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enabling two information-processing systems [→ the sender and the receiver] 
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A MESSAGE IN THE SENDER’S DATA STORE 

| 

[encoding] 

↓ 

A SIGNAL  

| 

[decoding] 

↓ 

A MESSAGE IN THE RECEIVER’S DATA STORE  
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—  potential disturbances that can distort the signal. 

 

translating a message into a signal    → encoding 

translating the signal back into the message  → decoding 
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→ Vervet monkeys give acoustically distinct alarm calls to different predators: 

 leopards, eagles, and snakes; 

 these calls elicit appropriate responses in conspecifics. 

 

what the signaller 

perceives  

 signal  predator avoidance 

behaviour 

a leopard  → L_!!! → running into treetops 

an eagle → E_!!! → looking up 

a snake  → S_!!! → looking domw  

 

These calls are pushmi-pullyu representations (Millikan 1995);  

they are functionally referential.   



Vervet monkeys and their alarm calls 

 

 

Sound L_!!! of loudness X at location P1 at time T1 

 

signals 

 

the presence of a leopard of size Y at location P2 at time T2 
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to warn other tigers about its presence and avoid conflicts with potential competitors. 
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Interpretation?  

→ The newcomer stands on its hind legs  

and reaches for the marks left on the trunk by the host.  

 

Stability of this system? 

→ The tiger’s scratch marks are indices: signals difficult to fake  

because of physical limitations on the organism (Green 2009).  
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Peacocks and their tails 

 

The size of a peacock’s tail serves as a reliable indicator of its fitness; 

a long tail gives its possessor an advantage in sexual selection. 

 

Stability of this system? 

→ Peacocks’ tails are handicaps: signals difficult to fake  

because of being costly to produce and maintain (Green 2009).  
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[?] Code in human communication? 

 

→ expressive signals: frowns, smiles, scowls, prosodic patterns, …  

→ language module as an element of our mental structure 

 

→ Modular Theory  

(Fodor 1983; Carston 2002;) 
 

→ Evolutionary Psychology and Massive Modularity Hypothesis 

(Cosmides and Tooby 1994; Pinker 1994; Pinker 1997/1998; 

 Wilson and Sperber 2012) 

 

  



[!] Despite its impressive descriptive and explanatory power,  

the code model fails to account for human communication.  
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In summary 

 

• The code model fails to account for the richness of communicated meaning 

(Origgi & Sperber 2000),  

i.e., the fact that the number of context-specific meanings that can be 

communicated by a linguistic form is vast and potentially unlimited. 

• These meanings are constituted by the specific intentions of speakers  

and are inferentially recognized by hearers.  

 

• Human communication consists of forming, expressing (→ by speakers), 

and inferentially recognizing (→ by hearers) complex communicative intentions.  

• Verbal comprehension involves a combination of coding and mindreading  

(Wilson & Sperber 2012). 

 


