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I do not know if anyone has yet made the obvious common-
sense objection to the project of naturalizing intentional con
tent, but I hope it is clear from the entire discussion what it 
will be. In case no one has done it yet, here goes: Any attempt 
to reduce intentionality to something nonmental will always 
fail because it leaves out intentionality. Suppose for example 
that you had a perfect causal externalist account of the belief 
that water is wet. This account is given by stating a set of 
causal relations in which a system stands to water and to wet
ness and these relations are entirely specified without any 
mental component. The problem is obvious: a system could 
have all of these relations and still not believe that water is wet. 
This is just an extension of the Chinese room argument, but the 
moral it points to is general: You cannot reduce intentional 
content (or pains or "qualia") to something else, because if you 
could they would be something else, and they are not some
thing else. The opposite of my view is stated very succinctly 
by Fodor: "If aboutness is real, it must really be something 
else" (1987, p. 97). On the contrary, aboutness (i.e., intentional
ity) is real, and it is not something else. 

A symptom that something is radically wrong with the pro
ject is that the intentional notions are inherently normative. 
They set standards of truth, rationality, consistency, etc., and 
there is no way that these standards can be intrinsic to a sys
tem consisting entirely of brute, blind, nonintentional causal 
relations. There is no normative component to billiard ball cau
sation. Darwinian biological attempts at naturalizing content 
try to avoid this problem by appealing to what they suppose is 
the inherently teleological, normative character of biological 
evolution. But this is a very deep mistake. There is nothing 
normative or teleological about Darwinian evolution. Indeed, 
Darwin's major contribution was precisely to remove purpose 
and teleology from evolution, and substitute for it purely 
natural forms of selection. Darwin's account shows that the 
apparent teleology of biological processes is an illusion. 

It is a simple extension of this insight to point out that 
notions such as "purpose" are never intrinsic to biological 
organisms, (unless of course those organisms themselves have 
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conscious intentional states and processes). And even notions 
like "biological function" are always made relative to an 
observer who assigns a normative value to the causal 
processes. There is no factual difference about the heart that 
corresponds to the difference between saying 

1. The heart causes the pumping of blood. 

and saying, 

2. The function of the heart is to pump blood. 

But 2 assigns a normative status to the sheer brute causal 
facts about the heart, and it does this because of our interest in 
the relation of this fact to a whole lot of other facts, such as our 
interest in survival. In short, the Darwinian mechanisms and 
even biological functions themselves are entirely devoid of 
purpose or teleology. All of the teleological features are 
entirely in the mind of the observer.11 

IX. The Moral So Far 

My aim so far in this chapter has been to illustrate a recurring 
pattern in the history of materialism. This pattern is made 
graphic in table 2.1. I have been concerned not so much to 
defend or refute materialism as to examine its vicissitudes in 
the face of certain commonsense facts about the mind, such as 
the fact that most of us are, for most of our lives, conscious. 
What we find in the history of materialism is a recurring ten
sion between the urge to give an account of reality that leaves 
out any reference to the special features of the mental, such as 
consciousness and subjectivity, and at the same time account 
for our "intuitions" about the mind. It is, of course, impossible 
to do these two things. So there are a series of attempts, 
almost neurotic in character, to cover over the fact that some 
crucial element about mental states is being left out. And 
when it is pointed out that some obvious truth is being denied 
by the materialist philosophy, the upholders of this view 
almost invariably resort to certain rhetorical strategies 


