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Morphological content is information that is implicitly embodied in the standing structure of a cognitive system (the system’s morphology) rather than in the form of an explicit representation, and is automatically accommodated during cognitive processing without first becoming explicit (Horgan and Tienson 1996). We maintain that much belief-formation in human cognition is essentially morphological: it draws heavily on large amounts of morphological content, and must do so in order to tractably accommodate the holistic evidential relevance of the background information possessed by the cognitive agent. We also advocate a form of experiential evidentialism concerning epistemic justification—roughly, the view that the justification-status of an agent’s belief depends upon the character of the agent’s conscious experience. (The thesis of essentially morphological belief-formation and a version of experiential evidentialism are both defended in Henderson, Horgan and Potrč, 2007).


In this talk we explain how experiential evidentialism can be smoothly and plausibly combined with the thesis that much of the cognitive processing that generates justified beliefs is essentially morphological. The leading idea is this: even though epistemically relevant morphological content does not get explicitly represented during the process of belief-generation, nevertheless the implicit accommodation of morphological content affects the character of conscious experience. For instance, typically the resulting occurrent belief is experienced as being “evidentially fitting” rather than as “popping into one’s mind out of nowhere”; also, typically the belief is accompanied by the conscious sense that one has the ability, if called upon, to bring explicitly to mind pertinent justificatory considerations that support the belief and contribute to its fittingness.

Morphological content

Morphological content is information that is implicitly embodied in the standing structure of a cognitive system (the system’s morphology) rather than in the form of an explicit representation, and it is automatically accommodated during cognitive processing without first becoming explicit. 


The information that philosophers usually concentrate upon in various areas, from philosophy of mind to epistemology, is explicit and thus consciously occurrent intentional information.
 If I entertain a representation of a cat, or if I am thinking about the cat, the concerned content starts to be interesting once it is assessed by myself as an occurrent conscious item. It is then natural to ask the questions about the referential bearer of representation, and perhaps about its causal or teleological underpinning. This externalist minded and atomistic picture together with its presuppositions starts to be shattered with the variety of other usages of cat representations, such as they may appear in puns, to give just an example. In these cases, a holistic and more internalist minded, qualitative phenomenology introducing perspective upon cats comes into the picture. The expression “It's raining cats and dogs” does not refer to cats or to dogs as for that matter but to something quite different, to the real heavy intensity of the rain. The pun “Radioactive cats have 18 half-lives” refers to cats indeed, but it draws its sense from the opposition close to “nine lives of a cat/radioactive fragmentation”. In order to get this last case as a joke, some background knowledge, not given to consciousness or not accessible to consciousness at all has to be involved. This is then not the immediate intentional content, but rather something as the dispositional content, which waits in the wings for the appropriate circumstances to unfold. Such is one form of the morphological content intervention. But there are many more, and they are ubiquitous in our cognitive life. The idea is that once as we start to appreciate background knowledge with its background simmering content, we have to do with the part of cognition that is not immediately occurrently and in a conscious manner present to the mind.


There certainly seems to exist some kind of content in our cognition as an accumulation of memory traces and of similar stuff that is effective in bringing of the occurrent content to the cognitive hopper, thus to the conscious attention, without being itself a part of the occurrently represented content. It is rather, as already hinted at, a kind of dispositionally forthcoming content, which gets triggered once as the appropriate environmental circumstances come onto the stage. In this respect, one may distinguish between the occurrent content and between the dispositional content, which again comes in two variants: as reacting to the given circumstances in a mediate manner by forming of a suitable representation, or again as reacting to these circumstances directly, by producing an effect without the formation of a representation.
 Such directly forthcoming dispositional content may then be called morphological content, according to the proposal that will now be shortly specified.


The expression morphological content comes from the envisaging of the form proper to the background potential and multidimensional cognitive landscape. The concept of morphological content is inspired by the computational architecture proper to connectionist networks. In opposition to the classical von Neumann sequential computational model of mind, based upon discrete symbols and tractable inferential computational rules for their manipulation, roughly known as the classical language of thought model
, connectionist models of mind draw upon our knowledge about workings of the brain, where the main activity consists in activating patterns over networks of neurons as response to the incoming information. The potential of neuronal activation supporting the presentational activation may be described in dimensions, so that there are numerous dimensions presented in a cognitive system. These potential dimensions may actually be characterized as the dispositional standing state of the cognitive system, which supports the activation, formation and the positioning of the incoming information. Because we cannot adequately and easily form a representation of many dimensions, we can help ourselves by representing the mentioned multi-dimensional activation space in two-dimensional form as a landscape, where the inclines are activation slopes directing the place of the aimed positioning for the incoming information. Because the standing dispositional content inherent to such a multi-dimensional activation background landscape has the form of several peaks and valleys featuring terrain, we can call the content that is inherent to it the morphological content, thus content pervading the cognitive background landscape. Obviously, the picture featuring morphological content does not involve atomistic representations and tractable inferential rules proceeding over these. But still it allows for a language of thought as its outcome.
 The presupposition that language of thought is restricted to the atomistic and tractable features is opposed by the dynamical cognition (DC) connectionism inspired model of mind, where morphological content has a major role. The cognitive picture of morphological content is close to skills, because of its dispositional standing structure. But it also bets upon the holistic and non-classically attained structure, which results in a non-classical language of thought.


The main point is that the structure in question is dispositional, and so it has the potential to act without that its activity would be conditioned by the formation of explicit representations. The rich cognitive background landscape of morphological content  rather provides the needed structure by an automatic real time accommodation of upcoming information, without the explicit formation of representations.


Going now back to the trial of assessing morphological content, we may say that it is the information that is implicitly embodied in the standing structure of a cognitive system (the system’s morphology) rather than in the form of an explicit representation, and is automatically accommodated during cognitive processing without first becoming explicit. T. Horgan and J. Tienson have proposed such a depiction of morphological content in the overall dynamical cognition proposed model of mind, in their book Connectionism and the Philosophy of Psychology (MIT, 1996). 

Morphological belief-formation

We maintain that much belief-formation in human cognition is essentially morphological: it draws heavily on large amounts of morphological content, and must do so in order to tractably accommodate the holistic evidential relevance of the background information possessed by the cognitive agent. 


Whereas beliefs are perhaps best represented as occurrent representational states, i.e. as items coming with conscious representation, the story about belief-formation seems to be much less covered by this way to go.


The manner in which beliefs get formed draws heavily upon the background, upon the morphological information.


Belief-formation has to accommodate to the holistic background.


A cognitive agent possesses a lot of background information, in respect to which the evidential relevance for the formation of a given belief has to be accommodated.


This accommodation in belief-formation has to be forthcoming in a tractable manner. But such a move would not be possible by the manipulation of rigid inferential rules over discrete atomistic representations, in the manner of classical computational model of mind.


So the accommodation of belief-formation, in order to follow the tractability desideratum, has to be essentially morphological, fitting thereby the theory to the dynamical nature of human cognition.

Experiential evidentialism

We also advocate a form of experiential evidentialism concerning epistemic justification—roughly, the view that the justification-status of an agent’s belief depends upon the character of the agent’s conscious experience. (The thesis of essentially morphological belief-formation and a version of experiential evidentialism are both defended in Henderson, Horgan and Potrč 2007).


If we take a look at the formation of beliefs a plausible thesis begins to impose itself: there has to be a structural parallelism between the belief-formation and between the justification of beliefs.


Take now one standard way to go in epistemology when dealing with justification of beliefs: a belief is justified just in case as it is reliable. There have to exist reliable cognitive processes, a causal fit between belief and the state of affairs corresponding to it, and similar. Reliability is an externalist and atomistic account of belief-justification.


But there are counterexamples to reliabilism, such as the fake barn cases. In these, the environment is questionable for epistemic justification of beliefs. In order to accommodate these cases, one has to introduce a wider environment: not just local, but a global one. As there are counterexamples to the global environment as well, the skeptical new daemon problem for reliabilism urges us to envision a transglobal environment in order for reliabilism in epistemic justification of beliefs to get a viable form.


In this way, we come from externalist and atomistic local reliability situation to the transglobal environment inducing holistic and internalist situation. Notice that the transglobal daemonic world, in fact, is an experiential world, and so it is essentially phenomenologically constituted. We thus get committed to an experiential evidentialism concerning epistemic justification – roughly, the view that justification-status of an agent's belief depends upon the character of the agent's conscious experience. 


We thus end up with theses of experiential evidentialism and of essentially morphological belief-formation.

Combining experiential evidentialism and morphological justification

In this talk we explain how experiential evidentialism can be smoothly and plausibly combined with the thesis that much of the cognitive processing that generates justified beliefs is essentially morphological.


Here is the rub. On the one hand, we defend morphological justification, with its background landscape accommodating features, which are characterized by the fact that they do not form representations, that accommodation succeeds without explicit representation, and without any consciousness being involved into the process.


On the other hand, we also defend experiential evidentialism which, as already explained, constitutively builds upon conscious phenomenological experiential environment in order to come to epistemic justification of beliefs.


But these two positions seem to be incompatible, because the first one avoids consciousness or phenomenology, whereas the second one adopts it in a constitutive manner.


How can such a combination of experiential evidentialism and of the morphological justification be plausible? This is the question that we tackle. 

Implicit accommodation of morphological content affects the character of conscious experience

The leading idea about combining experiential evidentialism and morphological justification is this: even though epistemically relevant morphological content does not get explicitly represented during the process of belief-generation, nevertheless the implicit accommodation of morphological content affects the character of conscious experience.


Here is our answer to the just exposed conundrum. We do indeed hold it that the epistemically relevant morphological content does not get explicitly presented during the process of belief-generation. So, it is not consciously explicitly accessible.


But a belief, occurring as a total cognitive state of an epistemic agent at a time,  once as it is produced, i.e. as it settles into a morphological incline upon the landscape, nevertheless experiences the impact of the morphological accommodation. 


I.e., belief-formation is essentially morphologically effectuated by the morphological content, and therewith a belief's phenomenology is essentially affected by the morphological belief-formation process.


But now: if the thesis holds that there exists a substantial phenomenology of intentionality (PI), then each belief, as a cognitive conscious/phenomenological state, has to essentially involve traces of morphological accommodation. These traces of morphological accommodation are exactly shaping, by the morphological cognitive background, the what-it's-like character of the involved belief.


In this way, the implicit accommodation of morphological content affects the character of conscious experience, even if the epistemically relevant morphological content does not get explicitly represented during the process of belief-generation.


So, we essentially combine experiential evidentialism and morphological justification through the phenomenology of intentionality and the intentionality of phenomenology thesis (Horgan-Tienson 2002).

Fittingness

For instance, typically the resulting occurrent belief is experienced as being “evidentially fitting” rather than as “popping into one’s mind out of nowhere”; also, typically the belief is accompanied by the conscious sense that one has the ability, if called upon, to bring explicitly to mind pertinent justificatory considerations that support the belief and contribute to its fittingness.


Let us take a look at a resulting occurrent belief, and at the way we typically experience it. Especially if the belief in question is justified, or at least a good candidate for justification, then it is experiences as coming in an “evidentially fitting” form, and certainly not as “popping into one's mind out of nowhere”.


If there would be no role for morphological content in the formation of belief in the experiential evidentialist sense, then the belief in question would be experienced as “coming out of the blue”. But this is not the case. So this is a strong consideration for morphological content being involved into belief-formation as resulting in conscious/phenomenological form, in which it comes according to the thesis of phenomenology of intentionality.


Besides to this, a belief also brings with it a strong sense of epistemic agency: typically, the belief is accompanied by the conscious sense that one has the ability, is called upon, to bring explicitly to mind pertinent justificatory considerations that support the belief and contribute to its fittingness,


The case of Norman (BonJour 1985) illustrates the distinction between “out of blue” and “fittingness” that should be accommodated, in order to hold for full-fledged account of belief-justification, considering that such a justification needs to be attentive at the phenomenology of intentionality (PI) nature of the to be justified beliefs.
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�	See the proto-theory (PT) of epistemic justification of beliefs, in its various guises, as requiring consciously formed or accessed information, as the presupposition of various forms of epistemological enterprises (Henderson-Horgan forthcoming).


�	The difference between the occurrent forming of representation and between being effective from the cognitive background in an indirect manner of forming representation and in a direct manner of efficiency without the formation of representation is portrayed by Horgan-Timmons (Forthcoming). There, the issue concerns the effect of variations in effectiveness of general moral laws such as they are forthcoming during the formation of moral judgment. 


�	The author of The Language of Thought (1975), Jerry Fodor, recently (2008) published a slightly updated version of LOT-2. 


�	This is in opposition to how classical computational model and the connectionist systems both look at connectionism as being incompatible with language of thought, so that they share the presupposition according to which language of thought is restricted to the atomistic and tractably inferential model of mind.
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