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Our sensory experience of other people tells us about their movements
in space but does not tell us directly about their mental states. Although
a few radical philosophers and psychologists may deny the existence of
mental states, most regular “folk” feel sure that they themselves and others
have them. It is adaptive to read another person’'s mental state because it
allows us to explain the actions they have taken in the past and predict
their actions in the future. The general aim of “theory-of-mind” research
is to illuminate the development of this everyday, folk psychological
framework for understanding people (e.g., Astington & Gopnik, 1991b;
Astington, Harris, & Olson, 1988; Flavell & Miller, 1998; Perner, 1991;
Taylor, 1996; Wellman, 1990).

This research has taught us that children’s understanding of mental life
is not all of one piece. There is no single moment at which children develop
a theory of mind. Instead, children gradually converge-on an adult under-
standing of mind. The focus on when children understand “false belief” has
been misleading in this regard. Beliefs are only one of many mental states
that children understand and use in their everyday interactions with people.
Children may only develop a firm understanding of false beliefs at about 4
years old, but they have started on their path of developing a folk psycho-
logical understanding of people much earlier. Preschoolers understand a
great deal about perceiving, wanting, and intending at an age when they still
have only a shaky understanding of false beliefs (e.g., Astington & Gopnik,
1991a; Flavell, Flavell, Green, & Moses, 1990; Gopnik & Slaughter, 1991;
Gopnik, Slaughter, & Meltzoff, 1994; Wellman, 1990, 1993).
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