Listen to How I got Stuck

Matjaž Potrč

What does it mean to listen? It means to lend an attentive ear to a story. I narrate you the story about how I got stuck with semantics, the situation I became aware of recently. I pester you with historical memories and with my current projects.

Listening: what it's all about?

If one listens one is supposed to lend an attentive ear to a story. The trouble is that many of stories happen to be boring, not interesting at all. The trick of a good listener though is that he does listen to all of that, and that he makes people feel to be a skillful and attentive listener. It was said about Chalmers, for example, that he is just too bored to listen to the entire expose of yours, because he gets the whole point of your story in a few preliminary words you utter, and the rest is then just gobbledygook that he has to endure by his somnambular presence that allows him to think about better things. Lacan invented punctual sessions, which means that people came to him obviously with intention for him to listen to their story, and they even paid him for that, but he would send them off even before they really started talking. I do not know whether this is true but this is what I heard. And one may presume that people got cured by this proceeding. But in most cases you try to be a good listener, not just a good narrator. In my university teaching I experienced that people mostly listen to what I have to say and that sometimes they get the message, which is amazing. By narrating to people I also discover a lot of things that I otherwise would not get. So it seems that I listen to the feedback of my narration in this way, if I may dare to say. As I was born in the family of writers, I cannot restrain myself to tell you a story now. It will be a story about how I got stuck in semantic matters, to some extent along most of the time. Verdiglione is a good listener. He would normally attentively listen to things you would not expect him to. But on the other hand, he also sometimes pushes, as a listener, for you to reach your conclusion in an elegant short manner. Some people listened to this and occasionally present him very short poems that he apparently seems to like. It is not the case that the listener always completely understands what you mean to tell him. But it is important that he listens and that he reacts in a qualitative manner.

Listening to people

Before starting historical narration regarding my entanglement with semantics I will try to tell you shortly some experiences with people that I listen to, so that I got their message. I will try to tell you what this message was, as I understand it. It would be impossible to give you a list of all things that I listened to. This is why I recur to a very scarce choice of people and ideas, just to give you some feeling. So let me shortly present some of my friends, experiences with them and what I listened to in their case. None of what follows means to be exhaustive, these are just impressions.


I met Terry Horgan at a conference that I co-organized together with George Pappas and Marshal Swain, on epistemology and philosophy of mind. At the time I presented a paper on categorization and I defended a two-levels view of that, for categorization comes at the sensory and at the conceptual levels. Terry presented a paper that he wrote with John Tienson, on connectionist paradigm shift in cognitive science. Only a couple of years after that as I was on my Fulbright grant in Memphis and as I discussed things around connectionism and philosophy of psychology, I understood that Terry was pushing for a view that was opposed to mine in that he required dynamic and structured holism where I saw the double layer supportive bottom-up approach, where each level was ascribed independent quality. This made me change the way I was looking at things. Now, I certainly listened to cognitive paradigm shift dynamical story at the time Terry presented it at the conference. But I did not get the message then. Only after a number of years I was really listening to the message that I was presented with earlier, in the sense that the new approach really made sense, so that I changed my overall way of thinking. Now, did I listen to the message in 1989? Certainly I did in the sense that I tried to follow what it said. But I did not really get the message, and in this sense I did not really listen to it up till 1996, as I understood that I have to switch from the building block to the dynamical cognition picture. One may perhaps say that I listened to the message in 1989, but that I did not really listen to it up till 1996 when my whole approach changed. In this last sense, you now see that cases of really listening to something are pretty rare. Just think about when exactly something that you listened to really matters to you. This idea came up in another conversation I had with Terry. In Memphis, I visited Graceland (by the way, I was also invited to the first house Elvis bought, which is in private hands now, and so I must be much better on this score than the singer Domicelj ever has a chance to dream of), and we discussed Elvis achievements. I was claiming that Elvis was a fraud in the sense that he stole all these songs from blues singers. But Terry said that Elvis was still a big guy because he presented these songs so successfully. Only later it downed to me that we philosophers also steal things, and that we can still be comparatively good. We steal things that we listen to, discuss, and there is no other way for us to do our job. We are also constrained to do so for empirical reasons, for otherwise we would be faced with the catalogue of all philosophical books puzzle. We have to be selective. In this sense it is not stealing that matters, but what we do with what we get. The question is whether we really listen to some of these morsels, so that we even get the message which we have to reconstruct by our own means. Let me finish with another anecdotic experience from my listening to Terry. For long time he was praising the narrow approach to semantic matters, so that your brain in a vat equivalent has the same experiential world as you do, as I would reconstruct it now. This was in fact the line pushed by John Tienson, who claims that the Dasein, whatever she happens to be, possesses the complete being-in-the-world. I was semantic externalist in my earlier years and I must have listened to my internalist friend Seppo Sajama to put me on the way to his different and opposed direction. Now, I was telling Terry my opinion that Husserl's bracketing procedure is strange. Now at this point Terry reminded me that our overall story proceeds with narrow bracketing. This is the moment as I started really to listen to the message. What should I say? All these cases show that just physically listening to things often does not suffice, and that the real listening to the message is when one gets the message.


Vojko Strahovnik is a younger colleague of mine. We started in a small group of students with whom we had discussions twice weekly, as based upon the assigned stuff that we read. It is a great experience to be able to collaborate with such an excellent thinker and reliable person as Vojko. The message that I get from him is often in what he does, not what he talks about. So I may perhaps say that I listen to his deeds. Not just that he always accomplishes the assigned duties. On several occasions of hard time that we had together he simply continued to work with me. This is what I listen to. Now, Vojko and myself organized a conference on moral particularism. We wrote a book together on this topics, as related to contextualism, and we co-edited an authoritative collection on the topics. On several occasions, Terry pushed me to accept particularism with included ceteris paribus clauses, i.e. with soft generalities. It was only after a long collaboration with Vojko that I listened  to the message however that moral particularism really needs some underpinning of generalities. This was actually already the opinion of most of the people at the conference, but my conversion came as I lent a listening ear on this topics to the work of my younger colleague.


Wilhelm Baumgartner is a friend of mine and the Wuerzburg Franz Brentano institute director. Let me simply tell you one occasion where I understood I really listened to his message. As he was explaining the intentional relation to me he stressed that there isn't just relation between the thinker and the object or content, but besides to this also the reflexive relation of the thinker in respect to his own intentional activity. As I understand this is related to the basically evidentialist and qualitative phenomenology related approach. As we recently had a couple of beers in the castle where he lives we agreed that there is the whole experiential world involved into each sensation and phenomenal impression. Well, I was really happy that Willi listened to me at the time. But I have to think it over. So listening and telling may well have an apres-coup effect. The message sometimes bounces back.


Armando Verdiglione accepted my request to present a paper at Ljubljana conference in seventies. We collaborated for a while but then I turned away from psychoanalysis and occupied myself with philosophy. Then a decade or so ago Armando invited me to Milan again. He did not tell me this at all in so many words, but here is what I understood I listened as his message: “Your different engagements are compatible.” I saw that I can combine my psychoanalysis experiences with my philosophical and other experiences. Terry already pushed me into this direction. But it is really from listening to Armando that I got the message. Any time he invites me I feel it as an occasion of celebration, where I can write and present something in a liberating direction. I really write as if I would expect hims to listen to my story. And as I write I remember his indications such as “whatever gets written from the memory”. Listening also involves writing and reading, which I proved by reading several thousands of Armando's pages.

Historical narration about my entanglements with semantics

It is on time now to tell you the story about my entanglements with semantics. In this section I will engage into some historical reminiscences, and in the next one I will try to lay down my current projects in an outline.


What is semantics? It is an area preoccupied with meaning. My teacher Majer provided the following picture: syntax deals with the structure that determines the appropriate composition of linguistic items, pragmatics tells about the social usage of language, how language is used in practical means of communication, whereas semantics talks about the meaning of expressions. So, syntax will tell you why “Cat mat is the on” is not a well-formed sentence, and it will try to provide rules that may construe an appropriate sentence from the same collection of words. Pragmatics will try to explain principles guiding the usage of words and sentences in communication. It will tell you in which cases the sentence “The cat is on the mat” can be used to alert somebody not to step on the cat, and when one can use the same sentence to bore the audience. Semantics, finally, will tell you why the word “cat” means cat and not a dog, and how it is that it refers to the cat. This last move looks simple, but several people expressed their opinion that semantics is a hopeless muddle. They would then give as an example the view called “meaning of meaning”. Anyway, I never really thought about myself that I would be doing semantics. But a couple of days ago it downed to me that this is exactly what I was up to all of the time, without really knowing it. In the next few paragraphs, I will try to explain what my suspicion is grounded at, and in the meantime I will also let you know about some peculiarities of my philosophical itinerary.


Starting to be interested in philosophy I began to read Nietzsche. What was he writing about? It must have had allegorical meaning. Then I read Heidegger. Words and sentences sounded cool, I could even kind of mimic the style. But what did the guy really mean? If my memory is right he was after the historical roots of Western philosophical tradition, so he had these citations in Greek, besides to his peculiar German language. In “Unterwegs zur Sprache” he wrote “der Brauch fugt das Un-”. What's that? Sounds peculiar and incomprehensible, so it must have a real deep meaning. Not just that “Sein” was kosher, the crossed-over Sein from “Zeit und Sein” (notice, not “Sein und Zeit) was on the top. The meaning of all this? It will eventually come later. All this looked as if it would have some style. It was a trip in the language, so it must have meaning, so it was semantics? What's new? What came after this? Derrida. It looked as if he would promise another step over the metaphysics. He, along with his palls from Tel Quel, stressed the importance of the writing. But whatever is written is also supposed to mean something. There is a sign and sign has a meaning, at least it indicates things. Right, Saussure distinguished the signifier besides whatever is signified by the sign. Derrida thought that there is differance that engenders the direction in which matters will keep on rolling. It looked that we are in the area of a deep meaning, but it might have been just a material signifier that produces meaning. Anyway, I was accepted by Kristeva to study with her in Paris, so I read her book about the revolution of poetic language, besides to the semiotics stuff. Semiotics is a study of signs. And poetic language has meaning, even if it is non-contemporary. Kristeva took me in her Fiat 500 and showed me some Paris landscape. Then she advised me to visit other universities as well. Following her advice I stumbled at the Lacanian school in Vincennes, where I stayed. These guys certainly stressed the importance of language. So guess what? Meaning must not have been far, just that it might have been in the signifier shifting mode. I started my thesis with J.-A. Miller. And I realized that I have to chose something from philosophy, given that I needed some secure point after having written in the meantime about such things as Saussure's sign, Malleus malleficarum and dance macabre. 


The thesis was about the controversy between Russell and Strawson about the status of definite descriptions. In 1905, Russell wrote On Denoting, a paper that stayed unchallenged up till 1950 as P.F. Strawson's Referring paper appeared. Russell wanted to get rid of misguiding uses of language that would invite us to refer to the king of France also in situations where there is no such person around, as it is the case nowadays. He proposed the analysis of sentence such as “The actual king of France is bald” into its constituents, which according to him are as follows: the existence of some unique entity,  assertion that this entity is the king of France, and predication of property baldness to this entity. It looks as if there is something around to which we predicate a property. The analysis shows that there isn't any such entity around in the actual world. So the sentence must be false, which is its semantic value. Strawson replied that in uttering the just mentioned sentence, one does not engage into affirmation of existential commitments, and rather one may just presuppose such matters, in conversation. As the existential claim cannot be denied, the value of the sentence then is neither true nor false. Anyway, I tried to show that Russell followed analytic closed axiomatic model, whereas Strawson embarked upon open presuppositional model. These are then two structurally different ways to approach semantic issues.


That was the time of philosophy of language. People such as Quine, Davidson, Putnam and Kripke all got engaged into semantic matters. Quine wrote “Word and Object”, where he dealt with radical translation scenario, so as to underpin his behavioristic inclinations. Davidson also took over radical translation, construing semantic, Tarski truth schema guided analysis of native language. Kripke introduced rigid designator as an important referential externalist solution. Whereas Putnam proclaimed the division of linguistic labor: reference may be determined causally and it underlies the scientific proof procedures. Whereas conceptual role is rather a domain of psychology. So, the meaning of “water” in the sense of concepts underlies psychological usage, where prototypes and stereotypes have their place (wet, stuff in lakes and seas), whereas reference is to H2O, to the chemical structure that was discovered by the science of chemistry (implying that before the discovery, the only usage of the concept was prototypical). Well, this puts us straight in the middle of semantic issues.


In my thesis, that I defended in Ljubljana, I distinguished communication-intention theorists that followed Strawson's way to go (Austin, Grice) and the followers of Russell's semantic approach, which took more scientifically minded, naturalist approach to questions of semantics. As I liked the idea of naturalism, I decided to go their way. The first of the people who exercised an influence on myself was Dretske, with his informational theory of knowledge and intentionality. If “cat” means cat, according to this approach, this is because there is co-variation between utterances of the word and appearances of the beast. Information is something that is useful because of the covariation of the sign's use with happenings in the environment. Information is about x as long as it is full-fledged information concerning x, says the so called xerox principle. Intentional states are just a developed version of co-variational states. Non-natural meaning of intentional sort somehow follows natural meaning, such as smoke indicating the presence of fire. I liked Dretske's clear kind of analysis and as I later asked him about this characteristics of his style, he explained to me that he was first educated as an engineer, and there he learned to proceed in a systematic manner, for you know, the machine will not function if all of its parts are not in their proper places. I had occasion to meet Millikan in Maribor. But much earlier I came under her influence by reading her book entitled Language, Thought and other Biological Categories. There, she offered a teleological co-variational semantic story, according to which, in short, words and sentences have their meaning because of their use in promoting survival and enhancing quality of our lives. Under such influences, I began to develop myself an externalist semantic theory, according to which the external things determine meaning. As I already had some interest in Meinongian theory of the Slovene philosopher Veber, my thesis was that language and thought depend upon objects. I accordingly criticized internalist semantic approaches, such as the one proposed by Jerry Fodor and called methodological solipsism as a research strategy in cognitive science.


At that time I was teaching in Zadar, where Georges Rey came to visit, a pupil of Jerry Fodor. He praised the model called language of thought, a computational model of human mind, where syntactic rules operate over representations or symbols. Fodor himself changed his views in semantics proper, from internalism to externalism and back. Rey also brought Fodor's book on Modularity of Mind, where the thesis is defended that cognitive science obtained good results in the research about the area of modular processes, such as encapsulated and automatic elaboration of visual or acoustic information. Much less promising, it was claimed, is the situation in the area of higher cognition, where because of holistic characteristics of belief system's update things get intractable. But this, as it seems, to some extent is the area of semantics.


Anyway, the very idea of language of thought and my interest in Brentanian and Slovene Meinongian philosophical tradition, where representations and intentionality come to the foreground, and where consciousness or phenomenology is important, began to push me into the direction of semantic internalism. At that time I clearly remember that I witnessed a mentalistic turn away from the previous long lasting linguistic turn at the international Wittgenstein conference that I frequented all these years. Yes, before that things were happening predominantly in philosophy of language, and through its perspective. Now, Brentanian figures such as Chisholm became important. His Ljubljana lecture was entitled The Primacy of Intentional, where he defended the thesis that linguistic ways of presenting things have to be substituted by intentional, mentality involving ways. In fact, intentionality thesis may be well read as semantic thesis, because if I happen to be mentally intentionally directed at the cat, my meaning or semantic direction is to the cat.


As I was dealing with questions of intentionality, following Chisholm and Brentano, I started to be interested in ontological issues, such as what are parts of a thought, if there are any. So, ontological questions are intertwined with semantic questions. This has brought me to the deeper ontological issues.


With my friend Terry Horgan I began to work on a book that finally got out under the tile Austere Realism. The main thesis is ontological, and namely monistic: that there exists just one material world, without any parts, but richly diversified and dynamic in its nature. So there are no tables, according to this monistic picture, and worse still, there are no dogs. This means that there are no dogs around in the ultimate ontological sense (a dog is no Being, you hear!), but this does not exclude that ontologically ultimately non-existent dogs do happily ex-sist. Well, if we talk about the Being, or the World as for that matter, we are talking in the deep ultimate ontological sense. But if we talk about the dog, and the dog happens to be around, and we say “The dog is on the mat”, we may affirm a truth. It is a truth that is construed as indirect correspondence (actually we refer to the World as we talk about the dog, but we refer to this World in an indirect manner, locally), and not under normative pressures of direct correspondence (used in the philosophical seminar to talk about the World or about the Being). Well, so my ontological monistic thesis happens to really need semantic underpinning, and the subtitle of the mentioned book is Contextual Semantics Meeting an Ontologically Minimal World.


One interest that I pursue is moral particularism. This invited elaboration, among other things, of particularist semantics that I construed as not involving any exceptionless general laws and rather exception riddled ceteris paribus semantic principles. I could go on. But all this seems sufficient to make me aware that somehow, I really got stuck with semantic question throughout my entire career.

My current semantic project

Each year for last fifteen years or so Terry comes to me for a month and we go together to some conferences. Recently we wrote on consciousness or phenomenology, on epistemology, attention and other things. Already at least a year ago, we sketched a larger project on semantics that we plan to pursue.


The project is internalist, not externalist, so that phenomenology has an important role in it. I wrote a lot of material, and Terry especially liked my statement that externalist semantics is incapable to relate to the world. I meant that externalist semantics is atomistic, as I call it, so that causal or co-variational links are supposed to ground semantics. But this is dubious. If for nothing else, semantics requires a whole system of language or thought, and it is thus questionable whether isolated causal, covariational or teleological links can provide the basis for meaning. Further on, semantics seems to be the matter of language and thought indeed, and not of external relations. Also, to be a member of community in semantical matters, one has to inhabit the whole language, to inhabit the language game.


I mentioned Fodor's worry that higher cognition, underlying semantics as well, is not tractable, because of holistic, as he calls them, isotropic and Quinean features. Isotropy makes everything that a scientist knows dependent on all the rest that he happens to believe. Quineanism makes system of beliefs holistic in a yet deeper manner. One can propose a way out of this conundrum by emphasizing richness and dynamics of our belief systems, according to what Horgan and Tienson have called dynamical cognition. It provides the necessary structure to underpin semantics, but not on the atomistic and tractable and rather upon deeply holistic basis.


In fact, the proposal is a little more stepwise. First, one can state the evidential basis for epistemic holism. From there, we consider vicinity between epistemic holism and semantic holism. Finally, we conclude to semantic holism. That's what we call the master argument, and that's the plan.


Beliefs are the middle term in the arguments' transition. So, beliefs underpin both epistemic and semantic holism, which needs to be argued for. But these beliefs need to have the quality of phenomenology and what we call the morphological content or cognitive background built into them. So the whole project bears the title of phenomenology, morphological content and semantic holism. 


This is it in short. Many things need to be explained, but this is the project exactly. Thank you for lending me an ear, for having listened to my narration.

If you get stuck with one thing, you actually get stuck with many: an overall project

Holism is one quite important feature of the preceding project. I told you some points about how I got stuck with semantics. One does not solve the puzzle though without being stuck with many more. Chalmers recently said that his overall philosophical view consists in working in several areas, and this gives you the possibility then to elaborate each of these separately. It seems to me that professor Verdiglione must have something like this on his mind in his overall project as well. Of course his project is much wider, because it is not restricted to an area such as that of philosophy.
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