
Chapter 6

Intentionality: Outsides

If a lion couldtalk, wecouldnot understandhim.
— Wittgenstein,PhilosophicalInvestigations

‘Ouch’ is aone-wordsentencewhich amanmayvolunteerfrom timeto timeby way
of laconiccommenton thepassingshow.
— W.V.O.Quine,Word andObject

In thepreviouschapterI discussedtheproblemof carvinguptheinsidesof anagent,of picking

out its beliefsanddesires,in orderto makesenseof its behaviour. But in orderto do this we also

have to solve thesymmetricalproblemcarvingup theoutsides,i.e. picking out theobjectsof its

environment.We not only wantto know whattheagentis thinking,but alsowhatkindsof things

it is thinkingof.

This problemis often ignoredsincethe only philosopherswho worry aboutrelatingthings-

in-the-headto things-outside— i.e. realists— alsotendto betheoneswho assumethat thereis

a fixed list of Objectsin theworld, thatsciencewill in theendtell themwhat thoseObjectsare,

andif thecontentsof the agent’s thoughtsarenot on that list thenthey arejust plain wrong(or

not thinking aboutanything realat all). Thereforethejob of discoveringwhatkindsof thingsan

agentmaybethinking of is a job for naturalscientists,not psychologistsor philosophers.On the

otherhandWittgensteinandRorty noticetheproblem,but assumethereis no solutionsincethe

only way to know whatkindsof thingsa lion is thinking of is to bea lion. In this chapterI argue

thatthereis asubstantiveproblemhereand thatit is solublefrom athird-personperspective.

6.1 Sense and Reference

Considerthe following two examples.The first is Putnam’s twin-earthexperiment(1975). Sup-

poseJeanis transportedin hersleepfromearthto twin-earth.Twin-earthis exactlylike theoriginal

exceptthatwateris madeout of XYZ not H2O. However thestuff still looksandtastesthesame,

andsoasfar asJeanis concerned(not beinga chemist)thereis nodifference.Putnamintroduced

this exampleto prove how thereis moreto thecontentsof our beliefsthantherole thatthey play

in our heads:the propertiesof thestuff thatJeancalls ‘water’ have changedeven thoughJean’s
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thoughtsaboutit have not. The aspectof Jean’s thoughtsaboutwaterthat remainsthe sameon

earthandtwin-earthis the‘narrow’ content,andtheaspectthathaschangedis the‘broad’ content.

Thesecondis Frege’s exampleof theterms‘EveningStar’ and‘Morning Star’ (1892).These

termsmeantdifferentthingsto theancientsbut laterastronomersdiscoveredthatthey bothreferred

to the samething, namelyVenus. Thus in Putnam’s examplethereare two distinct referents

(XYZ andH2O) which Jeangraspsusinga single term with a singlesense(Water). Whilst in

Frege’s examplethereis a singlereferent(Venus)thatwasgraspedusingtwo termswith distinct

senses(EveningStarandMorning Star). ThusFrege andPutnamaretrying to draw the same

distinctionbetweenthoseaspectsof meaningthatplayarolein thehead(senseandnarrow content,

respectively) andthosethatdonot (referenceandbroadcontent)1.

TheproblemthatFrege andPutnam’s examplesgenerateis this: Jeandid not noticethedif-

ferencebetweenwaterandtwin-water, andtheancientsdid not seethelink betweentheEvening

StarandtheMorningStar. We areonly ableto draw thedistinctionbetweensenseandreference

(or narrow andbroadcontent)in thesecasesbecausewetakeakind of God’s-eyeview of thesitu-

ationfrom whichweareawareof thingsthattheancients,andJean,werenot. But for all weknow

theremay beHigher beingsthat aremakingup the samekind of thoughtexperimentsaboutus

(‘imaginea groupof peoplewhostupidlythink thatwateris H2O, whenof coursemodernsuper-

physicsshows that this wasjust a crudeapproximation’).Thereforeour talk aboutthereference

of water‘being’ H2O is just assense-ladenasJean’s takeon theworld. If referentsaresupposed

to beindependentof us,thenhow canwetalk aboutthem?As Putnamargues,‘Whatobjectsdoes

theworld consistof? is a questionthat it only makessenseto askwithin a theoryor description’

(1981,p49).Or, asNabokov put it, ‘reality’ is a termthatmeansnothingexceptwhenin quotes.

Now it must be acknowledgedthat many realistically-mindedphilosopherscannotseethis

problem,or — andthisamountsto thesamething— they donotthink thatit matters.Why should

it be necessaryto be able to talk aboutthe referentof our thoughtsin a way that doesnot use

our vocabulary of thoughts?Why shouldwe requirethatit is possibleto ‘reduce’thereferent,or

stateit in otherterms?Suchphilosopherswouldarguewearetalkingaboutthereferentsimplyby

mentioningit, andthatthethingwearetalkingaboutis independentof ourwayof talking. But the

problemstartsto manifestitself assoonaswe try to preferoneway of describingtheworld over

another. Fregewouldconclude,for example,thatthetermVenusis betterin somewaythaneither

Evening or Morning Star; andPutnam’s thoughtexperimentseemsto suggestthat Jeanwould

have beenmoreaccuratein describingthewetstuff in herworld(s)asH2O andXYZ respectively.

But why?

Frege did not have a solutionto this problembut hedid have a way roundit, a strategy that

subsequentlybecamefundamentalto mostanalyticphilosophy. Frege startsfrom Kant, and in

particularKant’s assumptionaboutwhat the world is ‘really’ like; namelythat it is dividedinto

independentobjects-in-themselveswhich possessvariousproperties. Frege concludesthat if a

languageis to bescientificallyrespectablethenits structuremustreflectthisessentialstructureof

theworld (Dummett,1991b,ch20).Thismeansthat(scientificallyrespectable)sentencesmustbe

expressiblein predicate-subjectform, P
�
x � , wherex refersto anobjectdefinedindependentlyof

thatsentence,andP a propertythatis predicatedof it:

1Fodor(1994)alsodrawsacomparisonbetweenthesetwo examples,thoughfor aslightly differentpurpose.
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Statementsin general,just like equationsor inequalitiesor expressionsin Analy-
sis,canbeimaginedto besplit up into two parts;onecompletein itself, andtheother
in needof supplementation,or ‘unsaturated’.Thus,e.g.,wesplit up thesentence

‘CaesarconqueredGaul’

into ‘Caesar’and‘conqueredGaul’. The secondpart is ‘unsaturated’— it contains
an empty place;only when this placeis filled up with a propername,or with an
expressionthatreplacesa propername,doesa completesenseappear.

. . .Whenwe havethusadmittedobjectswithout restrictionasargumentsandval-
uesof functions,the questionariseswhat it is that we are herecalling an object.
. . .HereI canonly saybriefly: An objectis anything thatis not a function,sothatan
expressionfor it doesnotcontainany emptyplace.(1891)

Frege’scondition— thattruth-bearingsentencesmustinvolvepredicationovera‘saturated’object

term with prior reference— recursin many forms. We find it in Russell’s claim that a subject

cannotmakea judgementaboutsomethingunlessthey canknow which object their judgement

is about;i.e. that the subjectcanrefer to thatobjectindependentlyof thatparticularpredication

(1905). We also find the sameassumptionin Evan’s generality constraint (1982), Fodor and

Pylyshyn’s criterion of systematicity(1988),andMillikan’ s conditionof propositionalstructure

(1984). Theassumptionis thesamein eachcase:a subjectcannotpredicatea property, P, of an

object,x, unlessthey canequallywell predicateany otherproperties,Q or R, of x, andpredicate

P of any otherobjects,y or z. Thesameassumptionalsolies behindthe argumentwithin South

CoastAI (section4.3) that information-bearingfunctionalstatesonly countasrepresentationsto

the extent that they arepart of a moregeneralsymbolsystem.WhenBrooks,Beer, Harvey and

Wheelerdeclarethatonecanhave‘intelligencewithoutrepresentations’they meanrepresentations

thatmeetthegeneralityconstraint.

How doesFrege’s (or Russell’s,or Evans’)conditionhelpusavoid theproblemof reference?

Comparethetwo sentences

1. Thereferentof theterm‘the MorningStar’ is Venus.

2. Thereferentof theterm‘Venus’is theMorningStar.

Now strictly speakingboth sentencesaremeaninglesssincethereis no non-circularway of

talkingaboutthereferentof aterm.NonethelessFregeetal giveusareasonfor preferringthefirst

sentenceto thesecond.Thereasonis that‘Venus’is amoreobjectivetermthan‘the MorningStar’

becausetheterm‘Venus’maybeusedindependentlyof whenin thesky it appears,whereas‘the

MorningStar’ is morecloselytied to particularobservationconditions.For example,thesentence

‘the MorningStarappearsin themorning’is (almost)tautologous,but thesentence‘Venusappears

in themorning’ is not. In short,theterm‘Venus’hasabetterclaimto bepartof anidealscientific

languagethan ‘the Morning Star’. It is this that justifies the assertionof 1 ratherthan2. Of

courseour thoughtsmay never comeinto ultimatecorrespondencewith the way that the world

‘really’ is (andwe would not know it even if it did), but we canstill tell whenwe aregetting

closer. It might turnout thatweweremistakenaboutVenusbeinga ‘real’ objectall along,but the

discovery of factsaboutVenusthatareindependentof its positionin thesky is evidencethatwe

arenot. It is interestingto notethateventhemosthardenedrealist-mindedscientistsrarelyclaim
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thatthey actuallyknow thetruth,insteadthey usuallyonly claim thatwecangetbetterandbetter

approximationsto it. And theclosenessof thatapproximationis judgedaccordingto how well our

thoughtsmeetFrege’s conditions2.

Frege avoids the problemof reference,but doesnot solve it. He givespowerful reasonsfor

preferringonesystemof descriptionto anotherbut thesereasonsarestill basedon anunjustified

Kantianassumptionabouttheessentialstructureof theworld. Thefundamentalobjectionremains

thattheonly thingsthatourmindshaveaccessto — i.e. theonly thingsthatplayarolein ourheads

— aresenses.Frege definessenseasthemodeof presentationof a referentto a mind but there

is an alternative tradition, startingwith the later Wittgensteinandincluding Rorty andthe later

Putnam,thatdefinessenseindependentlyof any notionof reference.Accordingto this tradition

‘the senseof anexpressionconsistsin its role within thecomplex socialpracticeconstitutingthe

communaluseof the language. . .An individual speaker’s graspof thatsensethenbecomesone

ingredientin his ability, acquiredby training,to engagein thatpractice’(Dummett,1991a,p17).

Accordingto this traditionTruth doesnot lie in a correspondencebetweenthings-in-themselves

and things-in-the-head(or expressionsin a language),but in the ability of an individual to use

languagesuccessfully.

For example,supposethatJeanwalksinto abarandasksfor aglassof water, butwhenshegets

it shecomplainsthattheglassdoesnot just containwaterbut alsotracesof mineralsalts,bubbles

of carbonmonoxide,anda sliceof lemon. Is it a glassof water?Clearlyyes,sincethenormsof

correctpracticefor barsdefinewhatconstitutes‘a glassof water’ in thatcontext; differentnorms

apply in a chemistrylab, whereit is not normal(i.e. correct)practiceto addice anda slice to

beakersof water.3 ThuswecandiscusstheTruthof theuseof termslike ‘water’ without recourse

to metaphysicaldebatesaboutwhatwater‘really’ is4.

Canwe do without a notion of reference,as Wittgensteinet al maintain? The solereason

for clinging onto referenceis that we needsomeway of explaining why somerepresentational

vocabulariesaremoresuccessfulfor certainpurposesthanothers.Why, for example,doespassing

an electriccurrentthroughwatergeneratehydrogenandoxygen? Unlesswe believe that water

really is madeof H2O thenwe arelost for anexplanation.It is only thepossibilityof realismthat

makesthesuccessof sciencenon-miraculous,asPutnamput it (1973). This point is themirror-

imageof that raisedin the previous chapter: if we want to usethe conceptof belief to explain

behaviour thenbeliefsmustbe instantiatedin the brain mechanismunderlyingthat behaviour;

similarly, if we want to usereferenceto explain the successof the behaviour that thosebeliefs

play a role in, thenthe referenceof thosebeliefsmustbe instantiatedin the world outsidethe

head.But is thereany non-circularwayof talkingaboutthereferenceof our thoughts?

Thereare two stepsto breakingout of this circle. The first stepis to adopta third-person

perspective. It is impossibleto directly observe the world of referenceoutsideour own head5,

but we canobserve the world that surroundsotherpeople’s. But thenthereis still the problem

2I believe thatoneconsequenceof this is thatmathematicalphysics,amongstall thesciencesandrival systemsof
thought,is seenashaving thebestchanceof graspingtherealstructureof theworld sinceit approachesmostcloselyto
theFregeanideal.But this is anotherquestion.

3Theoriginsof thesecriteriaof successandcorrectnesswill bethesubjectof chapters8–11.
4WinogradandFlores(1986)useanotherwater-basedexampleto makeasimilarpoint.
5Thoserealistically-mindedphilosopherswho do not acknowledgethe fundamentalproblemof referencethat lies

behindthis chapterwill probablydeny thisclaim;but I havea feelingI will have lost thema long timeagoanyway.
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of picking out thereferentsof their thoughts.We will have to usesomevocabulary, somesetof

concepts,to pick outtheobjectsthatthey arethinkingof, andarewenottrappedin usingourown?

Whatkindsof thingswould a lion talk of, if it could?Thesolutionis to definea new vocabulary

for pickingout theobjectsin otheragents’worlds,andonethatis not basedonourown concepts.

This is thejob thatEvans’conceptof Non-ConceptualContent(NCC)cando.

6.2 Non-Conceptual Content

Non-conceptualcontentis contentthat is characterisedusingconceptsthat the agenthaving the

thoughtdoesnot necessarilypossess.For example,supposewe heara soundcominga certain

positionin spaceandwe turn our headto seewherethesoundwascomingfrom. Looking back

on the experiencewe may describethe referenceof our stateof mind in Fregean,conceptual,

objectivetermsas‘a soundsourcelocatedatpositionX’, but this thoughtprobablyneveroccurred

to us at the time. We just turnedto seewhat it was. Evanssuggeststhat it is moreaccurateto

describethecontentsof our thoughtsin termsof ouractivity:

What is involved in a subject’s hearinga soundas coming from suchand sucha
positionin space?. . .Whenwe heara soundascomingfrom a certaindirection,we
do not have to think or calculatewhich way to turn our heads(say)in orderto look
for the sourceof the sound. If we did have to do so, then it ought to be possible
for two peopleto heara soundas coming from the samedirection and yet to be
disposedto do quitedifferentthingsin reactingto thesound,becauseof differences
in theircalculations.Sincethisdoesnotappeartomakesensewemustsaythathaving
spatiallysignificantperceptualinformationconsistsatleastpartiallyin beingdisposed
to dovariousthings.

Thus the contentof the thoughtis betterdescribedas somethinglike ‘a soundcoming from a

directionthatwould be foveatedif we turnedour headso’. This descriptionof the contentuses

concepts(‘direction’, ‘foveate’,etc) thatwe arenot assumingthat the agentusedat the time, or

evenpossesses,andinsteadmakesessentialreferenceto their ability to actin theworld (‘turn our

headso’) — describedby Cussinsas‘the realmof embodiment’.

Evansoriginallydevelopedthetheoryof NCCto betterdescribeourfirst-personperceptualex-

perienceof theworld, andthis is largelyhow thetheoryhassubsequentlybeenusedby Peacocke

(1992),Cussins(1992a),Crane(1992)andothers.But it canalsobeusedfrom athird-personper-

spective to describethethoughtprocessesof agentswithout makingany assumptionsof whether

they areconsciouslyawareof themor not (Bermúdez,1995)(Chrisley, 1995). Considerthe ex-

ampleof a frog striking at flies. What is thefrog thinking of whenit doesthis? Of coursein one

senseit is not thinking of anythingat all. If it hasany consciousnessthenit is a very limited one.

On the ladderof cognitive complexity it is only onestepup from my reluctantcar. Nonetheless

it usesinternalstatesthatbearinformationabouttheenvironmentin orderto co-ordinateits inter-

actionswith the world — i.e. very simplerepresentations— andsowe canusefullyexplain its

activity by ascribingit with simpleproto-beliefs6. But whataretheseproto-beliefsof? Fromour

Gods-eyeview of thefrog wecanseethatthethingsthatit is strikingatareflies. An entomologist

6If you arenot happywith this examplethenwe could takea few morestepsup the ladder. How abouta lion?
A chimp? A new-bornbaby?All we needis an exampleof anagentwhosebehaviour we canusefullyexplain using
psychologicaltalk but whoseconsciousexperience,if it hasone,is verydifferentfrom ourown.
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could go onestepfurtherandidentify the individual speciesof fly. But it is obvious that these

fine distinctionsin carvingup theworld play no role in the frog’s activity. A frog doesnot have

theconcept‘fly’, let alonea conceptof particularspecies.As far asit is behaviourally concerned

all it perceivesare‘things thatit shouldstrikeat like soandeat’. This is thecontentof its belief,

describedusingconceptsthatwearenotpre-supposingthatthefrog itself possesses.

Evans’analysishassimilaritieswith Gibson’secologicaltheoryof perception(1966)(1979)7.

Gibsonarguesthatthebasicthingsweperceive arenotobjectsasthereductionistimaginesthem,

but affordances. An affordance,asdefinedby Gibson,is theway in which theenvironmentcan

play a role in thebehaviour of a creature.For example,thesurfaceof a pondprovidestheaffor-

danceof ‘somethingto walk on’ for a pondskater, but not for a human.An affordancedescribes

anenvironmentfor, or with respectto thebehaviour of, a creature.It describestheworld of the

creature,andnot the world asviewedfrom nowhere— or, rather, from the point of view of no

body. An affordanceis thusarelationalpropertyof anenvironment,definedwith respectto aspe-

cific behaviour of aspecificorganism.Thesameobjectcanprovidemany differentaffordancesfor

a singlecreatureand,conversely, differentobjectscanoffer thesameaffordance.Fliesandbees

bothprovide theaffordanceof eatabilityfor a frog, while a pondprovidesboththeaffordanceof

spawning,andof escapingfrom terrestrialpredators.

Specifyingcontentsin termsof affordancesturnsthestandardanalyticaccountof perception

on its head.This accountwasinheritedfrom theBritish empiricistsby thelogical positivistsand

passed,via Carnap,to cognitivism,computationalismandEastCoastAI, whereit foundcanonical

expressionin theworkof Marr onvision(1982).Accordingto thisaccount,perceptionstartswhen

we form aninternalmapof theobjectsin our world from sense-data.Theseperceivedobjectsare

thencategorisedandattributedwith propertiesso thatwe canplanour behaviour. Thereforethe

ability to act in the world is built upona morebasicability to perceive objects. But according

to EvansandGibsonperceptionis not primarily the ability to form an objective mapof one’s

environment,but theability to actwithin it8. Mostof thetimeweareactivelyengagedin theworld

ratherthanconsideringit passively. (Philosophersarethe exceptionto this rule, which explains

why they aresofondof thestandardmodelof perception.)Of coursewe arealsoableto perceive

objectspassively, to categorisethemandpredicatepropertiesof them,but this passive ability to

perceive objectsis built ona morebasicability to perceiveaffordancesin ourenvironment.

For example,whenwereachfor asaucepanor avoid trippingover thecatwedonotprimarily

perceive themascategorisedandlabelledobjectsbut assomethinglike ‘things to cookwith’ or

‘things to avoid’. Indeed,eventhesedescriptionsof thecontentsof our thoughtsaremisleading

since,by definition, it is not possibleto give an accuratetranslationof the contentof a non-

conceptualthoughtusingplain Englishconcepts.Onealternative way of describingthis content

is to hyphenatethe description(e.g. ‘thing-to-cook-with’), to show that the contentshouldbe

understoodasa unifiedwholeratherthana constructionof sub-concepts.But thecanonicalway

of describingsuchcontentsis to describetheactivity they play a role in. Thus,for example,it is

moreaccurateto saythatour thoughtsaboutthesaucepanat thetime wascomprisedof a correct

recognitionthattheenvironmentenabledusto boil potatoesby moving andactingin certainways.

7And Rowlands(1997)showshow thisanalysisfits neatlyinto anevolutionaryframework.
8Gibson’s analysisof perceptionis oftenseenasincompatiblewith a referentialtheoryof mind, but Slomangives

anexampleof how this is notnecessarilythecase(1989).
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Oneconsequenceof this is thatin orderto communicatethecontentof a(non-conceptual)thought

from oneheadto anotherit is notsufficientthatthey sharethesamelanguage;they mustalsoshare

thesamebody(or, at least,thesameabilitiesto act in their environment).Someonewho cannot

cook, for example,cannotreally know what a skilled chef meansby ‘a saucepan’becausethey

cannotknow whatasaucepanmeansto them.

NCC enablesusto describethecontentsof thoughtsusingconceptsthat theagenthaving the

thoughtdoesnotnecessarilypossess.Thismaybebecausetheagentdoesnothaveany conceptsat

all (asin thecaseof thefrog), it maybebecausetheagenthasthoseconceptsbut did notusethem

at the time (asin thecaseof our perceptionof cookingimplements),but it mayalsobebecause

theagentusesconceptsthataredifferentfrom ourown. ConsiderQuine’sexampleof thelinguist

trying to understandthelanguageof a native tribe (1960). Thelinguist observesthatwhenever a

native seesa rabbit they point andsaygavagai, but how shouldthey usethis evidenceto decide

what ‘gavagai’ means?Quinearguesthat the meaningof ‘gavagai’ is underdeterminedby the

observed behaviour. Justby observingthe native pointing to rabbitsthe linguist doesnot have

enoughevidenceto decidewhether‘gavagai’meansthesameas‘rabbit’, or if it meanssomething

like ‘undisconnectedrabbitparts’— you cannothave onewithout the other, andso thereseems

to beno principledwayof choosingbetweenthetwo possiblemeanings.But thereis moreto the

meaningof ‘gavagai’ thanits observationconditions.Thereis alsotherolethatrabbitsplay in the

life of thenative speaker. And it is this aspectof meaningthatwe canusethetechniqueof NCC

to describe.

For example, supposethat the linguist discoveredthat the native had accessto a genetics

lab, andwasfond of sequencingthe DNA of any animalsthat shecameacross.This would be

evidencethatthenative’sconceptof gavagaihadasimilarmeaningto thatof anEnglish-speaking

biologist’sconceptof rabbit— somethingalongthe linesof ‘membersof an inter-fertile species

of rodentsidentifiedthroughtheir possessionof a wild-typegenomeof XYZ’. On theotherhand

if the linguist foundthat rabbitswereno morethana sourceof food andskin to thenative, then

the meaningof gavagaiwould changeaccordingly. Thusthe linguist cantry to understandthe

meaningof a termby understandingthe role that it playsin the life of thenative speaker, rather

thanby trying to find a conceptin her own vocabulary that is anexact translationof it. Indeed

it is unlikely that, in the formercase,theEnglish-speakinglinguist would have a conceptthat is

a synonym of ‘gavagai’ for the samereasonthat shecould not quitegraspanEnglish-speaking

biologist’sconceptof ‘rabbit’. Theobstaclepreventinganaccuratetranslationis that thelinguist

andbiologisthave differentwaysof interactingwith rabbits,ratherthandifferentvocabularies.

The meaningof a term is definedby the role it plays in an agent’s overall activity — its

being-in-the-world,form of life, existence,world, praxis,practicaldiscourse,lifestyle, or mode

of production,dependingon one’s choiceof existentialphilosopher9. Wordsaretools,andtheir

meaningis definedthroughhow they areused.Now whenwe describetheuseof a tool, we are

not trying to ‘translate’thattool into words.Whenwe describehow a hammeris usedwe do not

supposethatthereis any hammeringgoingon in ourheads.Similarly, whenthelinguistdescribes

thenativebiologist’sconceptof ‘gavagai’as‘a memberof aspecies. . . ’ sheis usingherconcepts

9In chapters10 and11 I argue why the latter term is moreusefulby discussingits role within the evolution of
culture.But this is anotherquestion.
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to describetheactivity of theagentthroughwhich themeaningof ‘gavagai’ is definedfor them.

The linguist is not therebyassumingthat thenative sharesthesameconcepts,any morethanwe

assumedthat thefrog understoodtheconceptof ‘striking’. ThusNCC providesa way of carving

up the world in order to makesenseof an agent’s behaviour that doesnot involve foisting the

distinctionsmadeby ourconceptsontothem.

6.3 Affordances and Objects

Accordingto the Fregeantradition,conceptualthoughtsrefer to objects-in-themselves— these

comprisewhat Cussinsdescribesas the ‘realm of reference’. This tradition thenproducedthe

problemof talking abouttherealmof referenceindependentlyof our own way of talking. NCC

seemsto offer a solution to this problemby talking aboutthe contentof thoughtsin termsof

physicalactivity in a way thatdoesnot pre-supposethat theholderof the thoughtshasthesame

conceptsas us. But what do non-conceptualthoughtsrefer to? (Or, what are the referentsof

mentalstateswhosecontentsaredescribednon-conceptually?)Hereopinionsdiffer. Cussins,

following Evans,arguesthat describingthe contentsof thoughtsnon-conceptuallyis a way of

avoidingdefiningtheir reference:

WhatEvanssawwashowto pull apart thespecificationof contentfromthespecifica-
tion of referenceor truth. If a canonicalspecificationof acontentneednotbea spec-
ification of a truth condition,thencanonicalspecificationof a contentwhich refers
to therealmof embodimentdoesnot entailtheevidentfalsehoodthatthetruthof the
contentdependson the characterof the realmof embodiment.. . .For Evans,truth
conditionsarefixedby therealmof reference,andnot by therealmof embodiment;
but thecognitivesignificanceof representationis fixedby therealmof embodiment,
andnot by therealmof reference.(1992a,p656,originalemphasis)

This argumentstemsfrom the Fregeanassumptionthat the ‘real’ world — i.e. the realm

of reference— is ‘really’ divided up into independentobjects-in-themselves. Thereforeif the

contentsof thoughtsfail to carve up the world in this way thenthey cannotbe referringto that

realm. Therearestill objectsthatnon-conceptualthoughtswill be trueof, but theseobjectsplay

no role in the life of theagentper se(they will not be ‘cognitively significant’). The realworld

remainshiddenfrom the agenttrappedin its realmof embodiment.Thusthe frog only ‘knows’

about‘things it shouldstrike at’, not the variousspeciesof fly that infest the real world of the

realmof reference.Frege’sproblemof referenceremainsunsolvedbut Evans’achievement,asfar

asCussinsis concerned,is to show how wecanhavea theoryof contentdespitethis.

Epistemologyrecapitulatesontology. In otherwordsour theoryof how we know the world

dependsonour theoryof whattheworld is like. In chapter2 I triedto loosenourKantianassump-

tionsabouttheessentialstructureof theworld, andthishasimplicationsfor Fregeanassumptions

aboutreference.In particularI arguedthat the world is not madeup of independentandprior

classesof objects-in-themselveswhichthencometogetherto form largerwholes.All thingsonall

occasionsexist in contexts,thereforetheboundarybetweenanobjectandits world is notanonto-

logicalgiven;andnorarethecriteriathatmaketwo objects‘the same’(or of thesametype)10. We

10Thisalsoimpliesthatsetsof objectsarenotontologicallygiven— thiscorollarywasimportantfor thediscussion
concerningtheindividuationof theoreticaltermson page52n.
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do not carve theworld at its joints, ratherwe definejoints throughactsof carving.Moreover we

carve theworld in particularwaysbecausethosewaysyield objectsthathave propertiesthatare

usefulfor us; in otherwordsbecausethoseobjectsprovide affordances.Thefrog picksout ‘eat-

ablethings’ becausedoingsohelpsit survive. We pick out ‘speciesof fly’ or ‘gasmolecules’or

‘washingmachines’becausedoingsohelpsusunderstandevolution,thebehaviour of bulk gasses,

andgettingclothesclean,respectively. An importantcriterion of the scientificway of carving

theworld is that it shouldpick out objectsthathave propertiesthatarerelatively constantacross

contexts;but thisdoesnotmeanthattheresultingobjectsare‘morereal’ thanthosecarvedout for

otherreasons.For example,thepropertyof being‘an eatablething for a frog’ is justas‘real’ and

objectiveasthepropertyof being‘a memberof aspeciesdefinedby a biologist’.

Nonetheless,as humans,it seemswe can perceive objectsindependentlyof any particular

affordancethat they offer. Indeedfor mostphilosophersthis hasseemedlike themostbasickind

of perception.Gibsonarguesthatwhenwearecookingwedirectlyperceive thatasaucepanoffers

theaffordancesweneedin orderto makea sauce,andthethought‘that objectis a saucepan’may

not enterourheads.But it mayenterour headswhenwe pauseandlook at ourkitchenpassively.

We canidentify theobjectspresent,give themnames,andthink whatpredicatesaretrueof them.

Wheredoesthisability to perceiveobjectsasobjects,independentlyof use,comefrom? And why

doesit seemsobasicto perception?

A frogdoesnotcontemplatetheblackdotfloatingin front of it, decidethatit maybesomething

worth eating,andstrike. All it perceivesis an eatablething there. Animals do not contemplate

the world passively but areengagedwith it in a constantpursuitof the four F’s. But asanimals

becomemorecomplex their behavioural repertoiregrows. They becomemoreflexible, anduse

their environmentin differentways. Humansarethemostextremeproductof this process.With

our freehands,opposingthumbs,andbulging cortexeswe canlearnto work on our environment

suchthat it offersaffordancesthatsupporta virtually unlimitedrangeof behaviours11. We have

evenevolvedtheability to learnhow to manipulateobjectsin ourheads,ratherthanin ourhands;

to imagineandconsciouslyexploretheaffordancesthatthey offer beyondtheimmediatelyF-able,

andto shareour findingsthroughlanguage.As agentsbecomemorebehaviourally sophisticated

their perceptionof objectsbecomeslesstied to any particularbehaviour thatthey mayplayarole

in. Thustheperceptualspaceof humansbecomesmoreobjectifiedandconceptualastherichness

of our interactionswith theworld increases12

Frogs,for example,only eatflies; andthe only thing they do with flies it eat them. Frogs

cannotbesaidto predicatethepropertyFoodof theobject-classFly, sinceneitherexistsfor afrog

independentlyof the other. Frogscannothave any conceptof ‘food’ separatefrom that of ‘fly’.

Humans,on the otherhand,arespectacularlyomnivorous. Thereis scarcelya singlebiological

entity thatwe cannotturn into food, thereforewe cansupporta conceptof ‘food’ independently

of any particularfoodstuff. We canalsodo thingswith, say, potatoesotherthaneatthem— such

aspaintthem,carve theminto potatoheads,or sell them.Thereforewe cansupporta conceptof

‘potato’ independentlyof thepredicate‘eatablething’.

11The argumentthat the evolution of humanbrainsand psychologyis fundamentallygroundedin our ability to
manipulatetheenvironment,ratherthanour ability to manipulateconcepts,wascentralto Engels’pamphletThePart
PlayedbyLabourin theTransitionfromApeto Man (1987)— seealsoPostureMakeththeMan (Gould,1978,ch26).

12For exampleCussinsdiscusseshow ourobjectiveperceptionof Euclideanspaceevolveswith ourability tonavigate
thatspace(1992a)— seealsoBennett(1996).
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Traditionalsocietiestendto befairly fixedin thewaysthatthey interactwith theworld. Con-

ventions,taboos,andtraditiondictatewhatuseeachtypeof objectmaybeput to. But thebirth of

capitalismsweptaway all fixedwaysof interactingwith theworld. Everythingwasup for grabs

— or rathereverythingcouldbegraspedin any conceivableway. Theonly limit on ourability to

interactwith theworld — andhenceto perceiveit — is now thelimits of thoseobjectsthemselves.

As Marx, in theCommunistManifesto,put it:

Conservationof theoldmodesof productionin unalteredform wasthefirst condi-
tion of existenceof all earlierindustrialclasses.Constantrevolutionisingof produc-
tion, uninterrupteddisturbanceof all social conditions,everlastinguncertaintyand
agitationdistinguish thebourgeoisepochfrom all earlierones.All fixed,fast-frozen
relations,with theirtrainsof ancientandvenerableprejudicesandopinions,areswept
away, all new-formedonesbecomeantiquatedbeforethey canossify. All thatis solid
meltsinto air, all that is holy is profaned,andmanis at last compelledto face,with
sobersenses,his realconditionsof life andhis relationswith his kind.

Our waysof carvingthe world arenot dictatedby fixed waysof interactingwith the world.

But this doesnot meanthosewaysof carvingare independentof our interactionwith theworld,

asthepicturetheoristsargued.Theperceptionof objects— i.e. theidentificationof references—

cannever becompletelyindependentof theactivity that thoseobjectsplay a role in becausethe

actof identificationitself is basedonactivity. As Dummettargues

We have the notionof thebearerof a name,andtheconceptionof a predicate’s be-
ing true or falseof anobject,in advanceof constructinga semanticaccountof our
languagein orderto analyseits working,becausetheseareembodiedin quiteprim-
itive linguistic performances;our acquiringthemis part of our learningto useour
language.Both arebornof thepracticeof ostension,thatis, from our possession,in
theuseof ademonstrativeaccompaniedby apointinggesture,of anothermeansthan
theemploymentof a namefor pickingout a concreteobject.By meansof a recogni-
tion statement(a statementof theform ‘This is a’), weareaccustomedto identifying
anobjectasthebearerof a name;by meansof ostensivepredications(statementsof
theform ‘This is F ’), weareaccustomedto applyingpredicatesto objectspickedout
ostensively. To saythat the referentof a nameis its bearer, andthat the referentis
whatwe speakabout,is in effect to saythat thesemanticrolesof propernamesand
of simplepredicatesshouldbeunderstoodin relationto thesefundamentalpractices:
it is preciselybecauseof our thoroughfamiliarity with thesebasiclinguisticpractices
that thenotion of referencesuppliesus,assoonasit is introduced,with so definite
andreadilyacceptablea pictureof thesemanticrolesof at leastthesimplestlogical
typesof expressions.(1981,p406)

6.4 Conclusion

In thesetwo chaptersI have arguedthatsuccessfulintentionalbehaviour dependson anaccurate

correspondencebetweenthingsin thehead(representations)andthingsoutside(objects).In other

wordsI am a realistanda representationalist.The pragmatist’s objectionto this kind of realist

representationalismis thathethinksthatit basesits explanationsof successona list of Objectsas

they ReallyAre. But, heargues,we have no way of determiningwhat theseObjectsarebeyond

thepragmaticsuccessof ourown theoriesaboutthem:
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Thereis noindependenttestof theaccuracy of correspondence. . .Therepresentation-
alist’sattemptto explain thesuccessof physicsandthe failureof astrologyis bound
to bemerelyanemptycomplimentunlesswe canattainwhat[Putnam]callsa God’s
eyestandpoint— onewhichhassomehow brokenoutof ourlanguageandourbeliefs
andtestedthemagainstsomethingknownwithouttheiraid. But wehavenoideawhat
it wouldbelike to beat thatstandpoint.. . .My principalmotive is thebelief thatwe
canstill makeadmirablesenseof our livesevenif we ceaseto have whatNagelcalls
“an ambitionof transcendence”(Rorty, 1991a,p6,12)

Of coursewe cannothave a Gods-eyeview of ourselves,but thethird-personperspectivecan

give us a kind of God’s eye view of the relationshipbetweenanotheragentand their world —

aslong aswe solve two problems.The first is to identify the thoughtsinsidethe agent’s head.

Thesolutionto this, I suggested,requiresthatwe look insidetheir heads:thecorrectintentional

descriptionof anagentdependsnotonlyontheirexternalbehaviour but alsouponthemechanisms

that underliethat behaviour. The secondproblemis to identify the objectsof their world. And

this, I suggested,requiresthat we do not pre-supposeour vocabulary — our way of carvingup

the world — will correctlycarve up theirs. We may not be able to useour object-conceptsto

describethereferentsof their thoughts.Thealternative to usingourconceptsis to pick out those

referentson the basisof their activity: their beliefsmay still involve concepts,but they won’t

necessarilyinvolve our concepts.Oncewe takeboth of thesestepsthenwe canreinstatetruth

— i.e. a relationshipbetweenthings-in-the-headandthings-out-there— asa notion capableof

genuinelyexplainingthesuccessof anotheragent’sactions,eventhoughwe cannotuseit directly

to explain the successof our own. But if truth explains the successof the actionsof the other

agentswe seearoundus, thenit seemslike a reasonableinductionto supposethat it would also

becapableof explainingthesuccessof our own. (This is thethird-personequivalentof theOther

MindsProblem:insteadof wonderingwhetherotherpeoplehaveconsciousnesslike us,wewonder

whetherwe have the ability to representan externalworld like them.) Rorty is correctthat we

cannottranscendour own mentality, but we cantranscendthementalityof others;andof course

they maytranscendourstoo. Thereforeperhapstogetherwe cantranscendourselves.

We canusetruth to explain the successof actionswithout fear of circularity. The obvious

problemwe are then left with is to determinepreciselywhat we meanby ‘success’. And the

solutionto this,asweseein theremainingchapters,dependsonDarwin.


