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Second, suppose that we could (miraculously) get around the G-hood
problem and attribute goals to such systems. Still, we are certain that the
resulting function-attributions would be clearly unacceptable and pro­
vide counterexamples to the theory. For instance, can a rock have the
goal '·to get to the bottom of a hill"? Why not on Ehring's analysis?
Something can Ix: ernirely accidentally <;:ausally organized and have
G-states. Why not rocks? Then since rolling downhill gets the rock to its
goal, it is the fun<;:tion of rolling to get the rock to the bottom of the hill.
Or consider, the Earth's mass, in part, causes it to travel around the sun
in an ellipse that takes 365-1/5 days. This is a goal of the Eanh. So its
mass has the function of getting it around the sun in that period. Not
likely! But Ehring has nothing to rule it out.

In our view it is clearly to beg the fundamental question of functional
analysis with which we began to say that in such systems anything has
G·generating effects. Indeed, how would one tell what was G-generating
and what was nor:' What would it be for something to be a G-state? What
distinguishes agenuine function from a mere effect or accident? We have
no idea and worse-Ehring gives no clue!

Third, if (I) and (1) were true because of the first disjunct of (2), then
the Ene-Adams analyses give the tlUth conditions for the "non­
accidental" reading of Ehring's conditions. In fact, we would argue that
because the second disjunct of (2) is nomologically faise, his theory
becomes totally vacuous and collapses.

Founh, suppose that condition (2) is true because ofthe first disjunct.
Then Ehring himself needs a function/mere effect distinction within
etiologies that are not entirely accidental. What is his distinction? In the
vent-opener case, for example, Ehring realizes that attribution of acci­
dent is tricky. It may be an accident that the rock gets into the furnace.
but (since it has the right shape) not at all accidental that it opens the vern
once there.-..,;:ontributing to the function of the furnace. Ehring attempts
to distinguish the accident of the rock's contribution from the function­
ing of the rest of the components of the system by appeal to the intcn­
tions of the designer. BU! unlike our solution, he does not appeal to a
counterfactual dependency nor feedback control loop. Recall the con­
straint that a unified analysis of functions must be able to account both
for natural functions and artifacts. Ehring's appeal to intentions may
work for artifacts, but it surely would not work for natural functions
(hearts, kidneys). No intentions there. He violates the constraint that we
spoke of earlier.

Even for artifacts, mere intentions are not enough to crack the vent·
opener case. For not only must one intend that an artifact produce an
effect for the effect to be its function. but there must be some assurance
that its producing the intended effect is non-deviant. 18 Nothing in Ehr-

18 For a review of 'he a~,ion·'heorelic li'erature On de.ian' ~au,al chain. see Myle'
Brand, !mending And Acting (Cambridge. MA' Bradfr>rd/M[T, [9&4). A[so see Adam.,
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ing's solution handles this. One might intend that x do y in system S and of

may do y but do it by such a deviant causal route that doing y would not
be an instance of performing its function. Smith may intend that his
slUrred cat frighten the birds from his garden, but it may only frighten the
dog who barks at it. thereby frightening the birds. The intention de­
viantly brings about the desired effect. but it is an accident that the birds
get frightened, not a result of the properfunctioningofthe cat. So merely
adding an intention to the fact that the parts other than the rock are
where they are and are doing tlJ.eir job will not suffice for the func­
tion/accident distinction Ehring requires,

Troubles such as this led us to include the control loop and cOl.lnlerfac­
mal dependency clause in OI.Ir solutions to the function/accident chal­
lenge. This is also the reason behind our wlution to the ~"l:nt-opener

case. Indeed. lOo'e think that this example can also nicely be solved
withoUI bringing in intentions at all. Suppose we take a system made up
of several interlinking components which have to operate in hannany if
the whole system is 10 function. The interactive linkages among the
components, as well as the inputs and outputs of each component will
define the "functional organization" of the system, Jr we funher sup­
pose that each component has a specific fune!ion within this organiza·
tion, then the function ofany given component can be derined in terms of
the functions of all other components. So when we are told of the
functional organization of the heating system, and we arc assured that
the etiology of all the components, but one. is non-accidental in origin. it
is a simple maller to figure out the task ofthat one missing component. U
we now add to the scenario that this task is being fonuitously carried out
(by the rock, in this case). we simply underline the fact that the result is
being obtained by a deviant causal chain. And in our analysis such
deviant chains are excluded from function ascriptions without dragging
in intentions. And thus. our theory offunctions can handle both natural
functions and artifacts without violating the constrain! lOo'e set out at the
beginning,

Pr.rbap:s the most interesting argument we find in Ehrina's papertakcs
the following fonn. Suppose that structure of does y in system Sand Ihal
its doing}' is a function of x. Now suppose that by some cosmic accidenl
a system which is molecule for molecule physically identical to S comes
into existence-a numerically distinct but qualilatively identical S'
(not'"' to S). It follows that in S' there is a structure similar to x (in S)
and it does something similar to y (in S}--<:all these x' and y'. respec­
tively. The claim is that if it is the function of x 10 do y in S. then it must

GQ<Jl·l)"~c"dSy."..u and Fred A<Wno and AI Mde, ""Tbe !l;ok 0( Imon';""o in
tnlentlOnal A~liotl .. ((onhcom'll£ in lbe Canadjtln JtllIrnoJ of PhilaJtlphy) (or II><
~onlml·IJ>rorolic soIUliof110 lhe problem and...., Be",nt Ell<:, "Causaillow,;", and
Unu,ual CaU",1 Pa'h"'ayo" (fo"h~omilll! in f'lri!uJophirtll $I"din) for" '''Ihtly diffcT'
enl oolulion.
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be the function of.t' to do y' in S'. Let us call this principle (implicit in
Ehring's paper) the principle of" Functional Supervenience". The clear
basis for this principle and the argument utilizing it is that physical
structure alone determines teleological function and physical identity
determines identity of structure.

To see clearly that Ehring is appealing to the principle of "Functional
Supervenience" consider the following passage:

Imagine. for e,ample, lhal a watch i, produced and become' o""ralional as a result of a
highly improbable c"nfiguralion of unrelaled force•. In .uch a ea,. function auribulion, 10
the variou, pans oflhe watch could nol be legitimalely ruled out .olely on Ihe ba,i, of the
>",culiar origin, of its pans "r their movemenlS (29S).

We are to conclude from this that since the "miracle watch" has come
into existence "by accident" that its function (and presumably the
functions of its parts) are also "by accident". Hence, functions can
result from entirely accidental occurrences.

The trouble with the argument and example begins with the fact that
the principle of "Functional Supervenience" is false, The fact that
physical structure does not alone determine teleological function is
commonplace in the literature on functions and teleology. When is a
rock a doorstop? Only when it has been placed behind a door for the
reason that it is capable of holding doors open, But not every rock in the
universe physically identical to the given rock is a doorstop-not just
because it could become one. This is the crucial point behind the Enc­
Adams models of function analysis. Only when a structure is placed in
the proper etiological context does it acquire a teleological function. But
that context must be specified" widely", '" as we say, so as to embrace
relations with the environment which are not reducible to the purely
qualitative physical states of the structure. When is money not
"money"? When it is counterfeit, Even "money" is a functional term. It
is crucial to something's being legal tender that it has the proper etiology
(not only that it is made of similar paper with similar design). Being
money, being a doorstop, or being a watch is nOI reducible to physical
qualitative identity to a given instance of money, doorstop, or watch.
For that reason the principle of" Functional Supervenience" is clearly
false if" narrowly" construed. And the entire argument for' 'accidental
functions" which rests upon it is unsound.

Now, there is a corresponding "wide" reading of the principle of
.. Functional Supervenience". It says if two structures enter into the
same wide network of causal relations (and they are qualitatively physi­
cally identicai) then they will be functionally identical. (Same physical
type of structure + same causal roles and etiology""' functional equiva-

19 Sec Adam•. ··Compari.on Shopping"' for a discussion "f lhe co-relalive problem of
"'narrow" and "wide"' ,pecificali"n of mental "al.. now known a' lhe problem of
"'Melhodological Solipsism"'.
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lence.) Now this principle is true, not false. But it will not help Ehring.
For his "miracle watch" could only come 10 have the same function as
its qualitatively identical twin (Timex, say), if it had the same input
conditions (same etiology) and/or same output conditions (was used as a
watch) as the Timex. But it clearly does not have the same inputs and
outputs!

Even in cases of "factory production" where no single watch rolling
off of the assembly line need enter into a causal feedback loop of the
designer. the narrow reading of the principle of" Functional Superveni·
ence" is not Irue. For even here there is (I) feedback control of the
prototype watch from which the design specifications of the others was
taken and (2) feedback control of the construction of each individual
watch as it rolls ofT the assembly line. Indeed, the assembly line itself is
an extension of the feedback control of the factory owners with large
chains of command organized into a functional hierarchy. Therefore, we
cannot even find a plausible case which would describe a structure thaI
has a teleological function bm no selection or feedback control, no wider
network of causal relations extending outside the structure itself and
which is responsible for its function. The narrow reading of "Functional
Supervenience" is simply false!
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