
INTENTIONALITY WITHOUT EVOLUTION: THE MEANING OF 

LIFE AND MORE 

Dave Beisecker 

Normativity is certainly a central feature, if not the true hallmark, of intentional 
phenomena. Believers are essentially things that can be correct or mistaken with respect 
to the way things are. So nothing warrants being called an account of belief without an 
attendant account of error. Accounts of intentionality thus ought to provide stories 
( couched in suitably informative or "naturalistic" terms) about how creatures can become 
beholden to ( or correct or mistaken with respect to) the way things are. This nonnative 
perspective might seem to favor so-called "teleo-biological" accounts of intentionality, 
insofar as they exploit the intuition that a creature makes some sort of mistake when it 
does something that isn't "good" for it, where goodness is spelled out somehow in terms 
of a creature's ability to survive to reproduce. 1 Since such accounts seek to reduce our 
own intentional capacities to those of simpler creatures, they tend to deny that there is 
any intelligible notion of "original" intentionality above and beyond the "second-class" 
or "derived" intentionality commonly attributed to simpler intentional systems.2 In the 
face of persistent criticism to the effect that these theories leave the attribution of 
intentional states too indeterminate, too ad hoc, or too historically contingent to count as 
a story about bona-fide mental capacities,3 advocates have countered: "Well, how else 
could it go?" What, other than evolution by natural selection, could possibly provide us 
with the requisite normative 00mph, for an account to be recognizable as an account of 
intentionality? My aim in this paper is to respond directly to this challenge by profiling a 
type of beholdenness to the way things are that is intelligible as such without any blatant 
appeals to biological norms or to what Dennett calls "Darwin's Dangerous Idea." 

Let us begin with Dennett's thesis that the attribution of intentional states is appropriate 
for and only for those beings whose behavior falls into rational patterns discernible from 
an intentional stance.4 Dennett has never been entirely forthcoming about what 
constitutes a rational pattern of behavior. In fact, his recent attempts to debunk the notion 
of original intentionality are of a piece with a failure to consider the possibility that there 
might be several varieties of such patterns corresponding to different types of 
int<;ntionality. If however we reject Dennett's reasons for abandoning the quest for "real 
meaning,"5 we are in a position to look for different kinds of rational patterns 
corresponding to different ways in which one can adopt an intentional stance. 

So what would make a pattern of activity rational? Let us take a glimpse at the poster­
child of the biological approach to intentionality, the frog of philosophical legend, who 
famously stuffs itself silly with lead pellets. The frog is not a compelling example of 
genuine mental capacity because it seemingly fails to respond rationally to its mistakes, 
or to respond to them as mistakes. One might say that it is not capable of getting things 
right or wrong "by its own lights." This suggests that we would want to have some 
account of self-correction in order to capture behavior appropriately governed by an 
acknowledgement of the norm of correctness. But in order to sustain the claim that such 
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