
Biological theories on intentionality 

Biosemantic theory of meaning: 

meaning is identical to biological function 

Natural selection > desire > meaning 

Objection 1: 

the misrepresentation problem. If the meaning or intentional content of a mental state derives 

from the biological function it serves, it will have that same meaning even if on some occasions 

it is caused by something other than what it is normally caused by. 

Reply: 

if the desire to avoid snakes has the meaning it does because it serves the function of causing 

the creature having it to flee when snakes are present, it will still have this meaning even when 

a particular instance of it is caused, not by the presence of a snake, but by the presence of a 

rope or a hose that, due to odd lighting, looks like a snake. 

Objection 2: 

it seems dubious that it could account for such sophisticated mental states as, say, one’s belief 

that Wittgenstein was a more important philosopher than Russell: surely natural selection never 

hard-wired such a belief into anyone. 

Reply: 

Biosemantics advocates hold that such highly complex mental states might, nevertheless, 

derive a secondary functionality by virtue of their relationship to mental states – like the desire 

for water – that are more clearly functional. 

Objection 3: 

the theory appears to entail that nothing that didn’t evolve could possibly have intentionality 

for, not having evolved, it wouldn’t have states that serve any particular function. But this 

seems false: we can certainly at least imagine cases where creatures come into existence other 

than by evolution, and yet have intentionality. 

Swampman example – 

If a freak occurrence in a swamp were spontaneously to generate out of the muck a molecule 

for molecule living duplicate of you – “swampman,” as philosophers who have discussed this 

sort of example have affectionately dubbed it – then this duplicate would surely have thoughts, 

experiences, and other intentional mental states, despite not having come about through 

evolution. 

Objection 4: 

Another difficulty is that the biological theory seems unable to deal with the disjunction 

problem: if, for example, a desire to avoid cheetahs happened to be hard-wired into our 

ancestors as a result of their interactions with both cheetahs and tigers-in-certain-circumstances 

(for example, at night time when tigers might be hard to distinguish from cheetahs), then it 

would seem to follow that the biological function of this desire is to get us to avoid both 

cheetahs and tigers-in- certain-circumstances – and thus it would follow too that the desire 

represents, not cheetahs uniquely, but rather cheetahs OR tigers-in- certain – circumstances. 

Reply: 



Daniel Dennett – indeterminacy is common in nature: has suggested that if such examples 

indicate that meaning must be indeterminate on a biological theory of intentionality, this does 

not serve as an objection to the theory, for such indeterminacy is common throughout the 

biological realm. 

…. It’s just kind of ambiguity evident in many biological phenomena of complex evolutionary 

process. 

Objection 5: 

it fails to explain how the biological theory can deal with cases of mental states whose meaning 

or intentional content is determinate and unambiguous. 

Objection 6: 

is ‘meaning’ obvious in the automatic sense? Or, a matter to be determined from an ‘outsider 

point of view’? 

Even if all our mental states were indeterminate or ambiguous in their meaning or content, this 

would not save the theory; for even if the theory could explain why they have ambiguous 

meanings, it would not explain why they have any meaning at all. 

While a heart serves the function of pumping blood, the heart nevertheless doesn’t mean or 

represent pumping blood – for it doesn’t mean or represent anything at all. It’s just a muscle. 

Is meaning an independent mental construct? Words, sentences, and pictures mean things, but 

muscles surely don’t. 

Reply: 

it is ‘selection’, but not a conscious selection or not a selection of any conscious entity. 

Objection 7: 

Wouldn’t mental states exhibiting intentionality already have to exist in the first place in order 

for natural selection to select some of them as having survival value? 

Natural selection’s purported ability to shape meaning would presuppose that there is meaning 

there to be shaped – in which case biological function couldn’t possibly provide a full 

explanation of meaning. 

intentionality itself presupposes intentionality. 

Objection 8: 

Searle has argued, If talk about the “purpose” or “function” for which the heart was ”selected” 

has any application at all, it is only as a way of noting how what in reality are the purposeless, 

functionless, and meaningless results of unthinking causal processes can seem to be purposive, 

functional, and meaningful. 

Talk about purposes and functions, if taken literally, seems to presuppose intentionality; in 

particular, it seems to presuppose the agency of an intelligence who designs something for a 

particular purpose or to serve a particular function. 

But the aim of Darwinian evolutionary theory is to explain biological phenomena in a manner 

that involves no appeal to intelligent design. 

The study of evolution is science, not philosophy. It sees only the objective functional 

aspects. ‘objectivity’ can’t be objective if there is no subjectivity at all. 

 


