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Brandomian Aporia (and One Way Out)

Tomáš Marvan

In his book Making It Explicit, Robert Brandom has presented us with a fresh vision of how a pragmatist inferentialist might try to tackle many substantial philosophical problems: so many that the expectations of even the most daring of the inferentialist creed are surpassed. But we all also know that a great philosopher possesses the qualities of being imaginative and thought-provoking, not necessarily the quality of being right. In this paper I draw attention to one of the central thoughts of Brandom’s book, the one the author himself acknowledges to be in danger of circularity. This concerns how to explain the content of a concept. I will argue that the threat of circularity is indeed real, going on to suggest one possible way of resolving the matter without jettisoning Brandom’s pragmatist and inferentialist insights.

I.

One of Brandom’s truly original contributions concerns his systematic treatment of two central inferentialist notions: that of a materially-correct inference and that of the content of a concept. To see these notions as closely connected is not absolutely novel, of course. Brandom here draws primarily on the work of Wilfrid Sellars and on his pioneering idea of a “logical space of reasons”, whereby some of the very central philosophical notions like that of knowledge are treated in a thoroughly normative fashion – their inferential substance is sought.
 If we ask what it is for someone to know something, we should not look, according to Sellars, for an answer that would specify a kind of state that the person is in, but should instead look for inferential grounds that lead the person to the given conclusion.

Brandom starts with the Sellarsian picture and develops it into its full pragmatist-inferentialist form. Concerning the two notions mentioned, he seeks to explain the notion of the content of a concept by means of the notion of a materially-correct inference. First, then, we must be clear about what exactly a materially-correct inference is. This notion is distinct from the notion of a formally-correct inference in that it deals with the non-logical content of the concepts used in the given inference. Thus, to infer from the fact that a house is painted red to the fact that it is coloured is to engage in a piece of materially-correct inference, even though from the formal point of view there might be nothing to say about this inference. We could just as well say that whereas formally-correct inferences preserve the truth of the propositions involved in them, materially-correct inferences are, in addition, content-preserving. Now, it is obvious that Brandom needs a way of explaining the notion of a materially-correct inference without relying on the notion of the content of a concept. Otherwise he would be trapped in a circle: he would be presupposing precisely what he wants to explain. To this end, he introduces a third crucial element into his picture. This is the deeply-pragmatist notion of a practical attitude towards an inference, being carried out by a member of some discursive community; this attitude splits into the acceptance of an inference and its refusal. Brandom then suggests that we define materially-correct inferences as such inferences that are treated as correct in the actual discursive practice of its users.
 The inference that ‘if a house is painted red then it is coloured’ is materially correct because it is taken as correct in the actual practice of the speakers of English. This explanatory move clearly indicates why Brandom takes himself to be a member of a distinguished tradition of pragmatist thought: the crucial features of human rationality manifested in our use of linguistic expressions and concepts are, on his account, traced back to what we actually do.

So far, so good. It is only when we start to wonder why it is that people actually do endorse some material inferences and reject others that we begin to feel rather uneasy in the framework of explanation just sketched. The crucial question becomes this: What kind of abilities must be granted to discursive creatures like ourselves? As far as I can see, one could reply to the question in two different ways. One could declare that (1) materially-correct inferences are taken as correct due to their content. This would mean crediting speakers and their interpreters with a grasp of the content of concepts that is prior to their actual discursive moves. This, however, is a position Brandom is clearly not entitled to take, on pain of circularity; his approach is rather to secure the emergence of the content of a concept as a result of the discursive moves. Alternatively, one could try a much bolder claim that (2) by endorsing some material inferences and rejecting others, people are not applying an already formed content of concepts but literally establish or create those contents by their actual attitudes towards inferences. (Let me call this position ‘content creationism’ henceforward). 

This idea might sound a bit odd, but Brandom apparently should endorse something like it if he prefers to avoid explanatory circularity. Of course, he could also try to modify his official explanatory strategy, but let’s suppose he won’t give that up early on. In the history of philosophy, position (2) bears a close structural resemblance to Descartes’ conception of absolute divine will, according to which the good is what God wills, not vice versa; God is therefore not determined to treat some things as good (or bad) in advance of particular acts of his own will.
 In the same vein, according to content creationism people are not determined to treat inferences as correct (or incorrect) in advance of their actual acts of endorsing them. In this picture, they would have to issue their endorsements or denials of inferences blindly, so to speak.

Talk about the “blind” application of rules sounds familiar in contemporary philosophy, of course. Wittgenstein uses this expression in his discussion of following (or “obeying”) a rule.
 He thinks that we cannot follow explicit rules according to other explicit rules: we would then need other rules telling us how to follow these second-order rules and so on ad infinitum: the regress of rules would never terminate. His way of putting it is nevertheless not entirely satisfactory and is subject to the same scruples we have in Brandom’s case. If we take the expression “blindly” literally, we will attribute to him a view of rule-following that I call content creationism. To follow a rule blindly in this sense would mean to apply it from scratch, without any prior knowledge of how the rule is to be followed. This kind of ‘darkness’ is, of course, all too dark. On this reading our application of rules is quite arbitrary in the sense of being unpredictable. And if it is unpredictable, it makes no sense to talk about the correctness of its application. But Wittgenstein apparently wants to speak about correct application of rules. One way to summarize his well known discussion of private rule-following is to say that the crucial evidence against the possibility that someone follows a rule privately consists in the fact that such an individual would not have the resources to distinguish between correct rule-following and what only seems to him to be correct rule-following. Wittgenstein must correspondingly mean something different by the term “blindly.” Of course, the alternative reading is obvious. Wittgenstein meant by “blindly” something like ‘automatically’. We follow rules in a habitual way, because we were trained to do so. We do not demand a further explication of their content. Hence, we do not follow rules from scratch: we have a practical know-how.

As I have remarked, Brandom should endorse something in the spirit of content creationism which emphasizes blind application of concepts in the literal sense of the term. But notice that its acceptance would clash with another part of his inferentialist strategy, viz. with the Kantian thought that concepts are rules that bind us to apply expressions in judgements in a certain way. “We don’t possess concepts, concepts possess us”, is one of Brandom’s favourite slogans, repeated a number of times in his works. One way to resolve the tension here would be to modify the original Kantian position, claiming that first we establish the contents of our concepts in our actual practice in the manner of concept creationism, and only then do we bind ourselves to apply the contents thus established in our judgements. But such a treatment would not do anything to remove the stigma of the original arbitrariness of our judgments and concept-use. And Brandom has a sophisticated inferentialist account of the concept of objectivity in our judgments and so should reject the idea of  content creationism.

What, then, is the option Brandom wishes to take? He seems to have in mind a solution that would avoid the problems of option (1),
 of option (2) that we labeled “content creationism” and of yet another position to be specified. Let me start, then, with the options he explicitly rejects. In fact, Brandom has his own title for (1): he calls it “regulism” and attributes it to Kant.
 According to regulism, we apply concepts in judgements on the basis of our knowledge of their fully established and explicit content; the knowledge is considered to be prior to the actual acts of using the concepts in judgements. Brandom avoids this position for the very Wittgensteinian reasons mentioned above: he thinks that adoption of regulism leads to a danger of infinite regress. (On the other hand, he wants to adopt parts of Kant’s normative approach to concept-use, as indicated in the last paragraph; this has some consequences we will appreciate below.) Another Brandomian term, “regularism,” marks a further position he tries to avoid.
 This is a, roughly, Wittgensteinian position but not quite the one I have called content creationism. Regularism tries to account for the application of rules and concepts by reverting to the whole community of discurse participants and its regular discourse behaviour. Here we have our option (3) then: according to regularists a correct application of rules or concepts gets checked by what kind of judgements the community regularly issues.
 The content of concepts or rules might also be taken as arbitrary on this picture, but not as arbitrary as in that of content creationism. It is arbitrariness relativized to the whole of the discursive community (and hence it is at least interpersonal) and moreover a kind of repeatable (and hence also predictable) arbitrariness. But, as already stated, Brandom prefers objectivity to arbitrariness and so does not want to stop at the level of what (almost) everybody in the community does. His notion of objectivity is in this sense speaker- and interpreter-attitude-transcendent. Moreover, he complains that regularism blurs the distinction between “treating a performance as subject of normative assessment of some sort and treating it as subject to physical laws”. (Brandom 1994, p. 27)

So Brandom tries to avoid regulism, content creationism and regularism. Let’s speak now about what Brandom embraces. His prefered way of characterizing the approach that is to escape the dangers of the positions mentioned involves the notion of ‘the implicit’. He claims that by endorsing inferences people implicitly apply certain concepts. But, despite my desire to speak about the positive content of Brandom’s doctrine, it is almost exclusively in negative terms that I am able to say what it means to have an implicit grasp of a concept. To apply a concept implicitly is not to have an explicit statement of the content of a given concept in mind while applying it. It is not a theoretical ability. What can be said about this ability in positive terms is this: to have an implicit grasp of a concept is to be able to participate in a kind of praxis. The Brandomian notion of an implicit application of concepts thus resembles the Wittgensteinian notion of blind rule-following in the second sense of automatical or habitual application. The explicit characterization of concepts comes, according to Brandom, only later, after their implicit content is already firmly established in some discursive practice.

Now, to return to the problem stated earlier in this section: does Brandom’s account thus manage to remove the danger of explanatory circularity? Well, since an implicit grasp of the content of an inference might still be legitimately taken as a grasp of its implicit content –and Brandom should be able to do without any prior grasp of the content of concepts – the answer seems to be negative. The position based on the notion of the implicit is hence also not entirely satisfactory, given Brandom’s stated explanatory objectives. And there is another, independent source of worry that strengthens the suspicion that Brandom’s account of conceptual content via the notion of practical normative attitudes of discursive creatures doesn’t work. This is the distinction between the actual and ideal attitudes of speakers and their interpreters towards discursive inferences. Brandom, as we have seen, speaks about the content of concepts being established by what people actually do in the discursive situations. But the question is rather what kind of inferences they ought to accept or reject – otherwise we would end up with something close to option (3), regularism, a position Brandom rejects. If the characterization of Brandom’s position given in this paper is correct, the position is reductivist. It reduces the ideal normativity of concept use to the actual normativity of normative discursive attitudes of speakers and interpreters. But this, again, is not consistent with Brandom’s idea of the attitude-transcendent objectivity of conceptual content.

II.

So far I have indicated some of the problems in Brandom’s account of conceptual content and pointed to roads he is not willing to take. In the remaining part of this paper, I want to do two things. First, I will outline one of the important sources of the explanatory strategy that Brandom sketches (attempting to explain the notion of a materially-correct inference by means of endorsements of it by speakers and interpreters) and I will indicate in which way it may give rise to false explanatory expectations. Second, I will suggest what I think is a sensible way of using Brandom’s inferentialist insights – without, however, commiting myself to the aporia spelled out in the preceding section.

To my mind, one of the most important sources of Brandom’s official explanatory strategy is his overall description of the pragmatist inferentialist project in Making It Explicit. Brandom wants to conduct the inquiry first from the perspective of an external interpreter, who studies ‘from without’ the linguistic behaviour of members of a given discursive community. After due time and pains, the perspective of an external interpreter merges with an internal perspective of native speakers and interpreters.
 The interpreter achieves this by registering the patterns behind their particular “inferential moves” and by thus reconstructing the contents of their concepts. But notice here the same sort of difficulty that we stumbled upon earlier. Brandomian external interpreter can only tell us that such and such moves are being taken, not why they are being taken. If we ask now why the participants endorse certain material inferences and refuse to endorse others, we find ourselves at once in the midst of troubles already mentioned. From the external interpreter’s point of view the tracking of inferential moves (by means of a sort of a deontic score that at every particular stage of the discourse assigns to each participant a list of what she or he is inferentially committed to and entitled to by her or his particular inferential moves
) might well be the only way of determining the contents of concepts used. But we would also, and primarily, like to know what are the abilities and knowledge that enable speakers and interpreters to participate in some discursive practice in the first place. 

I am suggesting, then, that it is Brandom’s focus on the perspective of an external interpreter that is primarily responsible for various tensions in his inferentialist position. But let me now briefly avert some possible misunderstandings. I do not want to suggest that it must always be a problem to see how an external interpreter can eventually succeed in capturing the meaning of natives’ utterances and other acts. In fact, people like Quine and Davidson have quite elaborate stories about how such a process works. They start on the level of basic observation sentences, correlating the natives’ utterances directly with observable features in their surroundings. Once this “entering wedge of language” (Quine’s expression) is captured, the systematical reconstruction of other parts of natives’ language follows. It might be noted here that Davidson, who accepts the basic Quinean framework, could quite easily join forces with Brandom. He has a comprehensive account of the causal nature of linguistic interpretation, but, in addition, he holds that assignments of meaning and other propositional attitudes is governed by the principles of rationality that are broadly inferentialist in nature. Brandom and Davidson say in many places virtually the same thing: in other places they complement one other. I have particularly in mind Davidson’s inferentialist statement of how the referentiality of propositional attitudes is co-determined by their inferential relations. Correspondingly, in Brandom we find the same idea in his denial of “representationalist” theories of propositional content, i.e., theories that hold that the representational element of propositional attitudes precedes and determines the inferential one.
 

When I said that the perspective of an external interpreter is primarily responsible for the problems mentioned, I had in mind only Brandom’s peculiar version of it. It is a mystery how a Brandomian external interpreter could ever penetrate into the natives’ discourse. Brandom usually speaks as if it is a matter of course that the external interpreter knows what the natives are talking about. But would the interpreter be really external – we need to be told how he even begins to be able to work on his deontic score for interpreting the natives; unless I am mistaken, he simply cannot start to register particular inferential moves from scratch. Put in a nutshell, Brandomian theory is in strong need of some non-inferential (presumably causal) procedure that would enable the inferential one in the process of interpreting the behaviour of the natives. 

Now, given the methodological problems with Brandom’s position we dealt with, what might a reasonable solution look like? In the first place, Brandom would do better to drop his idea of explaining the notion of a materially-correct inference by means of the notion of the practical attitudes of speakers and interpreters toward inferences. This would, of course, in part reduce the explanatory ambitions of his inferentialist project, but, as indicated, his official way of explaining the content of concepts doesn’t work; quite the contrary, it seems to create more problems than it solves. The real merit of Brandom’s attempt lies in showing the close relationship between the notion of the content of concepts and that of a materially-correct inference, not in explaining the first one by means of the second. The problem, of course, is to give this relationship an appropriate name. What one can correctly say is that speakers and interpreters manifest their knowledge of the content of concepts by endorsing or refusing particular material inferences. Brandomian interpreter can work up his deontic score because the deontic moves of participants of some discursive practice lie in the open. As a kind of action, they are palpable. But, unless we are ready to accept the implications of content creationism (and few of us are, I suspect) we will conclude that the notion of a practical attitude towards an inference is too weak to bear the explanatory weight assigned to it in Making It Explicit.


This proposal also has some implications for the methodology of an external-interpreter-point-of-view. As far as I can see, Brandom is in danger of confusing understanding and explanation in his book. An external interpreter (enamoured of the Quine-Davidsonian way of penetrating natives’ speech) might well achieve an understanding of the natives, but it is hard to see what would give him the license to explain what motivates their behaviour at the same time – to explain, that is, their grasp of the content of concepts they use. I would therefore suggest a partial revision of Brandom’s description of his inferentialist project. Tentatively and rather melodramatically, I would suggest that we take Brandom’s deontic score-keeping interpreter not as a wandering stranger (“field linguist” or what have you), but as a sage who already is a member of some discursive community and who is able effortlessly to participate in its linguistic practices. We might then keep the rest of Brandom’s description of our sage’s mission: his job is to make the implicit discursive moves of his discursive tribe explicit. This would mean crediting him with the task of giving a comprehensive account (in the manner Brandom is so good at) of which normative categories bind our linguistic behaviour and how. In case Brandom does not consider this reduction of his explanatory ambitions acceptable, he must show that the notion of a practical attitude towards an inference can, after all, bear the explanatory weight he assigns to it in his account. 

Freed of the obstacles created mainly by the adoption of the perspective of an external interpreter, Brandom’s approach has many riches to offer. To return to the rhetoric of the initial paragraph of this paper, the move suggested here would not only enable him to remain imaginative and thought-provoking, but also vastly enhance his chances of being right.
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� See Sellars 1997, esp. § 36.


� See Brandom 1994, pp. 132–134.


� See, e.g., Descartes’ Reply to the Sixth Objections, § 6. (Adam and Tannery 1996, vol. VII, pp. 431–433).


� See Wittgenstein 1958, § 219.


� According to which we apply concepts in judgements endowed with a prior (explicit) grasp of their content.


� See Brandom 1994, pp. 18ff.


� Ibid., pp. 26ff.


� I do not intend to step here into the difficult question of whether Wittgenstein is a regularist or not.


� For the description and the metaphor of a merger see Brandom’s interview with Susanne Schellenberg (Schellenberg 1999).


� See Brandom 1994, part I, sec. 3.IV.


� Compare Davidson 1984, p. 168, and Brandom 1994, p. 93f.
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