












































Response/Dennett: Intentional systems in cognitive ethology 

claim that the question "What is the history of reinforce­
ment?" is a vast improvement over "What does this 
person believe, want, intend?" But how much can we 
actually say in response to this "better question" without _a healthy helping of (safe) adaptationist assumptions? The 
fossil record can certainly be used to answer questions 
about what, where, and when, but as soon as we turn to 
how (let alone why), it seems to me we have to rely on 
adaptationist assumptions. It may seem as if a scru­
pulously nonadaptationist science can tell us everything 
we want to know about "what has happened," but that, I 
think, is an illusion - like the illusion of plausibility in 
Skinner's commentary I remarked on above. 

Consider Eldredge's example of Fisher's (1975) re­
search on horseshoe crab swimming speed. I know this 
research only through Eldredge's account, and it does 
seem that it answers a "what has happened?" question 
quite persuasively, but the answer depends on a very safe 
adaptationist assumption about what is good: Faster is 
better - within limits. The conclusion that jurassic horse­
shoe crabs swam faster depends on the premise that they 
would achieve maximal speed, given their shape, by 
swimming at a certain angle, and that they would swim so 
as to achieve maximal speed. So in addition to Fisher's 
more daring use of optimality considerations conceded by 
Eldredge, there is his presumably entirely uncontrover­
sial, indeed tacit, use of optimality considerations in 
order to get any purchase at all on "what happened" 150 
million years ago. So I can't see how Eldredge can claim 
that the notion of adaptation is "naught but conceptual 
filigree" in Fisher's research. 

This can be seen from another angle if we revert to the 
_ other side of my coin for a moment and examine 

Graham's and Harman's suggestion that the Skinnerians 
are the real tellers of "just so" stories. Graham attributes 
this claim to me (in Dennett 1978a, chaps. 4, 5), but there 
my argument was slightly different (see pp. 69-70). My 
point was that when Skinner claimed that the true expla­
nation for some complex and novel item of human behav­
ior (observed "in the wild," not in the laboratory) lies 
(somewhere) in the history of reinforcement of the sub­
ject, he is invoking a worse virlus dormitiva than those he 
is criticizing. Of course something or other about the 
history accounts for the current behavior. Similarly some­
thing or other about the almost totally inaccessible history 
of mutation and reproduction of a species accounts for its 
various genetically controlled features. But if one wants 
to give a better answer to the question "What has hap­
pened?" than just "something or other," one is going to 
have to rely somewhat on adaptationist thinking. If El­
dredge agrees with Ghiselin that the new biology can 
"reject ... teleology altogether" while asking its histor­
ical questions, his own example fails to show it, just as 
Skinner's appeals to the history of reinforcement fail to 
show how in fact one can get along without mentalism. 

I turn now to Lewontin, whose main contention is that I 
am succumbing to a confusion between adaptation and 
adaptationism. Another egregious blunder, or perhaps 
the same one in a slightly different guise. Again, whose 
blunder is it? Are there any adaptationists? What is 

Iiladaptationism, according to Lewontin? 
" Lewontin reminds us of genetic hitchhiking and ran­

dom genetic drift. Given those two phenomena, he says, 
it is simply factually incorrect to describe evolution as 

always being an adaptive or optimizing process. Is this 
the defining error of adaptationism? How could it be? To 
whom is Lewontin addressing these remarks? He may 
suppose if he wishes that a philosopher has never heard 
of genetic hitchhiking or random genetic drift, but surely 
the biologists he is supposedly criticizing are not in need 
of this textbook review. He says as much. So they must 
disagree about the implications of these recognized facts . 
I think I can see why. The claim Lewontin calls factually 
incorrect is actually subtly equivocal. There is a "grain 
problem" here. If one looks closely enough at evolution, 
one sees plenty of important perturbations and excep­
tions to adaptation; lots of noise, some of which gets 
amplified by procreation. So evolution is not always 
adaptive. Q.E.D. But if we step back a bit, we can say, 
without denying what has just been granted, that evolu­
tion is always a noisy adaptive process, always adaptive in 
the long run. Is one an adaptationist if one chooses to look 
at the whole process that way? If so, is it a mistake? 
Perhaps Lewontin would say that it is always a mistake to 
look less closely at evolutionary processes than one can, 
but that is an implausible methodological canon. It is 
often useful to abstract - to say (rigorous, falsifiable) 
things about the forest and let someone else worry about 
the trees . 

It would surely be a mistake to assume that evolution 
was adaptive all the way down without any exception, but 
if that is adaptationism ("a world view that raises a 
phenomenon to untested universality"), I wonder if there 
are any adaptationists today. But Lewontin gives another, 
different characterization of adaptationism that looks 
more realistic: There is a body of evidence that is "simply 
sidestepped by Panglossian adaptationists who find it 
inconvenient." Is there anything wrong with that? Once 
again, let's see how this issue looks on the other side of my 
coin. One often hears it said by neuroscientists that there 
is a mass of data and theory about the fine structure and 
operation of the brain that no one denies, but which is 
simply sidestepped by the cognitivists - the "top-down" 
mentalists - who find it inconvenient. True. So what? It's 
not a bad idea at all, although of course it can be carried to 
excess, like anything else. As Beatty says, in his useful 
and irenic reinterpretation of the controversy, Gould and 
Lewontin's urgings make much more sense as a call for a 
multiplicity of research programs each concentrating on a 
way of making progress, than as a condemnation of any of 
the special interest groups of such a pluralistic society. 

Who is confusing adaptation with adaptationism? At 
one point Lewontin says my "rhetorical flummery" is to 
suggest he and Gould have as a hidden agenda the 
"extirpation root and branch of adaptation"; what I said 
was "extirpation root and branch of adaptationism" - and 
I was explicitly denying that this was their intent. Here 
we get to the heart of the matter: a persistent failure of 
communication that our prior correspondence (to which 
Lewontin alludes) failed to correct, and which I aban­
doned once it began to take on the tone of Lewontin's 
commentary. If I was confusing adaptation with adapta­
tionism, it was because I was also mistakenly supposing 
that adaptationism was a position actually held by some­
one. I thought an adaptationist was one who favored and 
even concentrated on adaptationist reasoning, not a per­
son who was silly enough to raise a phenomenon to 
untested universality. I defended the former; if Gould 
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and Lewontin are in fact out to extirpate the latter variety 
root and branch, they needn't try so hard; so far as I know, 
there aren't any anymore. So I'll admit my blunder if 
Lewontin will admit to shooting at his own shadow. 

What about Harvard conservatism? In Dennett (1971) I 
proposed an economic metaphor: Indulging in inten­
tional discourse was taking out an intelligence loan, which 
ultimately had to be repaid. Quine and Skinner, I pOinted 
out, were, in terms of this metaphor, rock-ribbed New 
England fiscal conservatives who disapprove of deficit 
spending, who caution everyone against taking out any 
loans of this sort. In Gould and Lewontin's attack I see the 
same puritanical disapproval of this practice of helping 
oneself to adaptationist assumptions. The adaptationist 
agrees that the loans must all be paid back. Consider, for 
instance, how Dawkins scrupulously pauses, again and 
again, in The Selfish Gene (1976) to show precisely what 
the cash value of his selfishness talk is. Nevertheless, 
some people - a certain sort of conservative - deeply 
disapprove of this way of doing business, whether in 
philosophy, psychology, or biology. It is probably just an 
amusing coincidence, however, that Quine, Skinner, 
Lewontin, and Gould are all at Harvard. 

Finally, what are we to make of the uncharacteristic, 
apparently unaccountable lapses in Lewontin's commen­
tary? For instance: 

1. the unsupported charges - not a single citation - of 
"elementary errors" on my part. 

2. the complete misreading of my friendly italics: 
"Gould and Lewontin seem to be championing ... a 
scrupulously nonadaptationist, historic-architectural an­
swer." What I meant was that although this is what they 
seem to many of their supporters to be doing, in fact they 
are espousing pluralism, as they insist and I acknowledge. 
Has Lewontin forgotten that he is not a scrupulous 
nonadaptationist, but rather an open-minded pluralist? 

I think the explanation of this disappointing phe­
nomenon is straightforward. I try to practice what I 
preach, and the target article was itself a Sherlock Holmes 
experiment of sorts. Noting that Lewontin is apparently a 
proficient utterer of a certain sort of speech act - "abus­
ing" adaptationists, as he puts it - I asked myself whether 
he was also proficient in the audience role for such acts. 
More poetically, could he take a joke? 

Apparently not. One whiff of Skinneric acid is enough 
to overpower his good sense and trigger a distraction 
display, complete with a quite affecting broken-left-wing 
dance (brandishing the infamous list of never-to-be­
revealed names) . But a single demoting experiment is not 
conclusive, as Lloyd Morgan realized. It just goes to 
show: Nobody's perfect. 
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