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We argue for semantic holism, the view that meaning or semantic value of an expression depends upon the whole system of beliefs entertained by cognizer. We argue for this result starting by the epistemic area where holism is acknowledged. Then we take a look at some reasons why holism should not also be embraced by semantics. These reasons, as we argue, have to do with the specific nature of belief support that is needed for transition between epistemic and semantic holism. Only if morphological content and phenomenology are integrated in semantically evaluated belief systems, the shift from epistemic holism to semantic holism comes through. Master argument that underpins this transition secures semantic holism.

1. We argue for semantic holism, the view that meaning or semantic value of an expression depends upon the whole system of beliefs entertained by a cognizer. 

Semantics deals with truth and meaning. One quite common view in the area is semantic holism (Fodor LePore 1992), according to which a meaning of an expression or its semantic value is not given in isolation, but in relation to other meanings and finally to the entire
 semantic system. We believe that the widespread embracing of semantic holism has a simple basis in the fact that the view is basically correct. Just that we do not also think that reasons given in support of semantic holism are always appropriate. First, semantic relations and their evaluation involve beliefs and ultimately a whole system of beliefs – a view that is not shared by everybody. And second, we hold it that these beliefs are constituted and supported by phenomenology and by morphological content. Holism of intentional states is thus supported by the rich cognitive background determining into which incline the semantic value of a given state will settle. One may object that the just mentioned feature does not actually belong to the semantic area, for semantics does not seem to be restricted to cognition, and it rather seems to be concerned with language/thought-world relation. We grant it that the relation to the world is important in semantics. But again, the way the world enters the picture seems to be misguided, for the world in question usually is portrayed as an external
 world. Rather we hold it that semantically relevant world is the narrow experiential world. 


Notice that we are not thereby committed to claim in an antirealist manner that the world is mind dependent. To the contrary, we happen to believe that there exists a rich and complex material world, of a monistic nature. (Horgan and Potrč 2008) But in this world there are cognizers that deal with the experiential world, a holistic and narrow, phenomenologically constituted environment. This experiential world, and not the material world, is what semantics is related to. Notice that in fact the experiential world is for example kind of acknowledged by the possible world semantics, just that it is not really a phenomenology and morphological content constituted world. The lack of involving these two features is what possible world approaches took over from the ubiquitous view that external world is responsible for semantics. Holding it that the external world is what the semantic relation is directed at is wrong however, despite that the view is quite widespread.


We think that even in semantic matters, the external world is what ultimately determines truth. But it does not usually do it in an direct manner, under the construal of truth as indirect correspondence. Rather, the contribution of the material world to semantics proceeds in an indirect manner, so that truth is mostly construed as an indirect correspondence to this material world. In this way, semantic relations are really happening in the experiential world – although perhaps ultimately cum fundamentum in re, in the material world. We do not thereby deny the ultimate semantic ground of external world – just that the predominant bulk of semantic relation is happening quite indirectly in respect to it, in the experiential world.
 The main form of semantic relation is thus indirect and holistic, indirect correspondence truth contextually dependent. Behind it again lurks another indirectly semantically supportive whole, the rich material monistic world – it is holistic by the simple fact of being monistic.


If semantics depends upon the experiential world, then it predominantly depends upon cognition and so beliefs may be important kind of beliefs – as we said morphological content and phenomenology based beliefs, despite that the material monistic world (in our view) provides the ultimate support. Both morphological content and phenomenology are naturally inclined towards holism.

2. Holism is acknowledged in the epistemic area, due to isotropic and Quineian evidential support features of higher cognitive belief systems.

One way of introducing epistemic holism consists in comparing non-deductive scientific confirmation with evidential support of belief systems. Fodor
 (1983) looks upon the situation in cognitive science and states that its positive results are mainly achieved in the area of reflex-like encapsulated modular cognitive processes. He also argues that on the other hand there weren't any comparable successes in the area of higher cognition. The reason lies in holistic isotropic and Quineian features of the belief system's evidential support. Classical cognitive science did not make any real progress in the area of central processes, such as processes of belief fixation. We may help ourselves in understanding them though by “explicit processes of non-demonstrative inference  – viz., what we know about empirical inference in science.” (104) The “non-demonstrative fixation of belief in science” is isotropic and Quineian. 

“By saying that confirmation is isotropic, I mean that the facts relevant to the confirmation of a scientific hypothesis may be drawn from anywhere in the field of previously established empirical (or, of course, demonstrative) truths. Crudely: everything that the scientist knows is, in principle, relevant to determining what else he ought to believe” (105).

“By saying that scientific confirmation is Quineian, I mean that the degree of confirmation assigned to any given hypothesis is sensitive to properties of the entire belief system: as it were, the shape of our whole science bears on the epistemic status of each scientific hypothesis.” (107)

Isotropic feature of scientific confirmation lends the potential evidential support from the whole area of scientist's knowledge. Quineian feature makes confirmation holistic in a deeper way, drawing upon considerations such as simplicity that bear upon the whole holistic structure of the scientist's belief system. Belief fixation in human cognition proceeds along similar paths of inductive inference on the basis of input information. So, it has to be isotropic and Quineian as well. Being in this way holistic, belief systems in their evidential confirmation support do not offer any classically computationally tractable manner of assessing relevant information, i.e. they are prone to what in cognitive science became to be known as the frame problem. 

“The difficulties we encounter when we try to construct theories of central processes are just the sort we would expect to encounter if such processes are, in essential respects, Quineian/isotropic... The crux in the construction of such theories is that there seems to be no way to delimit the sorts of informational resources which may affect, or be affected by, central processes of problem-solving. We can't, that is to say, plausibly view the fixation of belief as effected by computations over bounded, local information structures. A graphic example of this sort of difficulty arises in AI, where it has come to be known as the 'frame problem' (i.e. the problem of putting a 'frame' around the set of beliefs that may need to be revised in light of specified newly available information).” (112-113)

Holism of the evidential support to belief systems together with its Quineian and isotropic features makes it impossible thus for tractable procedures to be applied in the area. Notice that evidential support is an epistemic venue. One can acknowledge that in epistemic matters holism comes on board in a comparatively easy manner. Considerations involving Quineian and isotropic features of evidential support are first assessed in the area of scientific confirmation, from where it is concluded that evidential belief fixation will also have similar properties in the area of higher cognition.

3. Once epistemic holism gets on board, transition towards semantic holism may be enabled by the master argument based upon the primacy of beliefs. Beliefs have the role of middle term in the proposed shift.

Here is the master argument for semantic holism in a broad outline:


Pr1 Epistemic holism.


Pr2 Epistemic holism is close to semantic holism.


.: Semantic holism.

This is rather an argument sketch that needs to be elaborated. The middle term enabling transition from premises to the conclusion should be specified, as for that matter. The first premise draws upon epistemic holism that we just presented and that may be comparatively easily accepted. The second premise states vicinity of epistemic holism to semantic holism. The conclusion then follows according to which one may conclude to the existence of semantic holism.


The basis for epistemic holism are considerations having to do with belief systems, and notably with epistemic evidential support for belief systems. Notice that beliefs may be semantically evaluated, and this is then the basis for semantic holism – holism because we are dealing with the intertwined belief system. With this, the second premise may be specified in the following manner:


Pr2' Epistemic holism is close to semantic holism in that they both deal with belief systems.

The closeness between epistemic holism and semantic holism may thus be inferred in that they both deal with belief systems. But this does not seem to be sufficient. Epistemic holism deals with the evidential epistemic support of belief systems. But semantics does not necessarily deal with the evidential belief support, and even more often it is usually opposed to it. What would be needed is this kind of the Pr2 extension:


Pr2'' Epistemic holism is close to semantic holism in that they both deal with belief systems in view of the evidential support to these belief systems.

As we just claimed, the evidential support seems to come comparatively easily for epistemic holism. But it does not seem to be a generally accepted feature in the area of semantic considerations. We will ultimately claim that this is a plausible case nevertheless, i.e. that the system of beliefs as semantic feature is evidentially supported. At the very beginning though this does not seem to be the case. It has to do with several reasons to the effect why holism should not be acknowledged in semantics, in opposition to the epistemic area. The first question from this perspective is whether in semantic realm we are justified in dealing with beliefs at all.  

4. There are some reasons why holism should not also be embraced by semantics.

According to our previous story, semantics is an area that involves beliefs, and more specifically evidentially supported holistic belief systems. One reason that may be put against such a view is that beliefs cannot support semantics, because beliefs belong to the area of cognition, but semantics does not proceed in this area. Another reason aims more specifically at holism, claiming that it does not allow for a viable functioning semantic composition of to be semantically evaluated sentences.


i. Semantics is language/thought to the world relation. So beliefs that are epistemic by their nature have no role in semantics. The middle term needed for the shift from epistemic to semantic holism is thus lacking. So there is no natural way to embrace semantic holism on the basis of the master argument.

A first argument against semantic holism aims at beliefs as inappropriate to figure in semantic relation. The reasoning goes as follows. Semantics is language/thought-world relation. But beliefs are not semantic; they are cognitive items. So, if beliefs would be forthcoming in semantic relation, language/thought would be confronted with cognition. And this seems to be inappropriate for semantic matters. A more appropriate semantic relation, the reasoning goes, proceeds between language/thought and the world, to be understood as an external world. Truth is a semantic relation. And truth may be understood as correspondence between the language/thought items and between the world. 


Now let us take a look at the earlier proposed master argument. This argument concludes to semantic holism on the basis of its vicinity to epistemic holism, so that beliefs function as a middle term. If the actually considered objection is considered, items in the external world, and not beliefs can serve as support for semantic relation. Even less it is then plausible that beliefs are evidentially supported, as the elaboration of the argument claims. Anyway, the middle term needed for the shift in the master argument from epistemic to semantic holism is then questionable according to the current objection. And this then simply implies that there is no natural way to embrace semantic holism on the basis of the master argument. 


ii. Semantics is truth evaluation of sentences, following the compositionality principle. But holism does not make such a principle possible. So in order to preserve the needed compositionality one should stay away from semantic holism.

We have seen that the frame problem is a problem in AI coming from the holistic evidentially supported nature of semantic relations. Frame problem questions whether the needed structure is forthcoming that should be there in order for semantic matters to function. The structure begins at the basic level though where elements are put together, allowing for semantic evaluation.


Semantics, the argument goes now, is truth-evaluation of sentences, following principles of compositionality and systematicity. In other words, first we need determined, well delimitated atomistic semantic ingredients, such as names or predicates, that preserve their meaning through the changes of multiple combinations into which they enter, contributing basically the same semantic value to each of their occurrences. Notice that this accords well with the construal of truth as direct correspondence, which builds upon atomistic external-world ingredients as the basic support for semantic evaluation. Atomistic name or predicate ingredients have their semantic basis in the worldly atomistic items. Compositionality and systematicity are then possible. Compositionality is a desirable semantic principle which infers semantic value of a larger structured item such as a sentence from its basic ingredients. The sentence “The cat is on the mat” has its meaning and it may be semantically evaluated because of semantic contribution of items “cat”, “mat”, and of their relation: notice that the affirmation involves the relation of the cat being on the mat and not about the mat being on the cat. The meaning of the sentence comes from the meaning of its atomistic ingredients and from their composition. This much in short about compositionality. Systematicity is another desirable semantic requirement, namely that each atomistic semantic ingredient retains basically the same semantic value over a range of compositional variations. Once you understand the just discussed sentence “The cat is on the mat”, you also understand the sentence “The mat is on the cat”, which describes a different kind of situation as the first one. But you can understand it because each ingredient, such as “cat” or “mat”, retains the same semantic contribution through a range of compositional variations. This allows you to build a possibly infinite number of compositional sentential structures based upon the systematic contribution of each atomistic item. This story sounds fine.


The only trouble is that the just described compositionality and systematicity principles, however, do not seem to be compatible with semantic holism. In a holistic system, semantic value of an ingredient depends upon the whole system. As the system changes (which it constantly does in cognizers as they gather additional information from their worldly interaction), it follows that the semantic evaluation of each semantic ingredient must change as well, from one case to another one. Compositionality/systematicity need tractable atomistic basic ingredients in order to be able to function. (All this, by the way, is orthogonal to the internalism/externalism distinction.) But holism is not able to provide such needed atomistic/tractable ingredient, because as just said according to holism, each element is constitutively related, for its semantic value, in relation to all the rest of the system, and the system's structure itself continuously changes. So the holistic approach cannot provide the desired atomistic and tractable semantic basic ingredients that would satisfy compositionality/systematicity requirements. It follows that one should stay away from holism in order to preserve the desired semantic structure of sentences as based upon compositionality/systematicity principles.

5. Some answers to the skeptic.

The just presented critical considerations in respect to semantic holism targeted the viability of beliefs as middle term features needed for the epistemic holism to the semantic holism shift. And then they questioned the ability of holism to provide the needed compositionality/systematicity semantic structure of to be evaluated sentences. In the following we will try to provide some answers to the just laid out skeptical arguments. We first claim that the language/though-world relation may stay preserved, provided that the world in question is interpreted as an experiential and not as the external world. In such experiential world beliefs then have a more natural role in underlying semantic relations. We then notice that one presupposition of criticizing holism is externalist atomistic interpretation of truth construed as direct correspondence to the world. But with the arrival of experiential world upon the stage we can embrace indirect correspondence construal of truth. Finally we claim that semantic structure can be obtained not by atomistic tractable procedures but by the rich and dynamical holistic structure such as provided by dynamical cognition. A sufficient amount of this kind of holistic richness is needed for there to be semantic relation to the world at all. This all shifts our attention from the external world based semantics to the experiential world and evidential support holistically based semantics. And it prepares the shift from epistemic holism to semantic holism, just in the manner this was required by the earlier presented master argument to this effect.


i. Preserving the language/thought-world relation as the basis of semantics. This may be done by distinguishing external material world and the experiential world. Semantics is often interpreted as involving the external material world and relations to its atomistic ingredients. Once the experiential world comes into the picture, the natural way of proceeding is rather narrow and holism friendly.

One skeptical concern with beliefs figuring in semantic assessment was that they do not lay the ground for semantics. Because semantics deals with the language/thought-world relation, whereas introducing beliefs as important for semantics would stay in the area of cognition, and so it would breach the needed semantic link to the world. 


We can agree though that language/thought-world relation is important for semantics, and yet we can also bring beliefs into picture. How comes? It all depends upon how we interpret the world in the just mentioned relation. Our proposal is to interpret the world not as an external world, as this is customary done, but rather as an experiential world. The experiential world is such that intentional and semantic relations are phenomenologically constituted in it, and that the basic semantic relation is one of phenomenal intentionality. Notice now that such a world is narrow, phenomenologically endowed and holism friendly experiential world, and not the earlier to be presumed external world.
 


In the experiential, phenomenal intentionality based world, the semantic evaluation, because it is narrow, may actually proceed in direction to beliefs, and not to the external atomistic items in the world.


Notice that once as the experiential world comes into the picture, the external world is not a necessary commitment of semantic evaluation anymore. And also, the atomistic ingredients in external world are not needed for semantic evaluation. Rather, a holism friendly picture emerges upon the scene.


ii. So experiential world preserves the basic semantic language/though-world relation, and it also makes it more appropriate for beliefs. Beliefs as middle term enabling epistemic to semantic holism shift thus support master argument. Thereby semantic holism gets acknowledged.

Once as the experiential world substitutes the external world as basic semantic evaluative environment, the language/thought-world relation is preserved as semantically important matter. And now, the dimension of experiential, thus phenomenologically constituted world, makes the basic language/thought-world relation more appropriate for beliefs. The presumed external atomistic ingredients and sentences composed out of them can now be substituted by beliefs, so that actually the relation is one of language/thought-beliefs. Notice however that even beliefs still are prone to atomistic treatment. In order for them to be holism-compatible, as we wish them to, beliefs have to take over both the phenomenologically constituted and the background, morphological content supported environment.


Anyway, experiential, phenomenologically constituted world, both preserves the language/thought-world relation, and makes it appropriate for beliefs figuring at the side of the experiential world ingredients. 


If beliefs are the experiential world basic semantic relata, and if they are phenomenology and morphological content constituted, beliefs are common to both epistemic and semantic realms. They are material relata in epistemic realm anyway, and they now, through experiential world, also get acknowledged at the side of semantics. Beliefs, common to both epistemic and semantic realms, thus enable epistemic holism to semantic holism shift, according to the master argument, as the argument's middle terms. But as epistemic holism is readily acknowledged anyway, semantic holism may now be acknowledged as well.


iii. Externalist atomistic interpretation of basic semantic relation calls for construal of truth as direct correspondence, the correspondence of language/thought chunks to the atomistic items in the external world. Internalistically minded experiential world interpretation construes truth as indirect correspondence, where basic semantic relation is to the whole world, in an indirect manner. Again, beliefs enter the picture. So master argument from epistemic to semantic holism comes through.

An important semantic basic relation is that of truth. According to the externalist atomistic semantic evaluation way to go, truth should be construed as a relation of direct correspondence to the world. On the other hand, as now we embraced the possibility that the experiential world serves as the basic semantic relatum, with beliefs – phenomenologically and morphological content endowed beliefs – as semantic relata, the much more plausible construal is then that of truth as indirect correspondence. 


Notice also that in the experiential world, the basic semantic relation is then to the whole world, so that holism also comes on the stage. Although the basic semantic relation is to the whole world, it naturally proceeds in an indirect manner. The relation to beliefs anyway seems to offer an indirect relation to the world.


Again beliefs enter the picture in a basic semantic relation. So, the master argument from epistemic holism to semantic holism comes through. The necessary addition is just that those beliefs, as they appear in the experiential world, are deeply phenomenologically and morphological content background constituted, thus they are deeply phenomenologically holistic, just as one would expect this to fare well with the experiential world. 


iv. One can have compositionality and systematicity and thus preserve the needed semantic structure not by tractable atomistic ingredients relations, but by rich and dynamic holistic structure, involving morphological content and phenomenology.

Once as we have embraced the experiential world as figuring in our basic semantic relation, we may also address compositionality and systematicity worries from the deep holistic and phenomenological perspective. 


Considering the importance of contextual issues in semantics, just to start with, one may see that externalist atomistic approach just cannot handle them. We now begin to realize that externalist atomistic semantic procedures just cannot secure relation to the world, in opposition to 

what is usually believed in these matters. Deep intentional phenomenological holism, phenomenological intentionality involving, to the contrary, is the precondition of the semantic relation to the world. 


Dynamical cognition (Horgan and Tienson 1996) shows such holistically based attempt to account for compositionality/systematicity structure, and this one underlies the dynamical cognition based language of thought structure. Systematic relation between beliefs and their semantic constituents need phenomenology and the background morphological content holistic imprint in order to come through.


One can thus have compositionality and systematicity and one can thus preserve the needed semantic structure, not by tractable atomistic ingredients relations, but by rich and dynamic holistic structure, involving phenomenology and morphological content as the basic constituents of beliefs.

6. Beliefs as the middle term of epistemic to semantic holism shift should be interpreted as essentially involving morphological content and phenomenology. Semantic holism requires these morphological content and phenomenology involving beliefs. Only if morphological content and phenomenology are integrated into semantically evaluated belief systems, the shift from epistemic holism to semantic holism comes through. The master argument that underpins this transition secures semantic holism.

It is on time to wrap things up. Beliefs as the middle terms of epistemic to semantic holism shift should be interpreted as essentially involving phenomenology and morphological content. Semantic holism requires these phenomenology and morphological content involving beliefs. Only once as phenomenology and morphological content are integrated into beliefs, epistemic to semantic holism shift can come through. One can thus satisfy the requirements of semantic holism, through the proposed master argument.


One thing that still needs some discussion, so that the mentioned epistemic to semantic shift can be achieved, is the evidential dimension that figured in our early take on the master argument middle term. 


Experiential world may throw some light upon this. Notice that the experiential world is basically an evidential, narrow world, and that it is thereby opposed to the external world. Evidentialism, now, seems to be a naturally background morphological content and phenomenology basically constituted environment friendly.


We come bak to beliefs as the middle term enabling the possibility of the shift from epistemic holism to semantic holism. Given the lessons of our discussion leading from external world to the experiential world evidential support based semantics, we can now see that first, beliefs are indeed ingredients needed in semantic evaluation. But these are not tractably and atomistically based beliefs and rather they are beliefs deeply constituted by phenomenology and by morphological content. Phenomenology comes with phenomenal intentionality as the basic semantic relation. And morphological content comes with the basic holistic nature of such semantic relation, with its background, chromatic illumination support. The master argument from epistemic holism to semantic holism now can well come through with such phenomenology and morphological content constituted beliefs figuring in it as the middle term enabling transition from epistemic to semantic holism. 
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�	One question is about the strength of holistic conditions. The identity of overall belief system in two cognizers as a precondition for them to share meaning seems to be too strong. It also seems to be influenced by atomistic and direct correspondence truth construal requirements.


�	   Causal and co-variational theories of reference (Kripke, Millikan, Dretske) obviously take the external world to be the chosen relatum of the language/thought-world relation. If such an objective and externalist relation is forthcoming, there is no real place in it for background considerations, such as these involving morphological content, and even less for phenomenology. We think that both of these are proper to semantics though once as one takes the experiential world to be the language/thought-world relatum. One may also notice that holism comes in naturally once as experiential world is taken to be semantic relatum: the whole experiential world then tends to assume this role. As opposed to this, external world targeting theories rather tend to embrace atomistic relations. Basic relata are then so many separate entities or features in the world. Construal of truth as direct correspondence is a natural way to proceed. Whereas the holistic take on things prefers construal of truth as indirect correspondence. The very idea that semantics may be holistic, morphological content and phenomenology endowed may seem curious. But we should first consider that contextualism, a naturally holistic approach, is one standard way to go in semantics. Once this is acknowledged, morphological content and phenomenology can get on board as well.


�	As we claim in Horgan-Potrč 2008 and in other places, truth as direct correspondence, i.e. cases where one refers directly to the whole world are really more rare exceptions and not some ubiquitous kind of cases. One place where they happen may be the quite restricted setting of ontological seminar.


�	Our presentation of scientific confirmation and evidential support of belief systems follows assessment of Fodor's (1983) contribution to this issue in Horgan-Tienson 1996: 39-43.


�	For qualia as the cement of experiential world see Potrč 2008.
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