My teachers

Matjaž Potrč

My actual project of research in the area of morphological content, phenomenology and holistic semantics is summarized. I then oversee what some of my teachers' contribution in direction to this project may be, interspersed with reminiscencies of encountering them. 

Morphological content, phenomenology and semantic holism

First, I will quickly describe my project that I started to engage into, so that it can be later on compared to the impact some of my teachers have in its formation. This is a profitable enterprise in its own right, for it will allow me to articulate several connections that I would otherwise forget about but that may be of importance.  


Under the influence of Horgan and Tienson, I appropriated the term and topics of morphological content. So, what is morphological content? It is the information that resides in the cognitive system's non-explicit background, simply all that one knows, but it is there in a rather dispositional and not in an explicit manner. Morphological content is not the explicit occurrent content of a joke, but the implicit background that makes it possible for you, that enables you to get the joke. It is not the explicit content of what you affirm, but the background that enables you to form the judgment, and even colors your pronounciation. Morphological content has vicinities to Searle's background, about which he talks in his intentionality book. The modelling of morphological content may be accomplished through the multi-dimensional virtual background landscape that is there in connectionist models of mind, with forces of attraction being effective in it. The exercise of morphological content upon the occurrent explicit content is not direct, despite that it is substantial. It happens through chromatic illumination. So, both occurrent total cognitive state and morphological content backgound knowledge support each other. This may be compared to thetic and subsymbolic balancing act proper to Kristeva's semiotics. The dynamics of morphological content is important as well.


Phenomenology is another key term in my project. It is quality of what-it's-like consciousness, which I think is basic for the overall narrow approach of phenomenal intentionality. In as far as semantics is concerned, I think that it has to be holistic. This is in opposition to the further discussed causal or teleological semantic proposals, which however turn out to be a formidable target enabling the articulation of my views. It is understandable that there will be some intertwining between morphological content and phenomenology, in their impact upon the occurrent total cognitive states.


Semantic holism is the outcome of my embracing morphological content and phenomenology, as I understand it. Meaning does not come in separated chunks, but through the impact of the whole system. This semantic holism may be portrayed as coming along with the wisdom of folk psychology. While Churchland argued for the opposite, eliminativist conclusion, Kathy Wilkes seems to embrace semantic holism in a specific area of higher cognition.


My project, in few words, is to bring together morphological content, phenomenology and semantic holism. Some of my earlier influences on the way to this project will be reviewed now.

Some of my teachers

In the following, I will take a look at some of the people who influenced me, along my itinerary, and I will try to figure out what the connection of what I learned through encountering them to my actual project may be. The choice includes some of my woman teachers, following the arbitrary topics of sex and philosophy symposium prompting me to write these lines. My bottom line belief is that people whom I mention are great persons, intellectuals and philosophers. I am just choosing some of them, leaving out my immediate national surrounding and some other remarkable people exercising an influence on me, such as Lili Albertazzi and Amie Thomasson. Having stated these disclaimers, I would like to praise the occasion that allows me to report my personal and theoretical encounters with the choice of my teachers, and try connect this to my actual project. 

The productivity of non-symbolizable matter: Julia Kristeva

As I finished my studies of philosophy in Ljubljana, I already went through several phases of development, from Hegelian marxism to the Heideggerian approach. Structuralism in its largest sense became important in these days, and in this direction I read Derrida. I also subscribed to French journals Critique and Tel Quel. Some of this was related to the literature (Philippe Sollers), and some to the semiotics or the study of signs. So I read Semeiotike, a collection of articles by Julia Kristeva, published by Seuil editors. Later I read her book on The revolution of poetic language, besides to some other stuff that she wrote. This encouraged me to choose Kristeva as the person I wrote to with the request to support my candidacy for the French government study grant. My colleague Evgen Bavcar helped me with arranging things. And then I was lucky to learn that Kristeva supported my application, and later that I was awarded the grant. So I took the Simplon express train to Paris. This was an exciting time that alowed me to listen to or to encounter such persons as Jacques Derrida, Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault. I met Kristeva at the Paris University Jussieu, and the lecture that I heard was on the pre-oedipal phase and on the mirror stade; it was a linguistically very richly delivered presentation. Then I had discussion with her and she took me around Paris in her small Fiat 500 car. Then she told me that I should first of all go around Paris and look at the various possibilities that the teaching and cultural life offers. And indeed, it was a great time to be in that place, many of intellectual heroes were around. I also visited the University Vincennes and discovered the just established department of Champ freudien. I actually stayed there and studied with J.-A. Miller, also listening to Lacan seminars during some years. But it was really Kristeva that enabled all this, so I would like to say some words about what I remember from her teachings.


The main thing that stayed in my memory is the importance of the not to be symbolized matter, which is sometimes called chora, a greek based name. The phenomenon in question is that of an activity that supports whatever is occurrently explicitly there at the surface, but all in being supportive of the symbolic in this manner, it cannot really be mastered itself by the symbolic or by the explicitly given. Kristeva gives examples of language that appears in individual baby's development before the mastering of the usual syntactic and semantic deals. Way before there are what we recognize as articulate sounds, there is a non-symbolizable, difficult to be articulated activity that gives space for the formation of speech. This is related to the maternal link in baby's development. Another example would be the non-symbolic basis of articulation that you can discover in the poetry, and even the melody forming processes underpinning the style of novels and of other more articulated forms of art. It is important to stress the direction towards which we have already hinted, namely that it would be wrong if we would unrestrictedly subscribe to the non-symbolizable poetic and corosive linguistic or other kind of activity by completely rejecting the positive thetic phase. As we said, these two activities, the symbolic thetic one, and the non-symbolizable dynamical one, have to preserve a persistently advancing balance. The combination of the thetic and of the subsymbolic is what the structure or the quality is aiming for.


Another line researched by Kristeva is the effect of temporal discrepancy. Specifically, modern poetry may not only be found to work in direction of just described continuous balancing act between the symbolic and the subsymbolic. Additionally, its corrosive force is mostly non-contemporary in respect to what appears to be progressive tendencies of society. So poets, as many times other artistis as well, may choose rigid symbolic surface committal options in society, which however they actually put into question by the material practice of their poetic and non-symbolizable handling of language. Mallarme, Artaud and Pound present some cases of this double act of poetic non-contemporareity.


A few years ago, I published my Slovene book Dinamicna filozofija, the very title of which, as I realize now, actually bears connection to Kristeva teaching. Dynamics, for Kristeva, is in the background, and it is the essential motor of productivity in respect to the linguistic constitution. It also appears to me that the subtle balancing continuous activity between the thetic and the subsymbolic productivity is an important stress promoted by Kristeva. The accent that Kristeva puts upon the feminine, upon the maternal is subtle, as she searches for it in various areas of art and of political engagement. It was more under the influence of Lacanian quantifiers of sexuation as under Kristeva's that I proposed one of the first blocks of feminine themes that appeared in Slovene – the precursors of today's feminists excluded me from this project, but I contributed to it anyway in the just described sense. I wrote a paper on question about woman in western discourse that was, after all, more inspired by Malleus malleficarum than it was by Kristeva Chinoises. 

Eliminating folk psychology: Patricia Churchland

I met Patricia Churchland at the occasion of a conference, of the Southern Society of Philosophy of Psychology, if my memory is right, and I really did not have much of direct interaction with her. I remember talking with her husband at another occasion, of the San Marino Dasein and its brain conference. But Patricia had an influence on me with her book Neurophilosophy. That was a book whose proposal was to bring neurophysiological studies closer to the philosophy of mind and science, and on the other hand to bring the issues in philosophy of mind and science to the attention of neurophysiologists. The book was important because it made us envisage neurophysiological facts, as the underlying stuff for the entrance into neuronal architecture of the brain underlying connectionist model of mind, at that time with strong opposition to the symbolic or language of thought model of mind. Besides to that, Churchlands supported a reductionist program in respect to folk psychology. According to their metaphor, the children in the year 2525 will notice electrons as they will watch the  sunset, in a similar manner as we today perceive Earth turning around the Sun and not the other way around. In other words, our folk psychological concept will get eliminated and substituted by the  scientific ones along with the advancement of science. Paul Churchland certainly made a trial in this direction as he published a 3-D hologram depiction of his wife's brain in a later book of his, where he also opted for the need of social engeneering, enhancing in his view the potential of behavioral benefits in direction of a better society. 

Preserving folk psychology: Kathy Wilkes

I met Kathy Wilkes in Dubrovnik, at one Inter University Center course dedicated to philosophy of mind and at another one dedicated to philosophy of science. I kept on coming to these courses again and again, and we grew to be friends. At one occasion all the participants, including Timothy Williamson, celebrated my birthday. Then again I had drinks and discussion with Kathy. I met people such as U.T. Place and Terry Horgan at IUC, the institution she was involved with. And at one occasion later Kathy invited me to visit her in Oxford for a week. During Yougoslav conflict Kathy once came to me to Ljubljana and asked me to help buying her binoculars, for she was driving a van with medical equipment for people of Dubrovnik and had to avoid sharpshooters on her way. She courageously stayed in the besieged city and told me about corpses floating in the sea. Later she went to Osijek and support the mayor in that bombarded city. A couple of years ago Kathy died.


Kathy Wilkes was educated in Oxford and she was also a pupil of Davidson. Her areas of interest were philosophy of science and philosophy of mind. She published a book on Real people, in which she deals with the problem of brain lesion and with some philosophy of mind thought experiments. There are two projects Kathy was involved with at the time we had some interaction. The first one was an inquiry into the concept of mind. She basically argued that, given the diversity of extensional bases covered by the concept and its equivalents in several languages or cultures (such as duh, um, yishy, consciousness), there isn't much prospect that mind would be a natural kind. That certainly was a skeptical enterprise.


The study that I liked most however was on folk psychology. We have seen that some people, such as Churchlands, took an eliminativist attitude in respect to the area. According to them, folk psychology should not only be substituted with the evolving scientific theories, but actually should be eliminated in their favor. Such an inference rests upon a presupposition, namely that folk psychology, or a theory of common sense, is a theory indeed, just like other scientific theories, and should be measured by the standards appropriate for scientific theories. Kathy Wilkes disagreed with this conclusion, providing the following food for thought. If folk psychology would be a theory, then proverbs would be its axioms. But there are proverbs both to the effect that the knowledge of several people is mutually reinforcing in the direction of practical solutions, and to the effect that “Many cooks spoil the broth”. Such couples of contradictory folk psychological axioms may be found on most of occasions. But this proves that folk psychology is not a theory, not a scientific theory. But if it is not a theory, then it should not be measured by harsh standards reserved for theories. It simply should be adimitted as benign and useful folk wisdom. This is the direction that Kathy took against folk psychology eliminativism. In other words, we can allow for scientific standards in the areas appropriate for these, but the area of folk psychology is not included. Therefore, folk wisdom is to stay with us, no matter what the impact of scientific revolutions may turn out to be. Kathy did not go further this way  to explicitly embrace contextually variable normative standards that are in effect for several areas. But I certainly liked her non-eliminativist and preservative conclusions in respect to folk psychology. And in respect to the earlier discussed point, the non-eliminativist attitude still allows for recognition of terms such as mind as not applying to any well determined domain.

Naturalizing semantics: Gareth Ruth Millikan

One person that exercised impact on my development, especially in my earlier years as I embraced naturalized and externalist ways to go in theory of meaning and intentionality is Gareth Ruth Millikan, whose book Language, Thought and Other Biological Categories I read with much appreciation at the time as it was published. Together with Dretske's work, it underlined my externalist and naturalized credo. I only had occasion to meet Professor Millikan much later at a Maribor conference, and enjoyed her impeccable analytic reasoning style. A photo shot at that occasion was at the wall in my room at the Ljubljana university for some years.


Millikan's well argued for theory asserts basically that linguistic and mental reference has its roots in a teleologically biological basis. If philogenetically and ontogenetically we would systematically not succeed referring to cats by the utterance of “cat”, our survival would be put into question. Given that we are still around though, this proves that our linguistic and mental processes get rooted in teleological basis indeed. In fact, we may suspect that there exists a causal externalist historical chain Darwinian environment supported link relating our use of “cat” to cats. As already said, I embraced such a theory at the time of my externalist development phasis. 


Millikan's approach is still important for me now that I changed my mind and embraced an internalist semantic theory, based upon phenomenal intentionality. Millikan just is one of these rare people who articulated well their externalist causal teleological intuitions. So now, under the impact of Terry Horgan's influence, I both think that swampman and swamp brain in a vat are boogeymen for Millikan's approach, and that she still is a formidable target and inspiration that allows one to articulate a well shaped phenomenal intentionality based semantic theory.

Summary of my teachers' influence 

From several available encounters that I had in my professional life I have chosen four important teachers. All these women are formidable thinkers. A quick overview shows that some of them were my personal aquaintances, and that others I mostly knew through their work. Julia Kristeva was important for my acquaintance with French cultural scene, and her influence on myself may be now related to the vicinity between her dynamic subsymbolic processes accentuation and to their role in preserving balance between the thetic and subsymbolic material regions. This echoes my belief that occurrent total cognitive states have their role through background knowledge morphological content chromatic illumination, in an indirect manner. 


Patricia Churchland exercised a big formative influence on myself, by accentuating the interconnections between philosophy of mind and philosophy of science on the one hand, and of neurophysiology and brain sciences on the other hand. Yet her eliminativist conclusions in respect to folk psychology I do not agree with. In this respect I embrace the preserving and non-eliminativist stance towards folk psychology argued for by my late friend Kathy Wilkes. Weak incoherence funding folk psychology may well be of benign nature. 


As far as my naturalized project of semantics and phenomenal intentionality goes, Ruth Millikan is a foe rather than a friend (which she was in my earlier phase). But her insights into how to construct a naturalist teleological externalist historical theory are still an invaluable source of inspiration as I try to articulate my actual project. 


Let me stress some further points. Kristeva's chora is a not symbolizable matter, excelling by its productivity, and its seems to promote a clear morphological content link. Chromatic illumination as the influence of morphological content fits with it. Not everything is occurrent in cognition, semantics and intentionality. But in what is occurrent, the background productivity of morphological content exercises its effect. Julia Kristeva also wrote about poetic revolution: (i) first, she stressed the non-symbolizable productivity; (ii) and second, the non-contemporaneity of (poetic) avantguardes. It would be interesting to see how this last point may be connected to chromatic illumination. Morphological content is already there, it comes at the moment as you do not expect it to be there, from the background, with an apres-coup effect. Kristeva spoke about pheno-text and geno-text. This also has to do with the accumulated background and with the non-contemporary knowledge. Chora is something material that resists symbolization all in enabling it. Some of my important teachers simply happened to be women, and as excellent scholars they exercised an influence on me. I really could profit from them, and still find myself in an internal dialogue with some of their achievements.
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