on the 

side of more simple attributions.23  Attributing a HOT will involve the attribution of a 

host of other thoughts, many of which it might seem ad hoc to attribute.  So long as the 

evidence for deceit is anecdotal, resting on cases like the case of Don and Dean, we 

should resist the attribution of a HOT in favor of more simple explanations.24 



11 

 The mere fact (if it is a fact) that we have good evidence of deception only in the 

case of great apes would not justify our assuming that other creatures are incapable of it; 

we might just not have looked hard enough.  Presumably, the suggestion is that at this 

point we have looked hard enough to be fairly confident.  Even granting this supposition, 

though, the argument looks to be invalid.  All that would be shown if it were established 

that most nonhuman animals did not practice deceit would be that we lack one sort of 

evidence that they have beliefs about the beliefs of others.  The inference that they lack 

any sort of HOTs whatsoever would not yet be justified.  First, the assumption that deceit 

is in general the "clearest way in which an animal can manifest second-order beliefs" is 

not obvious.  It is one sort of evidence we could have for second-order beliefs, but the 

claim that it is the "clearest" sort of available evidence stands in need of argument.   

 Second, even if this would be the clearest sort of possible evidence, we might find 

other, less clear but still quite persuasive, sorts.  For example, even if they never 

genuinely intend to deceive others, the ability of the members of some species to predict 

the behavior of conspecifics might speak heavily in favor of their having meta-beliefs.  

Compare the following:  (1) The clearest possible evidence I could have that people 

walked on the moon would be to have witnessed it firsthand.  (2)  I have not witnessed it, 

firsthand.  Therefore, (3)  I should conclude that people have not walked on the moon. 

 Third, there is evidence from developmental psychology that suggests we should 

be very cautious about moving from "no deceit" to "no thoughts about the thoughts of 

others."  Prior to age four or five, children seem incapable of attributing false beliefs to 

others, or even to themselves.  For example, if you show them a candy box and ask what 

is in it, and they reply "candy" and you then open the box to reveal pencils, then if you go 

on to ask what they originally thought was in the box, before you opened it just moments 

ago, they reply "pencils."  Not surprisingly, when you ask them what someone else will 

think is in the box when they first see it, they also reply "pencils" suggesting that they are 

incapable of attributing false beliefs, either to themselves, or to others.  Hence, prior to 
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age four or five, children seem to be incapable of genuine deception.  Nonetheless, they 

seem perfectly able to attribute beliefs to others; they verbally make claims about what 

other people believe, and make predictions about what people will do on the basis of 

those claims.  They also tend to say that beliefs, unlike external objects are in some sense 

"in the head" suggesting that they have at least some primitive understanding of the 

mental/non-mental distinction.  H.M. Wellman and others have suggested that prior to 

age three, children may have a naive "copy-theory" of the mind, which allows them to 

attribute representations to themselves and others, but not misrepresentations.  Insofar as 

this is plausible, we have a case of organisms that have thoughts about the thoughts of 

others but that are incapable of deception.25 

 There is, however, a more charitable reading of the argument that nonhuman 

animals lack HOTs, although it requires making explicit a suppressed premise appealing 

to natural selection.  The argument has the following form: 
 
(1)  Nonhuman animals do not engage in deceit. 
(2)  If nonhuman animals had higher-order thoughts, then they could engage in deceit. 
(3)  Given the adaptiveness of deceit, if nonhuman animals could engage in deceit, they 
would. 
-------------------- 
∴  Nonhuman animals do not have higher-order thoughts. 

(3) is the argument’s suppressed premise – proponents of the argument in the literature 

have not explicitly invoked it, but it seems to be what is needed for the argument's 

validity.  Moreover, it is not as if the premise has nothing to recommend it.  In particular, 

it gains plausibility from the assumption that natural selection would have favored 

creatures who engaged in deceit.  This is admittedly a rather Panglossian assumption, 

subject to the usual worries about Just-So Stories, but I am willing to overlook such 

worries, just as I overlook the quite worries one might have about (1).  Instead, I focus my 

attention on (2), which has gone untouched by the critics of this sort of argument, 
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henceforth referred to as the "argument from the lack of deceit," and which embodies 

each of the two prejudices I aim to debunk. 

 Before examining premise (2), though, it is worth remembering that if this 

argument is to help show that nonhuman animals lack direct moral standing, then the 

conclusion that nonhumans lack HOTs must be read in the sense in which HOTs are 

necessary for conscious experiences on a Rosenthal-style theory.  There is a real danger of 

equivocating here.  For there is a continuum of kinds of representational states ranging 

from the very simple sort of representation one finds in a thermostat all the way up to a 

very complex, grammatically structured sentence in a Fodorian language of thought that 

has lots and lots of inferential connections.  Intuitively, the HOT theory is perhaps most 

plausible when we understand the use of 'thought' in that theory as referring to 

representations that are not so heavily loaded, and are a bit closer to the thermostat end of 

the spectrum than the Fodorian end of the spectrum.  However, the argument from the 

absence of deceit is most plausible when 'thought' is read as referring to representations 

more toward the Fodorian end of the continuum.  So when we move from the argument 

from the absence of deceit to the case for no direct moral standing, there is  a serious 

worry about equivocation that must be faced.  Having registered this worry, I shall put it 

to one side, and focus on the argument from the absence of deceit, assuming throughout 

that no such fallacy is being committed.26 

 In any case, (2) relies on the assumption that a creature could not have HOTs 

about conative states like desires without also at least being capable of having HOTs 

about cognitive states like beliefs.27  For if there were such a creature, it would be a direct 

counter-example to (2), as the ability to engage in genuine deceit requires the capacity to 

attribute a false belief to another.  We are, however, given no reason whatsoever by the 

proponents of this argument to think such a creature is not possible.  So (2) embodies the 

second prejudice I aim to debunk - the tendency to ignore HOTs about conative states. 
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Furthermore, work in developmental psychology strongly suggests that this 

possibility is not a merely logical one.  Children refer to desires considerably earlier than 

they refer to beliefs. Karen Bartsch’s and Henry Wellman’s analysis reveals that, “an 

overwhelming use of desire verbs, often found in conjunction with no belief verbs at all, 

is characteristic before about two and a half years of age.  After that time, the amount of 

belief verb production increases…”28  One might worry that these early, pre-belief uses of 

‘desire’, ‘want’ and their cognates were simply disguised imperatives, showing no 

genuine understanding of the concept of a desire.  Bartsch and Wellman argue that this 

interpretation is not plausible given the ubiquity of contrastive uses of such term, in 

which children explicitly contrast one desire with an informative contrast, e.g., with 

another desire (perhaps had by another person or by the same person at another time) or 

with the object or outcome of the desire.  Such  uses do not seem to be plausible 

understood as commands or requests.  For example, cases in which children mentioned a 

desire and then explicitly contrasted it with someone else's, as with, "Do you want me to 

look both ways?  I don't wanna look both ways…" were plausibly taken to be relatively 

clear cases of genuine psychological reference rather than mere requests or commands.  

Analyzing 10,000 utterances29 from ten children in which the children used terms like 

'want', 'believe', etc., Wellman found that "genuine reference to a character's desire via the 

term want begins quite early and is well established even before the second birthday."30  

Bartsch and Wellman argue that two-year-olds have a "simple desire psychology," and are 

capable of attributing desires to others, and making predictions on the basis of those 

attributions, without also being able to attribute beliefs to them.   

Paul Harris argues that this simple desire psychology develops prior to the richer 

belief-desire psychology because the former serves a function in planning and practical 

reasoning that is independent of language, whereas the primary function of the latter is to 

enhance the child’s ability as a conversationalist.  On this model, one would not expect 

the richer belief-desire psychology to arrive until the child begins to engage in 
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conversation, whereas the simple desire psychology could emerge before then, insofar as 

the child might well engage in planning and primitve practical reasoning before engaging 

in conversation.  Harris’ explanation of the phenomena is speculative and controversial, 

and nothing here commits me to his account being correct.  Rather, I mention Harris’ 

explanation in passing to indicate that the phenomenon Wellman has discovered need not 

be seen as inexplicable or mysterious – Harris’s is no doubt one of many prima facie 

plausible explanations of the phenomenon. 31 

Philosophical tradition holds that beliefs and desires are a "package-deal" - one 

can only attribute them together, holistically.  I do not aim to challenge that tradition, nor 

do I think Wellman needs to be understood as doing so.  One simply must distinguish the 

two-year-old's conception of a desire from our more refined, full-fledged conception of a 

desire.  Unlike us, the two-year-old is incapable of seeing that how your desires will lead 

you to act is a function of how you represent the world; for the two-year-old, it seems, 

your desires lead you to do what will in fact satisfy your desires, regardless of whether 

you are aware that doing so will satisfy them.  On this primitive picture of desires, desires 

are a bit like magnets, pulling the agent toward their object without requiring any 

intermediate representations of the world "in the agent's head." 

However, this magnet metaphor suggests an objection.  Perhaps the child’s use of 

desire-talk is meant to attribute an objective property to things in the world, rather than a 

subjective property to people.  So, for example, when a young child says, e.g., that she 

wants candy and that Billy wants candy, she is attributing a kind of magnetic power to the 

candy and not attributing any sort of property at all to herself or Billy.  On this model, 

young children are a bit like projectivists say we all are in ethical and valuational 

discourse.  In Humean terms, we “stain and guild” the world with our desires without 

realizing that is what we are doing, and see them as objective properties of the world 

(though, so far as I know, no projectivist has appealed to this interpretation of 

developmental psychology to bolster their case for projectivism).  The trouble with this 
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account is the way in which very young children are able to recognize both intersubjective 

and intrasubjective conflicts of desire.32   The simplest explanation of this ability would 

be to attribute an understanding of desires as subjective states of people, rather than as 

objective states of objects that relate differently to different people.  Furthermore, the fact 

that children’s desire language (as opposed, perhaps, to their value language) is a 

language of attributing states to people and not to objects provides at least some evidence 

in favor of the more natural, subjectivist interpretation.  Finally, the fact that children 

seem to develop a subjective conception of desires without showing any intervening 

confusion or signs of a transition from an objective conception to a subjective conception 

(at any rate, so far as I know, there is no such evidence; the hypothesis is empirically 

testable) provides further confirmation of the subjectivist interpretation.  So findings from 

developmental psychology speak against the prejudices that have led many to suppose 

nonhuman animals all lack HOTs.  The possibility of a creature's having HOTs about 

desires without being capable of having HOTs about beliefs is not a mere logical 

possibility; very young children seem to be actual instantiations of this possibility. Hence, 

(2) is false, and the argument from the lack of deceit is unsound. 

 Even more importantly, though, (2) illustrates how its proponent has fallen prey to 

another common prejudice.  Quite obviously, if there are creatures who can have thoughts 

about their own mental states but are utterly incapable of having thoughts about the 

mental states of others, then (2) is false.  To support (2), some argument needs to be given 

for thinking there are no such creatures, but no such argument is forthcoming.  The 

possibility of an unreflectively solipsistic theory of mind is simply ignored.  Not just 

Carruthers, but Bennett, Premack and Woodruff, Seyfarth and Cheney, and Whiten, 

among others all seem willing to move from "no deceit" to "no HOTs" without so much 

as commenting upon the possibility of a solipsistic perspective. 

 Furthermore, we once again have reason to believe that this is not a merely logical 

possibility.  Intuitively, it seems that our own thoughts are more directly and immediately 
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available to us than the thoughts of others (though few nowadays would maintain that 

they are incorrigible).  This suggests that perhaps we come to know our own thoughts in a 

rather different way from the way in which we come to know the thoughts of others.  

Insofar as this is correct, it provides some reason for taking solipsism seriously, as it 

suggests that having a HOT about another creature's mental states might require more 

cognitive sophistication than is needed for having a HOT about one's own mental states.  

However, this intuition may turn out to be mistaken; Gopnik, for example, argues that we 

are under the illusion that our access to our own thoughts is noninferential because we 

have become so expert at it.  In the same way that Gary Kasparov "just sees" the right 

move we can now "just see" our own thoughts, though we in fact had to learn how to do 

so, on Gopnik's account.33  Gopnik emphasizes that in early childhood we are rather 

clumsy at taking what Dennett calls the "intentional stance" even though we go on to 

become quite proficient at it, and forget our initial failings. Strikingly, young children 

tend to have real problems with attributing false beliefs, as the "pencils in the candy box" 

case illustrates.  On the other hand, as many of Gopnik's commentators point out, Gopnik 

is, and should be, willing to allow that young children are pretty close to incorrigible 

about their present-tense attributions of mental states to themselves, as compared to their 

present-tense attributions of mental states to others.  This suggests that the ability to 

attribute mental states to oneself is more basic than attributing such states to others. 

 Again, evidence from developmental psychology bolsters this suggestion.  Patricia 

Smiley and Janellen Huttenlocher have argued that their data support a model according 

to which "the child's categories initially cover only internal states of self, then, observable 

features of others' behavior, and, finally, inferred internal states of others."34  Strikingly, 

children begin attributing emotions to themselves some time before they attribute them to 

others.  Also, when they do begin attributing emotions to others, they initially seem to be 

somewhat less adept at doing so than they are at attributing emotions to themselves, 
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suggesting that they may be struggling to expand a concept whose extension was initially 

limited to themselves.  Here are Smiley and Huttenlocher: 
 

Thus, in all the studies where naturally occurring events are the instances covered 
by word meanings, by about 2 years at least half the children include their own 
emotional states of at least one sort.  At around 2 years, however, probably only a 
few children include instances concerning other people, and these appear to 
involve habitual behavioral expressions of emotion – crying, smiling, and 
stomping around…Thus, children’s word meanings at first cover internal states of 
the self and some observable aspects of others’ experience.  By six months to a 
year later, children begin to use words, not just for observable aspects of others’ 
experiences, but apparently for their internal states as well.35 

Furthermore, Hoffman provides suggestive though anecdotal evidence that when young 

children observe others crying, or looking sad, they then console themselves, as if they 

could recognize emotions only as in themselves.36 

 The severely autistic may provide another case of unreflective solipsism.  

Tragically, the severely autistic seem incapable of attributing mental states to others; as 

Baron-Cohen colorfully puts it, they "fail to develop the capacity to mindread in the 

normal way."37  However, those who study autism often characterize it as an "inability to 

attribute propositional mental states (such as beliefs and knowledge) to other people,"38 

implying that perhaps the autistic are able to attribute such mental states to themselves in 

spite of being unable to attribute them to others.  The “mindblindness” hypothesis is 

supposed to be an account of how an agent’s “theory of mind module” is damaged. 

While this interpretation of the data would sit well with the possibility of 

unreflective solipsism, it is not the only interpretation of “mindblindness.”  For it has also 

been suggested that the “theory of mind module,” if there is one, has as its function 

“providing intentional markers to the inputs which help fix belief…damage to such a 

module would not in itself mean that the agent was unable to formulate thoughts about 

thoughts – and indeed there is evidence that people with autism do not suffer so pervasive 

a disability as this.  But if people with autism were impaired in their capacity to apply 

intentional markers to perceptual contents, it would not be surprising if they were less 
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than fully competent at forming beliefs about beliefs.”39  On this interpretation, the 

mindblind are lacking in certain markers that are attached to their perceptual cues and that 

would enable them to form belief about the thoughts of others with ease.  The capacity to 

have thoughts about thoughts at all, however, is on this account not simply a function of 

having such a module, as the belief fixation itself does not happen in the module that 

attaches the relevant cues.  So it would seem possible for someone lacking such a module 

to suffer from a severe inability to attribute thoughts to others, but still be able to attribute 

thoughts to themselves with little or no trouble, so long as our self-attributions of mental 

states does not depend upon this same module.  Nor does it seem plausible, if the 

phenomenology of introspection is given much weight, that self-attributions would 

depend on this module – it is not as though we must look in the mirror or carefully 

observe our own behavior to know how we feel at a given time. 

At any rate, there is some indication that the autistic are quite proficient at 

focusing on their own visual representations, suggesting that one’s ability to think about 

one’s own mental states can come apart from one’s ability to think about the mental states 

of others.40  Further, at least one researcher has suggested that the autistic may be 

especially proficient at focusing on their own mental states: 
 
Deep meditation or prolonged, intense focusing of attention on inner feelings, 
thoughts or images may produce a state similar to hypnotic analgesia...this human 
ability voluntarily to direct attention toward inner feelings, thoughts, or images, 
and to block out all extraneous environmental stimuli, may also explain the 
autistic child's ability to produce pain anesthesia.41 
 

 In fact, however, any speculation at this point about the proficiency of the autistic 

at thinking about their own mental states would at best be premature.  For as Uta Frith 

and Francesca Happe have recently noted, “while the inability to attribute mental states to 

others has been studied extensively in children with autism, there is scarcely any work on 

the ability to attribute mental states to self.”42  Furthermore, Frith and Happe’s research is 
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meant to suggest that the autistic “may know as little about their own minds as about the 

minds of other people.”43  Frith and Happe’s account is partly based on the “theory of 

mind module” theory, though, and this theory is itself still fairly controversial, 

particularly if we must understand this module as necessarily coming “on-line” only when 

its fully functioning both respect to self and others and with respect to desires and beliefs 

(Wellman’s research is again quite relevant with respect to the latter). 

 On the other hand, Frith and Happe’s hypothesis would, as they note, seem to 

explain a number of the problems the autistic characteristically have.  For instance, a lack 

of self-knowledge might help explain why they adopt another person’s contrary opinion 

without acknowledging that they had changed their mind.  Nonetheless, though, on the 

whole, the jury is still out given the paucity of research on the question, as Frith and 

Happe themselves note (their own study is itself preliminary and deals with only three 

subjects).  The crucial point for present purposes is that at least some instances of autism 

may turn out to provide an empirically plausible model of unreflective solipsism; it is not 

obvious that the empirical results will favor the Frith and Happe hypothesis.  So to defend 

the inference from “no deceit” to “no HOTs” on the grounds that there are no empirically 

plausible instances of unreflective solipsism would, at the very least, be premature. 

 In light of these considerations, it seems fair to conclude that the argument from 

the absence of deceit rests on two false assumptions.  First, it rests on the assumed 

impossibility of an agent capable of having HOTs about conative states like desires but 

incapable of having HOTs about cognitive states like beliefs.  Second, it relies on the 

assumption that there could not be an agent capable of having HOTs about its own mental 

states but incapable of having HOTs about the mental states of others - that there could 
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not, in my terms, be an unreflective solipsist.  Each of these assumptions, once brought to 

light, is seen to be unfounded, not just in that these possibilities are genuine conceptual 

ones that we have as yet been given no evidence against, but also in that we have some 

reason to think that these possibilities are actually instantiated, at least in young children 

and the autistic.  This last point is important; if the possibilities I am emphasizing were 

merely conceptual ones, then their neglect might be a less serious vice. 

 My examples have all been examples of human beings capable of speaking, and 

this has been no coincidence.  Even though an agent's sincere utterances in a natural 

language are not the only kind of evidence we can get about her thoughts, they are an 

especially clear and convincing kind.  Since nonhuman animals do not speak, there may 

be no equally clear evidence that any of them are having HOTs about their own desires.  

The main point, for present purposes, is that the putative absence of deceit provides no 

compelling positive reason to suppose that nonhuman animals lack HOTs.   I do not claim 

to have proven that they do in fact have such HOTs, only to have shifted the burden of 

proof back to those who would deny that they do. 

 A question naturally arises as to where the burden of proof is to be laid in these 

matters, insofar as practical questions force us not to suspend judgment.  On the one 

hand, Lloyd Morgan's canon enjoins us to settle "on the most killjoy, least romantic 

hypothesis that will account systematically for the observed and observable behavior."44  

If we accept this suggestion, then we should proceed with the default hypothesis that 

nonhuman animals lack any HOTs until we are given very good and compelling reason to 

think otherwise; the burden of proof lies with the romantics.  On the other hand, 

philosophical method, as most clearly exemplified in the Goodmanian and Rawlsian idea 



22 

of seeking a "reflective equilibrium," favors giving common sense the benefit of the 

doubt.  To paraphrase J.L. Austin, common sense may not have the last word, but it is the 

first word.45  Assuming common sense holds that nonhuman animals are capable of 

suffering in morally salient ways, then philosophical method endorses our holding on to 

that assumption until we find good and sufficient reason to reject it. 

 It might seem like we are now at an impasse, with two irreconcilable standards 

pulling us in different directions.  In fact, the two standards are not irreconcilable, so long 

as one is willing to restrict the scope of each.  Within scientific practice, putting the 

burden of proof on the romantics is appropriate; until that burden is met, we cannot claim 

to know with scientific certainty that our view is correct.  On the other hand, if we are 

trying to decide how we should live our lives, and whether we need to give any direct 

moral weight to the suffering of nonhuman animals, then it would often be perverse to 

demand scientific certainty.  For example, we might not know with complete scientific 

certainty that smoking increases the risk of lung cancer for the simple reason that we have 

been unwilling, for good moral reasons, to do the sorts of studies that would be necessary 

for such certainty.  Nonetheless, it would be absurd to suggest that we ought not assume 

that smoking does increase the risk of lung cancer when making public policy.  Likewise, 

it would be perverse to suggest that we ought not assume that pigs, dogs, and rats are 

capable of suffering in a way that gives them direct moral significance because this 

assumption has not been scientifically proven.  We need to distinguish scientific certainty 

from moral certainty, and note that each has its proper role.  If we lack scientific certainty, 

then we should do more research, but this does not imply that in the meantime we should, 

when making practical and moral decisions, suspend judgment. 
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III. CONCLUSION  

Against what I see as two philosophical prejudices, I have argued that we ought to take 

seriously both the possibility of a simple desire psychology and of unreflective solipsism.  

Considerable evidence from developmental psychology and from work on the autistic 

suggests that each of these possibilities may actually be instantiated in our own species. 

As I have argued, taking these possibilities seriously might shed new light on the mental 

lives of nonhuman animals.  Considering these possibilities might be of use in the 

philosophy of mind, as they might help HOT theorists to counter the objection, pressed by 

Dretske and others, that their view absurdly implies that no nonhuman animals have any 

conscious mental states.  As a moral argument, the present account is meant only to shift 

the burden of proof to those who suppose, on the basis of the argument from the lack of 

deceit, that nonhuman animals do not suffer in a way that confers any direct moral 

significance.  While the present discussion may suggest various strategies for determining 

whether any nonhuman animals actually are unreflective solipsists, I have intentionally 

not engaged in such speculation here.46  Instead, my aim has been to avoid unnecessary 

controversy by drawing examples from language-using members our own species. Any 

argument that unreflective solipsism or a simple desire psychology is actually instantiated 

by the members of a particular nonhuman species would inevitably generate considerable 

controversy that would distract from the more general point that such possibilities must 

be not be dismissed ex ante, but rather investigated on a case-by-case basis.  As far as I 

can tell, such psychological profiles are perfectly coherent possibilities.  There may be 

subtle and ingenious arguments for the conclusion that unreflective solipsism is 

incoherent, and I have no way of being sure that I have not overlooked them.  Until such 
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arguments are given, we should take the possibility of unreflective solipsism, as well as 

the possibility of a simple desire psychology, seriously.  
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