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The role of imitation in understanding

persons and developing a theory of mind

ANDREW MELTZOFF AND ALISON GOPNIK

So soul into the soul may flow, though it to body first repair—John Donne

Normal adults share a network of ideas about human psychology that are
often described as ‘common-sense’ psychology. Although we directly observe
other people’s behaviour, we think of them as having internal mental states
that are analogous to our own. We think that human beings want, think, and
feel, and that these states lead to their actions. Our ideas about these mental
states play a crucial role in our interactions with others and in the regulation
of our own behaviour.

Deepening our understanding of mind is a lifelong enterprise (Bruner,
1990); but recent research has shown that by the age of five years, children
operate with many of the key elements of a common-sense psychology. By
five years old, children seem to know that people have internal mental states
such as beliefs, desires, intentions, and emotions. Moreover, they under-
stand that a person’s beliefs about the world are not just recordings of
objects and events stamped upon the mind, but are active interpretations
or construals of them from a given perspective. This allows five-year-olds
to realize that people can have mental states that are different from their
own, and that people act according to their mental representations of the
world, rather than according to the way the world actually is.

Such a model explains a lot of otherwise baffling human behaviour; it
allows children to predict and comprehend many events within the inter-
personal sphere. This model of the way people work has been referred to
as a ‘representational model of mind’ (Forguson and Gopnik 1988).
Although there is some debate about details of timing, there is a consensus
that such a model develops somewhere between three and six, and supplants
an earlier ‘non-representational’ understanding of mind (see Gopnik 1990;
Flavell 1988; Perner 1991; Wellman 1990; Whiten 1991).

Understanding the way other people’s minds work, and knowing how
those minds are similar to or different from your own mind, is crucial if
you want to interact with people. A particularly dramatic example of this
is the suggestion that the pervasive social-communicative impairments of






