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4 Seeing and Hearing
Meanings

A Non-Inferential Approach
to Speech Comprehension

Berit Brogaard

1. Introduction

WhenI tell my dog Jamestosit, mostof the timehesits. WhenI tell him
to stay, most of the time he stays. WhenI tell him to come, most of the
time he comes. WhenI say ‘good boy!’, he wagshistail. A loud ‘stopit!’
whenhebarks at inappropriate times usually makes him stop barking.
Does James understand the commands‘sit’, ‘stay’ and ‘come’? Does he
understand that ‘Good boy!’ conveys that he is being good? Does he
understand that ‘Stopit!’ conveysthat he is engaging in bad behavior?
Judging from thereliability of his behavioral responses to my commands
and wordsofpraiseorcriticism, he does indeed understand these phrases
on somelevel. But whatis the natureofthis type of understanding?

It may be thought that dogs come to understand commands,praise,
and criticism by engagingin instrumental reasoning that take the form
of a conscious or consciously accessible inference. We will probably
never know for sure whether they do. But it seems unlikely (Millikan,
2006). Certainly, prior to James’ behavioral responses to the command
‘come’, Jamesis not in the business of performinga practical inference
that has any semblance of the following piece of reasoning: “My owner
said ‘come.’ When she says ‘come’ she wants me to run to where she
is. | wantto satisfy her desires. So, it is in my best interest to run to
wheresheis’. Althoughit is difficult to know exactly how sophisticated
non-human animal minds are, it is almost certain that James did not
perform a conscious or consciously accessible inferenceof this sort.' Butif he did not, in whatsense does he understand the phrases to which he
responds?

Thereis a simple and an initially plausible answerto this question: Dogsand other sophisticated non-human animals are capable of perceiving thedistinct sound patterns of the phrases that people use with them. Thedistinct sound patterns trigger specific behavioral responses, as predicted
by the phenomenaof classical as well as operant conditioning (Rescorla,
1988; Bouton, 2016). So, understanding in dogs and other sophisticated
Non-human animals amounts to no more than a sensory detection of
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