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Abstract. The paper presents a paradoxical feature of computational systems 
that suggests that computationalism cannot explain symbol grounding. If the 
mind is a digital computer, as computationalism claims, then it can be comput-
ing either over meaningful symbols or over meaningless symbols. If it is com-
puting over meaningful symbols its functioning presupposes the existence of 
meaningful symbols in the system, i.e. it implies semantic nativism. If the mind 
is computing over meaningless symbols, no intentional cognitive processes are 
available prior to symbol grounding; therefore no symbol grounding could take 
place since any such process presupposes intentional processes. So, whether 
computing in the mind is over meaningless or over meaningful symbols, com-
putationalism implies semantic nativism. 
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1. Computationalism 

We will discuss an aspect of the problems a digital computational system has to ac-
quire meaningful symbols and what these problems mean for a computational theory 
of the mind, in particular its relation to semantic nativism. The classical computa-
tional theory of the mind, or “computationalism” for short, holds that the mind is a 
digital computer, in particular that it is a computational information processor. The 
view of the mind as a computer, especially as a computer processing symbols accord-
ing to rules, is the basis of classical cognitive science and artificial intelligence. As 
Fodor puts it: “The cognitive science that started fifty years or so ago more or less 
explicitly had as its defining project to examine a theory, largely owing to Turing, that 
cognitive mental processes are operations defined on syntactically structured mental 
representations that are much like sentences.” [1]. 

Computationalism is typically (but not necessarily) a version of the view of mental 
states as physical states with a specific causal functional role, as proposed by the 
earlier Putnam. If the mind is described not at the a basic physical level, but described 
at the level of these functional roles and if these are taken as realizations of a Turing 
machine, as computational states, then we have the theory commonly known as Ma-
chine Functionalism, which includes the thesis of the necessity of computing for 
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The tradition of Fodor’s “Language of Thought” focuses on “cognition” or, even 
more narrowly, “thought”, and it claims that thinking is computing over mental repre-
sentations. Fodor’s slogan could be said to be “There is no computation without rep-
resentation” [8], so the computing is computing over symbols that represent.  

The symbols are also taken to be closely related to natural language concepts, in 
what Smolensky calls the “Newell/Simon/Fodor/Pylyshyn view”: the programs of this 
computational system “are composed of elements, that is, symbols, referring to essen-
tially the same concepts as the ones used to consciously conceptualize the task do-
main.” [9, cf. 10]. One consequence of this approach is “the view that propositional 
attitudes (such as believing, noticing, preferring) are to be regarded as computational 
relations to semantically valuable representations that are encoded in the brain or 
other hardware of the thinker.” [11]. To conclude in Fodor’s words: “The emphasis 
upon a syntactical character of thought suggests a view of cognitive processes in 
general—including, for example, perception, memory and learning—as occurring in a 
languagelike medium, a sort of ‘language of thought’.” [3]. So, LOCO could be sum-
marized as the conjunction of two views:  

(1) “Thinking is computation.” [12] and 
(2) Thinking computes over language-like mental representations.  

Fodor’s emphasis on the syntactical nature of the computational process should not be 
taken to mean that his position is anything other than language of thought computa-
tionalism. It just so happens, that thinking is a computation over symbols that are 
representations:  

“First, all mental processes are supposed to be causally sensitive to, and only 
to, the syntax of the mental representations that they are defined over; in par-
ticular, mental processes aren’t sensitive to what mental representations mean. 
This is, I think, at the very heart of the Classical [Fodor’s] account of cogni-
tion.” [13] 

Given that we have explained the central term of the first thesis (computing), it re-
mains to specify what we mean that of the second: “language.” I will just adopt the 
proposal by Lycan, who says: “(1) they are composed of parts and syntactically struc-
tured; (2) their simplest parts refer or denote things and properties in the world; (3) 
their meanings as wholes are determined by the semantical properties of their basic 
parts together with the grammatical rules that have generated the overall syntactic 
structures; (4) they have truth conditions …; (5) they bear logical relations of entail-
ment or implication to each other.” [14] What is characteristic for the language of 
thought is not only that its parts represent, but also that it consists of sentence-like 
pieces that, due to their compositionality, have systematicity and productivity, as do 
natural languages (we can think a virtually unlimited number of thoughts and which 
thoughts one can think is connected in a systematic way). 

2.1 Origin of Meaning? 

This brings us to the problem. How is it possible that these symbols of a computa-
tional system have meaning? Fodor himself appears to see that this is problematic, at 
least sometimes: “How could a process which, like computation, merely transforms 






















