Daniel Whiting

July 2004


Brandom, Inferentialism, Meaning-Holism and Reductionism

Introduction

One feature of Brandom’s theory of meaning is an extreme form of holism (which I shall label ‘egalitarian’), where no relations between expressions are treated as privileged in determining their meaning. This is not compulsory; it is an optional feature of his inferentialist semantics. However, I shall argue, it is demanded by Brandom’s reductive ambitions.

To anticipate, the main argument of this paper is as follows (assuming, for our purposes, inferentialism): Brandom’s reductive ambitions lead him to egalitarian holism. However, egalitarian holism is unacceptable because it cannot accommodate semantic notions. I suggest, then, that Brandom abandon his commitment to reductionism. More schematically (and given inferentialism):

(P1)
Semantic reductionism entails egalitarian holism

(P2)
Egalitarian holism should be rejected

(C)
Semantic reductionism should be rejected

I first rehearse Brandom’s account of how inferentialist semantics leads to egalitarian holism. Second, I explain the apparatus Brandom introduces to meet the problems egalitarian holism raises. Third, I shall show how that apparatus fails to acquit egalitarian holism. Fourth, I consider and meet possible responses from Brandom.

I 
The holistic implications of inferentialist semantics

Brandom recommends an inferentialist semantics, according to which the content of a performance, and derivatively, the meaning of a sentence, is to be understood to consist in its being subject to inferential proprieties. Ultimately, he claims, for an assertion to possess a given content, and so a sentence to have a certain meaning, is for practitioners to treat it in practice as entitled or otherwise, and as committing practitioners to the propriety of further performances as a result. The ability to understand a language (scorekeeping) is the practical capacity to keep track of these commitments and entitlements (the score) (see MIE chapters 2 and 3).

Such an explanatory story may be described as semi-reductionist. Brandom does not reduce the semantic to a naturalistic vocabulary, but does aim to reduce it to a non-semantic vocabulary, albeit a thoroughly normative one (MIE xiii).

Brandom notes that such a story is committed to a substantial degree of holism (AR 15-6; MIE 89-91). If contents are individuated by the inferential relations they stand in to other contents, or in scorekeeping terms, if the significance of a performance is taken to consist in its relation to others, then it follows that there cannot be one status or content without others. I consider this observation fairly innocuous.

However, the degree of holism that Brandom is prepared to countenance is greater (and more troubling) than the above. Brandom commits himself to an ‘egalitarian’ holism, according to which the content of a performance is determined by all the inferential relations it stands in. This, I suggest, is not required by inferentialism but reductionism (I shall discuss this in more detail later).

Brandom observes that what one takes to follow from a particular performance, or what the endorsement of a given content commits one to, varies according to what other claims one is committed to, what context one can place the performance in:

the issue of what follows from what essentially involves assessments from the different social perspectives of scorekeeping interlocutors with different background commitments. (MIE 590-1)

In view of our different beliefs, or in scorekeeping terms our different practical attitudes, the commitments I take a given performance to involve will differ from those you take it to involve, how I understand it will differ from how you understand it. So, if semantic content is to be explained in terms of the normative status that a performance possesses, it would seem that the content of a given performance differs according to one’s own commitments. As Brandom rightly stresses, appreciation of this point does not require imagining a practitioner’s doxastic perspective to be ‘massively or radically different, but just different on particular points’ (MIE 514).

This seems to commit Brandom to a kind of non-Cartesian privacy about linguistic meaning. Indeed, and revealingly, Brandom goes so far as to say that a ‘sentence in one mouth means something different from what that sentence means in another mouth’ (MIE 510). This recalls Russell’s notorious claim from “The Philosophy of Logical Atomism”:

When one person uses a word, he does not mean by it the same thing as another person means by it. I have often heard it said that this is a misfortune. This is a mistake. It would be absolutely fatal if people mean the same things by their words. It would make all intercourse impossible, and language the most hopeless and useless thing imaginable. (Logic and Knowledge 195)

However, in other places Brandom justifiably distances himself from such a view, (astutely) noting that it ‘seems to threaten the intelligibility of mutual understanding and so of successful communication’ (MIE 587-8). His considered position is that it is the specification or expression of a content that is perspectival, not the content itself (AR 176-8; MIE 503-5). Thus he claims that:

something special needs to be said about the sense in which interlocutors with different collateral commitments can nonetheless be said to be able to make the same claims and express the same inferentially articulated concepts. (MIE 633)

An obvious solution to this problem would seem to be to draw a line between those inferential relations that are essential to or constitutive of an expression’s meaning, or correlatively to understanding a content, and those that are not (traditionally marked by the analytic/synthetic distinction). But Brandom refuses to adopt this ‘inegalitarian attitude toward the different inferences a concept is involved in’ (MIE 634). His reasons for this will be discussed later, but first I shall present his own account of how to remedy this structural problem of inferentialist semantics.

II 
Ascription de re and de dicto
To deal with the problems raised by egalitarian holism, Brandom appeals to the role of ascriptional locutions (such as ‘claims that’). I shall outline now how that appeal is supposed to meet those problems. (This section is wholly exegetical; critical assessment is reserved until later.)

Ascriptional locutions specify the content of another’s claim. Or, in the terms Brandom employs, they make explicit one’s own practical attitude of attributing a normative status:

Making an ascription involves doing two different things. Ascribing a commitment is attributing one commitment (to another), while undertaking… a different commitment (oneself) [i.e. a commitment to a claim about what someone else claims]. (MIE 504)

It seems that, on the inferentialist picture there is a difficulty for the use of such locutions. A single performance will have a different significance (and so possess a different content) for the performer than for the ascriber, given the different inferential commitments they acknowledge. In such a case, one might not be able to undertake the relevant commitment required in order to make an ascription.

Consider, for example, the following. I say, ‘Jill claims that the car is parked in the garage’. But if Jill takes the claim to have a very different inferential significance than I take it to have (for example, she would not infer to ‘The vehicle that ran over the cat is parked in the garage’). I have, then, not specified what she has claimed, as she understands it. But I cannot specify her claim as she sees it, since my perspective differs from hers. It follows then, given egalitarian holism, that communication is impossible.

An ascription of the above sort involves the use of de dicto locutions, which explicitly ascribe commitment to a certain content or claim (AR 170; MIE 500-8); they ascribe only commitments the target would acknowledge. Such de dicto specifications could, it seems, only succeed where the ascriber and her target take the utterance to have the same inferential significance (that is, where they share the same practical attitudes toward that utterance). 

Brandom’s solution to such problems is to look, not to de dicto, but to de re ascriptions, which ascribe commitments one takes a target to have, even if she is not prepared to acknowledge them. 

Brandom suggests that, in order to specify the content of another’s claim one must be able to associate her uttered sentence with a sentence that in one’s own mouth expresses the same. This capacity to substitute expressions with the same inferential relations allows one ‘to accommodate differences in discursive perspective, to navigate across them’ (MIE 588).

Of course, substitution requires specifying the content in a way that the target of the ascription would not be prepared or in a position to acknowledge (for example, Jill would not assent to the claim, ‘The vehicle that ran over the cat is parked in the garage’). It is this difference in ‘perspective’ that is marked by the use of de re locutions (MIE 503): 

Where the specification of the content depends only on auxiliary premises that … the target of the ascription acknowledges being committed to, it is put in de dicto position… Where the specification of the content depends on auxiliary premises that the ascriber endorses, but the target of the ascription may not, it is put in de re position. (MIE 506)

So, to return to the above example, I might say, ‘Jill claims of the vehicle that ran over the cat that it is parked in the garage’. I am thus (supposedly) able to specify her commitment in my own terms. Linguistic understanding, Brandom proposes, depends on this ability to navigate between one’s own perspective and that of one’s interlocutor(s), to explicitly specify or implicitly attribute commitment to contents de re (AR 180; MIE 513).

This appeal to de re ascriptions is supposed to meet the above problems. First, since the apparatus of substitution and de re ascriptions make the shared subject-matter of the discourse explicit – by specifying what is being talked about, rather than how it is talked about (MIE 502-3) – then they (supposedly) permit mutual understanding and secure communication across perspectives.

Second, according to Brandom, it therefore provides a non-perspectival content, one that transcends the attitudes of practitioners (MIE 590-1). If understanding is shared, presumably that which is understood is shareable. Although the specification of the content differs from the target’s own, it has (or one takes it to have) the same inferential significance, and thus the same content. However, such significances are in Herclitian flux, as my own perspective changes. It would follow then, that the content of a performance, or the meaning of the expression uttered, is never constant.

Brandom thinks his social-scorekeeping model meets this too. De re ascriptions (it is suggested) mark a distinction between what a performer acknowledges being committed to, and what the ascriber takes her to be actually committed to (irrespective of her attitudes) (MIE 596-7). So, it is the objective proprieties, what a given performance really commits a practitioner to as opposed to what she takes herself to be, a distinction built into scorekeeping, that confers a shared, objective, atemporal conceptual content (MIE 631).

In this way, Brandom’s scorekeeping account of de re ascriptions, and the corresponding implicit practical attitude, is intended to meet the problems raised by the egalitarian holism that he is prepared to countenance. 

III
Criticisms of Brandom

In this section, I shall question whether Brandom’s response to the problems raised by his egalitarian meaning-holism is successful, and in particular, whether it manages to maintain any grip on a satisfactory notion of meaning, or semantic content generally. 

Even when a practitioner makes a de re ascription (or adopts the corresponding implicit practical attitude), the perspectivism that Brandom’s egalitarian holism enforces remains in place. That is, what one is really committed to, those proprieties that articulate the content of a performance, remains relative (as Brandom admits) to ‘the vantage point of any particular scorekeeper’ (MIE 596). Recall that the de re ascription is supposed to specify the same content as that expressed by the target’s original utterance. But surely it is still the case that the ascriber takes the claim she ascribes to be subject to very different inferential proprieties than her target, in which case (by Brandom’s lights) she clearly understands her specification differently. It follows then that what she said (insofar as what is said is what is understood) differs also. 

Of course, Brandom insists that de re ascriptions typically involve substitutions. An example he offers is that of replacing a Zoroastrian’s use of the expression ‘the seventh god’, in an utterance of ‘The seventh god has risen’, for the expression ‘the sun’ (AR 180; MIE 167). Such a substitution would enable me to place his remark in an inferential context. However, there are several problems with this suggestion.

First, the ability to so substitute the expression presupposes that I understand what the Zoroastrian is saying, otherwise it is not clear how I could determine the appropriate substitution. This objection alone seems insurmountable. Further, substitution surely requires identifying a reference-fixing belief or claim concerning the target. In Jill’s case, this would be something like, ‘The car is the blue vehicle of such-and-such model’. But any such claim itself stands in a different inferential context for Jill than the one I take it to stand in, and so the problem of mutual understanding is only pushed back a stage and a vicious regress looms.

Second, even if one grants the intelligibility of the substitution strategy, it is still the case that de re specifications involve a de dicto component. Consider again, ‘Jill claims of the vehicle that ran over the cat that it is parked in the garage’. Given my different beliefs (or commitments), I take ‘parked’ and ‘garage’ (which fall within the scope of the de dicto locution) to stand in different inferential contexts from Jill (she would not infer, for example, from ‘That is the garage’ to ‘That is where the bicycle is stolen’). It would seem, then, that in order to avoid the problems raised by egalitarian holism, the relevant specification would have to be wholly de re. But then, supposing this is possible, in the absence of anything specified following a ‘that’, one loses any sense in which a claim is being ascribed.

Third, even if one ignores the above problems, it remains the case that under substitution I take my specification to have very different inferential significance than the target does. Thus it follows that I understand it differently from the target. In that case, Brandom must concede that no content is after all shared. The very fact that, for example, Jill would not acknowledge the commitments (and thereby the content) that I ascribe to her by my de re ascription shows that she takes it to stand in a different inferential contexts than I do. 

And since, for Brandom, what inferential relations one takes a performance to stand in determine what content one takes it to have, it follows that Jill and I continue to understand her performance differently. Even with the apparatus of substitution, in practice I still place the performance in the inferential web I acknowledge, and she still places it in the inferential web she acknowledges. And since, in virtue of our (however minimal) differing commitments (and correlatively beliefs), the significance we take the performance to have (and so the content we thereby attribute to it) differs.

Brandom seems, then, to have lost hold on any notion of communication, understanding, and (therefore) meaning. It may be the case that we are talking about the same thing (although it is far from clear that this is to be had in advance of the notion of talking per se), but still we do not take ourselves to be saying the same thing. Thus, Brandom’s appeal to de re locutions fails to provide an account of shared content.

IV
Semantic externalism

Brandom might respond to this by reminding us that the content of the claim, and derivatively the meaning of an expression, is articulated by objective inferential relations, that is, relations that correspond not to any perspective but to ‘how the world is’. Thus, there is an objective content, of which all practitioners have firmer or looser grasps. This accords with the ‘semantic externalism’ Brandom advocates, according to which ‘what we mean depends on how things actually are, whether we know how they are or not’ (MIE 647). However, there are still a number of (increasingly severe) problems with this. 
First, it is not clear why such objective relations should provide a norm at all, let alone a semantic norm. Making a false claim or inference, saying something that does not correspond to how things are, is not to make a linguistic mistake. Brandom might claim that this is begging the question, that if egalitarian holism is correct, such a distinction (between a factual and a linguistic error) is not viable. Indeed, he is quite adamant that there is no ‘need for a distinction between inferences that are correct because of the contents of the concepts involved and those that are correct because of the way the world is’ (R 2). For now I shall set this issue aside, but I consider again later the idea that there is a distinctive kind of linguistic error.

Second, if content consists solely in objective relations between the relevant features of the world, we lose any link between the ‘co-ordinate’ (MIE 73) concepts of meaning and understanding. To be more specific, if content consists solely in objective relations, then one cannot account for the cognitive difference in co-extensive terms, or rather, inferential relations between them. 

For example, objectively-speaking, the inferences from ‘There is a rabbit’ to ‘There is a warm-blooded creature’, and from ‘There is an undetached rabbit-part’ to ‘There is a warm-blooded creature’ are equally correct (they have the same inferential significance). Thus, on the account being considered here, the terms ‘rabbit’ and ‘undetached rabbit-part’ have the same meaning, or can be used to express the same content. However, they are surely understood differently; they have a different cognitive significance (shown by the fact that one could coherently take opposing psychological attitudes towards the two inferences). Since Brandom (for good reason) does not wish to divorce understanding and meaning, he cannot endorse this account. 

Introducing a semantic notion such as meaning or sense to supplement that of reference is intended precisely to account for the cognitive content of what is said and expressions. For Brandom to revert back to reference, at the expense of such content (that which is understood), is precisely to relinquish meaning. 

Finally, in any case, Brandom cannot avail himself of this response, since it would commit him to a kind of Platonism, whereby norms are viewed as in force, or contents in place, in isolation from any practice or practitioner. Instead, Brandom must restrict himself to the inferential role being determined by how practitioners take things to be. But in this case, one is back to the problem of shared understanding.

IV  
Possible responses from Brandom

My suggestion, then, is that Brandom must moderate his holism if his account is to succeed. He must privilege certain inferential relations as being constitutive of the meaning or content of the relevant expression or utterance, and treat others as non-essential or non-determinative. In this section, I shall consider possible responses Brandom might make to this.

One response that Brandom has made in defence of egalitarian holism is a Quinean one. He argues that:

There do not seem to be any inferential connections that are unrevisable in principle, immune to being undermined by suitable empirical evidence, and so a priori for those who grasp the concepts involved. (MIE 634)

Now, it is not clear that such claims as ‘If something is blue, then something is coloured’, or ‘If one knows that p, then p’ are revisable in the light of empirical discoveries. Still, many inferential connections, which one might take to be constitutive of a concept, are. But the latter claim simply does not follow. For as long as those inferential relations are in place, they are a priori for the relevant practitioner. Presumably Brandom is suggesting that if they are supposedly constitutive of the concept, then undermining would be unintelligible; it is this that inegalitarian holism cannot accommodate.

In response, consider the inference, ‘If something is water, then it is H20’. It is of course conceivable that some of this water-like stuff here on Earth is found to be constituted by XYZ. Such an empirical discovery might lead us to make one of two decisions. First, infer that such stuff is not water after all. Second, revise those inferential connections that are constitutive of the concept ‘water’. (Of course, the meaning of the expression ‘water’, or what counts as understanding the corresponding concept, will have changed.) Subsequent to the second move, anyone who grasps fully the concept ‘water’ knows a priori (understands) that water is either H20 or XYZ. Importantly, on this story, it is not that the meaning-constituting inferential relation was shown to be false in the light of empirical evidence, but only that such findings might prompt us to adopt a new linguistic norm.

Of course, I do not pretend that such an account is uncontroversial. I am only claiming, first, that it is one available to the inegalitarian holist, and second, that Brandom will have to avail himself some such account if he wishes to hold on to his inferential semantics.

Brandom’s second claim in support of egalitarian holism is that ‘endorsement even of these privileged [meaning-constituting] inferences can still vary from perspective to perspective’ (MIE 635). But this is something the inegaliterian holist can easily accommodate. All it shows is either that different practitioners have different degrees of understanding, or that some simply do not grasp the relevant inferential relations (in which case they lack the corresponding concepts).

A final argument he offers in response is to point out that:

conceptual contents so conceived do not suffice generally to determine when it is correct to apply the concepts in question, since that issue may turn on the inferential significance of contingent claims serving as auxiliary hypotheses. (R 3)

In response to this, one must make a distinction between different kinds of ‘correctness’. It is indeed the case that semantic norms, privileged meaning-constituting inferential relations (as distinct from other kinds of inferential relations), do not determine whether it is correct to apply a concept in the sense of making-a-true-statement. But such norms do determine the correctness of such an application in the sense of according-with-linguistic-practice. 

Whether the inference from ‘The book is by Brandom’ to ‘The book is 650 pages long’ is correct or incorrect in the former, factual sense depends on the way the world is, on the number of pages the pertinent book contains. If it were incorrect, one could, in principle, rearrange the world so as to make it correct. Furthermore, if it were incorrect, the speaker would not be displaying linguistic incompetence; indeed, it is precisely her mastery of the relevant expressions that allows her to make the false inference. 

That the inference from ‘The book is by Brandom’ to ‘The book is a bachelor’ is incorrect in the latter, linguistic sense depends on linguistic practice. One is not even in a position to begin assessing its correctness in the factual sense, since it is meaningless, as there is nothing that it would be for a book to have a marital status. Accordingly, in this instance what is displayed is not ignorance of facts but linguistic ineptitude, a failure to understand the relevant expression; a semantic mistake has been made. No amount of rearranging the world could make it correct. What is required, rather, is instruction on the appropriate (meaningful use) of the relevant expressions.

Thus, one can discern a distinction between different kinds of ‘correctness’, factual and linguistic, and so corresponding different kinds of norms. One kind of propriety (meaning-constituting inferential relations) determines when a certain move accords with linguistic practice, another determines when a linguistic move accords with the way the world is. And once again, regardless of whether the above is convincing, it is still the case (given the threat that egalitarian holism is to semantic notions) that Brandom must accept a story of this kind if he wishes his inferentialism to shed light on meaning.
What I think is Brandom’s real motivation for endorsing such an extreme form of holism – one which can be gathered from his more general methodological remarks – is his desire for a semi-reductionist account of meaning (and understanding), one that employs a normative vocabulary but aims to avoid an ‘ultimately circular’, and so uninformative, appeal to semantic notions. If Brandom were to privilege certain inferential relations as constitutive of meaning, or treat grasp of specific inferential proprieties as necessary for understanding, it would seem that semantic notions would have to enter into his scorekeeping model and his semi-reductionist aims would be thwarted. That is to say, that in identifying or singling out a certain kind of inferential relation as determinative, one would have to draw upon semantic notions.

However, first, if a reductionist account, involving an egalitarian holism, cannot capture notions such as meaning or understanding, then such a reductionist ambition is in any event undesirable. Brandom might think this leaves meaning a problematic notion for which clarification or elimination is required. But clarification could be achieved by some sort of ‘connective analysis’, together with locating the role of the relevant notions in everyday activities and practices. Thus, reductionism may not even be required to vindicate that family of concepts. If this is the case, then perhaps circularity in one’s philosophical investigations is a virtue not a vice (provided the circle is large enough to be illuminating, if not informative). Whether such strategies would succeed in showing meaning to be a satisfactory or coherent notion remains to be seen. But if a wholly reductionist account is not possible, something along such lines is Brandom’s only option if he wants to avoid losing a theoretical grip on meaning altogether.

Conclusion

I do not take myself to have ruled out all attempts at reduction. But I hope to have shown that egalitarian holism is a consequence of Brandom’s reductionist account, and that egalitarian holism cannot accommodate mutual understanding and (thereby) shareable content and (so) meaning. Therefore, if Brandom wants to retain inferentialism, he should reject reductionism. This does not rule out inferential semantics, since as I stressed above, reductionism may be a misguided aspiration anyway.
� The following references will be used for Brandom’s texts throughout: AR – Articulating Reasons (2000); MIE – Making it Explicit (1998); R – “Replies” (1997).
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