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JOSE VASCONCELOS: THE TEACHING OF ART AND THE ART
OF TEACHING

John H. Haddox

By the time of his death, June 1959, José¢ Vasconcelos was accorded a position of
eminence among Latin American philosophers by his fellow Latin Americans. However,
for the most part, the scholarly world outside the Iberian orbit has shown little interest in
the Mexican philosopher’s teachings. This is unfortunate since his views on education,
among others, seem to be quite relevant even today.

Vasconcelos was born on February 27, 1882, in the city of Oaxaca, Mexico. He received
his law degree and practiced law for a short period after his graduation. Then he was
among a group of young Mexican intellectuals who joined Francisco Madero in opposing
the dictator Porfirio Diaz. With the victory of Madero and the revolutionists, Vasconcelos
returned to the practice of law.

When President Obregon appointed him to the cabinet as Secretary of Public Education
in 1920, Vasconcelos had his first chance to put some of his educational theories which
he had formulated into practice. Because of his tireless efforts to reorganize and extend
the educational system of Mexico and to raise the general level of Mexican education,
Vasconcelos has been credited with being the father of public education in Mexico.

Now, before examining his aesthetic theories of education, a brief look at Vasconcelos’
aesthetic philosophy itself will be presented. If Parmenides is being-intoxicated and
Spinoza is God-intoxicated, José Vasconcelos is unity-intoxicated. In the first of his four
volumes of autobiography, the Mexican philosopher notes that even as a very young man
he was moved by “. . . the necessity of finding a key, a formula explaining all life, a
system coextensive with the universe. . . .” As he put it, “I suffered from the intoxication,
the hypnotism of the Whole.”' In one of his earliest published philosophical works,
Monismo Estético, Vasconcelos criticizes the fragmentary approaches, “spiritual plagues”
of scientific empiricism, evolutionism, and pragmatism. He proclaims that he wants to
organize a system founded on the intuition of synthesis, “the eternal fount of systems.”™
This was clearly more than a mere youthful ambition and “intoxication,” more than a
mere “hypnotism”; it was the driving force behind his every effort to create a philosophy.
Similarly, in an article published late in his life, Vasconcelos proclaimed:

Our philosophy does not prescind from any data, but comes from all
experience by judging with all the consciousness. Our philosophy
coincides, in this way, with the ancient concept of wisdom, according
to which Philosophy is: Love of Wisdom and Wisdom is a total
knowledge as the fruit of a total experience.’
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The “intuition of synthesis” was, for Vasconcelos, an aesthetic intuition. Hence what he
called the “aesthetic method” was applied to metaphysical, epistemological, ethical, and
all other philosophical questions. This method is one in which the imagination takes
precedence over the intellect with its discursive logic.

The problem, Vasconcelos feels, i1s that logic establishes artificial relations among
abstracted elements, while the image establishes a natural organization of the concrete
elements experienced. The image, he avers in the FEstética, captures sensory
characteristics in the lower stage of consciousness; in the aesthetic, the supra-rational or
spiritual stage, the image recreates the perceived object.* The idea, being a purely formal,
abstract representation of the object, impoverishes thinking; in contrast, the image is a
representation that enriches the object. The philosopher, as “an artist of totality,” tends to
use his imagination when ideas are insufficient to organize his experiences. Sensation
provides the elements of knowing; the imagination creates an aesthetic arrangement,

The imagination, by means of aesthetic-emotional a priori principles, such as rhythm,
melody, harmony, and counterpoint, which cannot be discussed here for lack of space,
reduces the data of the senses to consciousness, ordering this data in such a way as to
produce the enjoyment of beauty. Vasconcelos emphasizes that the truth about objects and
their qualities can only be expressed in emotional and sensory forms. This aesthetic
knowledge includes both facts and feelings about these facts, and these feelings are most
important in our lives—stirring us, attracting us, moving us to act.’

Former students of Vasconcelos relate an anecdote which vividly illustrates this thesis.
One day, upon entering a classroom in which classes had been held for several months,
he asked the students if anyone present could describe the back wall of the room. After a
few fumbling, unsatisfactory attempts, he allowed them to tum around whereupon they
discovered two long, jagged cracks, a large, irregular and discolored spot, a small
window, and a smaller shelf. Then he remarked that there would have been no question of
such ignorance if a beautiful painting had been hanging on this wall. They would have
been attracted by—drawn to—the beautiful object and the pleasure resulting from its
apprehension. It would, for that reason, have been a distraction from a lecture, which, he
supposed, is the reason for the generally drab, unattractive appearance of classrooms.

The unifying emotion he at times identifies with love—love with its attracting and
unifying function, love by which the lover is drawn to his loved one. In the Prologue to
the Estético, Vasconcelos quotes Dante: “The same love moves sun and the stars,” and he
insists that in the realm of the spiritual, love, not rational discourse, is required.® This is in
the spirit of Unamuno, who, in his ;Que es verdad?, states that truth is what is believed
with one’s whole heart and soul.

Thus, Vasconcelos clearly distinguishes between knowing by way of reason alone and
knowing by the method of an emotion-informed intellect, writing that the first way of
knowing separates and analyzes certain aspects of objects known while the second tends
to unite and synthesize these aspects. Experience yields the heterogeneous and reason
dresses our experiences in abstract concepts, employing them for practical purposes. For
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example, our experience of a falling object is explained rationally by measuring the
distance that it falls and the time that it takes and correlating the abstracted, measured
variables, while ignoring the qualitative, experiential aspects of the event. These aspects
cannot, then, be restored to a vital unity (which respects their diversity), for here there
would be a synthesis on a conceptual level—a synthesis of the homogeneous. Emotion,
which tends to atiract, to move, to unite qualitatively diverse elements gua diverse,
engenders an enriched knowledge of the varied world that we experience. By means of
emotive knowledge, then, we achieve a type of synthesis of which reason cannot even
conceive: a synthesis of the heterogeneous. Here we are on the level of the “concrete
universal” according to which the affective intuition of beauty becomes an organ of
knowledge.’

Vasconcelos, then, insists that the emotions play an absolutely essential role. Their
primary function is to move one or draw one toward an object in knowing, in acting, in
being. Speaking of an aesthetic experience or a love experience, Abraham Maslow has
remarked, “We may even speak of an identification of the perceiver and the perceived, a
fusion of what was two into a new and larger whole—a super-ordinate unit.”

For Vasconcelos, emotion unifies the perceiver with the perceived m an aesthetic
experience, the lover and loved one in an experience of love. When a person responds to
a beautiful object, she is drawn to the object and the result is not just knowledge about it,
but such knowledge is of the object itself. It would be possible, for example, to know a
great deal about a painting, its measurements, the physics and chemistry of its colors, the
subject matter portrayed, the life of the painter—and, yet, not have come to know the
painting because the aesthetic-emotional response is lacking.

The lover desires to be with the (quite literally) “attractive” object of his love, and the
lover, in a very special sense, knows her love as she knows nothing else. Love is anything
but blind for Vasconcelos; it is the only way to real knowledge. Thus, knowledge is not
the fruit of isolated reason.

Now, it is evident that the problem which the aesthetic-emotional method resolves for the
other branches of philosophy is the problem of aesthetics itself. As Vasconcelos points
out, “The artist, without abstracting, incorporates themes in a conjunction in which the
significance of the parts is enlivened.” For example, the notes of which a song is
somposed as part of the song possess a character and a power to elicit an emotional
:esponse that is not present in the notes heard in isolation. The song is more than the sum
of its parts.

The secret of the beautiful, then, consists in the arrangement of diverse elements in such a
‘orm that they maintain a vital heterogeneity achieving, at the same time, a unity founded
n certain emotional-aesthetic principles.

Vasconcelos notes that a person is not aware of, or does not enjoy, beauty because she
ntellectually recognizes an equilibrium or a logical proportion. This awareness and
:njoyment are the result of an internal disposition, a spiritual sensibility, adjusted to the
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organic flow of a beautiful object, e.g., a painting, a piece of sculpture, a song, a person, a
scene, jusl as reason is accommodated to the laws of logic."

In a chapter of the Ldgica Orgdnica on the logic of art, Vasconcelos distinguishes
between this logic—which is analogical, rich, fertile, and penetrating—and formal or
mathematical logic—which is univocal, petty, sterile, and superficial."

In summary, according to Vasconcelos, we contact particular objects with our senses, and
with our intellect we abstract universal concepts from the sense data, but only by the joint
operation of the senses, the imagination, the intellect, and the emotions are we able, in
art, to achieve the concrete universal, and only this is real knowledge."

Educator and Educational Theorist

As noted earlier, this Mexican philosopher’s impact on Mexican education was profound
and enduring both in practice as Secretary of Public Education and in theory as a
philosopher of education. As Minister he established rural schools in areas where none
had ever existed, and these schools were also used as community centers in numerous
villages and cities. More schools were constructed during his few years as Minister than
in the previous fifly years—more than one thousand rural schools between 1921 and
1924, Thousands of inexpensive editions of the world’s classics were published and
distributed throughout Mexico. Several anti-illiteracy drives were initiated and cultural
movements were encouraged, including a revival of popular arts. Vasconcelos was
generous with commissions for the muralists Diego Rivera, José Clemente Orozco, and
others. Under the previous President, Venustiano Carranza, one percent of the national
budget had been allotted to education. By 1923, due largely to the hard work and
enthusiasm (and a larger government budget) of Vasconcelos, this was increased to 15
percent.

Speaking of the great movement in Mexican education at that time in his The Labyrinth
of Solitude, Octavio Paz writes, “It was social effort, but one that required the presence of
a man who could catch fire and then transmit his enthusiasm to others. Vasconcelos, as a
philosopher and a man of action, possessed that unity of vision which brings coherence to
diverse plans, and, although he sometimes overlooked details, he never lost himself in
them. His work, subject to a number of necessary and not always happy corrections, was
the work of a founder, not a mere technician.”"?

Vasconcelo’s book titled De Robinson a Odiseo (originally published in 1935) is a broad
study of (really, plans for a) Mexican education formulated earlier when he was Secretary
of Public Education. It includes his general theory of education, a critique of that of John
Dewey, and his views on educational reform and the characteristics of ideal schools on
each level. Next are chapters on ethical and aesthetic education, types of schools, and the
three departments within the division: schools, the fine arts, and libraries. Then, after an
examination of various topics such as coeducation, the education of the indigenous, and
special schools like teachers’ colleges and technical institutes, Vasconcelos concentrates
on aspects of university-level education such as university exchange programs and
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advanced research, as well as departments of libraries and fine arts which include a
National Library, Museums of Art and American Archaeology, and a Conservatory of
Music. The work concludes with a chapter on an aesthetic pedagogy.

In the introduction Vasconcelos explains that the title of this work reveals its task which
is to avoid what he terms the “myopic empiricism” of John Dewey’s approach and to
provide a system that merits the designation “classic,” possessing depth and unity-with-
diversity. He proclaims: “Formerly intoxicated with bad wine, we must turn to the good
wine of our tradition, rescuing Odysseus from the oversimplifications of a Robinson
Crusoe approach.”"

An early concern of the Mexican philosopher and educator is with the problem of
teachers who are limited and having that limitation imposed on the student, limiting her
or his development. He writes, “There is in each child a precious and unique germ which
should be nurtured with exquisite care.”"’

A little later Vasconcelos explains that when a child is encouraged to imagine, to
fantasize, to create artistic works, the teacher promotes the relatively free flow of
aesthetic consciousness and joyous learning. He describes “the Socratic approach” as
consisting in challenging the student to be creative and inventive, thus achieving a richer
and livelier learning than would otherwise be possible. He notes that truly free
scholarship consists in offering wisdom as something wondrous and fascinating.

Vasconcelos argues that the primary goal is not to teach one to sing or to draw in order to
make money; one sings because one sings; and one draws, recognizing that beauty has no
essentially material usefulness. Apart from useful activities, he notes, “it is necessary for
the person to develop his or her superabundant spiritual gifts.”'® (In a March, 1923 article
in the Mexico City newspaper £/ Universal is a comment that in the schools where
Vasconcelos’ methods were used the pupils were so enthralled with their creative
activities that they refused to leave at the official closing time for the school day).

In a chapter of De Robinsén a Odiseo on pedagogy, Vasconcelos insists that an essential
purpose is to obtain a spirit of community among teachers and students. This community
should be present in the perception and enjoyment of beauty. Further, even though each
perceives and enjoys in his or her own way, the important thing is that all attain a reality
that transcends the individual.'” To discover the means of making one’s thinking creative
and one’s senses appreciative of aesthetic values, one must transport oneself to a
communion with that which is beautiful. The proper pedagogy of art involves a
fascination, a kind of magic, which leads to a unified aesthetic comprehension—sensory,
emotive, intellectual, and imaginative: “a perfect communion with the highest values of
the spirit.”'®

In this aesthetic pedagogy, Vasconcelos explains that the role of apprenticeship is not
active-reflective as in physics, nor is it normative-persuasive as in ethics, but is
challenging-stimulative. He argues that art does not convince, nor seek profit, it simply
fascinates and engenders delight. The goal is revealed in a simple phrase—*pure joy of
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the soul”—and, to the extent that this goal is achieved, genuine education, an education
that truly enriches our lives, results.
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INTENTIONALITY WITHOUT EVOLUTION: THE MEANING OF
LIFE AND MORE

Dave Beisecker

Normativity is certainly a central feature, if not the true hallmark, of inientional
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 normative
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.’ 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.” 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,” advocates have countered: “Well, how else
could it go?” What, other than evolution by natural selection, could possibly provide us
with the requisite normative oomph, 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.* 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 fypes of
intentionality. If however we reject Dennett’s reasons for abandoning the quest for “real
meaning,” 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
zenuine mental capacity because it seemingly fails to respond rationally to its mistakes,
o1 to respond to them as mistakes. One might say that it is not capable of getting things
ight or wrong “by its own lights.” This suggests that we would want to have some
iccount of self-correction in order to capture behavior appropriately governed by an
1cknowledgement of the norm of correctness. But in order to sustain the claim that such
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activity s appropriately regarded as involving the correction of errors, it would seem that
we must have some account of a subject’s aims as well, for how could we recognize
mistakes as mistakes unless they are somehow liable to prevent a subject from attaining
its desired ends? That is, it would be difficult to tell a story with the requisite normative
punch without including some account of a creature’s goals. It is thus reasonable to
suppose that discernibly rational activity requires elements of both critical (self-
corrective) and practical (means-end) reasoning. So to a first approximation, I propose we
regard a pattern of activity as discernibly rational if it exhibits self-corrective behavior
that 1s directed towards some goal.

I would argue that the activity of certain educable creatures is discernibly rational in
precisely this sense. I admit this claim 1s far from novel; instead, what is new is the route
by which I defend this thesis. While it is widely maintained that creatures with educable
capacities enjoy richer mental lives than hardwired, tropistic beings,® accounts of
educable capacities typically dwell upon how they render organisms better able to fulfill
their natural purposes in the face of environmental contingency. Dretske, for instance,
focuses on how providing creatures with the ability to conduct their own selection of
appropriate internal indicators might be the best way for a designer (including Mother
Nature) to solve the problem of constructing creatures that are likely to fulfill their
intended purposes.” Unable to anticipate the relevant regularities of a creature’s
environment, a designer might find it useful to equip creatures with some ability to tailor
their own responsive dispositions to their particular surroundings. While this thought is
probably correct (as far is it goes), it does not show how creatures with such educable
capacity exhibit any intentionality that is intelligible as such, apart from the purposes for
which they have been selected or designed. At best, it explains why behavioral plasticity
might have been favored by selective pressures. Although there is this vague intuition that
educable creatures are responsive to error, and so “learn from their mistakes,” it remains
to be seen how these mistakes could be intelligible as such without ultimately appealing
to the creatures’ biological purposes.

If we had a story about how the flexibility of educable creatures gives rise to a different,
non-biological sort of accountability or susceptibility to evaluation, then we might begin
to see how an original intentionality could be a product of natural selection. My first task
is to describe a specific type of behavioral plasticity, which T will call “expectation-
mongering,” that is free of any appeals to survival value or selective purposes. Here is
how the story goes. To account for certain “blocking effects,” several leaming theorists
have argued that the observed educability of some animals is best explained in terms of
the adjustment of “expectation-like” structures mediating between sensory input and
behavioral output.® Accounts of expectation-based educability aim to make sense of (that
is, to describe in suitably informative terms) patterns of activity whereby creatures
exhibit an appropriate sensitivity to the consequences of their own responses. The basic
idea behind these accounts is that the actual responses such creatures make in situations is
a function of various outcomes that they currently associate with the particular responses
available in their behavioral repertoires. Since different responses in the same situation
can bring about different outcomes, and since the same type of response can, depending
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upon the circumstances, yield different outcomes, the structures these accounts posit to
mediate between sensory input and behavioral output—Ilet us call them “expectations”—
need to include (at least) three separate components: 1) conditions of activation and
deactivation, 2) a response type, and 3) a consequence condition. The first component
specifies, as it were, when an individual expectation is turned on or off. When an
expectation is activated, the creature associates the outcome specified by the third
component with the response specified by the second.” Should the creature engage in that
response and the consequence condition not to be satisfied, then the creature would be
disposed to adjust the components making up that expectation. Through the revision of
individual expectations when they are so “violated” these creatures distinguish
themselves from the merely tropistic, and so display the sensitivity to the consequences
of their own responses that learning theorists have sought to describe.® So the story is
basically this: under certain circumstances an expectation will be activated and the
creature will then anticipate that a certain response will yield a particular outcome.
Should that turn out not to be the case, its dispositions to form such anticipations will
change. Expectation-mongering creatures can now be defined as those whose overall
behavior is most systematically described as governed in part by the consequence
conditions of currently activated expectations.! For example, a creature might be
disposed to engage in any responses associated with the outcome of its coming into
acquiring cookies, or it might be disposed not to engage in any response associated with
electric shocks.

Given the intuition that we ought to be able to evaluate expectations as correct or
mistaken, this would seem to be a promising beginning of a story about intentionality that
isn’t biologically grounded. Note that the description I gave of expectation-mongering
behavior does not make any obvious appeal to biological purposes. One can identify
expectation-mongering creatures as such without having to recognize them as subject to
selective pressures. Nor have | construed expectation-based educability as the selection of
responsive dispositions that have positive survival value, although that is presumably
something such behavioral plasticity can bring about. However, remember that to sustain
he claim that expectation-mongering creatures exhibit a non-biological sort of
mntentionality, we need to show how their behavior fits an overall rational pattern. That
s, we need to show how expectation-mongering can be viewed as goal-directed, self-
>orrective activity in its own right. Here my strategy will be to begin with the practical
side, and construct an account of goals from this account of expectation-mongering, and
‘hen turn around and use this account to ground the notion of expectation error.

‘ortunately, the definition of a goal tums out to be satisfyingly straightforward and
ntuitive: a certain outcome is to be regarded as one of a creature’s current goals, to the
:xtent that the creature is disposed to engage in responses expected to bring about that
»utcome."” For example, the creature mentioned above that is systematically disposed to
:ngage in responses associated with the outcome of acquiring cookies can be understood
1s having the acquisition of cookies as its goal. The other creature, disposed not to
:ngage in responses associated with an electric shock, can be understood as having an
wersion to shocks. Goals that are construed like this work in conjunction with a
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creature’s expectations to explain its particular responses to situations. By characterizing
responses in terms of the outcomes they are expected (by the subject) to bring aboult,
these explanations show how a particular response fits a creature’s overall patiern of
responsive dispositions. And we need not regard such explanations as empty, because
they point out that a subject might have done otherwise, had that response not been
expecled to bring about a certain outcome, or had some other response been expected to
bring about that outcome instead. '* Notice in particular that an expectation must have an
appropriate consequence condition before it can be paired with a goal in order to explain
a creature's behavior. The expectation's comtent—that is, its consequence condition—
must itself satisfy the goal's condition of satisfaction. Since goals and expectations must
have the right sort of "fit" with one another before they can successfully explain a
creature’s behavior, these explanations face what could be thought of as a rational
constraint. Thus it makes some sense to claim that attempts to explain a creature’s
behavior with respect to its goals and expectations to be attempts to rationalize its
behavior.

While this is obviously a broadly dispositional account of goals, it does not crudely
identify a creature’s goals with the actual outcomes that the creature is likely to bring
about." On this proposal, creatures do not have to be disposed (o bring about the eventual
attainment of their goals. For one thing, just as we can pick out fragile objects without
requiring that they manifest their fragility by shattering, we can identify a creature’s
goals, even though it might not ever find itself in circumstances where their attainment is
possible. For our purposes, however, the respects in which the activation of expectations
can block the attainment of goals are particularly significant. Here we can say that an
expectation-mongering creature will be disposed to attain its goals (whenever such
attainment is possible) to the extent that its expectations are configured correctly.'® This,
of course, is where the normative rabbit gets pulled out of the naturalistic hat. The nice
thing is that we can pick out unfavorable expectation configurations likely to hinder a
creature’s attainment of its goals, and so have reason to regard these configurations as
expectation errors. For instance, a creature is liable not to fulfill a goal if one of its
expectations is activated in a situation in which the expectation’s response would fail to
bring about the satisfaction of its consequence condition. A creature is likely not to fulfill
its goal of acquiring cookies if a response it associates with the outcome of acquiring
cookies will actually bring about some different outcome. We can thus think of such an
occurrence as an error of commission. Similarly, an error of omission arises whenever the
response of an expectation that is not activated would bring about the satisfaction of its
consequence condition (that is, were its activation not to be an error of commission).
Here our creature is liable not to engage in a response that would procure cookies, since it
fails to associate that response with that desired outcome. Since these two expectation
configurations are liable to prevent a creature from attaining its goals, expectation-
mongering creatures are susceptible of two distinct sorts of mistakes about the way things
are in their environments.'* They can be evaluated as having gotten things right or wrong,
and so can be understood to exhibit a type of intentionality above and beyond that
typically attributed to artifacts and simple organisms. Observe once more that while
expectations are, as it were, ontologically or conceptually prior to goals in the sense that
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the latter can only be defined in terms of an antecedently intelligible account of the
former, goals nevertheless enjoy a normative priority over expectations in the sense that
the notion of expectation error depends upon (or is intelligible as such only with respect
to) this account of goal-directedness. A slogan: while goals owe their existence to
expectations, expectations owe their normativity to goals."”

So we now have reason why, from a creature’s own perspective, its expectations ought to
be activated just in case their consequence conditions would be satisfied, were the
creature to engage in the response picked out by that expectation’s response component.
As an account of error, this story has several appealing features. Heading that list is the
fact that, unlike biological accounts, the commission of these errors does not depend
upon any antecedent determinations of when given responses tend to have survival value
or to be reproductively advantageous for a creature. In addition, these standards for
expectation correctness are categorical—one might say “anti-pragmatic”—in the sense
that they apply as they do, irrespective of the particular goals a creature might possess.
The activation (or inactivation) of an expectation can be identified as correct or mistaken,
regardless of what a creature’s goals happen to be. Moreover, the conditions for the
appropriate activation of one expectation can be quite different from the conditions of
appropriate activation for another. That is, the activation of separate expectations can be
beholden to distinct features of a creature’s environment. As a result of this feature
selectivity, expectation-mongering creatures can be correct with respect to some features
of their environment, yet mistaken with respect to others. They can get things right or
wrong in a variety of respects due to the simultaneous activation of several expectations.
In fact, an expectation-mongering creature could even be massively mistaken about the
way things are.'"® Furthermore, the situations in which one expectation would be
appropriately activated might just happen to line-up or co-vary with those in which
another would be activated. For instance, the circumstances in which one response would
procure cookies might be precisely those in which another response would bring on an
slectric shock. “Extensionally speaking,” distinct expectations can thus share the same
circumstances of appropriate activation. However, the particular means by which these
sircumstances are picked out would differ for each such expectation, simply because they
would be comprised of different expectation components. So even though their
sircumstances of appropriate activation can be the same, their content (“intensionally
speaking”) can remain quite distinct. Had the subject’s environment been otherwise, these
:xpectations might not have shared circumstances of appropriate activation. It would thus
wppear that attributions of expectation states exhibit something like the ballyhooed
semantic opacity or sensitivity to intensional contexts so often associated with the
itribution of genuine intentional states. To attribute an expectation to a creature is not
antamount to attributing to it other expectations sharing the same circumstances of
ippropriate activation.'

n addition to the practical rationality I have just described, expectation-mongering
sreatures can clearly exhibit a certain measure of self-corrective, critical rationality as
vell. Insofar as they are disposed to revise their expectations in the wake of the errors
lescribed above, such educable creatures take discemnibly rational steps to minimize
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future mistakes. There is of course no guarantee that these revisions will yield future
success.” The point is just that creatures displaying this sort of educable capacity would
take expectation correctness or aptness to be a regulative ideal, at least in the sense that
they are disposed to revise error-prone expectations while leaving correct expectations as
they are. And so it seems that they display something akin to rational responsiveness to
error that Davidson argues must be possessed by any rational animal.* By responding in
a more or less reasonable fashion when the outcomes of their responses are not as they
were expected to be, such creatures manifest an apparent capacity to be “surprised.”

In sum, we can discemn a rational structure in the behavior of expectation-mongering
creatures. As I have shown, they can pursue goals based upon possibly mistaken ideas
about how to attain them, and their ability to attain these goals can improve through
experience. Since they can be evaluated as having gotten things right or wrong with
respect to the way things are, we are justified in crediting these creatures with a kind of
intentional capacity that avoids any obvious appeals to natural purposes or proper
functioning. Indeed, since expectation-mongering creatures would not have to be
products of any sort of selection, natural or otherwise, and their expectation errors are
intelligible as such without our having to consider the purposes for which they have, as it
were, been designed, this account shows how non-biological “creatures”—for instance,
those philosophical fantasies spontaneously generated out of swamp muck—could
nevertheless possess a certain kind of intentional capacity. Thus, the account avoids the
awkward conclusion that a being physically indistinguishable from something capable of
bona fide mental representation could nevertheless be wholly incapable of getting things
wrong, on account of its lacking a suitable biological pedigree.” Moreover, not only is
this account of goals intelligible apart from considerations of a creature’s biological
purposes, these goals might even collide with those purposes. For instance, there is no
reason why a creature could not be disposed to respond in ways expected to bring about
reproductively disadvantageous outcomes. Such a creature would have a goal that is,
from a biological point of view, remarkably maladaptive

Ecumenical Conclusion

In this paper, | have shown how a certain type of educable creature can be correct or
mistaken with respect to the way things are in a way that is not grounded in the functions
or purposes for which they have been designed or selected. Such creatures thus may be
said to exhibit an original type of intentionality above and beyond whatever biological
intentionality they might possess. So, I think we have a constructive refutation of the
claim that all intentionality is intelligible as such only by appealing to natural purposes.
Yet this conclusion remains pleasantly ecumenical in the sense that it recognizes that
there can be several distinct kinds of intentionality, including that adumbrated by
biological accounts. Different accounts of intentionality need not compete with one
another. This ecumenicism requires me to end on a note of caution. My task here has
simply been to show that it makes sense to talk about intentionality that is not
biologically grounded. In particular, I am not about to claim that the admittedly simple
type of non-biological intentionality I have just described accounts for the more
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sophisticated intentional capacities exhibited by beings like us. We linguistic creatures
evidently engage in performances that can be evaluated as correct or mistaken with
respect to the way things are according to standards that are instituted across our
linguistic communities. I would agree with Davidson that this story about expectations is
far too atomistic and individualistic to capture our apparent capacities to justify our
worldly commitments to one another. Nevertheless, the story I have already told could
prove to be a good platform upon which to erect further accounts that set these more
involved intentional capacities as fargets. Indeed, the fact that we can describe in broadly
naturalistic terms a pattern of activity in which an (albeit primitive) original type of
intentionality can be discerned should provide us with some hope that we can describe
other patterns in which more sophisticated kinds of intentionality can be described,
including the irreducibly social stripe that we enjoy. I have some thoughts about how
such stories could go—thoughts which draw from the broadly pragmatist idea that the
meaning of a sign is some function of its expected consequences—but I am afraid such
ruminations will have to wait for another time.

Notes

i. See, for instance, Millikan [1984], [1993] and Papineau [1993], [1998].

2. As Dennett puts the point, “My view is that belief and desire are like froggy belief and desire all the way
up. We human beings arc only the most prodigious intentional systems on the planet, and the huge
psychological differences between us and the frogs are ill described by the proposed contrast between literal and
metaphorical belief ascription” (The Intentional Stance, p. 112).

3. Fodor rehearses several of these complaints in his [1990].

4. See in particular Dennett {1987], ch. 2.

5. And we should! The demand for an account of intentionality that isn’t biologically grounded—one might
say “original”—is not as unintelligible as some advocates of the biological approach would have us suppose. In
particular, we should not be persuaded by the argument that since we are products of natural selection, the ways
in which we can be understood as corrcct or mistaken with respect to the way things are, are intelligible only
with respect to Mother Nature's standards or intentions. (See Dennett [1987], ch. 8; and [1995], ch 14.) While
biological accounts of intentionality might succeed in showing how we can attribute to humans intentional
states like those of simpler organisms, they do not thereby show that this is the only type of intentionality
properly attributed to humans. The fact that we can be understood as having biological intentionality does not
wreclude the possibility of our possessing non-biological types of intentionality as well. Having biological
intentionality does not preclude the possibility of there being yct other ways to evaluate human behavior that
wurn out to be largely independent (or intelligible apart from) the purposes for which humans have been
Jesigned or sclected. For more discussion, see Beisecker [2002] and [2006].

6. In particular, see Dretske [ 1988], [1999]; Bennett [1976], [1991]; and Dennett {1995).

7. See Dretske’s discussion of the so-called “design problem” in his {1988], pp. 96fT.

8. See, for instance, Staddon [1983], pp. 414{f and Dickinson [1989]. For example, some animals that have
seen trained to associate a conditioned stimulus with an unconditioned stimulus will subsequently fail to
1ssociate other stimuli with the unconditioned stimulus, when the latter are presented along with the original
>onditioned stimulus. Rats that have been trained, for instance, to associate a bell tone with an electric shock
~ill not come to associate a red light with a shock, as long as the red light is consistently paired with the bell
one. The prior conditioning prevents (or “blocks™) subsequent conditioning to other, co-varying stimuli. If this
carning were merely a matter of the frequency of stimulus-pairing, then one would expect the animal to
yecome conditioned to the new stimulus as well. One would expect the rats eventually to associate the red light
with a shock, as indeed they do when they are not subjected to the earlier training. Many learning theorists have
irgued that the failure of previously conditioned animals to become conditioned to the new stimulus arises
secause the animal already uses the original conditioned stimulus to predict the occurrence of the unconditioned
itimulus, and with a reasonable degree of success. When a previously conditioned rat encounters the compound
onc and light stimulus, it expects that the shock will occur (because it heard the bell tone), and so the
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subsequent shock is not a surprisc. Since events arc as they were expected to be (they were not novel), there is
no pressurc to develop new associations, and there is no subsequent conditioning to the light. Thus these
theorists conclude that the rats arc responding to surprise, to things not being as they expected them to be.

9. To be relentlessly naturalistic, the first and third components could be specified in terms of; say, activity
along a creature’s sensory manifold, while the second in terms of the activation of particular motor programs.

10. Different accounts of expectation-based educability difter with respect to which expectation components
arc allowed to vary from expectation to expectation, which components are capable of being altered, and also
the conditions in which they stand to be adjusted. Staddon [1993], for instance, takes learning to involve the
adjustment of consequence conditions, while Bennett [1976] effectively restricts it to the revision of activation
conditions. A fully general account of expectation would Ieave as much of this up for grabs as possible.

1. More formally: their response to situations is a partial function of the consequence conditions of
currently activated expectations. 1t bears mentioning that I am not trying to show that any particular creatures
are expectation-mongercrs. That is the work of ethologists, not philosophers. Notice also that [ have defined
expectation-mongering in terms of how a creature would behave in various possible situations. Since any
pattern of actually observed behavior could be the product of tropisms, showing that a creature is an
expectation-mongerer would have to involve establishing that certain counterfactuals hold. It turns out, then,
that those who design devices would likely have an casier time justifying the atiribution of expectations to their
subjects than those who encounter them “out in the field,” simply because they have a better sense of what goes
on inside the “black boxes™ they are studying, and so would have a better grasp of the relevant counterfactuals.
For a discussion of the difficulties attributing to wild subjects states similar to the expectations described here,
sec Heyes and Dickinson [1990].

12. In a similar fashion, we can determine a (possibly non-transitive) preference ordering among outcomes.
Observe, by the by, how goals so construed rest upon an antecedently intelligible account of expectation and, as
such, are not conceptually prior to expectations.

13. I am aware that certain hard-nosed physicalists, e.g., Kim, might look askance at such “dispositional”
explanations of behavior as, at best, incomplete. I have not set out to assuage the concerns of physicalists, who
are generally suspicious of intentional explanations anyway. There are plenty of others, ¢.g., Dretske, engaged
in that project! In particular, sec Bennett [1991] and Dretske [1988].

14. It is also worth remarking that this account of goals is ncither a “reinforcement” (sec Whyte {1993} and
possibly Dretske [1988]) nor an “extinction” theory such as that occasionally atiributed to Russell,

15. As Bennett might claim, a critter will be disposed to attain its goals “all things being equal,” and having
correctly configured expectations is part of things being equal (Bennett [1990], pp. 42f1).

16. Please observe that this account does not rule out “accidental” (or uncxpected) success at attaining goals.

17. Insofar as the goals so construed rest upon an antecedently intelligible account of expectation, this
account reverses the strategy historically advocated by Ramsey, and more recently pursued by Whyte [1993]
and Papineau {1998]. | am not sure exactly what to make of'it, but I find it intriguing that normative and
ontological orders of explanation can come apart from one another.

18. That is, this story docs not appeal to so-called "normative constraints” on the attribution of intentionality,
such as Dennett's "assumption of rationality" or Davidson's "principic of charity”; interpreters are not
constrained to attribute expectations that are for the most part correct. See Dennett [1987], pp. 171 and
Davidson [1984], p. 196.

19. It would scem then that we have found grounds to challenge the popular contention that a fine-grained
sensitivity Lo intensional contexts would require linguistic capacity. Sce, for instance, Davidson [ 1985), pp. 474-
476. This account thus meets what might be called “*Davidson's challenge.” At the very least, advocates of
Davidson's position would need to clarify just what they mean by the sensitivity to intensional contexts alleged
to be required for {egitimate ascription of intentional states.

20. Against the background of this account of expectation error, we can understand educable creatures to be
making errors of expectation revision whenever they adjust an expectation in ways that would render it more
susceptible to cither errors of commission or crrors of omission.

21. Sce Davidson [1984], [1985], and [1999]. To be sure, Davidson tries to argue that the conceptual
resources required to be surprised in turn require an animal to be capable of interpreting the utterances of others;
thought requires tatk. However, we do not have to accept this argument to take Davidson’s point that the
capacity to be surprised, or to recognize when the way things are not as one took them to be, is an important
part of being a rational animal.

22. Of course, such a being would lack an appropriate history to possess biologically-grounded sorts of
intentionality.
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