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Abstract

This research report develops and defends an inferentialist
account of conceptual content—the thinkable contents we grasp when
we think, for instance, that Mars is spherical or that it is red.
Inferentialism articulates conceptual contents in terms of the
inferential rules governing the use linguistic expressions, thereby
providing an account of our grasp of these contents in terms of our
mastery of such rules. I argue that this approach is philosophically
coherent, can be concretely spelled out, has substantial
philosophical implications, resolving traditional metaphysical and
epistemological problems about our grasp of properties, relations,
and propositions. The project proceeds in four chapters.

> defends inferentialism

Chapter 1, “In Defense of Immodesty,’
against John McDowell’s influential charge that the very aspiration
for a “full-blooded theory of meaning” —one that explains the
concepts expressed by primitive terms rather than merely aligning
expressions with pre—given contents—is incoherent, deriving from an
aspiration to account for content “as from outside” contents and
content. I argue that, while McDowell’ s charge might land against
Michael Dummett to whom the criticism was originally launched, the
inferentialist accounts developed by Wilfrid Sellars and Robert
Brandom articulate contents from within the space of contents,
rendering them immune to McDowell’s criticism while still fulfilling
the core aims of a full-blooded theory. I further contend that
McDowell’ s specific arguments against Brandom’ s inferentialism beg
the question.

Chapter 2, “Bringing Bilateralisms Together,” constructs a
unified formal framework for actually carrying out inferentialist
semantics for natural language. Recent proof-theoretic developments
of inferentialism have converged on bAilateralism, which takes the
opposite speech acts of assertion and denial as basic in proof-
theoretically accounting for meaning. However, bilateralists are
divided between two formal approaches corresponding to different
foundational notions: normative incoherence versus committive
consequence. | show how these approaches can be integrated into a

single framework that preserves the virtues of both, uniquely



accommodating defeasible material inferences essential to natural
language semantics.

Chapter 3, “An Act-Based Approach to Assertibles and
Instantiables, ” applies inferentialism to fundamental issues in
metaphysics and epistemology, which have arisen in recent years in
the debate over the metaphysics and epistemology of propositions. One
view to rise to prominence is the act-based conception of
propositions, according to which propositions are types of cognitive
or linguistic acts. Existing act-based accounts, however, appeal to
platonic properties to explain predicate contents, reintroducing the
very problems they aim to solve. I demonstrate that adopting an
inferentialist approach enables generalization of the act-based
account to all assertibles without appealing to extrinsic properties.
This yields a satisfactory account of our knowledge of objective
states of affairs and properties in terms of our mastery of
linguistic norms.

While the account arrived at by the end of Chapter 3 is, in
Brandom’ s sense “conceptual realist,” Chapter 4, “Sellars’s Two
Worlds, ” explores an alternative ontological picture opened up by an
inferentialism account of conceptual content: Sellars’s distinctive
analytic Kantianism, which distinguishes two worlds—the phenomenal
world of conceptual contents and the noumenal world of things in
themselves. While Sellars’ s successors at Pittsburgh—John McDowell
and Brandom—are widely thought to articulate conceptual realist
successors to Sellars’ s views (just as Hegel’ s absolute idealism is
often thought to supersede Kant’ s transcendental idealism), I argue
that Sellars’ s conceptual phenomenalism can be characterized as a

“Post-Hegelian,” or, indeed, “Post-Pittsburghian.”

The report concludes without adjudicating the ultimate
metaphysical status of conceptual contents, instead aiming to provide
an unmysterious account of our knowledge of them—a goal achieved, at
least in broad outline, through the inferentialist framework

developed herein.

Keywords: Inferentialism, Conceptual Content, Sellars, Brandom,

Bilateralism
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Introduction

We might think that Mars is a sphere or think of Mars that it’s red. Such italicized phrases
denote conceptual contents: the sorts of things we can think, or think about things. To
use a phrase of John McDowell (1994), conceptual contents are thinkables. To possess the
capacity for thought is to be able to think such thinkables. Not only are we capable of
thinking such thinkables; it is also constitutive of the sort of self-conscious capacity for
thought that we possess that we are capable of explicitly thinking about the thinkables
that we are capable of thinking. That is to say, not only can we think that something
is spherical or red, but we can think about what it is for something to be spherical
or red. To deploy the metaphysical vocabulary that is standard in contemporary
analytic philosophy, we grasp the properties of being spherical and being red, and we
are capable of explicitly thinking about what it is for something to instantiate these
properties. What does this capacity consist in, and how have we come to possess it?
Inferentialism provides an answer to this question. An inferentialist theory of content
articulates conceptual contents in terms of the inferential rules governing the use of
linguistic expressions, and thus, provides an account of our grasp of these contents in
terms of our mastery of these rules. This research report is a defense and development
of this inferentialist approach to conceptual content.

Chapter 1, “In Defense of Immodesty,” articulates inferentialism as a specific ver-
sion of what Dummett (1996) calls a “full-blooded theory of meaning.” In contrast
to a “modest” theory of meaning, which merely aligns linguistic expressions with a
pre-given domain of contents that they might be taken to stand for or express, a full-
blooded theory of meaning is a theory “which seeks actually to explain the concepts
expressed by primitive terms of the language” (Dummett 1996, 5). So, in contrast to
the sorts of representationalist theories of meaning that are dominant in contempo-
rary philosophy of language, an inferentialist theory of meaning aims to account for
the conceptual contents that speakers of a language grasp, articulating this grasp that
speakers have in terms of their mastery of the inferential rules governing the use of
linguistic expressions. While such an account is an appealing philosophical prospect,
John McDowell has influentially argued that the very aspiration for a “full-blooded
theory of meaning” is ultimately incoherent, deriving from an attempt to account for

4

conceptual contents “as from outside content and concepts,” something McDowell
takes to be an ultimately unintelligible aspiration. I argue that, while this charge may
land against the sort of full-blooded theory of meaning envisioned by Dummett, the
inferentialist account of conceptual content developed by Sellars and Brandom can be

understood as articulating an account of contents from within the space of contents.

1



Such an inferentialist account of content, I claim, are immune to McDowell’s main
criticism of full-blooded theories while nevertheless still being full-blooded theories in
the sense at issue in the debate, able to fulfill the core aim of such a theory. Finally, I
consider McDowell’s (2005) arguments against the specific version of inferentialism de-
veloped by Brandom (1994), arguing that they beg the question against the proponent
of such a theory.

Having defended the very idea of an inferentialist account of content in Chapter 1,
Chapter 2, “Bringing Bilateralisms Together: A Unified Framework for Inferentialists,”
turns to the task of articulating a formal framework in which an inferentialist approach
to content can be concretely spelled out. In the past few decades, there have been sub-
stantial efforts to turn inferentialism from a philosophical proposal with a promissory
note to a full-fledged formal semantic theory, a proof-theoretic approach to meaning
that stands as a genuine rival to traditional representationalist, model-theoretic ap-
proaches. One of the main lines of convergence in these recent developments has
been the deployment of bilateralism in proof-theoretic semantics, according to which
opposing speech acts such as assertion and denial are taken to be basic in provid-
ing an account of the meanings of expressions in terms of the rules governing their
use. Bilateralists are split, however, as to what this position amounts to, with two
different formal approaches to bilateralism corresponding to fundamentally different
ways of thinking about the basic notion in terms of which an inferentialist theory is
to be cast: normative incoherence or committive consequence. In this chapter, I show
how these two forms of bilateralism can be brought together in a single framework
that has the virtues of both. The resulting framework is uniquely capable of serving
as a proof-theoretic basis to carry out an inferentialist semantic theory. In particular,
the framework straightforwardly accommodates defeasible material inferential relations
such as that from “Bella’s a bird” to “Bella flies,” which are an essential component of
an inferentialist theory for natural language.

In Chapter 3, “An Act-Based Approach to Assertibles and Instantiables,” I turn
to the task of applying an inferentialist approach to content to fundamental issues in
contemporary metaphysics and epistemology. In recent years, there has been renewed
attention to the metaphysics and epistemology of propositions. One view to emerge in
response to traditional worries about the metaphysical nature of propositions and our
epistemic access to them is the act-based conception of propositions, according to which
propositions are types of cognitive or linguistic acts. Such accounts are advertised as
having major metaphysical and epistemological advantages over traditional platonic
accounts. However, existing versions of such accounts appeal to platonic properties
and relations in order to account for the contents expressed by predicates, reintroducing
many of the problems they aim to solve. Characterizing both that a is F and that it’s F as
different types of “assertibles” (the former can be asserted full-stop and the latter can be
asserted of things), the issue can be seen as a limitation of existing act-based approaches:



they apply only to a restricted class of assertibles. In this paper, I show how adopting
an inferentialist approach to conceptual content enables one to generalize the act-based
approach to all assertibles such that no appeal to extrinsic properties and relations is
needed. I show, further, how this radicalized act-based account provides the resources
for a satisfactory account of our knowledge of objective states of affairs, properties,
and relations (which I dub “instantiables”) in terms of our mastery of linguistic norms.
The result is an unmysterious account of our grasp of traditionally metaphysically
contentious entities.

The view suggested at the end of Chapter 3 is “conceptually realist” in the terminol-
ogy of Brandom (2019), understanding the general conceptual contents expressed by
sentences and predicates as states of affairs and properties that might be genuinely in-
stantiated in the world. In Chapter 4, “Sellars’s Two Worlds,” I consider an alternative
possibility that is likewise opened up by the inferentialist account of conceptual content
developed here: a version of ontological nominalism according to which the “world”
of conceptual contents is merely phenomenal, to be contrasted with the noumenal
world of non-conceptual things in themselves. I argue that this is Wiflrid Sellars’s
distinctive brand of analytic Kantianism, which falls squarely in the traditional “two
worlds” conception of transcendental idealism, rather than one of the various sorts
of “two aspect” conceptions that have been dominant for the past four decades. For
Sellars, the distinction between appearances and things in themselves really does de-
marcate two distinct worlds—the world of everyday experience, which Sellars regards
as “existing only as the contents of actual and obtainable conceptual representings”
(SM, 173), and the real world, which contains the material happenings that account
for the conceptual contents that constitute the world of everyday experience—and,
crucially, fundamentally distinct sorts of entities constitute these respective worlds. In
spelling out Sellars’s view, I draw on the development of Sellars’s thought by his two
Hegelian successors at Pittsburgh who have been as critical of his transcendental ide-
alism as anyone—John McDowell and Robert Brandom—aiming to show that Sellars’s
brand of Kantianism is (odd as it may sound) Post-Hegelian, or, perhaps better (and
even more odd-sounding), Post-Pittsburghian.

Ultimately, I am not entirely sure where one ought to end up on the ultimate reality
of conceptual contents, whether one ought to follow Brandom in being a conceptual
realist or Sellars in being a conceptual phenomenalist. It seems to me that the final view
will likely be some sort of middle way between the two, though I haven’t quite seen my
way through to the bottom of that yet. From the perspective of the present document,
however, the important point is not to arrive at the final metaphysical verdict on the
ultimate nature of conceptual contents, but to arrive at an unmysterious account of
our knowledge of conceptual contents. That much at least, I take it that the present
document, at least in broad outline, achieves.
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In Defense of Immodesty

1.1 Introduction

Consider the following two questions:

1. What is the meaning of “square”?

2. What is the concept of being square?

Should an answer to the first question thereby be an answer to the second? One’s
answer to this question will depend, in the terminology of Michael Dummett (1996),
on whether one thinks a theory of meaning ought to be “full-blooded” or “modest.”
A full-blooded theory of meaning is “one which seeks actually to explain the concepts
expressed by primitive terms of the language” (Dummett 1996, 5). A modest theory
of meaning, by contrast, is one “that gives no account of the concepts expressed by
primitive terms of the language,” (McDowell 1998a). Throughout his career, John
McDowell has argued that our semantic aspirations ought to be “modest” ones. Mc-
Dowell’s earliest and most explicit expressions of this idea are to be found in his
prolonged debate with Michael Dummett beginning in the early 80s and continuing
into the 90s.! However, McDowell’s pleas for modesty are not limited to that debate.
Indeed, McDowell’s continued insistence on modesty can be understood as perhaps
the fundamental dispute separating him from the other two main members of the
so-called “Pittsburgh School” of philosophy. Both Wilfrid Sellars and Robert Brandom
are inferentialists, and inferentialism is clearly an immodest theory of meaning, aiming
to account for the concepts expressed by the expressions belonging to the primitive
vocabulary of a language in terms of the inferential rules governing their use. In the
past few decades, there have been substantial efforts (of which I've been a part) to
develop such an inferentialist theory with the promise of genuinely accounting for
conceptual contents in the way that a representationalist theory of meaning cannot.? If
there exist successful McDowellian arguments against immodest theories of meaning
in general, then this project is doomed from the outset. In this chapter, I argue that

1See McDowell (1981, 1998a, 1998b).
2For notable recent developments, see especially Incurvati and Schloder (2023), Hlobil and Brandom
(2024), and Simonelli (forthcoming a).



inferentialism, as developed by Sellars and Brandom and understood as an immodest
theory of meaning in McDowell’s sense, survives all such arguments.

Here’s the plan for the chapter. I first explain the basic motivation for developing
a “full-blooded” theory of meaning, shared by Dummett, on the one hand, and Sellars
and Brandom, on the other. After laying out this motivation, I consider McDowell’s
main charge against a full-blooded theory of meaning, according to which the aspira-
tion for full-bloodedness is tantamount to a desire to account for conceptual contents
“as from outside content and concepts,” something McDowell takes to be an ultimately
unintelligible aspiration. I argue that, while this charge may land against the sort of
tull-blooded theory of meaning envisioned by Dummett, the inferentialist accounts
of conceptual content developed by Sellars and Brandom can be understood as artic-
ulating an account of contents from within the space of contents. Such inferentialist
accounts of content, I claim, are immune to McDowell’s main criticism of full-blooded
theories while nevertheless still being full-blooded theories in the sense at issue in the
debate, able to fulfill the core aim of such a theory. Finally, I consider McDowell’s
(2005) arguments against the specific version of inferentialism developed by Brandom
(1994), arguing that they beg the question against the proponent of such a theory.

1.2 The Program of Use-Based Semantics

Suppose children simply came into the process of learning a language already grasping
what the various things in the world are and the various ways that they might be or
be related to one another. In that case, the process of learning a language could be
understood simply as the process of figuring out which linguistic expressions stand for
which concepts. Since the child already grasps these concepts, knowing their correct
application conditions, matching words to concepts would thereby suffice to know
the conditions of the correct use of those words. Figuring out which words stand for
which concepts would then enable the child to string those words together to publicly
express the thoughts that they could previously only privately have, for instance, saying
that they’re hungry or that they want to eat carrots or peas, when, previously, they
could only think these things. Dummett describes this basic conception of linguistic
competence as follows:

[W]hat a speaker knows is a kind of code. Concepts are coded into words,
and thoughts (which are compounded out of concepts) into sentences whose
structure mirrors, by and large, the complexity of the thoughts. We need
language, on this view, only because we happen to lack the faculty of
telepathy, that is, of the direct transmission of thoughts. Communication is
thus essentially like the use of a telephone: the speaker codes his thought in
a transmissible medium, which is then decoded by the hearer, (1993a, 97).



Now, Dummett describes this conception as a “pre-Fregean” one, which he assumes
had already been left long in the past by analytic philosophy at the time he was writing.
Unfortunately, analytic philosophy in general never actually took that “post-Fregean”
turn that Dummett assumes that it had already taken; the idea that language is a
“code” for the contents of mental states remains the dominant view in contemporary
linguistics and philosophy of language. Thus, for instance, Josh Dever begins his intro-
ductory article to formal semantics with the pronouncement that “Human languages
are sophisticated tools for transferring mental states from one person to another” (2012,
47), describing precisely the “language as code” conception of linguistic competence
before going on to articulate representationalist semantics, done in a possible worlds
framework, as a key component of the enterprise of rigorously spelling it out.

The conception of language “as code” is discussed by Wittgenstein (1953) under the
heading of the “Augustinian” conception of language, and articulated by Sellars (1956)
as involving one of the most widespread and basic forms of what he calls “the Myth of
the Given.” As Sellars diagnoses it, this conception involves importing our conceptual
grasp of the “logical space” of the world, which we have achieved through being
brought into the linguistic practice, into our conception of the pre-linguistic awareness
of the child, conceiving of “his state as though it were rather like our own when placed
in a strange forest on a dark night,” (1956, §30).2> The core issue, by Sellars’s lights, is
that insofar as this is our conception of language acquisition, we preclude ourselves
from ever getting an account of conceptual understanding. Thus, we are left conceiving
of conceptual understanding as simply “given.” Sellars’s thought is that, to avoid the
Myth of the Given here, we must invert the order of explanation, providing an account
of concepts that goes through an account of linguistic meaning.* That is, it is through
learning a language, mastering the rules governing the use of linguistic expressions,
that one comes to acquire the sort of conceptual repertoire required for the world to
show up as determinate at all. Dummett concurs, saying;:

We have, therefore, to replace the conception of language as a code for
thought by some account of the understanding of a language that makes no
appeal to the prior grasp of the concepts that can be expressed in it, (1996b,
99).

Dummett’s basic thought is that by articulating a use-based theory of meaning, one that
articulates the meanings of linguistic expressions in terms of the rules governing their
use, we can explain speakers’ grasp of concepts in terms of the mastery of those rules.

This is the basic motivation for developing a “full-blooded” theory of meaning,
shared among Dummett, Sellars, and Brandom. By giving an account of the concepts
expressed by linguistic expressions in terms of the rules governing the use of those

3Sellars explicitly makes reference to Wittgenstein’s Investigations in this passage, speaking of a
child “or a carrier of slabs.”
“See especially Sellars 1963 on this point.



expressions, one can explain a speaker’s coming to possess those concepts in terms
of their coming to master those rules. Such a story of linguistic mastery, the thought
is, needn’t appeal to an antecedent grasp of the concepts conferred by mastery of the
linguistic rules on the part of the incipient speaker, and thus, can actually provide an
account of this grasp. My concern is whether this motivation is in the end so much as
intelligible.

1.3 Clarifying the Requirement of Full-Bloodedness

In a number of papers, McDowell questions the intelligibility of full-blooded semantic
aspirations. Now, though I have just articulated what I take the basic aspiration
to be, Dummett himself is not always entirely clear on just what endorsing a “full-
blooded” theory actually amounts to, often running together seemingly related but
importantly different requirements. As I've just classified it, a full-blooded theory of
meaning is a theory that articulates what meaning is in such a way that we can explain
how a language learner acquires knowledge of meaning without presupposing that
they antecedently grasp concepts. Only insofar as the theory of meaning meets this
requirement does it serve, as Dummett requires, as “a theory of understanding,” (1996,
2). However, Dummett sometimes seems to run this legitimate requirement together
with the absurd requirement that a full-blooded theory of meaning be such thatlearning
the theory itself could somehow confer conceptual understanding upon someone who
possesses none at all. For instance, he contrasts a full-blooded theory of meaning with
the sort of “theory of meaning” provided by a translation manual, knowledge of which
“presupposes a mastery of some one other language” (1996a, 6), thereby suggesting
that a full-blooded theory be such that one could grasp it without any prior grasp
of concepts at all. This, as McDowell points out, is a clearly “incoherent picture of a
tull-blooded theory as something that, while counting as a theory, employs (and so
presupposes) no concepts at all,” (p. 88).

This incoherent picture of a theory of meaning through which one could acquire
concepts without antecedently possessing them may seem so obviously incoherent as
to not require discussion at all. Wittgenstein, however, in a number of places, makes
remarks that seem to be targeted at just such a conception.> He says, for instance:

[Alny kind of explanation of language presupposes a language already.
And in a certain sense, the use of language is not something that can be
taught, i.e. I cannot use language to teach it in the way language could be
used to teach someone to play the piano. And that of course is just another
way of saying: I cannot use language to get outside of language, (1975, §6,
54).

3See Stroud (2012) and Child (2019) for a discussion of these sorts of passages in Wittgenstein.




Though McDowell puts aside the obviously incoherent requirement just stated in crit-
icizing Dummett, the Wittgensteinian idea that one cannot explain language, as a
conceptually contentful practice, from “outside of language” so-understood, never-
theless remains at the core of McDowell’s critique. McDowell highlights a remark of
Dummett’s where he says that a deflationary theory of truth “is of no use in giving an
account of the language as from the outside” (1991, 247). Emphasizing this phrasing
of Dummett’s, McDowell claims that Dummett’s suggestion “that a proper account of
a language must be ‘as from the outside’ [...] is the key to a correct interpretation
of the supposed global requirement of fullbloodedness,” (1998a, 90). Attempting to
interpret Dummett charitably so as to not attribute to him something obviously in-
coherent, McDowell takes it that Dummett’s full-blooded aspirations amount to the
aspiration to give an account of the conceptual contents expressed by a language by
characterizing the “practice of speaking a language [in such a way] that displays its
character as linguistic, but is given from outside the idea of giving linguistic expression to
thoughts,” (1998b, 111, my italics).

Though this requirement is surely less on the face of it absurd than the obviously
incoherent requirement stated previously, even this requirement is not entirely clear.
Consider, for instance, the following remark from Dummett:

If thought is not to be treated as prior to language, we must explain what
it is for the words and sentences of a language to have the meanings that
they do without appeal to antecedent possession of concepts or capacity for
having thoughts, (1987, 256).

It is easy to read this remark as expressing a commitment to the claim that linguistic
practice as such can be articulated in a way that doesn’t appeal to anyone’s possessing
concepts or being capable of having thoughts. Insofar as this is how it is to be read, Mc-
Dowell once again doubts the intelligibility of the sort of theory of language Dummett
seems to require. In particular, Dummett describes the activity of speaking a language
as “the rational activity, par excellance” (1987, 256). However, it’s hard to see how we
could make sense of linguistic practice as rational without thinking of speakers of the
language as possessing concepts and thinking thoughts, saying and doing things in
virtue of taking such things to be correct to say or do. McDowell thus remarks:

An account given from outside is an account that denies itself the only
descriptions under which we know that linguistic actions make rational
sense, and we have been given no reason to suppose we can still see the
activity of a speaker as hanging together rationally if we are required to
describe it in other terms, (1998b, 113).

But must the full-blooded theorist really deny themself such descriptions? It is not
clear that they must. Insofar as a core aim of a full-blooded theory is to explain concept



possession on the part of individuals through their being brought into a normative lin-
guistic practice, we cannot appeal to antecedent concept possession by incipient speakers
in explaining how they come to possess concepts through being brought into the lin-
guistic practice. However, it is obviously compatible with this requirement that the
mature speakers of the language do have a grasp of the concepts expressed by the words
and, indeed, their grasp of these concepts explicitly guides them in training incipient
speakers. Of course, the full-blooded theorist is committed to understanding these
mature speakers as grasping the concepts that they do in virtue of having mastered the
norms, but nothing about a full-blooded theory requires one to try to conceive of these
speakers, having already mastered the norms, as somehow still devoid of concepts!
To further clarify the above point, let me distinguish between two distinct stories of
how conceptual content is conferred by a linguistic practice that one must be careful not
to run together: the ontogenetic story and the phylogenetic story.® The ontogenetic story
articulates how it is that an individual comes to acquire a grip on conceptual contents
by being brought into a linguistic practice, being held to the norms, mastering them,
and eventually holding others to them. The phylogenetic story articulates how itis that
such a content-conferring linguistic practice as a whole comes to be in the first place.
In order to account for the ontogenetic acquisition of conceptual content—that is, how
conceptual understanding is achieved by an individual—it is not necessary to treat
the linguistic practice in general as devoid of the expression of conceptual contents.
On the contrary, it is crucial to the ontogenetic story that the practice into which one
is inducted contains competent speakers who, in virtue of their explicit knowledge
of meaning, are capable of self-consciously guiding the linguistic training of incipient
speakers. Now, of course, there was a point in time—perhaps 100,000 years ago—at
which there were no concept-conferring linguistic practices. There is a story to be told
of how such practices emerged. This story, of course, must start with a conception
of the proto-linguistic practice that does not presuppose concept possession on the
part of any participant (though it may well be necessary to attribute “proto-concepts”
to such participants).” But just because there must be a way of understanding that
proto-linguistic practice without attributing concept possession to any of its members
does not mean that there must be a way of understanding our full-fledged linguistic
practice without attributing concept possession to any of its members. Though the
phylogenetic story is, of course, important (and I do take it that a full-blooded account
of meaning is, in fact, an essential element of a satisfactory telling of such a story), I
will put such stories aside for my purpose here, thus conceding to McDowell the point

®My use of this terminology, in this context, is owed to Tomasello (2008).

7Of course, to use such terms such as “proto-linguistic” and “proto-concepts” is to do nothing
more than handwave at the relevant capacities that are suitably phylogentically related to those that
we call “linguistic” and “conceptual.” Actually telling the phylogenetic story will involve cashing out
the relevant capacities in a non-handwaving fashion, but since telling that story is not the aim of this
chapter, I simply handwave at them here.



that there is no way to comprehend our linguistic practice as the sort of practice that it
is without comprehending it as a practice in which conceptually contentful assertions
are made.® 1 will shortly argue that this point can in fact be conceded to McDowell
without giving up the whole debate.

Insofar as this point is conceded to McDowell, one might be left wondering wherein
the disagreement still lies. The disagreement is just this: the full-blooded theorist is
still committed to giving a constitutive account of the concepts and contents expressed
by words and sentences in terms of the rules governing their use. For instance, the
full-blooded theorist is committed to giving an account of the concept of being square
in terms of the rules governing the use of “square.” Ultimately, what McDowell denies
is that there could be a characterization of the rules governing such words that suffices
to account for the concepts expressed by them that does not ultimately resort to such
“rules” as that the word “square” is used to say of something that it's square, the
knowledge of which, of course, presupposes the concept of being square. Insofar
as one’s characterization of the rules governing the use of “square” includes such
“homophonic” statements, no non-circular account of the concept of being square in
terms of the rules governing its use is given. The semantic theory thus fails to achieve
the aim of full-bloodedness. McDowell maintains, however, that this failure is not a
failure of the semantic theory, since there is no possible theory that could genuinely
achieve the aim of full-bloodedness; this aim is ultimately unintelligible. I'll now argue
that there is a kind of semantic theory that can achieve the aim of full-bloodedness,
though it is one quite different in form than what Dummett envisioned.

1.4 Two Approaches to Full-Bloodedness

While Dummett, throughout his career, expresses the goal of a full-blooded theory of
meaning, he never actually attempts to spell one out in formal detail. Nevertheless,
he says a number of things that show the general shape that we would expect such a
theory to take. One of the remarks picked up by McDowell is the following:

What is it to grasp the concept square, say? At the very least, it is to be able
to discriminate between things that are square and those that are not. Such
an ability can be ascribed only to one who will, on occasion, treat square
things differently from things that are not square; one way, among many
other possible ways, of doing this is to apply the word “square” to square
things and not to others, (1996b, 98).

Now, in line with the (legitimate) ambition of full-bloodedness, Dummett maintains
that “we cannot appeal to the speaker’s prior grasp of the concept in explaining what

8To be clear about the bracketing of the phylogenetic motivation of the full-blooded story, note that
everything I say here motivating a full-blooded theory of meaning would apply just as well if linguistic
practices existed eternally, as Aristotle thought.

10



it is for him to associate that concept with that word,” (1996b, 99). It is hard to see,
however, how the sort of account suggested here can meet this requirement. Perhaps
the most basic issue McDowell points out (1998a, 95) is that insofar as learning a
language is mastering the rules governing the use of expressions, appealing to a rule
of the sort “The word ‘square” is to be applied to square things” would obviously
involve a circular explanation of the concept of being square. Dummett thus seems
to be committed to characterizing speakers’ implicit knowledge of the rule “The word
‘square’ is to be applied to square things” in some way that does not help itself to
knowledge the concept square on the part of speakers. Perhaps, for instance, speakers’
knowledge is to be understood in terms of the concrete manifestations of the linguistic
behavior pertaining to the particulars to which the word is actually applied. McDowell
notes (1998a, 96), however, that it is a familiar Wittgensteinian point that the actual
manifestations of behavior are going to be compatible with an indefinite number of
deviant interpretations. It seems, then, that rules of this sort simply cannot do the sort
of work Dummett needs them to do in providing the sort of account of conceptual
content he wants to provide. McDowell’s conclusion, once again, is that we should
simply give up the aspiration for such an account. There is, however, another way to
go here.

Already in 1953, Sellars was well aware of precisely this circularity in the context
of a full-blooded account of content, explicitly rejecting “semantical rules” of this sort
on just these grounds. Sellars writes:

Obeying a rule requires recognizing that a circumstance is one to which the
rule applies. If there were such a thing as a semantical rule by adoption of
which a descriptive term acquires meaning, it would presumably be of the
form ‘Red objects are to be designated by the word “red”.” But to recognize
the circumstances in which this rule has application, one must already have
the concept of red! (1953a, 133).

Rather than simply accepting this circularity as inevitable and giving up the attempt
for full-bloodedness, as McDowell does, Sellars adopts a radical alternative strategy to
arrive at a full-blooded theory of conceptual content. Sellars’s version of a full-blooded
theory of conceptual content does not appeal at all to rules involving the application

of linguistic expressions to non-linguistic entities. Sellars maintains that:’

[A]ll conceptual meaning, the conceptual meaning of descriptive as well
as logical symbols, is constituted, completely constituted, by syntactical [i.e.
intra-linguistic] rules, (1953a, 136).

9In his response to Brandom, McDowell denies that Sellars maintains “with inferentialism, that an
expression’s meaning what it does consists in the fact that certain material-inferential proprieties govern
its correct use,” suggesting that Sellars believes that material inferences are only necessary aspects of an
expression’s meaning (2005). It seems obvious that Sellars explicitly affirms the constitutive inferentialist
claim here (at least for what Sellars speaks of as “conceptual meaning,” which is Brandom’s concern
(and the concern of this chapter)).
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Surprising as this claim might be at first encounter, I take it that endorsing it is in
fact the only way for an inferentialist to arrive at a non-circular account of conceptual
content. That is, an inferentialist should maintain a view sometimes called “hyper-
inferentialism,” according to which the only inferential rules that actually figure in the
theory of conceptual content are inferential rules properly so-called, relating sentences
to other sentences.™

The key to making a hyper-inferentialist view plausible is to distinguish between
semantics and metasemantics. Insofar as one is an inferentialist, one takes the meaning of
a sentence—the conceptual content expressed by that sentence—to be constituted by
the inferential rules governing its use. The constitutive question of what the rules—and
hence the meanings—are must be kept distinct from the explanatory question of why
these meaning-constitutive inferential rules are what they are. Of course, part of the
explanation of why the inferential rules governing the use of “square” are what they
are has to do with the fact that the term is applied to squares, and squares have the
properties that they do. But that doesn’t mean that the fact that the term “square” is
applied to squares is to be regarded as one of the meaning-constitutive rules governing
the use of “square.” While Dummett problematically blurs this important distinction,
Sellars, once again already in 1953, expresses precisely this point. In general:

To say of a predicate ¢ that it is an observation predicate entails that it is a
learned response to extra-linguistic situations of a certain kind K, where K
is the kind of which it is correct to say “¢,” means K.” But, clearly, one can
grant that the successful use of language requires, for certain predicates “¢,”
a coincidence of the kind of object evoking the verbal response “¢” with the
kind of object which “¢” is (correctly) said to mean, without identifying “
‘¢’ is evoked by K” with “ ‘¢’ means K.” (1953b)

The thought, suggested by Sellars (1953a, 1953b, 1956) and later spelled out in detail
by Brandom (1994), is that insofar as the fact that “¢” is used in perceptual response
to Ks figures in the semantic theory at all, it is only insofar as this fact is internalized
in the inferential rules of the language, and it is mastering those inferential rules
that constitutes a conceptual grasp of the fact that ¢ can be deployed in perceptual
responses to K’s. In this way, this fact does, albeit indirectly through this inferential
internalization, constitute an essential aspect of the meaning of ¢.

Let me spell out the basic idea in a bit more detail, giving an example of the sort of
inferential rules that such an inferentialist theory might involve. Consider first familiar
rules to inferentialist are rules like the following:

Commitment to “x is square” commits one to “x has four sides”

Commitment to “x is square” precludes one from being entitled to “x is
circular”

19See Simonelli (2023) for an extended development and defense of this version of inferentialism.
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While these familiar sorts of material rules of inference clearly seem to be necessary
aspects of the meaning of “square,” they do not seem sufficient. In particular, they do
not suffice to capture the fact that squareness is a perceptually discriminable property:
objects can be seen to be square, and this is a crucial aspect of the conceptual content
of “square.” Rather than appealing to a fundamentally different kind of rule here,
I've argued that inferentialists can simply appeal to inferential rules like the following
(where N is a variable for subjects):

ar

Commitment to “N is looking at x,
that x is square.”

x is square,” commits one to “N sees

This might not seem like a particularly informative inferential rule, but note that this
is a defeasible inference, and part of what it is to grasp a defensible inference is not
just to grasp that it is good, but, moreover, to grasp under what conditions it stays
good. That is, grasping a defeasible inference involves grasping its range of subjunctive
robustness.!' Thus, though the inference above is, by default, a good one, a grasp of
this inferential rule involves a grasp of additional premises under which it is defeated,
such as the following:

i

Commitment to “N is looking at x,
commit one “N sees that x is square.”

x is square,” “N is blind” does not

a7

Commitment to “N is looking at x,” “x is square,” “n is microscopic” does
not commit one to “N sees that x is square.”

awri

Commitment to “N is looking at x,” “x is square,” “It is completely dark
out” does not commit one to “N sees that x is square.”

Grasping the significance of “square” involves grasping inferences of this sort, and,
it is in virtue of grasping these inferences that one grasps the aspect of the content of
“square” pertaining to the fact that squares are the sorts of things that can be seen (and
seen to be square) in the particular conditions in which our visual capacities can be
successfully actualized. To grasp these rules is to grasp that if a capable perceiver of
the shapes of things is looking at a normal-sized square thing in good lighting, they
will see that it’s square. Insofar as such rules figure in the inferentialist articulation of
the content of “square,” there is no barrier to concluding that inferential rules, properly
so-called, completely articulate this content.

1.5 Full-Bloodedness Achieved

The inferentialist account I've just sketched is an articulation of conceptual contents
“from within” conceptual content. It articulates what it is for an expression to have

This is already suggested by Sellars (1953a), but see Kaplan (2022) and Hlobil and Brandom (2024)
for recent formal developments of this point.
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the conceptual content that it does by normatively relating it to other conceptually
contentful linguistic expressions. In contrast to what McDowell takes to be Dummett’s
requirement, it is not a requirement of comprehending this full-blooded account of the
meaning of “square” that one conceive of all of these other linguistic expressions to

az awr

which this expression is normatively related (such as “rectangular,” “circular” “sees,”
and so on) as themselves entirely devoid of conceptual content. On the contrary,
“square” only has the conceptual content that it does insofar as the expressions to which
it is normatively related have conceptual contents, and, indeed, have the conceptual
contents that they do. Of course, the conceptual contents expressed by each of these
related expressions is also to be understood in the context of the inferentialist theory, but
there is no reason to maintain that one could conceive of the whole content-conferring
normative structure in such a way that strips all of its elements of content entirely.
On the contrary, insofar as the expressions being normatively structured in this way
just is for them to have the conceptual contents that they do, there is nothing that it
could be to comprehend them as being normatively structured in the way that they are
while not thereby comprehending them as having the conceptual contents that they
do. That is to say, the fact that one cannot conceive of uses of expressions situated in
this normative practice as completely devoid of conceptual content is not a sign of the
failure of this constitutive account of conceptual content, but, rather, a criterion of its
success.

To underscore the above point, consider an analogy that Peregrin (2008) brings up
in a related context: a particular figurine’s being governed by a particular subset of the
rules of chess constitutes its being a pawn. The idea that one cannot conceive of a set
of figurines (or, in Sellars’s (1954) example, cars) as being governed by just the rules of
chess without thereby conceiving of them as pawns, knights, bishops, and so on, does
not mean that the constitutive account of what it is for something to be a pawn or knight
in terms of that thing’s being subject to a particular set of rules fails. On the contrary, it
is a criterion of the constitutive account’s success. Moreover, it is perfectly legitimate
in articulating the rules of chess, where something’s falling under a particular subset of
these rules constitutes its being a particular chess piece, to refer to the things governed
by these rules as the pieces that they are, saying such things as “If there are no pieces
in between the king and the rook, the king can move two squares towards the rook
and rook can be placed on the other side of the king.” There is simply no demand, in
articulating the rules that constitute the figurines being the chess pieces they are, that
one try to refrain from thinking of the figurines, governed by the rules, as somehow not
those chess pieces. I will return to this crucial point about constitutive accounts of this
sort below in responding to McDowell’s criticisms launched specifically at Brandom.
First, however, let me say, concretely, how this theory, though it does not attempt to
account for conceptual contents “as from outside” concepts and content altogether,
nevertheless meets all of the desiderata of a full-blooded theory.
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First, it does give an account of the concepts expressed by the primitive expressions
of the language. An inferentialist account of this sort provides a substantive answer to
a question such as “What is a square?” Of course, speakers of a language have implicit
knowledge of the answer to this question, manifested in their usage of the term.
However, to have knowledge of an inferentialist theory of meaning for a language
that includes the word “square” is to be able to explicitly answer this question with a
response of the following sort:

A square is a shape with four equal sides, it is a way for something to be
shaped such that, if something is shaped this way, it can’t be circular or
pentagonal, things can be seen to be this way or felt to be this way (but not
smelled to be this way), and so on.

Such an answer articulates the content of “square”—the concept of squareness—in in-
ferential terms by relating it to other contents expressed by expressions belonging to
the same language. In this way, inferentialism gives an account of this “primitive” con-
cept. Of course, there is a sense in which no expression, on this account, is, properly
speaking, “primitive.” As a resolutely holist theory of content, rather than “bottoming
out” in some set of primitive concepts that are given no account, all concepts are given
an account by being related to all of the others.'? Still, insofar as we can distinguish rel-
atively “primitive” expressions such as “square” from clearly “derivative” expressions
such as “square or round,” an inferentialist theory of this sort does give an account of
the concepts expressed by these primitive expressions, enabling us to articulate what
these concepts are in terms of their place in an inferential structure.

The inferentialist account of concept expression just stated is precisely the “non-
relational” account of intentionality promised by Sellars (1968, ix), according to which
we understand the intentional content of an expression such as “square”—what the
expression represents, stands for, or signifies—not, at least in the first instance, in terms
of the expression’s relation to some extra-linguistic entity but in terms of the role it
plays within an inferential structure.’ As Brandom (2019) develops this inferentialist

12As Sellars (1956) says, “There is an important sense in which one has no concept pertaining to the
observable properties of physical objects in Space and Time unless one has them all,” (§19).

BMcDowell (2009a) notably critiques Sellars’s aspiration for such an account in his third Woodbridge
lecture, “Intentionality as a Relation.” Opposing what he takes to be Sellars’s view, McDowell suggests
that we ought to “embrace relatedness to the real order within the conceptual order” (63). However,
I take it that this sort of intentional relatedness is acknowledged by Sellars (see especially 1950, 1-3;
1953, 333-334; 1968, 60-90), and this is precisely what is established through the inferentialist account
of intentionality endorsed here. When Sellars speaks of “the real order,” he means something quite
different than what McDowell means when he uses this term: Sellars’s intended referent is a kind of
non-conceptual material reality, devoid of general entities such as properties or propositions. This is a
notion of non-conceptual reality eschewed by both McDowell and Brandom (for an account of the core
metaphysical difference between Sellars, on the one hand, and Brandom and McDowell, on the other, see
Simonelli (2025)). Thus, while I take myself to have gone some way here to responding to McDowell’s
essay on Sellars’s behalf, a proper adjudication of this debate between McDowell and Sellars would
involve getting into controversial aspects of Sellars’s metaphysics that would distract from the main
aim of this essay, which is to defend the full-blooded account of content shared between Sellars and
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account of intentionality, we are to understand the crucial distinction between the
linguistic acts that are doing the representing and the objects that are being linguistically
represented in terms of the distinctive modal flavors in which these two poles of the
intentional nexus are respectively inferentially articulated." The linguistic acts that
confer conceptual contents are to be inferentially articulated in normative vocabulary.
For instance, one articulates what it is to say that something’s a square in terms of what
saying that such a thing commits one to saying or precludes one from being entitled to say.
The conceptual contents conferred by the linguistic acts governed by these norms, by
contrast, are to be inferentially articulated in alethic modal vocabulary. For instance, as
I have just done in the paragraph above, one articulates what it is for something to be
a square in terms of what something’s being this way necessitates its being or precludes
it from possibly being. In this way, we can understand conceptual content expressed by
“square,” which is conferred upon this expression by the inferential rules governing
its use, as an objective property: a way for things in the world to be and the way that
things in the world are represented as being when the expression is used.

So, an inferentialist account of conceptual content provides an account of the con-
cepts expressed by linguistic expressions such as “square” in terms of the inferential
rules governing their use. As a result, an inferential account of conceptual content
can provide an account of conceptual understanding possessed by speakers in terms
of their mastery of these rules, and, moreover, an account of incipient speakers” ac-
quisition of conceptual understanding in terms of their coming to master these rules.
Although, as McDowell points out, Wittgenstein himself would not be inclined to
endorse a full-blooded theory of meaning along these lines, the story of concept acqui-
sition here is nevertheless a recognizably Wittgensteinian one. One starts following
the rules “blindly,” having one’s linguistic habits brought into conformity with the
rules through linguistic training by those who are already masters of the rules. Even-
tually, one starts holding others to the rules to which one is being held, and, ultimately,
starts holding oneself to them, monitoring one’s own linguistic activity in light of the
rules. It is through this process of mastering the rules of the language and eventually
holding oneself to them that, as Wittgenstein (1969) says, “light dawns gradually on
the whole,” (§141, 21). It is from within the conceptual space illuminated by mastery
of the rules that we theorists, self-conscious language speakers ourselves, articulate
an inferentialist theory of content, making our conceptual understanding, which is
implicit in our practice of using the language, explicit.

Brandom against McDowell’s criticisms.

4Though Brandom develops this account in detail, there are already hints of this “bimodal hylo-
morphic conceptual realism” (2019, 84) in Sellars. See especially the unpublished manuscript “Outlines
of a Philosophy of Language” (Sellars 1950, 2-3). For my own articulation of this distinction between
linguistic acts, articulated in normative vocabulary, and linguistic contents, articulated in alethic modal
vocabulary, see Simonelli (forthcoming b).
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1.6 In Defense of Normative Constitutivism

I have spoken thus far of McDowell’s criticisms of Dummett, arguing that they are
not applicable to the sort of full-blooded theory developed by Sellars and Brandom.
Let me now turn to the specific criticisms that McDowell launches against Brandom’s
inferentialism, which are recognizably versions of the criticism launched against Dum-
mett. Though Dummett and Brandom share the aspiration of a full-blooded theory
of meaning (and, indeed, Brandom describes his work as “Standing on the shoulders
of the giant, Michael Dummett” (2010, 360)) their philosophical focus is somewhat
different. Brandom systematically operates at a level of abstraction to which Dummett
rarely ascends. Insofar as what it is for an assertion to have the particular content that
it does is for it to play a particular role in a linguistic practice, as a full-blooded theory
maintains, something’s being a contentful assertion at all must just be its playing a
general sort of role in a linguistic practice. Brandom’s basic project in Making It Explicit
is to give such a general characterization of the normative structure of a linguistic
practice such that the “moves” in that practice can rightly be said to be conceptually
contentful assertions. I'll refer to the position that there is such a characterization of
conceptual contentfulness as “normative constitutivism.” Some version of normative
constitutivism is, I take it, a presupposition of a full-blooded theory of meaning of the
sort laid out above. Thus, it is worth addressing in this context McDowell’s criticism
of Brandom’s Making It Explicit, which is, by far and away, the most well-developed
normative constitutivist account of content.

Unsurprisingly, McDowell sees Brandom as, like Dummett, problematically aiming
to account for the conceptual contentfulness of speech “as from outside” the idea of
conceptually contentful speech. Now, Brandom is as explicit as can be that he does not
attempt to give an account of conceptual content “as from outside” normativity. He
says:

The structure of [our normative] practices can be elucidated, but always
from within normative space, from within our normative practices of giving
and asking for reasons. That is the project that has been pursued in this
work. Its aim is not reductive but expressive: making explicit the implicit
structure characteristic of discursive practice as such, (1994).

However, though normativity is never reduced, insofar as the work attempts to articu-
late a constitutive account of contentful assertions as “moves” in a normative practice,
so described, it does aim to give a constitutive account, in terms of a specific normative
structure of a practice, of what an act of making an assertion is. Now, it might seem that
applying this account to a linguistic practice such as our own would require conceiving
of our practice as a whole as devoid of the expression of conceptual content. Yet, here
we need to reiterate the point stated above regarding the fact that this is a constitutive

account of content expression. Insofar as a practice’s being normatively structured in
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this way just is its being such that the “moves” made in the context of it are acts of
making contentful assertions, there can be no conceiving of a practice as so-structured
which is not at once a conception of it as involving the making of conceptually content-
tul assertions. Thus the aim of Making It Explicit is to deploy normative vocabulary to
describe a practice in such a way that reveals the practice, so-described, to be a practice
of making assertions.

McDowell maintains that Making It Explicit does not achieve its aim. That is, he
maintains that it is possible for there to be a normative practice of precisely the structure
that Brandom describes in Making It Explicit which is not, as such, a practice of making
assertions. He says:

As far as I can see, the deontic structure—involving commitments, entitle-
ments, and rationally consequential relations between them—that Brandom
puts in place [. .. ] is consistent with the possibility that a game describable
in those terms is just a game, a behavioral repertoire whose moves do not
have a significance that points outside the game, so that the moves are not
assertions and the transitions are not inference, (127)

It is hard to know what to make of this “argument,” if it is in fact meant to be one
at all. Insofar as it is meant to be an argument against Brandom’s view, it obviously
begs the question against it. Brandom’s fundamental constitutive claim is that any
practice describable in just the terms set out in Making It Explicit is a practice of making
assertions and giving and asking for reasons for them. So to say that there could be a
practice describable in just those terms and yet not a practice of making assertions is
simply to deny Brandom’s claim rather than to make an argument against it. Let me
give an analogy. Suppose one gives an account of what it is for a particular system
to count as being alive in terms of a particular teleologically-characterized structure,
say, autopoiesis, which involves the system’s active maintenance of itself. Whatever
the merits of this account of life might be, it obviously begs the question against
this account to simply say “As far as I can see, this teleological structure involving
autopoiesis is consistent with the possibility that a system might be describable in
precisely these terms but yet not be alive.” Saying just that, at least, is no argument at
all. At the very least, what one must do is give an example system that is describable in
precisely those terms yet not something that we would intuitively call “alive,” thereby
showing that this account does not capture the content of our ordinary concept of being
alive.”® Though McDowell does not actually provide any example of this sort against

150f course, it is then in principle open to the proponent of the constitutive account to say that we
ought to revise our ordinary concept of “life.” However, given that Brandom takes his account to be
an articulation of our concept of making an assertion as a particular type of “move” in a normative
practice, rather than a revision, this sort of response does not seem open to him. Sometimes, McDowell’s
criticisms are phrased as claims that the notions defined in Brandom’s framework could only be revisions
of our actual concepts. For instance, McDowell has suggested that the notion of “observation” defined
in Brandom’s framework is not observation, but, Bobservation (Brandom goes by “Bob” in informal
contexts).
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Brandom’s constitutive account of content, he presumably does take it that such an
example can be provided.

Now, McDowell attempts to make his claim against Brandom vivid through a
Dummett-inspired thought experiment involving Martians, who understand our prac-
tices in the normative terms that Brandom lays out, missing nothing about our practices
so-described, and yet nevertheless fail to see these practices as ones that involve the
making of assertions.’® However, in the context of what McDowell needs for his ar-
gument against Brandom to be successful, a potentially stronger thought experiment
of this sort is actually the inverse of the one he proposes. That is, suppose there are
Martians who, just for fun (perhaps, as McDowell says, for “the intellectual challenge
of keeping track of the positions of players”), play games with precisely the normative
structure that Brandom describes in Making It Explicit, and yet do not see their mak-
ings of moves in these games as the making of assertions, and, indeed, are correct in
that self-assessment. So, though they play Brandom’s “game of giving and asking for
reasons,” this is, for them, just one among many games in their “rich repertoire of not
necessarily competitive rule-governed behavior with no external point, behavior they
engage in just for fun,” (127-128). In particular, their playing the “game of giving and
asking for reasons” does not actually amount to their making assertions—something
which constitutively involves “a concern to inform others of things” (128). Accordingly,
their practice, though it satisfies Brandom’s description of being a “game of giving and
asking for reasons,” is not really a practice of giving and asking for reasons at all. Let
us try to imagine such Martians to see if we really can.

Let us suppose first that their practice is in line with Brandom’s minimal proposal
of a discursive practice, which does not as such require that a discursive practice con-
fers empirical content. That is, a Brandomian discursive practice might still qualify as
a “game of giving and asking for reasons,” and yet not involve “language-entries,”
wherein players are taken to be entitled to claims upon being taken to be in certain
perceptual circumstances, and “language-exits,” wherein players are taken to be com-
mitted to performing non-linguistic actions upon being committed to certain claims.
Now, as Kukla and Lance (2009) have argued (convincingly, to my mind), there could
be no fully autonomous discursive practice that does not involve receptive encounters
at all, since one of the things that practitioners must do is recognize each other. How-
ever, in the context of this thought experiment, we suppose that, though the Martians
have discursive practices which they conceive as discursive and do involve “entries”
and “exits,” they also play a game of the sort described in Chapter 3 of Making It Ex-
plicit, which is relatively autonomous, and does not involve such “entries” and “exits.”

16]t’s worth noting how far McDowell’s example is from Dummett’s. Dummett’s example is in
fact much closer to Dennett’s (1987, 25-28) (which he attributes to Nozick), where Martians predict
what humans will do appealing to only physical regularities, without treating human behavior as
intentional or norm-governed in any sense. McDowell’s Martians, by contrast, see human behavior as
norm-governed, in Brandom's sense, without seeing it as linguistic.
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Though entries and exits are not strict requirements of the game, as described by Bran-
dom, it is of course a requirement that there be an inferential structure, understood
normatively in terms of the proprieties of commitment and entitlement inheritance
acknowledged by the practitioners. Such inferential structures can be more or less
complex. Consider, for instance, the extraordinarily simple inferential structure that in
fact governs the predicates “white,” “gray,” “black,” “lighter than,” “darker than,” and
“same shade as.”!” Insofar as the language does not contain any perceptual predicates
like “sees” so as to inferentially internalize language-entries, the inferential structure
here is just that of the three-element chain {0, 1,2}. Now, insofar as the game the Mar-
tians play is fun at all, and lasts more than a few minutes, the inferential structure of
their practice is presumably going to be more complex than this one. Let us, suppose,
then, that the norms delineate not just a single structure such as this one, but, rather, a
structured family of structures of various different sorts (which may include this one).
The normative structure that they take themselves to be bound by in playing the game
does not really matter for the purpose of the thought experiment, but for the game to
be played (in such a way that it is a challenge at all), it must be of such a complexity
that the players can be committed or entitled to making moves, given their adherence to
the norms, without recognizing that they are so committed or entitled.

Now, let me rehearse, very briefly, what it is for them to play what Brandom

4

calls the “game of giving and asking for reasons.” The point of the game, which is
fundamentally cooperative rather than competitive, is for the players to collectively
undertake as many entitled commitments as they possibly can.'® It is in the context of
this basic point of the game as a whole that the specific moves in the game have their
point: the point of making a move is to entitle others to make that move themselves.
In addition to moves made with the aim of entitling others to make them, players
can also make counter-moves, with the aim of challenging a player’s commitment to
a move, calling the entitlement they have to that move into question. A challenge
is appropriate if players have respectively undertaken incompatible commitments—
commitments such that undertaking one of them precludes one from being entitled to
undertake the other. Though they both take themselves to be entitled to their respective
commitments, they cannot both be entitled to each of these commitments. Given that

the point of the game is to collectively undertake only entitled commitments, the point

7This simple structure is appealed to by Rosenberg (1997) and a complete Brandomian inferentialist
semantics for it is provided in Simonelli (2022, 83-111).

8Brandom himself does not quite characterize the game in this way, but it seems to me the best way to
abstractly characterize the point of the game of giving and asking for reasons, as described by Brandom.
An anonymous referee suggests an alternative conception of the point of the game according to which
it is simply to resolve incompatibilities. As I explain below, if the point of the game is to undertake
entitled commitments, then, since undertaking incompatible commitments will preclude one from being
entitled to both, playing the game in accordance with this aim will involve resolving incompatibilities.
However, if the point of the game is merely to resolve incompatibilities, then it is hard to see what
would be motivating the players to take on additional commitments, once all incompatibilities have
been resolved.
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of a challenge is to rectify this situation. In response to a challenge, a player can
show how entitlement to the move is secured through the proprieties of consequential
entitlement inheritance acknowledged by the player, or, if a player takes themself to
have inherited entitlement to this move from another player, they can defer back to this
player who then has one of these two options themself. Through this process of making
moves—which entitle others to make them, who can then deploy their understanding
of the norms to make further moves from those moves—and challenging moves—
which resolves incompatibilities in the practice—the participants make progress in the
game, undertaking more and more entitled commitments.

Now, suppose we come upon these Martians and observe them to be engaging in a
practice of just this sort. We are able to discern at least a portion of the structure of the
principles of permissive and committive consequence by which they take themselves
to be bound in playing the game, and we see that they correspond to the mathematical
structures articulated by lattice theory. That is, we are able to map the “counters”
in their game—for instance, the emission of an electrical pulse of 140kHz from their
tendrils, the emission of three rapid-fire pulses of 180kHz, and so on—to our symbols <,
A, and so on, as governed by the rules of lattice theory. In this case, it seems completely
apt to describe their practice as one of doing pure mathematics, specifically lattice theory,
making mathematical assertions about lattices, giving and asking for reasons for those
assertions, and thereby expanding knowledge of the properties of lattices. Why would
this not be an apt description of their practice? McDowell says of Brandom’s normative
articulation of discursive practice:

Nothing in the deontic-structural description ties this interest to a concern
with how things are outside the game, except in so far as how things are out-
side the game affects a player’s deontic status, specifically her entitlements.
A description of the practice in these terms does not reveal the kind of
cooperativeness—sociality—that shows itself in a concern to inform others
of things, (128).

It seems to me, on the contrary, that a description of the practice in these terms reveals
making a move, with the aim of entitling others to make it themselves, as precisely
an act that is concerned to inform others of things, enabling them to appeal to these
facts in their own reasoning, thereby expanding their collective knowledge of the
domain that they are collectively concerned to uncover. To say that Martians are
“concerned” in this way, of course, is to say nothing about Martian phenomenology
or their extrinsic motives. Perhaps, for them, “what it’s like,” phenomenologically
speaking, to make an assertion, is rather different than what it’s generally like, for us,
phenomenologically speaking, to make an assertion."” Indeed, perhaps, as McDowell
suggests, they do engage in this practice “just for fun.” Even if this is so, this is,

YThough of course, there is almost certainly no one thing that is “what it’s like to make an assertion,”
which is stable across people and contexts.
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of course, perfectly compatible with the claim that the practice is nevertheless one
of making mathematical assertions (after all, the same can perhaps be said of some
professional mathematicians). What is it, then, that the Martians might be lacking so
that their practice is not one of making assertions? I do not see that there is any such
thing.?

It's worth being clear that nothing about the example hangs on the fact that I've
supposed their inferential structure maps up to that of lattice theory in particular.
Pick any structured set of inferential norms that you want; it’s going to correspond
to some set of mathematical structures, and their practice can thus be aptly described
as one of engaging in the branch of mathematics pertaining to those structures. Nor
does anything about the example hang on the fact that I have, for simplicity’s sake,
chosen to focus on a “minimal” discursive practice that does not involve perceptual
responsiveness to features of the world, which would be internalized in inferences
of the sort specified above. If we do consider that more robust sort of practice, the
inferentially articulated contents conferred by the practice will not be purely formal
contents of mathematics but, rather, material contents encompassing features of the
world in which their practice takes place. I will leave it as an exercise for the reader to
work through such an example on their own.

1.7 Conclusion

I have defended inferentialism as a full-blooded theory of meaning in Dummett’s
sense. While fulfilling the basic aspiration Dummett has for a full-blooded theory, in-
ferentialism avoids the pitfalls McDowell highlights in the sort of full-blooded theory
of meaning actually suggested by Dummett. Moreover, I have argued that a norma-
tive constitutivist account of conceptual content, of the sort developed by Brandom, is
completely untouched by McDowell’s arguments. Thus, despite the widespread im-
pression that there are good McDowellian reasons to think that inferentialism cannot
provide a full-blooded account of conceptual content, on inspection, these arguments
either fail to apply to inferentialism or fall flat against it. Proponents of inferential-
ism need not modestly cover up their bold semantic ambitions; they can parade their
ambitions openly, barefaced and unashamed.

2'Now, I don’t want to rule out the possibility that there may be crucial aspects of a content-conferring
normative practice that have not been made explicit in Brandom’s description and which are implicit in
the description I have given. Indeed, many authors such as Kukla and Lance (2009), Wanderer (2010),
and Milson (2014), have argued such a thing. Such debates, however, can be understood as within the
context of the normative constitutive program. McDowell’s argument, however, is meant to be an attack
on the normative constitutivist program in general, and, I cannot see how it has any force against it.
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2

Bringing Bilateralisms Together: A Unified Framework

for Inferentialists

2.1 Introduction

Inferentialism, according to which the meaning of a linguistic expression is to be un-
derstood in terms of the inferential rules governing its use, promises to be a use-based
alternative to traditional representationalist semantic theories. In the past few decades,
there have been substantial efforts to turn inferentialism from a philosophical proposal
with a promissory note to a full-fledged formal semantic theory, a proof-theoretic ap-
proach to meaning that stands as a genuine rival to traditional representationalist,
model-theoretic approaches. There is a growing consensus among those engaged in
this inferentialist program that the right approach in proof-theoretic semantics is a
bilateralist one, according to which assertion and denial are taken to be equally basic
in providing an account of the meanings of expressions in terms of the rules govern-
ing their use. Bilateralists are split, however, as to what this actually entails. Some
bilateralists, following Greg Restall (2005), use bilateralism to interpret existing proof
systems, such as Gentzen’s multiple conclusion sequent calculus for classical logic.
Other bilateralists, following Ian Rumfitt (2000), develop distinctively bilateral proof
systems in which formulas are positively or negatively signed. Beyond the technical
differences, these two formal approaches correspond to two fundamentally different
ways of thinking about the basic normative notion in terms of which an inferentialist
theory is to be articulated: normative incoherence or committive consequence.

In this paper, I explore the respective virtues of these two styles of bilateralism in the
context of the ambitious global inferentialist program originally set out by Brandom
(1994) and developed most recently by Brandom and Hlobil (2024). I argue that,
considered in this application, both forms of bilateralism have distinctive virtues. On
the one hand, the single conclusion systems developed by Rumlfitt-style bilateralists
enable a straightforward specification of the discursive significance of a sentence in
terms of the inferential conditions and consequences of its use. On the other hand, the
multiple conclusion sequent systems readily made sense of by Restall’s bilateralism
are particularly well-suited to accommodating defeasible material inferential relations
such as that from “Bella’s a bird” to “Bella flies,” which are an essential component of
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an inferentialist theory for natural language. After laying out these respective virtues,
I show how these forms of bilateralism can be brought together in a single bilateral
framework that has the virtues of both. This framework enables us to systematically
theorize about rational relations between Restall-style incoherence and Rumfitt-style
consequence, allowing us to represent debates between bilateralists as debates over
whether to impose specific formal principles. However, beyond just resolving debates
between bilateralists, this unified framework proves to be uniquely capable of serving
as a proof-theoretic basis for an inferentialist semantics.

2.2 Two Ways to Be a Bilateralist

A bilateral conception of logic takes as basic two opposite ways of being related to the
propositions expressed by the sentences with which logicis concerned. On the standard
way of thinking about bilateralism, these “two ways” are two opposite speech acts:
assertion and denial.! These two acts might be understood as two opposite stances
that one might take towards a given proposition in discourse: a positive stance and
a negative stance. However one opts to philosophically spell out these two opposite
stances, the crucial logical thought is that taking the negative stance towards some
proposition is conceived as distinct from though inferentially equivalent to taking the
positive stance towards its negation. Thatis, denying A is distinct from but inferentially
equivalent to asserting —A. With the position construed, prominent bilateralists include
Greg Restall, Ellie Ripley, lan Rumtfitt, Nissim Francez, and Luca Incurvati and Julian
Schloder. Dividing these bilateralists, however, are two very different ways to be a
bilateralist, two distinct styles of bilateralism.

The first style of bilateralism, put forward by Restall (2005, 2009, 2013) and influ-
entially developed by Ripley (2014, 2015, 2017), takes existing proof systems, such as
Gentzen's sequent calculus for classical logic, and interprets them in a bilateralist fash-
ion.? What is notable about Gentzen’s classical sequent calculus is that the sequents
one manipulates through the use of the calculus have multiple conclusions. The stan-
dard way of thinking about a multiple conclusion sequent of the form X + Y, where
X and Y are both sets of sentences, is that the elements of X, collected conjunctively,
imply the elements of Y, collected disjunctively.® Critics of multiple conclusion sequent
calculi have argued that “arguments” with multiple conclusions, understood in this
way, are too far from our ordinary practices of reasoning to be appealed to in providing

!There is some variation among authors in exactly how these two ways are specified. Rumfitt (2000)
speaks of “affirmation” and “denial,” understood as the opposite acts of saying “Yes” to the question of
whether the proposition is true or saying “No” to it. Others, such as Smiley (1996), speak of “rejection” as
the negative stance, rather than denial. Little hangs on these terminological variations for our purposes
here.

2For other notable proponents and developers of this style of bilateralism, see Tanter (2021a, 2021b),
Rosenblatt (2019), Hlobil (2019, 2023), Hlobil and Brandom (2024), Francez (2019), and Hjortland (2014).

3See Shoesmith and Smiley (1978) for the classical articulation of this standard interpretation.
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a proof-theoretic account of the meanings of the logical connectives.* In response to
these concerns, Restall proposes a reading of multiple conclusion sequents according
to which the turnstile plays the role not of separating premises from conclusions but of
separating assertions from denials. On this reading, a sequent of the form X + Y says
that the position consisting in asserting everything in X and denying everything in Y
is incoherent or “out of bounds.” This interpretation enables us to explicate and justify
the standard structural and operational rules of classical logic in an intuitive way. For
instance, we can understand the axiom schema of Identity, X, A + A, Y, as telling us that
it’s always out of bounds to assert and deny a single sentence A, no matter what else
we assert or deny. For operational rules, consider the negation rules of the classical
sequent calculus:

XFAY L X,ArY R
X,—ArY 7 X+=-AY

On the bilateralist interpretation, the left rule says that if the position consisting in
asserting everything in X, denying everything in Y, and denying A is out of bounds,
then the position consisting in asserting everything in X, denying everything in Y, and
asserting —A is out of bounds. The right rule says, similarly, that if, in the context
of some position, asserting A is out of bounds, then, in the context of that position,
denying —A is out of bounds. So, understanding the significance of speech acts in
terms of their contribution to the (in)coherence of positions, these rules tell us that an
assertion of —A has the same significance as a denial of A, and a denial of —A has the
same significance as an assertion of A. In the same way, all of the other rules of a
multiple conclusion sequent system like Gentzen’s classical sequent calculus, LK, can
be intuitively explained. In this way, Restall’s bilateralism presents itself as a way of
vindicating classical logic.

The second style of bilateralism, put forward Rumfitt (2000) and influentially devel-
oped by Francez (2014, 2015) and Incurvati and Schléder (2017, 2019, 2023), involves
constructing proof systems in a distinctively bilateralist manner, providing rules for
manipulating positively or negatively signed formulas.” Dummett (1991) famously
argues that, if we want to think of the meanings of the logical connectives in terms

4See, for instance, Rumfitt (2000, 2008) and Steinberger (2011) for criticisms of this sort.

SN otably, Incurvati and Schloder (2017, 2018, 2023), largely in response to Dickie (2010), extend
signed bilateralism to multi-lateralism, introducing new signs to express “weak” assertion and rejection,
but their systems are still “bilateral” in the sense of the term used here in that they are at least bilateral.
For other notable proponents or developers of this style of bilateralism, see Humberstone (2000), Kiirbis
(2016, 2019, 2022), Wansing (2016), and Ayhan (2020). There are variations among these bilateralists
worth noting. In particular, Wansing (2016), Kiirbis (2019), and Ayhan (2020) endorse a somewhat
different conception of bilateralism in the development of intuitionistic logic, taking the turnstile itself
to be positively or negatively signed, expressing verification or refutation. Though proponents of this kind
of bilateralism take there to be an important conceptual difference between it and standard Rumfitt-style
bilateralism (see especially Kiirbis (2023) on this point), the signed notation is formally inter-translatable,
and so I still take them to fall within this general style.
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of the rules governing their use in proofs in natural deduction, we should be intu-
itionists rather than classicalists, since it is intuitionistic natural deduction rather than
classical natural deduction that displays that proof-theoretic virtue of harmony, with
the introduction and elimination rules fitting together as they ought, with each set
of rules being neither too strong nor too weak relative to the other.® In response to
Dummett, Rumfitt (2000), drawing on prior work from Smiley (1996), shows that if
one has a natural deduction system that contains not just rules for asserting sentences
but rules for denying sentences as well, then it is easy to arrive at a harmonious natural
deduction system for classical logic. In such a system, a well-formed formula must be
prefaced with a positive or negative force-marker, expressing either assertion or denial.
Thus, the assertion of a sentence A might be written as +(A), and the denial of A can be
written as —(A).” Rather than interpreting existing proof systems with the notions of
assertion and denial, we construct proof systems in which signs expressing assertion
and denial directly figure. For instance, in the natural deduction system proposed by
Rumfitt, we have the following rules for negation:

@ HA)
+<—|A> _<_'A>
HoA) Ay __
—(A) +A)

These rules likewise formally codify the equivalence of denying A and asserting A as
well as the equivalence of asserting A and denying —A. The sort of reductio that usually
figures as the negation introduction rule in Gentzen’s natural deduction system, now
tigures as a distinctively bilateral structural rule, called “Smileian Reductio.” Where T’
is a set of signed formulas, ¢ and ¢ are signed formulas, and starring a formula yields
the oppositely signed formula, the principle is the following:

Lory Toryr
't

Smileian Reductio

This is a structural rule, analogous to Gentzen'’s other structural rules in that it makes
no reference to any specific connectives, but it is distinctively bilateral in concerning
positively and negatively signed formulas. With these negation rules, this added
structural rule, and negative conjunction and disjunction rules that exploit the duality
of conjunction and disjunction, this style of bilateralism yields a harmonious natural
deduction system for classical logic.

So, both bilateralist programs aim, in their own way, to vindicate proof systems for
classical logic proposed by Gentzen, the first using bilateralism to interpret Gentzen’s

6] leave the notion of harmony informal in this preliminary presentation, as there are many differing
conceptions of what, exactly, it amounts to. For discussion, see Steinberger (2011b).

7T use angle brackets to be clear that the positive and negative signs always take wide scope over
the whole formula. I find it also helps with readability.
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multiple conclusion sequent calculus as it stands and the second using bilateralism
to tweak Gentzen’s natural deduction system to yield a system with desirable formal
properties. Despite this striking similarity, there is quite a striking difference between
the two programs: they each end up with very different answers to what logic is
fundamentally about. For the Restall-style bilateralist, logic is fundamentally about
incoherence, whereas, for the Rumfitt-style bilateralist, logic is fundamentally about
consequence.® This opposition between incoherence and consequence can be made
explicit through the use of normative vocabulary developed by Brandom (1994, 2008).
The turnstile, on Restall’s interpretation of it, can be understood as expressing the
negative normative force of preclusion of entitlement: a sequent of the form X + Y says
that asserting everything in X precludes one from being entitled to deny everything in
Y. That is what it is for asserting everything in X to be incompatible with denying
everything in Y. For a Rumfitt-style bilateralist, on the other hand, the turnstile
expresses what one might think a turnstile ought to express: a relation of consequence.
Once again, Brandom’s vocabulary is helpful here. A signed sequent of the form I' + ¢
says that making the moves in I' (be they assertions or denials) commits one to making
the move @."

It’s this notion of committive consequence, I take it, that Rumfitt (2008) is speaking
of when he speaks of “the force of consequence” which he criticizes Restall’s under-
standing of the turnstile for lacking. In illustrating this notion of force, he considers a
hypothetical (or perhaps actual) exchange with a student in one of his seminars:

What do you mean, you refuse to accept B? You continue to adhere to A,
and I've shown you that B follows from A, (80).

Rumfitt takes it that, given the student’s acceptance of A and acknowledgment of the
fact that B follows from A, she’s obliged to accept B. That is to say, given the stances that
she has taken, she’s committed to taking this positive stance towards B. On Restall’s
understanding of validity, all one can say here is that she is precluded from being
entitled to take the negative stance towards B. Of course, Rumfitt acknowledges that is

8This characterization of Restall-style bilateralism as a position in which logic is not about conse-
quence may be met with some protestation from the Restall-style bilateralist, for they will likely want
to say that B’s being a consequence of A is a matter of the incoherence of asserting A and denying B.
However, to say that is to treat “consequence” as a technical term, defined in terms of the notion of
incoherence. Thus, the point I am making may be more precisely put by saying that they differ in the
primitive conceptual notions deployed to explicate the logical vocabulary: the notion of incoherence or
the notion of consequence. It’s also worth noting that Rosenblatt (2019) puts forward an anti-sequent
calculus to extend Restall-style include coherence and incoherence, but the main point of contrast still
holds even distinguishing (in)coherence from consequence.

Ripley (2017) explicitly likens the notion of incoherence codified by multiple conclusion sequents,
on Restall’s bilateral interpretation of them, to Brandom’s notion of “material incompatibility,” which
Brandom cashes out in terms of this notion of preclusion of entitlement. For Brandom (1994, 2008), a
sentence A is incompatible with a sentence B just in case assertion of (or commitment to) A precludes
entitlement to B.

OTncurvati and Schlsder (2017, 2019, 2023) explicitly articulate the rules of their bilateral system as
preserving commitment, often with reference to Brandom.
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indeed the case, but he thinks it’s crucial that we be able to say something stronger here
as well. Now, Restall (2013), in defense of his coherence-based account of the logical
validity, strikes back against this sort of account in which the turnstile expresses a
notion of committive consequence. He says,

To take an argument to be valid does not mean that when one asserts the
premises one should also assert the conclusion (that way lies madness, or
at least, making too many assertions). No, to take an argument to be valid
involves (at least as a part) the commitment to take the assertion of the
premises to stand against the denial of the conclusion, (82).

Clearly, however, this is a jab at a straw man. The notion of being committed to
asserting some sentence is indeed a kind of obligation, concerning what one should
do, rather than what one is precluded from doing. Crucially, however, it’s a sort of
dispositional obligation, one which can be triggered in various circumstances, rather
than a standing obligation. Specifically, one is committed to asserting the conclusion
of a valid argument whose premises one accepts in the sense that one is obligated to
assert it if one is appropriately prompted to do so, as Rumfitt prompts his student to accept
B in the above quote.

Now, Restall and Rumfitt each have further arguments for their respective concep-
tions of logical validity and against each other’s.!’ It’s not clear, however, that this
dispute between the two conceptions of logical validity can be settled in a logical vac-
uum. That is, if one considers the logical systems apart from any concrete application,
it is hard to see any decisive reasons for favoring one conception or the other. How-
ever, one of the main broader projects motivating the development of bilateralism of
both forms is its potential application in an inferentialist semantics, not just for logical
vocabulary, but for natural language in general.”> When we try to do this, it becomes
clear that single conclusion sequents of the sort that figure in Rumfitt-style bilateral
systems must play the principal role in formally modeling meaning, from an inferen-
tialist perspective, for only such sequents can be understood as articulating how certain
expressions are to be used, specifying the inferential conditions and consequences of
assertions and denials. However, when it comes to suitability of the actual logical
systems to the inferentialist project, the sort of sequent calculi that are readily made
sense of by Restall-style bilateralism fare much better, since these sequent systems
straightforwardly accommodate defeasible inferential relations which are essential to
an adequate inferentialist theory for natural language. Explaining these respective
virtues is the task to which I'll now turn.

"For instance, for Restall against Rumfitt, see Restall (2020, 12-14) and Kiirbis (2023) for a develop-
ment of this point, and, for Rumfitt against Restall, see Rumfitt (2015, 51) and Steinberger (2011, 349-353)
for a development of this point.

2For expression of this motivation among bilateralists and developments in pursuit of it, see Ripley
(2017), Tanter (2021), Francez (2015), and Incurvati and Schloder (2017, 2019).
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2.3 Respective Virtues for Inferentialist Semantics

Let me start by articulating the reason why many inferentialists have preferred the sort
of bilateral systems developed by Rumfitt in the context of articulating an inferentialist
theory of meaning. An inferentialist semantics, as the name suggests, aims to articulate
the meaning of a linguistic expression in terms of the inferential rules governing its
use. In this sense, it is a use theory of meaning. Thus, for instance, Brandom begins
the précis of Making It Explicit, the most philosophically well-developed articulation
of an inferentialist theory of meaning, with the sentence, “The book is an attempt
to explain the meanings of linguistic expressions in terms of their use,” (1997, 153).
Unlike the descriptive sort of use theory proposed by Horwich (2004), the sort of use
theory proposed by Brandom is a normative use theory. That is, the sort of inferentialist
theory put forward by Brandom articulates the meaning of a sentence in terms of the
conditions under which it is to be used and the consequences of that use, understood in
terms of which other sentences are to be used. The core bit of normative vocabulary
that Brandom deploys to articulate a sentence’s being such that it is to be used is that
of commitment: certain uses of certain sentences might commit one to uses of other
sentences.”

The above points have crucial import when it comes to actually spelling out an
inferentialist conception of semantic significance. In the context of the Brandomian
framework, relations of committive consequence are understood, in the first instance,
as principles for keeping discursive score. Such principles, held by the various dis-
cursive participants, determine what the utterance of a sentence does, normatively
speaking, in a discursive practice in which it might be uttered: how the utterance of it
changes the “social deontic score,” the normative statuses that have been assigned to
the various participants of the discursive practice. In Brandom’s words:

The significance of an assertion of p can be thought of as a mapping that
associates with one social deontic score—characterizing the stage before that
speech act is performed, according to some scorekeeper—the set of scores
for the conversational stage that results from the assertion, according to the
same scorekeeper (1994, 190).

This conception of the function of inferential norms in determining discursive sig-
nificance meshes naturally with the interpretation of Rumfitt-style single conclusion
bilateral sequents as expressing principles of committive consequence. In general,
such sequents tell us how to attribute commitments to someone when they have made
some set of moves, updating the social deontic score. Concretely, if I' ¢ is a derivable
sequent, then, if we score someone as having made the moves in I', we are to score

13 Another normative notion that Brandom deploys is that of entitlement. There is reason to think that
commitment is the more fundamental notion, but, regardless, the the same considerations here apply
even in the context of talking about so-called “permissive consequence.”
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them as committed to ¢.!* In this way, single conclusion bilateral sequents enable
us to specify the update in discursive score that ought to take place upon someone’s

asserting or denying some sentence.'®

Multiple conclusion sequents, interpreted in
Restall-style fashion, do no such thing.
To spell out the above point with a concrete example, consider the following se-

quent, derivable in any classical Rumfitt-style system:
+(AV B), —(A) + +(B)

Understanding the turnstile here as expressing committive consequence, this says that
asserting A V B and denying A commits one to asserting B. In this way, a Rumfitt-
style system, through which we can derive such sequents, tells us how to attribute
commitments to someone who asserts a disjunction, given the other things that they’ve
might have asserted or denied. By contrast, consider the sort of sequent we derive in
a multiple-conclusion sequent calculus:

AVBFAB

Note first that this sequent can’t be read as saying that, if one is committed to A V B
then one is either committed to A or committed to B, since one could be committed
to neither A nor B yet still be committed to the disjunction A V B. For instance,
I'm committed to “There’s an odd number or an even number of blades of grass in
Central Park,” but I'm neither committed to “There’s an odd number of blades of grass
in central park” nor “There’s an even number of blades of grass in central park.”!®
This sort of consideration motivates Restall’s bilateral reading of multiple conclusion
sequents. On Restall’s interpretation, the above sequent says that asserting A Vv B,
denying A, and denying B is out of bounds. That’s true, of course, but it doesn’t
tell us how to attribute commitments to someone who has asserted a disjunction. In
general, a multiple conclusion sequent of the form X + Y simply doesn’t tell you what
to do when someone makes all of the assertions in X. As Restall interprets such a

sequent, it tells you that you can't score them as entitled to all of the denials in Y, but

4One might wonder whether it a sequent expressing committive consequence should be interpreted
in this way or interpreted as saying that someone who is committed to the moves in I' is committed
to A. That is indeed how Incurvati and Schléder (2017, 2019, 2023) think of their proposed bilateral
consequence relation, thinking of committive consequence in terms of “commitment preservation,”
following Brandom (1994). Insofar as we want to accommodate failures of Transitivity considered
below, however, we should think that actually making a move to which one was antecedently only
committed might result in one’s taking on new implicit commitments. So, though I will not develop this
conceptual point here, I take there to be reason to not (in all cases) think of committive consequence in
terms of commitment preservation.

15This basic thought can be made formally precise by using such sequents to define updates in the
style of a dynamic semantics of the sort proposed by Veltman (1996). For reasons of space and to avoid
distraction from the main philosophical point, I will not introduce such a formal system here.

16Note also that, insofar as we want sequents like A V B A, B to non-circularly specify the meaning
of disjunction in inferential terms, we can’t analyze the multiple conclusions of this sequent in terms of
commitment to a disjunction.
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that doesn’t amount to telling you what you should score them as committed to. Such
sequents can function to constrain scorekeeping practices, but they can’t function to
dictate scorekeeping practices.

I have made the point here appealing in particular to Brandom'’s conception of dis-
cursive significance, the general point is that a Restall-style bilateralism simply does
not specify the conditions under which sentences are to be used—it only says which
combinations of uses are precluded. Of course, this is not to say that the sort of incoher-
ences that a Restall-style bilateralism concerns itself with are not important. Plausibly,
both notions ought to be in play in an inferentialist theory. Still, the general thought
here is that, on an inferentialist approach to meaning, properly inferential relations—
relations of consequence, properly so-called—ought to play some fundamental role.
One might think that these conceptual considerations are decisive in counting against
Restall-style bilateralism in the context of an inferentialist account of meaning, and,
indeed, many inferentialist such as Steinberger (2011) have thought just that. Cutting
in the other direction, however, are certain technical considerations that arise when it
comes to actually spelling out an inferentialist theory for natural language beyond the
domain of logical vocabulary.”” In particular, when it comes to accommodating the
sorts of defeasible inferential relations that are largely constitutive of the meanings of
content words, the sorts of sequent systems made sense of by Restall-style bilateralism
seem much better-suited for the job. Let me explain.

Any general inferentialist semantics for natural language must provide an infer-
ential articulation of the meaning of content words such as “red,” “colored,” “dog,”
“bird,” and so on in terms of the inferential rules governing their use. When inferen-
tialists gesture at the sort of “material inferences” (Sellars 1953) that would figure into
an inferentialist theory of content, they typically appeal to strict entailments such as
that from “This is scarlet” to “This is red” and that from “This is red” to “This is col-
ored.” What inferential relations, however, are constitutive of the meaning of “bird”?
Clearly, there are some strict entailments, like the one from “Bella’s a bird” to “Bella’s
an animal.” However, if one restricts one’s theory solely to such inferences, this will
clearly be insufficient to account for the conceptual of “bird” entirely in inferential
terms. After all, it clearly seems essential to the meaning of “bird” that birds fly. That
is, in general, if something’s a bird, then it flies. Thus, in our inferential articulation of
“bird,” we should also include inferences such as the one from “Bella’s a bird” to “Bella
flies.” Unlike the inference from “Bella’s a bird” to “Bella’s an animal,” the inference
from “Bella’s a bird” to “Bella flies” is defeasible in that the addition of sentences to the
premise set may function to defeat the goodness of this inference. For instance, if we add
“Bella’s a penguin,” then this inference is no longer any good. Once one acknowledges

7T mean “logical” broadly here to include such expressions as indicative conditionals, epistemic
modals, and probability operators. Thus, for instance, while Incurvati and Schloder (2023) extend
inferentialism to a wide range of broadly logical expressions, they do not extend it to content words and
so do not address the difficulties outlined below.
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that defeasible inferences of this sort are partly constitutive of the contents of some
material concepts, it’s hard to avoid the conclusion that they are partly constitutive of
nearly all material concepts. For instance, when one actually spells out an inferentialist
semantics for content words like “red,” it will not suffice to inferentially connect this
term with other color terms; in order to account for the distinctive conceptual signifi-
cance of the color red, one will also have to countenance such inferences as “The flower
is a rose” to the “The flower is red.” However, this inference is defeasible as well. For
instance, adding “The flower is a white rose” defeats it.

In the context of a sequent calculus of the sort made sense of by Restall-style
bilateralism, there’s a straightforward way to extend an approach for logical vocabulary
to account for the non-logical meanings of atomic sentences: we simply include non-
logical axioms. That is, in addition to having logical axioms of the form A + A, we'll
also include “material axioms” such as red + colored.'® Such material axioms can be
taken to be constitutive of the meanings of the atomic sentences they relate. So, if we
want to inferentially account for such sentences as “Bella’s a bird” and “Bella flies,”
we’ll want to have bird + flies as a non-logical material “axiom” in our proof system.
However, we won’t want to have bird, penguin + flies. Accordingly, we’ll have to
reject the structural rule of Weakening:

X+AY
X,B+AY

Weakening

One important feature of sequent calculi of the sort interpreted by Restall’s bilateralism
is that the use of structural rules such as Weakening themselves constitute logical steps
in the use of proof system, rather than such rules being built into to structure of the proof
system. This makes sequent calculi the natural setting for constructing substructural
logics: logical systems that work without the use of such rules. Now;, there are different
reasons to want a logical system that works without such rules, but, in this inferentialist
context, the reason is so that the system is able to accommodate sequents for which
they actually fail. In the context of Restall’s bilateralism, the failure of Weakening
just discussed can be understood in terms of the fact that asserting “Bella’s a bird”
and denying “Bella flies” constitutes a curably “out of bounds” position. That is, there
is sort of normative tension between these two acts, but this tension can be cured by
additional assertions or denials, such as the additional assertion of “Bella’s a penguin.”

A logical system can be understood as functioning to extend the set of inferen-
tial relations between atomic sentences, given by the material axioms, to inferential
relations between sentences of arbitrary logical complexity. For instance, given suit-
able rules for disjunction, one can move from red + colored and blue + colored to
red V blue + colored. Now, Gentzen’s LK, the sequent system officially endorsed
by both Restall and Ripley, not only requires Weakening in order to function, but

18111 take bolded words of this sort as symbols for sentences such as “a is red” and “a is colored.”
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the connective rules directly enforce it." For instance, consider one of Gentzen's left

conjunction rules:

X,ArY L
XAABFrY ™

This would let us go from the fact that asserting “Bella’s a bird” is incompatible with
denying “Bella flies” to the fact that asserting “Bella’s a bird and she’s a penguin” is
incompatible with denying “Bella flies,” and that is precisely what we don’t want to
say. However, though Gentzen’s LK has a problem accommodating defeasible incom-
patibilities, by tweaking the rules, we can avoid such consequences. In particular, the
following sequent calculus, developed by Ketonen (1994), accommodates defeasible

non-logical axioms without any problems:*

Containment

X,ArAY
Where X, Y, and {A} contain only atomics.

XHAY L X,ArY R

X,-ArY XrF-AY T

X, A BrY L X+AY XI—B,YR

XAABrY " X+FAAB,Y "
XArY XBFYL XkAﬁAfR

X,AVBrY v X+FAVBY
X+AY XBFYLﬁ X,A+BY R

X,A—=BFrY X+rA—>BY

Note that the axiom schema here is distinct from the more familiar axiom schema
of Reflexivity: A + A. Ketonen’s axiom schema generalizes Reflexivity to allow for
axioms in which additional formulas have been added in on the left or right. This
builds in all of the Weakening one needs for classical logic in the axioms, and so
Weakening as a structural rule can be eliminated. Because Weakening is eliminable,
this system permits the addition of non-logical material axioms for which Weakening
actually fails, and, unlike Gentzen’s rules, the rules of this system play nicely with
such axioms. For instance, if you look at the conjunction rules, you’ll see that we can
no longer derive bird A penguin + flies, from the sequent bird + flies. We need the
sequent bird, penguin + flies which we won’t include as a material axiom, since it’s
not a good material inference.

The move to a Ketonen-style sequent calculus has recently been motivated on
these grounds by Brandom (2018), Hlobil (2018), Kaplan (2017, 2022), and Hlobil and

Well, the sequent system Ripley endorses is not LK per se, but LK without the rule of Cut.

2For discussion of the formal properties of this sequent calculus, see Negri and von Plato (2008).
Notably, in addition to Weakening, Contraction is eliminable as well, but I'll ignore this fact here, as I
am, for simplicity, treating sequents as relating sets.
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Brandom (2024), and this move is one that bilateralists such as Restall and Ripley
ought to welcome. Restall (2016) has encouraged proof-theoretic accounts of “con-
cepts beyond the core logical constants,” and one substantive step in that direction
is providing an account, in terms of defeasible incompatibility relations, of material
concepts such as “bird” and “flies.” Moreover, Ripley (2017) has explicitly likened the
notion of incompatibility codified by multiple conclusion sequents, on Restall’s bilat-
eralist interpretation of them, to Brandom’s notion of “material incompatibility,” and
has proposed bilateralism for natural language inferentialist semantics. Because very
many of the material incompatibility relations that must be codified to have an ade-
quate account of meaning in natural language are defeasible like the example above,
the sequent calculus Ripley should endorse is not Gentzen’s, but Ketonen’s which can
play nicely with a non-monotonic consequence relation. Notably, Ripley (2013) has
rejected Transitivity as a way of dealing with the semantic paradoxes. However, from
the perspective of inferentialist semantics for natural language, a stronger case for the
rejection of Transitivity, which does not rely on semantic paradoxes, has to do with the
tight connection between Transitivity and Monotonicity. Consider, for instance, that
there’s a simple way of concocting a failure of Transitivity out of any failure of Mono-
tonicity that involves a general rule with exceptions. To take the same example, we'll
presumably want to have bird + flies and penguin + bird, but not penguin + flies.
Thus, we have to reject the following rule, which I'll call “Simple Transitivity”:

XA A+B
X+B

Simple Transitivity

Moreover, consider the principle of Cumulative Transitivity:

X+A X, A+B
X+B

Cumulative Transitivity

This principle is weaker than Simple Transitivity in a non-monotonic context, but even
it has clear counterexamples when we consider defeasible reasoning. For instance, we
presumably want bird + flies and bird, flies  —penguin, but not bird + —penguin.”!
Of course, Gentzen’s LK is able to accommodate such failures of Transitivity—this
is a consequence of Gentzen’s Cut-Elimination theorem. However, the Ketonen sys-
tem shown above is able to accommodate both Monotonicity and Transitivity failures
in a unified way. Moreover, these failures make perfect sense on Restall’s bilateral
interpretation.

Whereas the multiple conclusion systems that are the target of Restall’s bilateralism
enable us to straightforwardly incorporate non-logical axioms encoding defeasible
material inferential relations, it’s not at all clear how we can do something similar

Z1See Simonelli (2022) for an extended discussion of these examples, as they arise in the context of
natural language indicative conditionals.
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in the sort of bilateral systems proposed by Rumfitt. The most straightforward way
to incorporate material inferences into a natural deduction system would be with
primitive inference rules like the following:

+(red) +(red)
+{colored) —(green)

But, of course, if we add in defeasible inferential rules like the following

+(bird) +(penguin)
+(flies) +(bird)

we'll be able to link up inferences to illicitly infer flies from penguin. To block such
inferences, it seems that we need a sequent calculus (or something very much like one)
in order to keep track of background premises. Still, even transposing a Rumfitt-style
bilateral system into sequent notation, it’s hard to see how to do without structural rules
such as Weakening when it comes to logically extending a set of material axioms via the
operational rules. Consider, for instance, the derivation of +(red V yellow) + +(-blue)
from +(red) - —(blue) and +(yellow) - —(blue) in Rumfitt’s system (transposed into
sequent notation):
(1) F —(b) +y) F —(b)

HrVy) +@ =) " Hrvy), +) =) [

+HrVy)r—(b)
+rVy)F +(-b) o

flex.

HrVy)r+rVy) Re

Moreover, the operational rules of Rumfitt’s system enforce the structural rule of
Weakening in just the way those of Gentzen’s LK do. Consider, for instance, the
negative conjunction rules proposed by Rumfitt, exploiting the duality of conjunction
and disjunction:

e, Te=B  _,
Tr—(AAB) ™ Tr—(AABy -

In this context, we can see that there is clearly a problem with these negative conjunction
rules. For instance, let I be an assertion of “Sadie lays eggs,” A be “Sadie’s a mammal,”
and B be “Sadie’s a platypus.” Asserting “Sadie lays eggs,” in general, commits one
to denying “Sadie’s a mammal,” but it doesn’t commit one to denying “Sadie’s a
mammal and she’s a platypus.” On the contrary, saying “Sadie’s a mammal and she’s
a platypus” is perfectly compatible with asserting “Sadie lays eggs.”

Now, one might think that the conjunction introduction rules can be modified
to avoid this problem, and, indeed, as we’ll soon see, they can be. However, the
more fundamental problem for Rumfitt-style systems is that the very structure of
natural deduction systems, containing both introduction and elimination rules, ends
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up amounting to an imposition of structural rules. To see this, consider the positive
conditional rules, which are a paradigm component of Rumfitt-style bilateral natural
deduction:

I, +(A) + +(B) + o I'r+{(A —> B) TF+(A) 4
I'+(A — B) I'+ +(B)

—E

And recall again the failures of Cumulative Transitivity that arise in a non-monotonic
context mentioned above. Putting the same example above in terms of commitments
to asserting, intuitively, asserting “Bella’s a bird” (defeasibly) commits one to asserting
“Bella flies,” and asserting “Bella’s a bird” along with asserting “Bella flies” commits
one to asserting “Bella’s not a penguin,” but asserting “Bella’s a bird” does not, by
itself, commit one to asserting “Bella’s not a penguin.” Given the introduction and
elimination rules conditional rules, Cumulative Transitivity can be derived as follows:

I',+{(A) + +(B)
I'+(A — B)
I'+ +(B)

I
Ie+A)

One might think, at this point, that, to preserve a standard conditional, perhaps Cumu-
lative Transitivity should just be accepted, and the bullet should be bit with regard to
the intuitive failure just stated. However, as Hlobil (2016, 103) has shown, given a stan-
dard conditional that allows for Deduction (—) and Detachment, if one’s proof system
contains an axiom schema of Containment, then Monotonicity follows from Cumulative
Transitivity:*

[, +(A), +(B) F +(A) goztaif?ment
T, +<A> F +<B - A> eduction e +<A> ~
I+ +<B - A>
Detachment

I, +(B) + +(A)

Thus, insofar as one wants one’s system to accommodate defeasible inferential rela-
tions, the sort of natural deduction systems developed by Rumfitt-style bilateralists
face serious difficulties. Of course, I don’t want to claim here that it’s impossible for
such systems to accommodate defeasible inferential relations.?® The point is just that
defeasible inferential relations can be straightforwardly accommodated in a multiple
conclusion sequent setting in the way shown above, providing serious motivation for
adopting a Restall-style approach to inferentialism, as Hlobil and Brandom (2024) do.

2] consider here the positively signed versions of Cumulative Transitivity, but, given the negation
rules, this proof can be straightforwardly generalized to the full bilateral versions of these rules.

BFor instance, in response to the derivation of Cumulative Transitivity with the conditional rules
above, one might try to follow Tennant (1987) in restricting proofs to normal forms, thus ruling out this
proof, since it involves an application —; followed by an application of —¢. However, such a restriction
is hard to motivate in this context.
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So, in the context of providing an inferentialist semantics, both forms of bilater-
alisms have benefits, but both have serious limitations. On the one hand, there is a
fundamental conceptual reason to favor a Rumfitt-style approach in articulating an in-
ferentialist conception of meaning, as only such a conception affords us with genuine
inferential rules. On the other hand, when it comes to actually carrying out an in-
ferentialist theory of meaning, which will essentially involve incorporating defeasible
inferential relations, the concrete logical systems readily made sense of by Restall-style
bilateralism seem better-suited to the task. There is reason, then, to wonder if we can
bring both forms of bilateralism together so as to get the best of both worlds. We can,
and I'll now show how.

2.4 A Bridge Between Bilateralisms

Let us start by considering the multiple conclusion sequent calculus, on its standard
unilateral interpretation. In such a calculus, we don’t just have single and multiple
conclusion sequents of the form X + A and X + Y, but we also have sequents with
an empty-righthand side of the form X r, which are understood as expressing that
the set of sentences in X are jointly incoherent. Insofar as a solely left-sided sequent
expresses incoherence in a unilateral context, it is reasonable to think, then, that in a
bilateral sequent calculus, such a sequent can express the same thing. That is, where
I' is a set of signed sentences, I' I- says that the set of stances in I, be they assertions
or denials, are jointly incoherent. This suggests the straightforward translation of
Restall’s bilateralism into the signed notation proposed by Rumfitt. Recall, for Restall,
a sequent of the form X + Y says that the position consisting in asserting everything
in X and denying everything in Y is incoherent. To translate an unsigned multiple
conclusion sequent of the form X + Y, on Restall’s interpretation, to a signed sequent
of the form I' F let I' = {+(A) | A € X} U{—(B) | B € Y}. Conversely, to translate a
signed sequent of the form I' + to unsigned multiple conclusion sequent of the form
XrYlet X ={A| +{(A) e T}and Y = {B | —(B) € I'}. This is a faithful one-to-one
translation, and so whole sequent systems can be translated in this manner. Thus,
we can reformulate Ketonen’s sequent calculus, shown above in its standard multiple

conclusion presentation, in bilateral notation as follows:

Incoherence

Lo, F
Where I' and {¢} contain only signed atomics.
I,—(A)+ I,+{(A)r
[+(-AYF [,—(-Ay+
1—‘/ +<A>/ +<B> F + 1—'/ _<A> F r/ _<B> F _
[,L+(AABF " T,—(AAB)F "
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I+(A)r T,+(B)F I,—(A),—(B)+ _

T <AvVB+r TV T,—(AVB)r '
I,-(A+r T,+(B)+ + I',+(A),—(B) + _
T,+(A — B) - - [L~(A—>B)r ~

These rules with signed formulas now show, explicitly in the bilateral notation itself,
exactly what the more familiar sequent rules say, on a bilateralist interpretation of
them.

Having provided a faithful representation of the multiple conclusion sequent cal-
culus in explicitly bilateral notation, let us now turn to the task of connecting this
system to the sort of bilateral systems developed by Smiley and Rumfitt. Thus far, I
have simply stated that a sequent of the form I - expresses the incoherence of the set of
moves in I'. This, of course, should not be simply stated, but, rather, should be codified
in the rules of sequent system itself. Now, in a unilateral system, the fact that X
encodes that the set of sentences in X are jointly incoherent can be understood in terms
of the negation rules, which let one go from X, A +to X mAand X + A to X, -A F.24
In a bilateral system, we can get the same behavior at the structural level by way of
following pair of coordination principles:

Lot '
WO‘“ WI

n

The Out rule says that, if the position consisting in all of the stances in I' along with
stance ¢ is incoherent, then I' commits one to taking the opposite stance ¢*, whereas the
In rule says that, if I' commits one to taking the stance ¢, then the position consisting
in T along with the opposite stance ¢* is incoherent.?
In and Out together are equivalent the coordination principle that Smiley (1996)

calls “Reversal,” with an additional clause allowing for empty righthand sides:

Lory

W Reversal

Where {¢} or {{} can be null.

Given our explicitly bilateral translation of Restall’s bilateralism, In and Out (or, equiv-
alently, Reversal), in effect, constitute a bridge between bilateralisms, enabling us to

2There are different ways of making sense of how such sequents encode incoherence. Perhaps the
most standard way of understanding the fact is that X  encodes the incoherence of the sentences in X
is in terms of the fact that, given Monotonicity, if you have such a sequent, you can conclude that X + A4,
for any sentence A. Thus, X I can be understood as encoding the incoherence of X in terms of the fact
that, from an incoherent set of sentences, anything follows. However, in this context, we’ve rejected
Monotonicity. Accordingly, we should think of an alternative way of making sense of the fact that X
expresses the incoherence of all of the sentences in X.

BNote (if we treat the empty right-hand side as containing a “ L"), Out is just the version of Reductio
appealed to in standard Rumfitt-style bilateral approaches that split Smiliean Reductio into a pair of
coordination principles. In, on the other hand, as not been explicitly considered in the context of
Rumfitt-style bilateralism, since it is only natural in a sequent context.
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move from (faithfully translated) multiple conclusion-sequents, encoding incoherence,
to Rumfitt-style sequents, encoding consequence, and vice versa. Of course, the actual
acceptance of such rules is sure to be controversial among many logicians, not least
of whom will be Restall and Ripley, who want to resist a committive notion of logi-
cal consequence altogether.® Nevertheless, I take it that all parties should welcome
a formal framework of this sort in which the moves that would bridge bilateralism
are formally represented.”’ Regardless of whether one accepts In and Out as sound
bilateral structural rules, one can systematically investigate various different possibil-
ities for bilateralism of both sorts, with different bilateral structural rules and different
operational rules, logically mapping the philosophical landscape.

There are a number of bilateral systems that can be considered in this unified
bilateral framework. In what follows, I'll consider two such systems. In the next
section, I'll consider a system that makes use of Reversal to meet the desiderata for an
inferentialist logic articulated in the previous section. In the section following next,
I'll show how Reversal can be dropped to achieve a greater degree of substructural
freedom than systems considered thus far, motivated by the same sort of considerations
involving defeasible inferences considered in Section 2.

2.5 The Best of Both Worlds

Above, I directly translated Ketonen’s multiple conclusion sequent calculus as relating
bilateral sequents of the form I' +. It's now explicit in our notation that such a sequent
calculus specifies only the conditions under which asserting or denying some logically
complex sentence is incoherent, doing so in terms of the incoherence of other positions.
As many proponents of proof-theoretic semantics have argued, however, it is crucial
to proof-theoretically defining the meanings of the connectives that our proof system
specify their meaning in terms of their inferential relations. In particular, in the tra-
dition following Gentzen, the introduction rules are treated as having pride of place
in defining the meaning of some connective, for such rules articulate the conditions

2] mentioned above Restall’s resistance earlier, but of particular note here is Ripley’s (2013) approach
to the liar paradox that crucially hangs on the bilateral reading of the turnstile. Ripley maintains that
the liar sentence A is such that, relative to any position I, asserting A is out of bounds and so is denying
A; however, that does not entail that any position I' is itself out of bounds. Translating Ripley’s approach
in this explicitly bilateral notation, Ripley allows us to derive both I', +(A) F and I', —=(A) +, but he rejects
the principle of Extensibility (unilateral Cut), which enables us to infer I . Now, plausibly, though he
wants to say that I' along with denying A is incoherent, he doesn’t want to say that I' commits one to
asserting A. So, he’d want to reject Out (though perhaps while accepting In). See Simonelli (M.S.) for
subclassical bilateral systems that make this thought precise.

#In this way, the multiple steps involved in this bridge between bilateralisms—which first translates
multiple conclusion sequents exactly in a way that simply makes Restall’s bilateral interpretation explicit,
and then imposes bilateral structural rules to transform them into Rumfitt-style sequents—constitutes
a decisive advantage over existing proposals for translating between multiple conclusion sequents
into Rumfitt-style bilateral sequents, such as Hjortland’s (2014, 444), which simply translates I' - A as
F ) H2) o+ ) =(82) = (B B0,
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under which a sentence containing that connective is to be used. Thus, let us rewrite
the sequent calculus itself so as to turn it from a calculus of incoherence to a calculus
of consequence, specifying the conditions under which a sentence containing a given
connective is to be asserted or denied:*

Containment

Lorg
Where I' and {¢} contain only signed atomics.
Tr—A) | I'-+A) _
[+4+(=A) ['+—(=A)
'k +(A) TF+(B) 4 [,+(A)+—(B) _
T+ +(A A B) " T+—(AAB) "
I',—(A) + +(B) + I'r—(A) T+—(B) _
Tr+(AVB) ' T+—(AVB) Y
I',+(A) + +(B) 4 I'r+(A) T+—(B) _
T++A—>B) T+ —(A - B) ~

Clearly, given Reversal, this system is equivalent to the previous one. However, unlike
the previous system, which directly translates Ketonen’s sequent calculus on Restall’s
interpretation of it, we now have a system that can be conceived of as specifying the
conditions under which one is committed to asserting or denying a logically complex
sentence. Indeed, the negation rules, the conditional rules, the positive conjunction
rule, and the negative disjunction rule are the familiar introduction rules from Rumfitt’s
system. The less familiar ones are the negative conjunction and positive disjunction
rules, though these have recently been proposed, for independent reasons, by del
Valle-Inclan and Schléder (2023) in the context of a Rumfitt-style natural deduction
system. In the context of Reversal, the negative conjunctive rule can be understood
as saying that you're committed to denying a conjunction just in case, given your
stances, it’s incoherent to assert both conjuncts such that asserting one of the conjuncts
commits you to denying the other. Dually, the positive disjunction rule says that
you're committed to asserting a disjunction just in case it’s incoherent to deny both
disjuncts such that denying one commits you to asserting the other. From a purely
intuitive standpoint, I take this set of rules to be at least as good of a candidate for
a proof-theoretic specification of the meanings of the logical connectives as the rules
in the systems proposed by Smiley or Rumfitt. Technically, however, this system has
all of the benefits of Ketonen’s sequent calculus over standard Smiley/Rumfitt-style
systems.

ZThere are different ways to do this. Simonelli (2024) takes the top sequents of the negative conjunc-
tion and positive disjunction rules to be I', +(A), +(B) + and I', =(A), —(B) I respectively. Since, in the
context of Reversal, such sequents are immediately inter-provable with the top sequents shown here,
little hangs on this decision.
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Like Ketonen’s sequent calculus, this system requires neither Monotonicity nor
Transitivity in order to function. Accordingly, we can use this system to logically
extend material axioms without the use of structural rules like Weakening or Smiliean
Reductio. Consider again the example from Section 2 of deriving +(red V yellow)
+(—blue) from +(red) + —(blue) and +(yellow) - —(blue). Recall, this required the
use of Weakening in Rumfitt’s system. In this system, no Weakening or Reductio is
required:

+(r) F —(b) +(y) + —(b)

by F—@m by F—(y)
+(b) F —(rVy) Y
Hrvyyr —(by
evy) by

Moreover, consider how the negative conjunction rule avoids the problem faced by
the standard pair of negative conjunction rules. Once again, the standard rules are as
follows:

I'r—(A) I'+—(B)

T A ~R b A e
I' - —(A A B) I' - —(A A B)

Recall, the problem is that, though asserting to “Sadie’s a mammal” commits one
to denying “Sadie lays eggs,” asserting “Sadie’s a mammal” doesn’t commit one to
denying “Sadie’s a platypus and she lays eggs.” This problem is avoided with our
single negative conjunction rule:

[,+(A)F —(B) _
Tr—(AAB) "

This rule precludes one from being able to derive the problematic sequent +(mammal) +
—(platypus A lays eggs), since, though one will have the material axiom +(mammal)
—(lays eggs), one won’t have the material axiom +(mammal), +(platypus)  —(lays eggs),
which is what one needs in order to apply this negative conjunction rule and derive the
problematic sequent. In this way, this bilateral sequent calculus enables us to take a set
of base sequents, encoding defeasible inferential relations such as +(bird) + +{flies)
and +(mammal) + —(lays eggs), and expand them to sequents relating uses of logically
complex vocabulary, thereby determining the discursive significance of such uses.

So, we get all the benefits of using Ketonen’s multiple-conclusion sequent calculus
articulated above, and we retain Restall’s interpretation of it if we consider only the
solely left-sided fragment of the consequence relation. However, we now have a turn-
stile expressing a relation of consequence, properly so-called, between sets of assertions
and denials and single assertions or denials. Accordingly, we can think of sequents
with formulas on the right-hand side as articulating the properly inferential significance
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of the sentences they contain, specifying rules for attributing commitments to asser-
tions or denials to speakers on the basis of the assertions and denials they’ve made.
Bringing together these two bilateralisms in the way that we have, we are able to get
the best of both worlds.

2.6 A Further Degree of Substructural Freedom

The bilateral system I have laid out meets the above stated desiderata in being, on the
one hand, a single-conclusion Rumfitt-style system capable of specifying the conditions
under which sentences are to be used, and, on other hand, equivalent to Ketonen’s
multiple conclusion sequent calculus and so able to accommodate defeasible material
inferences in just the same way. However, given that the system I've laid out is
equivalent to Ketonen’s, one might think that, while system delivers single conclusion
sequents which have the philosophical advantages articulated above, as far as the logic
is concerned, it is simply Ketonen’s multiple conclusion sequent calculus in disguise.
Indeed, given everything I've said so far, one might make a division between an
incoherence-based semantics, given in terms of a multiple conclusion sequent calculus
understood on Restall’s bilateral interpretation, and an inferential pragmatics which
one obtains, in a second step, by signing sequents and applying Out to them in the
way shown above. Though Hlobil and Brandom (2024) do not explicitly put forward
a bilateral system that enables the inferential pragmatics to be formally in specified
in this way, this is essentially the approach that they adopt.?”’ In the formal proof-
theoretic semantics, they propose a multiple conclusion sequent calculus, interpreted
a la Restall-style bilateralism, and then, in the informal explication of how the system
fits into an inferentialist approach to meaning, they endorse the principle that if one is
precluded from being entitled to deny A, then one is implicitly committed to asserting
A, and likewise if one is precluded from being entitled to assert A, then one is implicitly
committed to denying A (46-48). The bilateral framework that I've put forward makes
this approach formally explicit in terms of the translation of Restall-style bilateralism
into solely left-sided bilateral sequents and the coordination principles of In and Out.
What I now want to show is how this new formal representation opens up a new
degree of substructural freedom of just the sort that Hlobil and Brandom motivate.
We saw in Section 2 that, by explicitly representing the use of structural rules such
as Weakening or Transitivity as logical steps, a sequent framework is naturally suited
to considering systems in which such structural rules fail. We can now apply the
same lesson in the context of an explicitly bilateral framework. That is, by explicitly
representing the coordination principle of Reversal as a logical move, this framework
enables us to consider systems in which Reversal fails. There are a number of reasons
why Reversal might be questioned. Sticking with the main philosophical motivation

P Their approach here is, in fact, based on notes of mine that eventually turned into this paper.

42



of concern in this paper, I want to consider reasons having to do with incorporating
defeasible material inferences into an inferentialist framework. For a concrete case,
consider that asserting “Sadie’s a mammal” defeasibly commits one to denying “Sadie
lays eggs,” and this committive consequence relation surely isn’t defeated by a denial
of “The moon is made of cheese.” Thus, we have:

+(mammal(s)), —(cheese(m)) - —(lays eggs(s))
Though a single application of Reversal, we get:
+(mammal(s)), +(lays eggs(s)) - +(cheese(m))

Thus, asserting “Sadie’s a mammal” and asserting “Sadie lays eggs” commits one to
asserting “The moon is made of cheese.” But this sort of explosion seems problematic,
especially insofar as asserting “Sadie’s a mammal” and asserting “Sadie lays eggs”
amounts to making a set of moves that are only defeasibly incoherent. The core issue
here is that Reversal essentially amounts to treating incompatibilities between assertions
and denials in terms of the incoherence of sets of assertions and denials. But, as this
example shows, it’s plausible to think that we might have an incoherent set of assertions
and denials I' without it being the case that, for any ¢ € I', we have I'/{p} + ¢".

A related case having to do with defeasible inferences can further motivate the
rejection of Reversal. One might reasonably think that, even though asserting “Sadie’s
a mammal” defeasibly commits one to denying “Sadie lays eggs,” asserting “Sadie’s a
mammal” along with asserting “Sadie lays eggs” doesn’t commit one denying “Sadie
lays eggs.” In general, it seems reasonable to think that a defeasible implication to
some stance can, at least in some cases, be defeated by the explicit adoption of the
opposite of the stance to which one is defeasibly committed.*® So, we might plausibly
wish to reject the following principle, which I'll call Minimal Persistence:

'
e+

Minimal Persistence

However, given Expansion, Minimal Persistence follows from Reversal:

I'oe
F,(p*l—I
ﬁ
I(P:(P FO
Lo re

n

Expan.

ut

Since Expansion seems to be non-negotiable in this context, if one wants to reject
Minimal Persistence to accommodate this sort of defeat, one must reject Reversal.

%ndeed, this general sort of principle (though not formulated in quite these terms) is standard in
many default logics following Reiter (1980).
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Of course, one might object to the above reasons for rejecting Reversal, maintaining
the simple sequent system proposed above. The main point is to show that, in this
unified bilateral context, it is straightforward to adapt the above system so that Reversal
is not imposed. We simply apply Reversal to the premise sequents of the positive
(negative) rules so as to obtain the premise sequents of the corresponding left negative
(positive) rules, and this enables us to remove Reversal as a structural rule. Doing this,
we obtain the following calculus:

T,(p F o Containment W Bilateral Explosion
I'r —(A) + 'k +(A) I,—AYFo N [,+(A)Fp
[F+(-A)y T'r—(-A) * [,+(-A)rqp [,—(=Ayrep
I'r+(A) T+ +(B) + I, +(A) + —(B) —, I, +(B) + —(A) .
T'F +(AAB) i Tr—(AABy ™ Tr—(AABy '™
[ +A) +B) kg [,—A)re T,=B)re _
T,+(AAByro ™ [,~(AAB)+ o .
I,—(A) + +(B) + I, —(B) F +(A) +, IL+«Are I,+B)ro N
Tr+AvVB) Tr+AVB) © I, +(AVB)F ¢ .
[,~A),~B)F¢ _ I'r—A) T+r—B) _
[,~(AVByrg " Tr—(AvB) "
I, +(A) - +(B) | I,—(B)+r—A) | I,-(Arep T,+B)ro N
Tr+(A—>B) o Tr+(A—>B) ° T,+(A—>B)r¢ o
I'r+(A) T'+—(B) _ [, +(A),—-B)r ¢ _
Tr—(A—->By " I,~(A—>Byrg

where {¢p} may be empty in the left rules and {{)} may be empty in Bilateral Explosion.

Whereas the bilateral system proposed in the previous section was equivalent to Keto-
nen’s sequent calculus, this system is not equivalent to but contains Ketonen’s sequent
calculus, as we translated it in Section 3, as its solely left-sided fragment. In this way,
it treats both incoherence and consequence without taking either to be reducible to the
other. Of course, if we don’t include material axioms, this logic generates just the
same consequence relation as the previous system, namely, that of bilateral classical
logic.3! However, if we include material axioms, the two consequence relations may
come apart. In particular, this system straightforwardly accommodates the examples
of failures of Reversal considered above.

$1Though I don’t provide a proof of this claim here, it's perhaps worth noting that if one omits

Bilateral Explosion, one obtains a bilateral sequent system for the paraconsistent logic LP proposed by
Priest (1979).
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2.7 Conclusion

Until now, bilateralist developments of inferentialism have largely proceeded sepa-
rately, being pursued either in a Rumfitt-style fashion or in a Restall-style fashion. I
have provided here a unified formal framework capable of representing both forms
of bilateralism, with solely left-sided sequents expressing incoherence, the core notion
of Restall-style bilateralism, and sequents that have a formula on the righthand side
expressing consequence, the core notion of Rumfitt-style bilateralism. This enables de-
bates between bilateralists, which have hitherto proceeded on informal grounds, to
be represented as debates over whether to impose specific formal principles such as
In and Out. Moreover, as I've shown, this enables the formulation of systems that
combine the virtues of the systems advocated proponents of the respective versions of
bilateralism and, in fact, go beyond them. I have focused in particular on how this sys-
tem is uniquely capable of accommodating defeasible material inferences, one essential
component of an inferentialist theory for meaning in natural language. However, this
is just to highlight one way in which this flexible formal framework promises to enable
the inferentialist program to come to fruition as a full-fledged formal semantic theory.*?

Technical Appendix

Definition 1: We'll refer to the system presented in Section 4 (containing
Reversal) as “BK1,” and the system presented in Section 5 (with both left
and right rules) as “BK2.”

Proposition 1: BK1 is equivalent to Ketonen’s sequent calculus K.

Proof: I'll just sketch the proof strategy—it’s easy (though a bit tedious) to
fill in the details.®> Note first that, given the translation procedure, the solely
right-sided bilateral sequent calculus in Section 3 is a notational variant of
K. Let us call this K. We now establish that any sequent of the form I - in K’
corresponds to an equivalence class of BK sequents under Reversal of the
form I'/{p} + ¢* for any ¢ € I', and we induct on proof height to show that
this correspondence is preserved across proofs in the two systems (where
applications of Reversal in BK are not taken to contribute to proof height).
O

Definition 2: A bilateral sequent I - ¢ (Where {¢} may be null) is classically
valid, I' kcr, @ just in case there is no classical valuation v such that all posi-
tively signed sentences in I are true, all of the negatively signed sentences

3The ideas in this paper grew out of my work with the Research on Logical Expressivism (ROLE)
working group, led by Ulf Hlobil and Bob Brandom. Many thanks to Ulf and Bob, as well as the other
members of the group, especially Dan Kaplan, Shuhei Shimamura, and Rea Golan, for discussions of
these ideas and comments on earlier versions of this paper. I also owe a great deal of gratitude to
Michael Kremer and Malte Willer for discussions and comments on this work over the years.

33See Simonelli (2024) for the details and various other meta-theoretic results about BK1.
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in I are false, and {¢} is null or the sentence signed in the formula ¢ is false
if ¢ is positively signed or true if ¢ is negatively signed.

Proposition 2: BK1 provesI' + ¢ just in case I k¢, ¢.

Proof: It follows from the completeness of K and our translation schema
that, for any classical validity of the form I' k¢p, K" derivesI' . Accordingly,
since, I' Ecr, @ is just in case I, ¢* Ecp, for any such inference, K” derives
I', ¢* +, and so, by Proposition 1, BK1 derives I'  ¢. O

Proposition 3: BK2 provesI' + ¢ just in case I' k¢, .

Proof: Given Proposition 2, the proof is straightforward. For the left to right
direction, it is obvious that all axioms and rules of BK2 are derivable in
BK1 through a single application of Reversal. For the right to left direction,
it is straightforward to show by induction on proof height that Reversal
is admissible in BK2, and thus, since BK2 contains all of the rules of BK1
(which is complete), it is also complete. O
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3

An Act-Based Approach to Assertibles and Instantiables

3.1 Introduction

In recent years, there has been renewed attention to the metaphysics and epistemology
of propositions. Several authors such as King (2007; 2014), Soames (2014; 2015), and
Hanks (2011; 2015) have argued, on primarily semantic grounds, that propositions
must be structured representational entities rather than sets of possible worlds, yet
have also argued that traditional platonic conceptions of structured propositions of the
sort associated with Frege and Russell face serious metaphysical and epistemological
problems. Accordingly, they have attempted to articulate “naturalized” accounts of
propositions, understanding such things as in some way dependent upon our cogni-
tive or linguistic activities. All existing such accounts, however, appeal to speakers’
cognitive relations to platonic properties and relations as an essential theoretical ingre-
dient. While King and Soames are unbothered by this appeal, Hanks (2015: 206-207;
2017) seriously worries that many of the same concerns about propositions, tradition-
ally understood, can be raised with respect to properties and relations as well, and
Pautz (2016) has explicitly raised this problematic analogy for naturalized accounts
of propositions. In this paper, I show how, by integrating an act-based metaphysics
of the sort developed by Hanks with a normative functionalist semantics of the sort
developed by Wilfrid Sellars (1953; 1954; 1974) and Robert Brandom (1994; 2000), the
act-based approach can be radicalized, giving an act-based account of propositional
constituents such that no appeal to platonic properties and relations is necessary. I
show, moreover, how, beyond just not appealing to our knowledge of properties and re-
lations, this radicalized act-based of propositional constituents provides the resources
for a satisfying account of our knowledge of properties and relations in terms of our
mastery of linguistic norms.

The paper is structured as follows. In Section 1, I draw on Peter van Inwagen’s
(2006) unified characterization of propositions, properties, and relations as “assert-
ibles,” contrasting this with an alternative conception of states of affairs, properties,
and relations as “instantiables.” This sets the target of the paper: giving a unified act-
based account of assertibles that will ultimately yield an account of our knowledge of
instantiables. On the generalized act-based account of assertibles I provide in Section
2, token acts of predication are understood as the types of acts that they are not in
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virtue of a representation relation they bear to a platonic entity but in virtue of how
they normatively relate to other such acts, committing one to or preclude one from
being entitled to other such acts. In Section 3, I distinguish between two conceptions
of these assertoric acts, and argue that they must, in the first instance, be understood
as perspective-relative, individuated in terms of the normative attitudes actually held
by speakers, in virtue of which they attribute normative statuses to other speakers. In
Section 4, I deploy this perspective-relative conception to articulate a new account of
opacity on the act-based theory. Finally, in Section 5, I show how, from a normative
functionalist account of predicative and propositional acts, one can arrive at a satis-
tying epistemology of properties, relations, and states of affairs. Coupled with the
perspectival account of opacity in Section 4, this ultimately affords us with a secondary
conception of assertoric acts as perspective-neutral, involving the representation of
things as instantiating objective properties and standing in objective relations.

3.2 Assertibles and Instantiables

I start with an account of properties, relations, and propositions put forward by Peter
van Inwagen (2006), according to which all such things are broadly classified as “as-

sertibles.”!

Van Inwagen’s basic thought is that, whereas propositions are things that
are asserted (full stop, as it were), properties and relations are things that are asserted
of things. For instance, I might assert that the Sun is round. Here, the phrase “that
the Sun is round” picks out what I assert: the proposition that the Sun is round. In
asserting that the Sun is round, however, I assert of the Sun that it’s round, and this is
something that you might assert of Neptune as well. The phrase “thatit’s round,” then,
might be understood as picking out an “unsaturated assertible,” something that can
be asserted of things. More specifically, that it’s round is a 1-place assertible: something
that’s asserted of just one thing. There are 2-place assertibles, which are asserted of
two things, for instance, that the first is bigger than the second which I might assert of the
Sun and Neptune, 3-place assertibles, and so on. So, whereas propositions are O-place
assertibles, properties and n-place relations are 1-place and n-place assertibles. To call
properties, relations, and propositions “assertibles” is simply to identify them as the
contents of assertion. That is, they are what one asserts, either of something or full-stop,
when one makes an assertion.?

!The guiding idea behind this account can be traced to Frege. The treatment of propositions as
0-place relations can be found in Quine (1960: 164-165) and Kripke (1963: 85), and is featured in the
approaches to intensional logic developed by Bealer (1982) and Zalta (1983; 1988). For more recent
developments of views of this sort in the context of contemporary metaphysical debates, see especially
Gilmore (2013; 2023), and, in the context of semantic debates, see especially Rausch (2021).

2Though they are characterized, in the first instance, as the contents of assertion, it’s crucial, of course,
that what one asserts (of something or full-stop) can be the very thing that one judges or believes (of
something or full-stop). Indeed, belief is a basic norm of assertion. One’s assertions should express
one’s beliefs, and so one should not assert that p unless one believes that p. Likewise, one should not
assert of something that it’s F unless one believes of it that it's F. Thus, though van Inwagen identifies
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This conception of properties, relations, and propositions as “assertibles” contrasts
with a different and perhaps more common way of thinking about properties and
relations, most commonly associated with Russell (1903).® This is to think of them as
“ways for things to be.” For instance, being round is a way for things to be, and the
Sun and Neptune are two things that are this way. For something to be this way, on
this second way of thinking about properties, just is for it to instantiate the property of
being round. Thus, the Sun and Neptune both instantiate the property of being round.
This way of thinking about properties makes no reference, at least in the first instance,
to our assertions, beliefs, or linguistic expressions; we simply refer to things in the
world like the Sun and Neptune and the various ways that these things are or might
be. Thus, whereas the first conception of properties and relations identifies of them as
assertibles, this second conception of properties and relations identifies them as (what
we might call) instantiables. Whereas being larger than is a 2-place instantiable, and being
larger than Neptune is a 1-place instantiable, the natural continuation of this thought is
to say that the Sun’s being larger than Neptune is a 0-place instantiable, something that’s
not instantiated by anything, but simply instantiated, once again, full-stop.

This distinction between assertibles and instantiables is widely recognized at least in
the propositional case. Itis common, in standard metaphysical parlance, to distinguish
between propositions, denoted by clauses such as “that the Sun is round,” and states
of affairs, denoted by clauses such as “the Sun’s being round.”* The standard way
of drawing this distinction is to say that propositions, which are true or false, are
truth-bearers whereas states of affairs, which obtain or fail to obtain, are truth-makers.?
That is, the proposition that the Sun is round is capable of being true or false, it is
in fact true, and what makes it true is the obtaining of the state of affairs consisting
in the Sun’s being round. For a state of affairs to obtain is, in my terminology, for a
0-place instantiable to be instantiated (full-stop).® So, despite the new terminology,

properties, relations, and propositions, in the first instance, as assertibles, this is also to identify them,
in the second instance, as believables.

3See Speaks (2023) for a fuller discussion of the distinction between van Inwagen’s conception of
properties and relations and this Russellian one.

“The category of “states of affairs” is, of course, a contentious one, and there are various different
views of such things in which the term is used differently than I'll use it here. As I'll use the term
here, a state of affairs consists in an object’s instantiating some property or some number of objects’
instantiating some relation. See, for instance, Plantinga (1976), Johnston (2006) for this usage. An actual
state of affairs is a fact, in King’s (2009) sense. Some philosophers, such as Armstrong (1997), take it
that there are no non-actual states of affairs. While adopting such an austere metaphysics is compatible
with this account, I'll suppose here that there are also merely possibly states of affairs consisting in an
object’s instantiating some property that, in fact, it doesn’t instantiate.

°In the context of a formal truth-maker theory of the sort developed by Fine (2017), we might more
precisely identify the state of affairs consisting in the Sun’s being round as the minimal truth-maker of
the proposition that the Sun is round. That is, any other state of affairs that makes this proposition true
includes this state of affairs.

®Speaks (2023) challenges the intelligibility of the notion of 0-place instantiables, but I take it that
this should suffice to respond to that challenge. Insofar as the notion of a state of affairs obtaining is
intelligible, I don’t see how he can reject to my usage.
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this distinction is familiar in the propositional case. It should be clear, however, that
this distinction between truth-bearers (denoted in the propositional case with a clause
of the form “that a is F”) and truth-makers (denoted in the propositional case with a
clause of the form “a’s being F”) applies just as well to properties and relations. Just
as there is a clear distinction in the sense of the clauses “that a is F” and “a’s being F,”
there is a clear distinction in the sense of the clause “that it’s F,” expressing what one
says of something in saying of it that it’s F, and the clause “its being F,” expressing
what makes what one says of something when one says of it that it’s F true. So,
whereas “that it's F” expresses an unsaturated truth-bearer, “its being F” expresses an
unsaturated truth-maker. Whereas the former has a single gap to be filled in order to
yield a complete truth-bearer, the latter has a single gap to be filled in order to yield a
complete truth-maker.”

To solidify this distinction between assertibles and instantiables, note that, intu-
itively, two distinct assertibles can be made true by a single instantiable. Consider
tirst a classic propositional case. At least intuitively, Lois Lane believes that Superman
flies, and so she’d say that Superman flies if asked. On the other hand, she doesn’t
believe that Clark Kent flies, and so she wouldn’t say that Clark Kent flies if asked.
So, it seems that there are two O-place assertibles here: one that Lois is disposed to
assert (because she believes it) and one that she isn’t disposed to assert (because she
doesn’t believe it). Unbeknownst to Lois, however, there is a single state of affairs on
which the truth of both of these propositions turns: the state of affairs consisting in this
guy, the one alternatively known as “Superman” and “Clark Kent,” being such that he
flies. So, though there are two 0-place assertibles (two propositions, in the standard
sense), there is just one corresponding 0-place instantiable (one state of affairs).® This
point is, of course, familiar in the propositional case, but it applies just as well for the
case of properties and relations. For instance, before the discovery of the chemical
composition of water, Aristotle, say, was disposed to assert of the Ilisos River that it’s
tilled with water. Aristotle wasn’t, however, disposed to assert of it that it’s filled with
H,O. Nevertheless, the Ilisos’s being filled with water just is its being filled with H,O.’
So, here too, at least intuitively, there are two 1-place assertibles—two different things
that can be asserted of a river such as the Ilisos—but just one corresponding 1-place
instantiable—one way for a river such as the Ilisos to be.

What, exactly, does the distinction between assertibles and instantiables come to?

"Rausch (2021) speaks of expressions like “that it’s F” as signifying “open propositions.” We might
analogously speak of expressions like “its being F” as signifying “open states of affairs.”

8Here and in what follows I will leave open exactly what the identity conditions of states of affairs
are—for instance, whether a sentence that picks out Superman with the use of a definite description
rather than a proper name picks out the same fact. A technical account of facts will have to be careful
about this to avoid the sort of collapse argument considered by Neale (2002). There are different ways
to go in response to this issue, and I'll remain neutral here on which way is to be preferred.

Some (e.g. Weisberg 2006) have objected to this identification, but, for our purposes here, it will do
us no harm to suppose this identity of water and H,O, as is standard in discussions of externalism.
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I've just put it in terms of the distinction between truth-bearers and truth-makers.
However, to put it in different terms, I take it that it ultimately amounts to the dis-
tinction between representings and representeds. Now, identifying assertibles with
representings might seem like a surprising identification, since it seems to suggest that
assertibles such as that it’s round are acts of representing. That is, indeed, precisely
what I want to suggest, as I'll now explain.

3.3 The Act-Based Conception, Radicalized

One prominent theory of propositions to emerge in recent years is the so-called “act-
based theory of propositions,” put forward most notably by Peter Hanks (2011; 2015)
and Scott Soames (2014; 2015). It's Hanks’s version on which I want to draw here.!’
Consider a case in which Norm says, in English, “The Sun is round” and Maddy says, in
Spanish, “El Sol es redondo.” Intuitively, we’'re inclined to say that Norm and Maddy
said the same thing, albeit in different languages. What they’ve both said is that the
Sun is round. The founding thought of the act-based conception of propositions is
that, when we say, for instance, “Norm and Maddy said the same thing,” the surface
grammar of this phrase is actually a bit misleading. What it is for two people to “say
the same thing” is, really, not for them to both stand in the saying relation to some
object but to both perform the same type of assertoric act. Now, Hanks has a particular
way of articulating what it is to perform an act of a certain type, and I will return
to Hanks’s proposal in a moment. The important point for now, however, is that the
act-based conception, as developed by Hanks (2011), identifies propositions with these
assertoric act types. To say that Norm and Maddy both said that the Sun is round is to
characterize both of their acts as being of the same type. On this account, the distinction
between token acts of asserting and the types of acts of which those acts are tokens
does the philosophical work that is traditionally done by the distinction between acts
of asserting and the objects asserted.

Insofar as propositions are assertibles, the act-based theory provides an account of
them. The twist is that, on the act-based account, the noun “assertible” is not to be
understood by analogy to the noun “eatable,” denoting some extrinsic thing to which
one is able to stand in the eating relation, but, rather, as a determinate of “doable,”
where the class of doables is the class of things that can be done—the class of act types
that can be tokened. One of the most fundamental virtues of this account is epistemo-
logical: rather than knowledge of propositions being knowledge of platonic abstracta
which exist completely independent of us, knowledge of propositions is understood
as a specific sort of self-knowledge, knowledge of our own acts and capacities. This is
perhaps the account’s main philosophical appeal. The account, however, is limited to

0Specifically, I am drawing on Hanks’s earlier (2011) version, in which propositions are identified
specifically with act types of assertion.
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0-place assertibles; things that can asserted full-stop. Once again, however, not only
can Norm and Maddy assert the same thing full-stop, but, for instance, if Norm says
“The Sun is round” and Maddy says “Neptune es redondo,” Norm says of the Sun
what Maddy says of Neptune, namely, that it's round. A reasonable question to ask,
then, is whether we can apply the very same act-based conception here. Doing so,
the thought would be that when we say “Norm said of the Sun what Maddy said of
Neptune, namely, that it’s round,” the phrase “that it's round” here doesn’t function to
pick out some object to which Maddy and Norm both stand in the saying-of relation, but,
rather, functions to characterize the type of act that Maddy and Norm both perform.'!
Is such an act-based conception of 1-place assertibles viable? Most proponents of the
act-based conception of propositions, I take it, would think that it’s not.

Existing act-based accounts of propositions (like most contemporary accounts of
structured propositions in general) appeal to properties and relations as primitive,
articulating the acts with which propositions are identified by way of this appeal. In
particular, the act with which Hanks identifies the proposition that the Sun is round
is the act of referring (in a specific way) to the Sun, expressing the property of being
round, and linguistically predicating (i.e. asserting) the latter of the former. Performing
such an act, on Hanks’s account, one represents the Sun as being round, and so one
who performs such an act speaks truly just in case the Sun is round. The idea of
properties with instantiation conditions which one can linguistically get a hold of and
predicate of objects, thus representing those objects as being certain ways, plays a
crucial role in the account Hanks provides of the act types with which propositions
are identified. It is only in virtue of the appeal to such properties, which can be truly
or falsely asserted of objects, that Hanks is entitled to speak the acts with which he
identifies propositions as representational acts at all. It's not at all clear how, in the
context of this account, one could eliminate talk of such properties for talk of acts.
Nevertheless, Hanks expresses serious concern about the appeal to properties in his
theory of propositions, recognizing that many of the same problems that motivate the
act-based conception of propositions apply just as well to properties, and concluding
that he “would like to have a non-Platonic story to tell about property expression,”
(207).12 Fortunately, there is such a story to be told. One can indeed provide an act-
based account of such predicative acts as saying of something that it’s round, without
any appeal to platonic properties, as I will now show.

What is it to say of something that it’s round? For Hanks, it is to “latch onto” (207)
some platonic entity—the property of being round—and predicate it of something.
But this is not the only way to understand what this act is. An alternative way to
go is to understand the act of saying of something that it’s round simply as a certain
type of linguistic act, one that plays a certain role in a linguistic practice, articulating

This basic thought is owed to Sellars (1969: 227-228; 1979: 72-73).
12Gee also Pautz (2016) for a critique along these lines.
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what it is to token an act of this type in terms of the relations such a tokening bears
to the tokening of other assertoric act types.!* Thus, we can say, for instance, that
saying of something that it's round is an act such that, if one tokens it in the context
of a propositional act involving reference to some thing, one is precluded from being
entitled to say of that thing that it’s square, one is committed to saying of that thing that
there is some central point of it from which surface points are (relatively) equidistant,
and so on. To articulate what it is to say of something that it is round in this way is to
articulate what it is to token this assertoric act type in terms of the role this act plays
in a space of other such acts; precluding one from being entitled to token some such
acts, committing one to tokening others, and so on. No extrinsic platonic entities are
needed.

This general idea here is, of course, a familiar one. It is perhaps most familiar in the
context of functionalist accounts of mental content according to which the content of a
mental state is understood in terms of its causal role among a space of other such states
(Lewis 1972). This specific version of this idea I'm appealing to here, developed most
notably by Wilfrid Sellars (1953; 1956; 1974) and Robert Brandom (1994; 2000), has
been called “normative” (rather than causal) functionalism (O’Shea 2007; Maher 2012)
since the role of an assertoric act is understood in terms of the specifically normative
relations that it bears to other such acts. I will say more about the metaphysics of
these normative relations shortly. For the moment, I'll take these normative relations
as primitive and illustrate the work they can do.

There are two sorts of normative relations on which I'll focus. First, an assertoric
act (or set of assertoric acts) might commit one to another assertoric act. For instance,
if I say of something that it’s a sphere, I'm committed to saying of it that it’s round.
This is not to say, of course, that if I say of something that it’s a sphere, I must actually
say of it that it’s round (this requirement would lead to us saying way more things
can possibly be said). Rather, saying of something that it's a sphere commits one to
saying of it that it’s round in that one must be prepared to make this latter move (and
defend it) if appropriately prompted, at least insofar as one retains one’s commitment
to the claim that it's a sphere. The second normative relation on which I'll focus
here is that an assertoric act (or set of assertoric acts) might preclude one from being
entitled to another assertoric act. For instance, if I say of something that it’s round,
I'm precluded from being entitled to say of it that it’s square. So, if I perform or am
committed to performing the first act, the second act is normatively ruled out. I refer to
these two types of normative relations as relations of “committive” and “preclusive”

BFor the purpose of this paper, I work on the assumption, shared by Sellars and Brandom, that
the only types of linguistic acts we must appeal to in articulating the role of an assertoric act are
other assertoric acts. One might reject this assumption, as Belnap (1990) and Kukla and Lance (2009) do,
admitting more types of linguistic acts, and still endorse this same basic normative functionalist account.
Elsewhere (Simonelli 2023), I argue that an inferentialist approach ought only appeal to linguistic acts,
performed by the utterance of sentences, but it's compatible with this approach that, for instance,
interrogatives and imperatives ought to be admitted alongside declaratives.
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consequence. As the example I've just given shows, in articulating what it is to say
of something that it’s round, we look both upstream, at the assertoric acts that stand
in relations of committive and preclusive consequence to this act, and downstream, at
the assertoric acts to which this act stands in relations of committive and preclusive
consequence. On this account, articulating these upstream and downstream normative
relations that the act of saying of something that it’s round bears to other such acts is
sufficient to say what this act is. Thus, we articulate what it is not by relating it to some
extra-linguistic object but by articulating the normative functional role it plays in the
practice in which it can be tokened.

The same functionalist strategy just appealed to with respect to simple predicative
acts like that of saying of something that it’s round, can be applied to predicative acts
which take propositional acts as objects. On the standard act-based conception, “It’s
not the case that” expresses the property of being false, and so, when one says “It’s not
the case that the Sun is square,” one performs a complex act in which one expresses the
property of being false, expresses the proposition that the Sun is square, and predicates
the former of the latter. For Hanks, who takes the acts with which propositions are
identified to be ones with assertoric force, this requires a complex (and potentially
problematic) story about “force cancellation.”** No such story is required here. Just as
we can radicalize the act-based account so as to remove an appeal to the expression of
standard properties like the property of being round, we can radicalize it here too so
that no appeal to expression and predication of properties like being false is required.
We simply ask, what is it to perform the act one performs in assertorically uttering
“It’s not the case that ¢”? Well, minimally, it is to perform an act that precludes
one from being entitled to assert that ¢. Conversely, if one performs an act ¢ that
precludes one from being entitled to asserting that ¢, then 1) commits one to asserting
that —~¢. In this way, one can specify precisely what it is to perform an act of negating
some proposition directly in terms of the functional role of the act, without any appeal
to an act of expressing the property of being false which is then predicated of that
proposition. The same can be done for conjunction, disjunction, and other logical
operators. The result is a recursive specification of the normative significance of the
propositional acts tokened by uttering sentences of arbitrary logical complexity."

The normative functionalist account of content I've just sketched is, of course,
controversial, and I will not give a sustained independent defense of it here.'® What

14Gee Reiland (2013) for criticism and Hanks (2019) for discussion.

For the formal details, see Simonelli (2022: 97-104). For further developments beyond just the core
logical vocabulary, one can look towards proof-theoretic developments of inferentialism of the sort put
forward by Francez (2015) and Incurvati and Schldder (2023). In particular, both Francez and Incurvati
and Schloder deploy bilateral proof-systems, where introduction and elimination rules are given for both
positively and negatively signed sentences. Such systems can be straightforwardly interpreted in the
terms I've just set out; rather than taking the signs to express assertion and denial, as is standard, they
can be taken to express commitment and preclusion of entitlement.

18Thus, there are various challenges to normative functionalism in particular, or structuralism about
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I hope to show here, providing only the general contours of this sort of account, is
that if the normative functionalist account of content can be made to work, then it can
be put to work to radicalize the act-based theory of propositions in order to account
for assertibles—uall of them—intrinsically in terms of their functional roles, without
any appeal to such extrinsic entities as properties or relations. 0-place assertibles
are understood as propositional acts, whereas 1-place and many-place assertibles are
understood as predicative acts. The term “predicative act,” in this context, however,
must be used with some caution, since “predication” is not what Hanks takes it to be—
an act of getting cognitive hold of some property and attaching it to an object in the
way that one might grab a sticker and attach it to an object. Rather, predicative acts,
paradigmatically expressed by clauses such as “that it’s round,” are understood by
abstracting what stays constant in propositional acts, expressed by complete sentences
such as “The Sun is round,” “Neptune is round,” and so on, as different singular
terms are substituted into the sentences used to token these propositional act types.
This constitutes an important difference between the version of the act-based account
articulated here and the standard act-based account, enabling us to respond to one
recent objection to the view put forward by Speaks (2020).

As we've already said, on the standard act-based account, the act of saying that the
Sun is round is analyzed as a tripartite act in which one refers to the Sun, expresses
the property of being round, and predicates the former of the latter. In the context of
the standard account, these constituent acts are understood as primary relative to the
complete act of saying that the Sun is round. That is, the complete act of saying that
the Sun is round is understood as a composite of self-standing building blocks—acts
of reference, property expression, and predication—that are combined in some way
so as to constitute a propositional act. As Speaks (2020) has recently argued, such an
analysis faces problems directly analogous to the traditional problem of the “unity of
the proposition” that act-based theories are advertised by their proponents as solving.
On the radicalized act-based conception offered here, we adopt the opposite order of
explanation. We start with a conception of what it is to token a complete propositional
act, understanding such an act as being the particular propositional act type that it is
in terms of its playing a certain functional role. We then understand the referential and
predicative components which might be common to various propositional act types by
abstraction. So, while we can still speak in terms of propositional acts containing refer-
ential acts and predicative acts as component parts, as the standard act-based theorist
does, we should maintain, following Ryle (1960), that, ultimately, these referential and
predicative acts “are not proposition components but propositional differences. They
are distinguishables, not detachables; abstractables, not extractables,” (436).1”

content more generally, that I will not respond to (or enumerate) here.

7Ryle says this summarizing what he describes as “Frege’s difficult but crucial point.” However,
it’s not clear that Frege himself is capable of maintaining this point since it’s hard to see how he can
provide an understanding of propositions and their truth-values apart from their components (modes
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3.4 Normative Attitudes and Normative Relations

On the account offered here, assertibles are understood as types of propositional or
predicative acts, and what it is to perform a propositional or predicative act is under-
stood in terms of its normative role—what tokening it commits one to, precludes one
from being entitled to, and so on. But how, exactly, should we conceive of the norma-
tive relations constitutive of an act’s normative role? Let me now distinguish between
two ways of thinking about this normative role, and, accordingly, two conceptions of
“the act” one performs in assertorically uttering some sentence or predicate.

The first conception individuates an assertoric act in terms of the subjective nor-
mative attitudes actually held by speakers, in virtue of which they attribute normative
statuses to other speakers upon their performance of that assertoric act, taking them
to be committed to certain acts, precluded from being entitled to others, and so on.

s

Such normative attitudes can be thought of as speakers” “scorekeeping principles,” the
principles in accordance with which they keep discursive score, updating the “score-
cards” wherein they keep track of the normative statuses that they’ve attributed to
other players. Thus, insofar as a speaker has the principle of scoring anyone who says
that something’s spherical to be committed to saying that it’s round, if someone per-
forms the first assertoric act, they’ll be attributed a commitment to the second assertoric
act. On this first conception, an assertoric act, understood in terms of the normative
attitudes actually held by speakers, is individuated in terms of how its performance
changes the set of scores actually kept by those speakers. Importantly, the normative
attitudes actually held by speakers may differ from speaker to speaker, and so, on this
tirst conception, the significance of an assertoric act is determined only relative to some
scorekeeping perspective.

The second conception individuates an assertoric act in terms of the objective norma-
tive relations, which determine what one is ultimately really committed to, in performing
that assertoric act, whether or not anyone in the actual discursive practice is disposed
to attribute such commitments. Thus, for instance, suppose there is some mathemat-
ical fact about spheres that is yet to be discovered, according to which all spheres
are necessarily Fs. Plausibly, there is an objective sense of “commitment” such that,
in saying that something is a sphere, one is committed to saying that it is an F, since
one is committed to the claim that the thing of which one is speaking has the nature
of a sphere, whatever that nature happens to be. According to this objective sense
of “commitment,” one is so committed, even though no one is disposed to attribute
this commitment. On this second conception, unlike the first conception, the norma-
tive significance of an assertoric act is objective and does not vary from perspective to
perspective.

It will be crucially important that this account has room for the second conception of

of presentations of objects and functions) which determine these truth-values.
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an assertoric act, since it is only in virtue of that latter conception that we can speak of an
assertoric act as an act of representing things as instantiating objective properties and
relations. We will arrive there by the end of this paper. However, it is methodologically
important to start with the first conception in thinking about the normative significance
of assertoric acts. Only by thinking first about the attribution of commitments, and how
these attributions can vary from perspective to perspective, can we ultimately make
sense of the thought that what one is really committed to, in making some claim,
outstrips the set of commitments attributed to one by any actual set of speakers. To
key in on this crucial structural feature of the practice of commitment attribution,
let me show how, drawing on this feature, this normative functionalist account of
propositional content enables us to make sense of tricky cases of propositional attitude

ascriptions (something that, of course, has substantial independent interest as well).!®

3.5 Propositional Attitude Ascriptions

Let us consider the case of Lois Lane, who believes that Superman flies but doesn’t
believe that Clark Kent flies. In distinguishing between two propositional acts here
so as to make sense of Lois as not being subjectively irrational, we are thinking of
the propositional acts tokened in assertorically uttering “Superman flies” and uttering
“Clark Kent flies” as Lois understands their discursive significance. Lois takes it that
one undertakes different commitments in tokening these respective acts. For instance,
relative to Lois’s perspective, tokening the first act commits one to saying that a caped
superhero flies, that a Kryptonian flies, and so on, whereas tokening the second act
commits one to saying that the son of Jon and Martha Kent flies, saying that a normal
human being flies, and so on. We can distinguish between two propositional acts here
by indexing the normative attitudes relative to which the significance of these acts are
assessed to Lois’s perspective. In principle, we can specify a different propositional
act for each sentence/speaker pair—the act one performs in assertorically uttering
that sentence, according to that speaker. There is generally sufficient widespread
agreement among speakers that, when we analyze what one says, we don’t do this,
generally just speaking of “the” proposition expressed by that sentence, but, in cases
in which there is disagreement, it is important that we can distinguish between the
different propositional acts, relativized to different perspectives, in this way.

To see how shifting between perspectives enables us to make sense of our judgments
of the truth-values of sentences attributing beliefs, consider first the following two
sentences:

8For the purposes of the present paper, I will restrict my attention in discussing the case of belief,
leaving to one side the question of how, exactly, to accommodate with other propositional attitude verbs
such as fears or hopes, which seem to take propositional objects but which present certain challenges
for proposition-based theories of the propositional attitudes. See King (2002; 2007: 137-163) and Nebel
(2019) for a discussion of these challenges and some potential solutions. There are different ways to go
compatible with this account, but I will not settle on one here.
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1. Superman flies.

2. Clark Kent flies.

Relative to our perspective—we who know of the identity of Superman and Clark
Kent—these two sentences have the same semantic value. Since we take “Superman”
and “Clark Kent” to refer to the same person, we take it that someone who utters (1)
undertakes just the commitments that someone who utters (2) undertakes, whether
they know it or not. Relative to Lois Lane’s perspective, however, (1) and (2) have
different semantic values, since she does not take it that someone who utters one
undertakes the same commitments as someone who utters (2). When we say, then,

3. Lois believes that Superman flies, but she doesn’t believe that Clark Kent flies.

we appeal to Lois’s understanding of the semantic significance of those propositional
acts—the semantic values of those sentences relative to Lois’s perspective. This is how
we are capable of understanding how it could be that she believes the first without
believing the second. We can say, precisely, the content of her two beliefs by articulating
the commitments and preclusions of entitlements she takes one to take on in saying
that Superman flies or that Clark Kent flies, where these acts are individuated relative
to her perspective. Her believing only one of these two things, on this account, is her
taking herself to be committed to only one of these two propositional acts which are,
at least from her perspective, distinct.

Though my main aim in articulating this account of propositional attitude ascrip-
tions here is to develop this perspectival conception of semantic content, it's worth
noting that, formally, this account can be straightforwardly integrated into a stan-
dard truth-conditional semantic framework of the sort proposed by Heim and Kratzer
(1998).” All one needs to do is add a perspectival index in the way suggested by
Asudeh and Giorgolo (2016: 15-18).% On their proposal, intensional verbs such as
“believes” or “loves” (unlike extensional verbs like “punch”) require that the semantic
value of the grammatical object be determined relative to the perspective index of the
subject of those verbs. Though I won’t go into the formal details here, the result is that
semantic contents of “Superman flies” and “Clark Kent flies,” as they occur unem-
bedded in (1) and (2), are distinct from the contents of those sentences, as they occur

9T am following Steinberger and Murzi (2017) here in treating this normative functionalist account
of content to be a metasemantic account, compatible with a (relatively) standard truth-conditional
semantics. One might alternatively adopt a more radical approach of defining semantic values directly
in terms of normative signficances, as articulated here. The most faithful way of doing that would be to
provide a normative functionalist dynamic semantics in the style of Veltman (1996) that assigns semantic
values to sentences, relative to speakers, in terms of their potential to update the discursive score, given
the normative attitudes of those speakers. For such a framework, see Simonelli (2022: 83-97).

20 After this straightforward proposal in a standard truth-conditional framework, Asudeh and Gior-
golo go on to suggest a more complicated formal implementation in terms of the category-theoretic
construction of monads. I ignore such complications for the purposes of this paper.
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embedded in (3). Spelling out this difference on the account provided here, unembed-
ded, the content is determined by the commitments we take one to take on in uttering
either sentence, and so there is a single content shared by both sentences, whereas,
embedded in the clause “Lois believes that,” the content is determined by relativizing
the commitments one takes on to Lois’s perspective, and so there are distinct contents
possessed by the two sentences. In this way, we can make the fine-grained distinctions
in meaning that the Fregean can. However, there are no mysterious Fregean senses that
are posited as primitive in this account. Rather, we simply have the idea of speakers
who have differing normative attitudes in terms of which they differently assess the
significance of same assertoric acts.

The same account can be given to make sense of our judgments regarding the truth
of sentences like the following:

4. Aristotle believes of the Ilios that it’s filled with water, but he doesn’t believe of
it that it’s filled with H,O.

Here again, our primary deployment of the concept of belief with respect to predicative
acts concerns what we take someone to take themself to be committed to, not what we
ourselves take them to actually be committed to. Thus, the predicative acts that are
relevant for making sense of our natural inclination to judge that (4) is true are the
ones defined relative to the perspective of Aristotle, who takes water to be a simple
substance and so, when he says of something that it’s filled with water, does not take
himself to be committed to the claim that it is filled with a composite substance like
H,0.% It should be clear, in this case, that, articulated in a truth-conditional theory, the
semantic content of “filled with water,” as it occurs embedded in (4), is not the property
of being filled with water. Rather, it is the predicative act one tokens on uttering this
predicative phrase, as its significance is assessed by Aristotle. By contrast, when we
consider the same predicate occurring unembedded in the following sentences:

5. The Ilios is filled with water.

6. The Ilios is filled with H,O.

We evaluate the significance of this predicative act relative to our perspective, and so
these two sentences are taken to have the same semantic content.

This act-based account of opacity, based on the proposal put forward in Chapter 8
of Making It Explicit, is a major advance on Hanks’s own act-based account of opacity
on several counts. First, Hanks’s account involves individuating “semantic reference
types” in terms of a primitive notion of “semantic competence” with respect to names.

However, the criteria for specifying what, exactly, semantic competence requires is

ZLet’s assume we gave Aristotle a brief chemistry lesson about what the property of being H,O is,
without telling him that it’s water.
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unclear at best.”? Second, Hanks is committed to providing a different solution to
Kripke’s (1997) puzzle with Peter, since he cannot say that the different tokenings
of “Paderewski” in two different contexts constitutes two different semantic reference
types. Butit seems clear that any solution at all to these puzzles about belief should be a
unified solution that applies equally to the Lois Lane’s contradictory beliefs about Clark
Kent and Peter’s contradictory beliefs about Paderewski. The account here provides
such a unified solution. Finally, as we’ve seen, we can generate precisely the same
sorts of puzzles with respect to predicative acts and properties. For all that Hanks says
about semantic reference types, he says nothing about “property expression types” and
how to individuate them with respect to semantic competence regarding predicates,
and, even if the strategy does work for referential acts, it’s not at all clear that it can
be carried over to predicative acts. The account here, by contrast, once again, offers
a unified account of both phenomena. All we appeal to, in order to account for all
of these cases, is the different discursive significance of propositional and predicative
acts, as these acts are assessed and individuated from different perspectives.

3.6 Our Grasp of Instantiables

I began this paper with a distinction between assertibles and instantiables. 1've now
given an account of assertibles as types of acts of asserting (either full-stop or of things),
and I've shown how, by thinking of the normative significances of these acts as varying
from perspective to perspective, we can give account for ascriptions of propositional
(and predicative) attitudes. It is now time to return to instiantables to articulate the
final and I believe most philosophically significant upshot of this act-based account of
assertibles: by not presupposing knowledge of instantiables on the part of speakers, it
enables us to provide a satisfying account of speakers” knowledge of instantiables in
terms of their mastery of linguistic norms. Let me explain.

Standard act-based theorists such as Hanks and Soames (as well as other theorists
of structured propositions such as King, Speaks, and many others) want to explain
semantic norms in terms of the instantiation conditions of properties and relations that
linguistic expressions stand for. For instance, in a case of saying of something that it’s
round, it is as Hanks says: “The correctness conditions for your act of predication [. . . ]
flow directly from the satisfaction conditions of the property you latch onto” (Hanks
2015: 207). So, it is in virtue of grasping properties such as being round, which have
the instantiation conditions that they do, that one grasps the correctness conditions
of predicative acts, and, thus, the norms governing those acts. Now, such theorists

220n Hanks’s account, in the context of the fictional world, the names “Superman” and “Clark Kent”
are such that one “can be competent with both names and fail to realize that they co-refer. But outside the
fiction, understanding the names ‘Superman’ and ‘Clark Kent’ requires knowing that their uses purport
to refer to the same character,” (132). Perhaps this seems clear in the particular case, but there are surely
many cases that seem totally non unclear with respect to what “semantic competence” requires.
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typically say relatively little about the nature of properties such as being round, though
it is typically assumed that they are, as King says, “entities in the external world”
(2018: 784) “existing quite independently of minds and languages” (2007: 450). Such
worldly properties are what I have identified in the opening section of this paper as
“1-place instantiables,” and, as I've just explained, standard act-based theories appeal
to speakers’ cognitive relations to such entities in their accounts of assertibles. By
contrast, in the account of assertibles that I have provided, worldly properties, such as
being round, instantiated by such things as the Sun and Neptune, do not show up at all.
This, I claim, is a major a benefit. Insofar as we do not need to appeal to any epistemic
relations that we bear to mind-independent abstract objects such as properties in order
to explain our grasp of the norms governing the use of predicates, this opens the door
for explaining our knowledge of properties and relations in terms of our grasp of the
norms governing the use of predicates. That is, our knowledge of properties and
relations is not a prerequisite of but a product of our mastery of the norms governing the
use of predicates.

To spell out this epistemological thesis, consider our knowledge of the property
of being a sphere. In what does this knowledge consist? We have given an account
of what is to say of something that it’s a sphere; this is to perform an act that commits
one to saying of it that it’s round, precludes one from being entitled to say of it that
it’s square, and so on. What, however, is it for something to be a sphere? 1 suggest
we endorse a completely analogous answer: it is to be a certain way such that, if
something’s this way, then its being this way necessitates its being round, excludes its
being a square, and so on. Here, “necessitation” and “exclusion” express alethic modal
relations, relations specifying how things in the world must necessarily be or can’t possibly
be, given certain conditions. In specifying these alethic modal relations, we specify the
distinctive “modal profile” possessed by a spherical thing. The property of being a
sphere, on this account, is identified with this modal profile. In general, a property can
be identified with the distinctive modal profile possessed by a thing that instantiates
it: what something’s being this way necessitates that it be or excludes it from being.
While a full account of the metaphysics of properties along these lines is beyond the
scope of the current paper, I take this to be a perfectly plausible structuralist account
of what properties are, and if one goes in for the normative structuralist account of
assertibles I have articulated above, one might as well go in for a corresponding modal
structuralist account of instantiables.”® The core epistemological thought advanced
here, made possible by this correspondence, is that it is through mastering the norms

ZFor a development of this sort of modal structuralist ontology in the context of specifically natural
scientific theorizing, see especially Ladyman and Ross (2007), and for formally detailed account of this
correspondence between normative structuralism and modal structuralism, see Hlobil (2022). Of course,
there are many objections to structuralism in general to which I will not respond here. Once again, the
upshot of this paper should be understood as the conditional claim that if structuralism can be made to
work, we can provide this satisfying philosophical account.
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governing the use of “sphere” that we get a grip on the modal profile with which the
property of being sphere is identified. In general, our grasp of properties, relations,
and states of affairs is understood in terms of our mastery of semantic norms.

This basic epistemological thesis has recently been defended for specifically modal

).2* On Thomasson’s “modal nor-

properties and relations by Amie Thomasson (2020
mativist” view, in assertorically uttering a modal sentence such as “If something’s
spherical, then it’s necessarily round,” one expresses a semantic norm. In the norma-
tive vocabulary deployed here, this would be the norm that asserting of something that
it’s “spherical” indefeasibly commits one to asserting of it that it’s “round.” Thomas-
son claims that “the most important advantage of the normativist view” is that it
provides a satisfactory epistemology of our knowledge of metaphysical modal facts,
properties, and relations, such as our knowledge of the relation of necessitation that
obtains between something’s being spherical and something’s being round, in terms
of our knowledge of semantic norms (17). On the account here, we can extend this
epistemological advantage to a much wider class of traditionally problematic meta-
physical knowledge: that of properties and relations in general. Insofar as properties
and relations themselves are identified as modal profiles, as I've suggested here, the
modal normativist position can be extended beyond just modal properties and relations,
to ordinary properties and relations such as being round or being larger than. Insofar as
something’s being round just is its having certain modal profile, the knowledge of the
property that we have is nothing other than a grasp of a certain set of modal rela-
tions, and, on the modal normativist picture, our knowledge of these modal relations
is grounded in our mastery of the norms governing the use of predicates such as

Iy

“sphere,” “round,” “square,” and so on. Since there is a straightforward story to tell of
how this mastery is achieved through linguistic training, this account demystifies our
knowledge of properties and relations.

Now, a modal normativist view of this sort is widely thought to entail anti-realism
about modal relations, and, extended in this way, one might think it entails a problem-
atic sort of anti-realism about properties and relations in general.® However, as I've
spelled it out here, there is no such entailment. Endorsing an act-based epistemology of
properties, according to which our knowledge of properties is grounded in our knowl-
edge of the norms governing predicative acts, does not require endorsing an act-based
metaphysics of properties, according to which properties themselves are in some way
grounded in our assertoric acts or our normative attitudes through which we assess
their significance. Thus, it is perfectly compatible with this account to say that the Sun

instantiates the modal profiles that it does (such as being round, being a sphere, being

2Thomasson’s work here draws on earlier work by Sellars (1953) and Brandom (2008, 2015).

BThomasson takes it to be compatible with a kind of deflationary realism, according to which it’s true
to say, for instance, that there are modal relations, but, on her view, such relations are mere reifications
or “hypostatizations” of semantic norms (180). That is a kind of anti-realism I do not wish to endorse
here.
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a star, being primarily composed of hydrogen and helium, and so on) independently
of us and our linguistic practices, and, moreover, that these modal profiles themselves,
instantiated by the Sun and many other things, are what they are independent of us
and our linguistic practices. That is, it is compatible with this account to say that the
world has the modal structure that it does, articulated in terms of the properties and
relations (modal profiles) instantiated by things, independently of our linguistic prac-
tices. Indeed, not only can we say this, but we are finally in a position to bring together
the various pieces assembled here to account for our grasp of this very independence,
once again, entirely in terms of our mastery of linguistic norms.

Recall, in Section 3, we drew a distinction between two conceptions of assertoric
acts. The first conception conceived of them in terms of the subjective normative
attitudes actually held by speakers, in virtue of which they attribute commitments
and preclusions of entitlements upon someone’s assertorically uttering some sentence
or predicate. In Section 4, we saw how this first conception enabled us to make
tine-grained distinctions between assertoric acts by individuating these acts relative
to the perspectives of different speakers, who take themselves to take on different
commitments in assertorically uttering certain sentences or predicates. We also saw
in Section 4, that, when speakers use some sentence or predicate, we can, given our
differing set of scorekeeping principles, attribute commitments to them that they do not
themselves acknowledge. Thus, we can say, for instance, that, in saying that Superman
flies, Lois has in fact committed herself to the claim that Clarke Kent flies, even though
she does not take herself to be so committed. Likewise, we can say that, in saying of the
Ilisos that it’s filled with water, Aristotle has in fact committed himself to the claim that
it’s filled with H,O, even though he does not take himself to be so committed. Now, on
Brandom’s account of opacity on which I've drawn here, de re ascriptions of beliefs and
assertions function to explicitly mark such commitments that we attribute to someone,
in tokening some assertoric act, that they may not themselves acknowledge. In the
case of Lois, to explicitly mark the commitments we attribute to her in tokening her
referential act that she does not herself acknowledge, we use the following familiar
sort of de re ascription:

7. In saying that Superman flies, Lois said of Clarke Kent that he flies.

Here, “of” introduces an extensional context in the attribution of an assertion to Lois,
understood here as a context in which, in specifying her act in terms of its inferential
consequences, we can freely substitute in accordance with our own scorekeeping prin-
ciples, rather than being refined to her own. How do we do the same sort of thing in
the case of Aristotle, explicitly marking the commitments we attribute him in tokening
his predicative act that he does not himself acknowledge? I take it that one way in
which we can do it is by specifying them with the use of “property” talk. Thus, we can

Say:
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8. In saying of the Ilisos that it’s filled with water, Aristotle ascribed the property of
being filled with H,O to the Ilios.

The use of “property” talk here plays the same basic expressive role as the “of” in “Lois
said of Clarke Kent that he flies,” licensing attributions of commitments to Aristotle
that he does not himself acknowledge. Understanding that this structure of commit-
ment attribution applies to our own acts as well, we understand that, in assertorically
uttering some predicate, the commitments that we actually undertake—those that can
be rightly attributed to us by other speakers—can outstrip those that we ourselves
acknowledge. Such other speakers could likewise mark this sort of attribution with
“property” talk. Likewise, other speakers could do the same with respect to them.
Insofar as talk of “properties” can be understood as playing this expressive role, we
can understand the modal profiles with which properties are identified as objective,
being what they are independently of anyone’s subjective attitudes.

This brings us, finally, to the second conception of assertoric acts discussed in Sec-
tion 3, individuated in terms of the normative relations specifying what someone is
really committed to, in assertorically uttering some sentence or predicate, regardless
of anyone’s attribution of such commitments. The notion of such normative relations
is arrived at negatively, through, first, grasping our own normative attitudes which
we’ve acquired through induction into the linguistic practice and, second, through
grasping the cross-perspectival structure of scorekeeping just articulated, understand-
ing that the commitments we may be rightly attributed to us can outstrip those that
we ourselves acknowledge, given our normative attitudes. It is in virtue of this struc-
tural feature of scorekeeping that the discursive practice in which such scorekeeping
takes place can be understood as one in which the norms governing assertions are
objective, settled not by anyone’s subjective attitudes but by the objects themselves.
And our concept of the instantiables we ascribe to things in using predicates just is
the concept of the determinants of such objective normative relations. These are just
those aspects of the objective world to which we are ultimately beholden, in saying the
things that we do. In this way, assertoric acts, conceived in accordance with this second
conception, are understood acts of representing things as instantiating objective prop-
erties and standing in objective relations. Maintaining the epistemological account
just given in this section, our knowledge of these instantiables is still grounded in
our normative attitudes, acquired through linguistic training. However, insofar as we
recognize the possibility of our being rightly attributed commitments that we do not
ourselves acknowledge, a crucial structural aspect of our knowledge of instantiables
is our recognition that our grasp of the modal relations that constitute them is often
only partial. It is in recognizing this limitation of our own knowledge of instantiables
that our understanding of their objectivity consists.

Before concluding, one more point must be noted. Insofar as one is a realist about
worldly properties and relations in the way I've just suggested we ought to be, it is
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a genuine question of how the normative structure of our linguistic practices comes
to correspond to the modal structure of independent reality (at least, in the cases in
which there really is such a correspondence). It's worth being explicit that one sort
of answer that’s ruled out by the epistemological account I've given is the standard
representationalist one mentioned at the beginning of this section, according to which
speakers first grasp properties and relations, which stand in various modal relations
to one another, and then deploy linguistic expressions to conventionally stand for
these properties and relations. On that sort of story, the normative relations between
predicates—for instance, that commitment to “x is circular” precludes entitlement to
“x is square”—simply follows from the fact that these predicates conventionally stand
for the properties that they do. I submit, however, that an answer of this form, insofar
as it precludes us from being able to provide the normativist account of our knowledge
of properties and relations that I have just articulated, will leave us forever in the dark
about our epistemic access to properties and relations. Thus, when faced with the
question of explaining how, through the course of natural history, the norms of our
linguistic practices come to be structured in such a way that they correspond to aspects
of the objective world, an alternate story, or, rather, set of stories must be told. I take
it that the specific explanatory stories to be told will vary considerably depending
on the sort of semantic norms we’re considering, for instance, whether there those
governing observational vocabulary such as “round” or theoretical vocabulary such as
“hydrogen.” Actually providing any such metasemantic explanatory stories is beyond
the scope of the current paper.”® The point that deserves emphasis, however, is that,
far from precluding us from providing such explanations, this account opens the door
for genuine explanations of how we, as language speakers, achieve knowledge of the
structure of objective reality.

3.7 Conclusion

I have given an act-based account of assertibles. Assertibles are understood as as-
sertoric act types, identified in terms of their normatively-articulated functional role.
These act-types are understood, in the first instance, as perspective-relative. For each
predicate or sentence and each speaker who can assess the normative significance
of assertorically uttering that predicate or sentence, we can in principle specify the
act-type tokened in assertorically uttering that predicate or sentence in terms of its
normative profile, assessed relative to the perspective of that speaker. Yet, through the
perspectival structure of the attribution of normative statuses, we arrive at the idea of
a set of normative relations that specify what one is really committed to, in uttering
that sentence or predicate. Our notion of the corresponding instantiable, articulated in
alethic modal terms, just is our notion of the determinant of such objective normative

26See Simonelli (2022: 151-184) for a speculative spelling-out of some such stories.
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relations. Thus, while assertibles are understood in the first instance as perspective-
relative, the corresponding instantiables are perspective-neutral; they are constituents
of the objective world. The world, as Wittgenstein (1922) says, is the totality of facts.
That is, the world is all the things that there are being all the ways that they are and
standing in all the relations that they do.”” The facts that constitute reality and the
properties and relations that in part constitute these facts are the things to which we
are ultimately beholden in saying the various things that we do, either full-stop or
about particular things in the world.

ZThis formulation is owed to Martijn Wallage (2016, 139).
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4

Sellars’s Two Worlds

4.1 Introduction

Wilfrid Sellars has carried out transcendental idealism farther than any other philoso-
pher of the 20th century. Indeed, Science and Metaphysics, which can be regarded as
a summation of Sellars’s work through his most productive period, is nothing other
than an attempt to articulate a transcendental idealist picture of reality, fitting his ca-
reer’s work into that picture.! What is perhaps most notable about this picture from
the perspective of contemporary Kant scholarship is that it falls squarely in the tra-
ditional “two worlds” conception of transcendental idealism, rather than one of the
various sorts of “two aspect” conceptions that have been dominant for the past four
decades. For Sellars, the distinction between appearances and things in themselves
really does demarcate two distinct worlds—the world of everyday experience, which
Sellars regards as “existing only as the contents of actual and obtainable conceptual
representings” (SM, 173), and the real world, which contains the material happen-
ings that account for the conceptual contents that constitute the world of everyday
experience—and, crucially, fundamentally distinct sorts of entities constitute these
respective worlds. Though traditional two worlds readings of Kant himself, Sellars
acknowledges, seem to be left with an “air of intolerable paradox” (SM, 53), I'll argue
here that Sellars has a two worlds picture himself, and his own naturalistic develop-
ment of the Kantian framework gives just the resources needed to coherently spell
it out. In making this case, I'll draw on the development of Sellars’s thought by his
two successors at Pittsburgh who have been as critical of his transcendental idealism
as anyone: John McDowell and Robert Brandom. The result will show that Sellars’s
brand of Kantism is (odd as it may sound) Post-Hegelian, or, perhaps better (and even
more odd-sounding), Post-Pittsburghian.

1Of course, at the end of the day, Sellars’s transcendental idealism may be so far from Kant’s
transcendental idealism that the name “transcendental idealism,” so intimately tied to the specific
views of Kant, is not a good name for his view at all. Haag (2017) and Brassier (2014), for instance, call
Sellars’s view “transcendental realism” to emphasize Sellars’s scientific realism. However, as I will use
the term “transcendental idealism” here, in the technical sense that Kant himself uses it, Sellars’s view
does indeed fall under that label. It's worth being clear from the outset, however, that, in this technical
sense, “transcendental idealism” is not a species of metaphysical idealism, conceived of as contrasting
with materialism; it is, rather, idealism about empirical objects conceived of as appearances, which is
perfectly compatible with materialism about reality.
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Here’s the plan for the chapter. In Section One, I provide a brief survey of the
development of the various interpretive strands on Kant’s transcendental idealism in
analytic philosophy, situating Sellars’s view as similar, in many key respects, to Straw-
son’s view of Kant’s transcendental idealism, which has been widely disregarded by
scholars (including Strawson himself) as philosophically untenable. In Section Two, I
draw on the work of McDowell and Brandom to spell out the Sellarsian conception of
appearances, which are not phenomenal, as Strawson’s are, but conceptual. In Section
Three, I articulate the basic bifurcation between the conceptual and the real that consti-
tutes his distinctive brand of Kantian metaphysics, separating him from his successors
at Pittsburgh. In Sections Four and Five, I'll develop Sellars’s two worlds picture,
showing how the two main challenges to a two worlds conception of transcendental
idealism, a metaphysical one and an epistemological one, are overcome on Sellars’s
account.

4.2 A Range of Views in Kant Interpretation

Kant famously distinguishes appearances from things in themselves, endorsing a doc-
trine that he calls “transcendental idealism,” according to which appearances (which,
for Kant, includes ordinary empirical objects existing in space and time) “are all to-
gether to be regarded as mere representations and not things in themselves,” (A369,
426). This fundamental bifurcation between appearances and things in themselves,
which constitutes Kant’s transcendental idealism, has been the subject of fierce debate
in Kant scholarship. The most basic question is: does this distinction between ap-
pearances and things in themselves demarcate two distinct domains of entities, two
“worlds”—aworld of appearances and a world of things in themselves—or two distinct
ways in which entities belonging to a single domain, the world, may be considered—as
they appear to us and as they are in themselves? That is, should we understand Kant’s
transcendental idealism in terms of two worlds or two aspects?

The locus classicus for a two worlds reading of Kant in analytic philosophy reading
is Strawson’s The Bounds of Sense. In it, Strawson attributes to Kant a broadly speak-
ing phenomenalist picture, according to which objects existing in space and time are
wholly mental items, existing only as perceptual appearances, such that “apart from
perception, they are really nothing at all,” (1966, 237). On this picture, we have two
worlds with two fundamentally distinct sorts of objects. On the one hand, we have
the phenomenal world of sensible objects in space and time, existing only “in” experi-
ences, giving those experiences the “character of perceptions of law-governed objects”
(237). On the other hand, we have the noumenal world of things in themselves, which
are not themselves sensible and which do not themselves exist in space or time, but
which stand in a complex quasi-causal relation to the experiential whole in which the
phenomenal world inheres. It is in the context of the quasi-causal relation that things
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in themselves bear to the phenomena that exist in experience as appearances that these
phenomena can be regarded as appearances of elements of the supersensible realm that,
in some way, underlie them. This is the view attributed to Kant is Strawson’s The
Bounds of Sense. However, while Strawson takes it to be Kant’s view, he takes it to
be utterly philosophically untenable, an unfortunate aspect of Kant’s theoretical phi-
losophy which we should extricate on a refined analytic Kantianism, while retaining
the “good” aspects of Kant’s theoretical philosophy, most notably, his account of the
necessary structural features of any experiences that purport to be of a world at all.?
The majority of subsequent commentators have agreed with Strawson that a two
worlds view of the sort he attributes to Kant is utterly philosophically untenable.?
However, they have denied that Kant actually holds such a view, maintaining, instead,
that there are not two worlds, but two ways in which the objects belonging to the one
world can be considered, as they appear to us and as they are in themselves. Such
a view, as an early critic of Strawson states, “has the merit of making transcendental
idealism something more than an inexplicable aberration on the part of a great philoso-
pher,” (Mathews 1969). Early developments of such “two aspects views” (Prauss 1974,
Allison 1983) attempted to deflate Kant’s transcendental idealism of any substantive
metaphysical commitments at all. Allison influentially develops an epistemological
two-aspect view, according to which the distinction between phenomena and noune-
mana simply amounts to a distinction in two ways that we might consider objects:
either as objects of knowledge for cognizers like us or in a way that abstracts from
any knowledge of them that we might have. On such readings, as Strawson himself
objects, “the doctrine that we can have no knowledge of things as they are in them-
selves then reduces to a tautology,” (1997, 241). More recent two-aspects reading, such
as those proposed by Langton (1998) and Allais (2004, 2015), avoid the metaphysical
deflationism of Allison.* According to these “metaphysical two aspect views,” Kant’s
transcendental idealism involves not two classes of objects, as a two worlds view would
have it, but two classes of properties that the single domain of objects can be said to
possess: relational properties of objects, which characterize how they appear to us
in experience, and intrinsic properties of objects, which characterize how they are in
themselves, where the possession of the latter in some way grounds their possession
of the former. Now, in very recent years, there have been a few commentators who've

aimed to revitalize a two worlds reading (Stang 2014, Juarning 2021), but it’s no un-

2Tt is this aspect of Kant’s philosophy that Stawson (1959) independently develops under the heading
of “descriptive metaphysics” in Individuals.

3There are, of course, exceptions. Notably, Van Cleeve (1999), explicit that he is “running against
the tide of much contemporary commentary” (4), endorses a two worlds reading of Kant.

4Though this is clearly intended as a criticism, one recent commentator, Conant (2020), seems to
embrace just this conclusion. Though Strawson criticizes readings that make Kant’s remarks on things
things in themselves tautologies, for Conant, this is precisely what we should say about Kant’s remarks:
they are tautologies, in a certain sense of the term. Conant likens Kant’s “concepts of reflection,”
the category to which he takes the concept of things in themselves to belong, with Wittgenstein’s
“grammatical remarks,” which essentially have the form of tautologies, (702).
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derstatement to say that, in the years since Strawson, two aspect views, of one sort of
another, have been dominant.

It's not hard to see why two aspect views have generally been preferred over
two worlds views. There are, it seems, two key inter-related problems facing such
a view. The first is a metaphysical problem. This problem concerns the nature of the
relation between the two worlds. It’s clear that goings on in the noumenal world
must somehow constrain, account for, and explain the existence and character of
the phenomenal world, but specifying exactly how the goings on in the noumenal
world are capable of explaining the existence and character of the phenomenal world
seems impossible. This seeming impossibility is directly related to the other key
problem, the epistemological problem. Specifying the relation between the world, of
course, requires specifying the features of the noumenal world that account for the
phenomenal world, but that is precisely what cannot be done on a two worlds reading
of Kant’s transcendental idealism. Things in themselves are simply not within our
cognitive reach, not even possibly so, and so there’s no way that we could have the
sort of grip on them required to even propose a possible answer to the question of the
relation between the noumenal world. In short, if we are a two worlds theorist, our
metaphysical picture seems to be forever incomprehensible to us.

Two worlds Kantians, few though there are, will have their preferred responses to
these problems, and two aspects Kantians will to find these responses unappealing.
My aim here is not to enter into this worn over exegetical dispute over Kant himself.
Rather, it is to situate Sellars’s Kantianism in the context of it. Whereas certain readers
of Sellars might feel that they are doing Sellars the favor of charity by thinking of
his Kantianism on the model suggested by two aspect theorists, it seems to me that
certain fundamental aspects of Sellars’s philosophical vision can be appreciated only
when the “two-worlds” nature of the vision is clearly in view.> That is what I hope
to show here.® In particular, by explicating Sellars’s “two worlds” picture of reality, I
hope to show how Sellars’s specific brand of Kantianism is, as I'll describe it, “Post-
Hegelian,” or, better,”Post-Pittsburghian.” Spelling out the world of appearances
that constitutes one of the two component parts of Sellars’s picture involves drawing
on the conceptual resources developed by his Hegelian successors at Pittsburgh, John
McDowell and Robert Brandom. McDowell and Brandom are often thought of as “Post-

°For instance, Brandom’s (2014) criticism of Sellars’s transcendental metaphysics proceeds on the
assumption that a two aspect interpretation of Sellars’s metaphysics is correct. Brandom provides a
sustained argument supposedly against Sellars that establishes the basic conclusion that “the relation
between the objects referred to in the manifest image and those referred to in the scientific image
cannot be identity,” (77). Insofar as Sellars has a two worlds theory, however, this simply explicates the
metaphysical picture rather than contradicting it.

®Elsewhere (Simonelli 2021), I've described this basic shape of his philosophical picture (quasi-
ironically) as a kind of “Platonism.” Plato, of course, is the original two worlds theorist. Generally
construed, the crucial idea of Platonism is that there is a fundamental bifurcation between the world
of appearances and the reality that underlies those appearances. As I have and will use the two terms,
Sellars’s distinctive brand of Kantianism is really nothing other than his distinctive brand of Platonism.
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Sellarsians.” As Brandom himself conceives of this dialectal positioning drawing on a
characterization from Rorty (1997), they are both working to bring analytic philosophy
from its Kantian stage, initiated by Sellars, to its Hegelian stage.” I hope to show,
however, that Sellars’s true Kantian vision already encapsulates and goes beyond the
analytic Heglianism that McDowell and Brandom have worked to establish. Once
the basic picture is in view, the main aim of the chapter is to then show how Sellars
develops the resources to respond to the two most pressing potential problems facing
such a view: the metaphysical problem and the epistemological problem. Though
Kant himself, on a two-worlds reading of him, may face irresolvable problems, Sellars’s
Kantianism, I claim, does not.

4.3 Pittsburgian Appearances

Let us start again with Strawson’s Kant. Strawson’s Kant is a phenomenalist, in the
sense of described by Sellars (1963), as having the view that “physcial objects are
patterns of actual and possible sense contents,” (60). Since Sellars clearly rejects that
view, an immediate question that must be posed is what the phenomenal world of
physical objects in space and time is for Sellars, if not a world of patterns of actual and
possible sense contents. The answer, of course, is that the world is not a world of (actual
and possible) sense contents, but a world of conceptual contents. In general terms, a
conceptual content is a potential ed of a possible conceptual act, a corresponding ing.
These conceptual acts might be acts of thinking, grasping, entertaining, but, crucially,
for Sellars, they might also be acts of experiencing or perceptual knowing. Sellars
is committed to the claim that there are shared eds across all of these different kinds
of potential ings. Now, all of these potential acts might be construed broadly as
acts of “representing,” and, since these acts include acts of experiencing, the shared
potential eds across all of these different kinds of ings, might be construed as “empirical
representables.” Sellars’s conceptualist take on the phenomenal world, then, can be
put by saying that the phenomenal world is “the system of empirical representables,
the representings of which would be true,” (KTE, 634).3

It is a conceptualist picture of just this sort that McDowell develops in Mind and
World.? The central metaphysical thesis of Mind and World (though McDowell himself

7Tt’s unclear how many philosophers other than Brandom himself conceive of things in the terms
set out by Rorty. See Gomes (2017) for a discussion of the influence Sellars’s Kantianism in 20" century
analytic philosophy.

8See also KTI §14-17. It's worth noting that the “conceptualism” that I am ascribing to Sellars here
is distinct, though related, to the position of “conceptualism” widely discussed in Kant scholarship (See
Alais 2016 for a review). That notion of conceptualism is the view that intuitions are conceptual. Given
that one will want to maintain that aspects of the phenomenal world are in view in the having of an
intuition, if the phenomenal world itself is conceptual, as I'm claiming it is on Sellars’s view, this broader
Sellarsian sense of “conceptualism” will entail “conceptualism” in the narrower sense in which it has
been used in Kant scholarship.

9Henceforth, unless otherwise specified, when I refer to McDowell, I am referring to the McDowell
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would presumably not say that the book has a “central metaphysical thesis”), is that the
world is a world of conceptual contents.!® Specifically, it is a world of true “thinkables,”
the sortal McDowell coins for the potential eds of thinkings. McDowell acknowledges
that this is a kind of idealism, but he thinks that the bugbears that come with hearing
the term “idealism” arise from a confusion of the “ing/ed” distinction.!! By McDowell’s
lights, insofar as we think that the world is independent of our actual thinkings, we get
all the external constraint we need from the notion of the world; we need not think that
it is independent of all potential thinkables. The crucial Kantian cum Sellarsian idea
that McDowell develops to make this claim plausible is the idea that the conceptual
contents we actively think in judgment can be given to us passively in experience,
thus constraining our conceptual activity from outside the sphere of our conceptual
agency but not from outside the sphere of the conceptual altogether.!?> Insofar as we
have this constraint from outside thinking, we need not suppose that there is any
constraint from outside thinkability. Indeed, we can think that the world to which
our thinking is answerable is the totality of the very thinkables we would think, were
we to think truly. That is the sense McDowell makes of Wittgenstein’s (1922) famous
pronouncement that “the world is the totality of facts.”

What is a fact? The traditional answer to this question, which Sellars is happy to
hang onto, is that a fact is a state of affairs that obtains.”> A state of affairs is some
thing’s being some way, or some number of things standing in some relation, and a
state of affairs obtains or is actual just in case the thing is that way or those things do
stand in that relation. For instance, in the tie shop of Part III of Empiricism and the
Philosophy of Mind, the tie’s being blue is a state of affairs, one consisting in the tie’s
being blue. It’s actual, since the tie really is blue. Moreover, and crucially, it is also
perceptually knowable. Not only is the tie blue, but also, if one is in good lighting, one
can see that it is, having a perceptual experience in which the blueness of the tie is made
manifest to one. Strange as it may initially sound, this state of affairs is, for Sellars along
with his successors at Pittsburgh, picked out most generally as a conceptual content, a
potential ed of conceptual acts like thinking and perceiving. The “phenomenal world,”
for Sellars, is a world of such things. This is his conceptualist alternative to Strawson’s
phenomenalism, and it has a crucial advantage: conceptual contents are essentially
intersubjective. Not only can I think that the tie is blue; you can too. Likewise, not
only can I see that the tie is blue; if you have color vision as well, then so can you. The

of Mind and World.

19To put the parenthetical a bit more precisely, McDowell himself conceives of the book as principally
serving the function of exorcising a “philosophical anxiety” (xiii) rather than putting forward a meta-
physical thesis. He would not himself want to assent to any philosophical thesis that is not a truism,
adhering to Wittgenstein’s (quite controversial) metaphilosophical thesis that “If one tried to advance
theses in philosophy, it would never be possible to debate them, because everyone would agree to them,”
(128).

11See EPM §24 for Sellars’s most influential discussion of this distinction.

12Gee KTI §8 for Sellars’s articualtion of this very same thought in his interpretation of in Kant.

13Gee, for instance, SM 58.
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world, then, is not something we should or even could worry about as being “in our
heads,” as one might if one has a picture along the lines of Strawson’s Kant. The world
of appearances, for Sellars, is completely intersubjectively accessible, potentially open
to view to us all. In being intersubjective in this way, it has a certain sense of objectivity.

The objectivity that comes out of intersubjectivity that we can appeal to here has
been developed extensively by Brandom (1994). The key to understanding the inter-
subjective basis of objectivity, on Brandom’s account, is understanding the nature of
de re attributions of conceptual undertakings. In the story Sellars tells, John says of
a blue tie that it’s green. On Brandom’s account, what I'm doing in deploying this
construction is substituting what I take to be the case about the tie in the story into my
specification of what John says. And, insofar as you've read the story as well, you can
agree with my characterization here: the tie is blue and John wrongly says of it that it’s
green. So, John is wrong—objectively. That is, he’s wrong according to the object of his
claim, the thing he’s speaking of in making his claim and how this thing is, regardless
of how anyone takes it to be. The idea of the object of thought here—that which the
thought is about, independent of one’s thinking things about it—is just the idea of the
aspect of the commitment one undertakes which can be specified in accordance with
the commitments of other scorekeepers. All that is needed to make sense of this notion
of objectivity is the notion of a de re attribution of a claim or belief, and we can make
sense of that notion, Brandom shows, in terms of the cross-perspectival specification
of conceptual commitments. Brandom actually goes as far as to offer a set of proofs
that show the notion of objectivity at play here is genuine objectivity, that it doesn’t
collapse into some kind of subjectivity (1994, 601-607).1* The basic upshot is that we
need only the intersubjectivity of conceptual contents to secure objectivity—we don’t
need anything outside the realm of conceptual contents.

We thus get, in the philosophy of Sellars’s successors at Pittsburgh, a conception of
the world as a world of conceptual contents, things we can think to be the case, see to be
the case, and which can actually be the case. Of course, there are important differences
in the philosophies of McDowell and Brandom, especially in their general philosophical
orientation, but this much is common between them, and one can constructively draw
on both of their work to articulate this conception of the world.'”® Moreover, McDowell

14Brandom’s proofs are, of course, a point of contention, and, while I think some version of them is
indeed defensible, providing such a defense is well beyond the scope of this chapter.

1>Brandom articulates much of his philosophical work as developing and systematizing Sellarsian
ideas that he takes to be shared between he and McDowell, but McDowell is clear that he wants to
take none of these Brandomian developments on board (See especially Brandom (1995) and McDowell
(2002)). The root of this odd dispute is, I take it, methodological, with McDowell attempting to hold
true to a resolutely Wittgensteinian metaphilosophical orientation according to which his philosophical
claims shouldn’t stand in need of the sort of substantive theoretical backing that Brandom has worked
to give them. The question of whether a Wittgensteinian orientation is to be adopted at the end of the
day is of course beyond the scope of this chapter. For our purposes, it is sufficient to note that Sellars is
methedologically much closer to Brandom than he is to McDowell, and so, for the purpose of connecting
this work to that of Sellars, McDowell’s Wittgensteinianism can be put to the side.
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and Brandom both regard their work as involving developments of Sellarsian ideas,
and I think one can see the seeds of the ideas in Sellars. In this way, I take it that this
conception of the world is already there implicitly in Sellars. For Sellars, however, this
conception of the world of conceptual contents is that of 2 world, not the world.

4.4 Sellarsian Reality

For Brandom and McDowell, the world of facts, of truly thinkable conceptual contents,
is all that there is. Sellars disagrees. For Sellars, the world of conceptual contents is
only one “order,” as he puts it, and there is a fundamentally different order consisting
in non-conceptual things in themselves. Wittgenstein is fundamentally wrong about
the nature of reality, and McDowell and Brandom are both wrong to go along with
him. As Sellars puts it,

[P]ace Wittgenstein, the extra-linguistic domain consists of objects, not facts.
To put it bluntly, propositional form belongs only in linguistic and concep-
tual orders, (NAO, 61-62).

By “object” here, Sellars means something quite different than anything that which
McDowell or Brandom could mean by “object,” which Sellars (SM, 60-90) would
speak of as an “individual sense.” In saying what he does here, Sellars articulates a
sharp separation between the thinkable and sayable world, the world of conceptual
contents that we think and say, and the world, as it is in itself, a world which contains
only particulars, nameables (or, as he’d ultimately want to put it, picturables), but no
thinkables or sayables. Thinkables and sayables belong to the order of the conceptual,
not the order of the real. The world, as it is in itself, contrasted with the world
of conceptual contents (which exist “in” our representational acts and activities), is
essentially unthinkable.

At the heart of Sellars’s philosophy, then, is a direct and unwavering opposition
to the sort of absolute idealism endorsed by Brandom and McDowell.'* Whereas, for
Brandom and McDowell, the world is essentially thinkable, on Sellars’s conception, as
Ray Brassier nicely puts it, “Thinking cannot touch the real: it belongs to a different
order,” (Brassier 2014, 104). There is, on the one hand, the conceptual and linguistic
order—the order of those things that can be thought or said—and then there is, on the
other hand, the order of the real. The order of the real, on Sellars’s final picture, is a
world of fully particular material happenings.'”

1®That Sellars is opposed to idealism in this way should not be surprising to readers of Sellars.
Sellars explicitly denounces the metaphysical view: “Though full of important insights, Idealismis . .. ]
radically false,” (SM, 123). As I understand it (and this is just another way of saying that Sellars’s view
is “Post-Hegelian”) a proper materialism can only be acheived through idealism; idealism might be a
necessary step along the way, but it is by no means the destination.

17 As T'll elaborate below, there is, for Sellars, a sense in which thinking, in the sense of particular
thinkings, which will ultimately be identified with functionally-characterized neuro-physiological hap-
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Though it wouldn’t be quite right to say that Sellars’s nominalism justifies his anti-
idealism, since it’s not clear that the former is more fundamental than the latter, the
anti-idealist picture can be understood as mediated through Sellars’s nominalism. The
reason why that which can be thought cannot belong to the order of the real, is that
thinking, insofar as the contents thought are essentially shareable, essentially involves
the thinking of general entities such as properties or relations. We are capable of
thinking the same thing because we can think the same general thing of the same
particular thing. For instance, I can think of the tie that it's blue, and so can you. These
“ways” the tie might be—blue, green, silk, and so on—are essentially general; they are
essentially such that multiple things can be or “instantiate” them. For Sellars, these
things exist as appearences in virtue of our reification the norms governing the use
of “blue,” “green,” “silk,” and so on.!® However, there simply are no such entities in
the order of the real. That’s why he is so insistent that nothing in the order of the real
has “propositional form”; he understands the notion of propositional form in terms
of a relation of instantiation or ascription obtaining between general entities such as
properties and relations and particular objects, and there are not really any such things
as properties or relations.

The fact of the matter is that Sellars’s nominalism is not even conceivable by Bran-
dom and McDowell. Of course, they don’t think they are unable to conceive of it.
Rather, they think there is nothing to be conceived.” I take, however, that this is
both Brandom’s and McDowell’s falling prey to a version of the Myth of the Given,
specifically, to what James O’Shea (2007) dubs “The Myth of the Categorial Given,”
(115). McDowell and Brandom both underestimate the scope of the Myth of the Given.
In considering the idea that “any intelligible conceptual scheme has a necessary struc-
ture,” McDowell (1994) says, in response to potential worries about the Myth of the
Given,

Sellars’s thought, general though it is (“all forms of Givenness”), did not
require him to claim that absolutely everything we think is up for revision,
(158).

But Sellars does think absolutely everything we think is up for revision, at least in
principle, and this includes what he describes as “the categorial structure of the world,”
(FMPP, 12).*% The “necessary structure” that McDowell likely has in mind, as a post-
Fregean, is Fregean structure, one that involves the basic categorial distinction between
object and concept, in Frege’s terminology. This is what McDowell is expressing when

penings, does belong to the order of the real. But that which thinking can “touch”—that which can be
conceptually grasped—does not.

18Really, we should talk of the norms governing the use of ‘bluess, -green-s, +silkss, and so on. For a
more careful spelling out of this thought with the use of Sellarsian dot-quoting, see Simonelli (2021).

YBrandom says as much explicitly, rejecting the view as unintelligible (2014, 270).

2This is one way of saying what it is in which is the rejection of the “the Myth of the Given,” in
general, really consists. For readings along these lines, see Williams (2009) and Kremer (M.S.).
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he says, “The world itself is indeed structured by the form of judgment,” (2009b, 143).
For Sellars, however, reading the structure of the world off the structure of thought
in this way, even when it comes to what may seem like the most ineliminably basic
structure of thought, will not do, and Sellars is happy to entertain and ultimately
endorse the thought “that the subject-attribute or subject-relation nexus pertain[s] to
thought and not to things,” (SM, 59). Sellars’s rejection of the Myth of the Categorial
Given is what makes his nominalist transcendental idealism possible.

Sellars’s transcendental idealism, as I am understanding it, is the view that the phe-
nomenal world, understood as the world of conceptual contents, is, while empirically
real, transcendentally ideal. As he puts it, it exists only “as represented,” and not “in
itself.” This puts him in sharp contrast to McDowell and Brandom. The world, as Mc-
Dowell and Brandom conceive of it, is nothing other than the world of true thinkables,
the set of conceptual contents, such that, if we think them, we think truly. Experiential
content is nothing other than conceptual content, and so the experienceable world just
is the thinkable world. For Sellars, however, this world, the world we represent in
thought and experience, only exists as represented, not in itself. The world, as it is in
itself, does not have thinkable form. It is not, as McDowell claims, “structured by the
form of judgment,” and so one cannot take it as a content of judgment, a thing to be
thought to be so. So, we have two worlds: the phenomenal world and the noumenal
world, the world of appearances and that of reality, and fundamentally different sorts
of things constitute these respective worlds. We now turn to the following questions:
what is the metaphysical relation between these two worlds, and how can we even be
in a position, epistemically, to answer this question?

4.5 Resolving the Metaphysical Problem

Our first task is to address what I've called the metaphysical problem, which, once again,
is simply the problem of stating the relation between the two worlds. Sellars is quite
clear what kind of relation obtains between the two worlds: an explanatory one The
goings on in the noumenal world explain the structure, and, indeed, the existence
of the phenomenal world. The difficulty, of course, is providing, or, indeed, even
sketching the explanation. Sellars’s writings that bear most directly on this issue are
among his most difficult. They’re so difficult, in fact, that many have regarded them
as, if not comprehensible, then at least impenetmble.21 There is, however, an account

ZEarly reviews characterize Science and Metaphysics as “so difficult to read that its value is minimized
for all but the most dedicated readers,” (Bailey 1971), and Smart (1969) relents that “Sellars is himself
hard enough to understand and itis a pity to inflict on the reader the additional burden of understanding
the obscurities of Kant,” (80). Even Brandom (2014) reports not being able to make any sense of the first
Chapter of Science and Metaphysics, which plays a crucial role in the story, “until John McDowell finally
managed to explain it in his Woodbridge lectures,” (19). As I'll argue, McDowell’s reconstruction of this
first chapter does Sellars no service at all.
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of the relation between the two worlds to be extracted from this work, though spelling
it out requires filling in some gaps. That’s what I'll now do.

The element of the noumenal world that most proximally explains the structure of
the phenomenal world is what Sellars calls, borrowing his terminology from Kant, the
“manifold of sense,” (SM, 11). This term is meant to denote the set of impacts on us
from non-conceptual reality that guide our conceptual representations in perceptual
experience. The manifold is needed, Sellars tells us, to explain how the phenomenal
world can be essentially conceptual “and yet non-arbitrary and intersubjective,” (SM,
52). Now we have already seen from Brandom that conceptually, there is no problem
in thinking about the phenomenal world as objective.” But the problem that Sellars
brings in the notion of the manifold of sense to resolve is not a conceptual one, but an
explanatory one. The point of this theoretical posit is to explain how we go on smoothly
as we do in our conceptual practices. For instance, as a matter of fact, when we both
look at the blue tie in good lighting, we're both immediately prompted to say “The tie
is blue.” This sort of convergence in perceptual reports is a necessary aspect of having
any up and running discursive practice, and Sellars thinks it's something that needs
explaining.?® A good explanatory hypothesis, Sellars thinks, is that there’s some aspect
of non-conceptual reality that is affecting us in similar ways and thereby prompting
both of us to make the same conceptual judgment. Of course, the notion that needs
elaborating here is this notion of “prompting,” for it’s through this notion that the
two realms are bridged. To do this, let me once again bring in some of McDowell’s
conceptual machinery.

Start with McDowell’s (1994) notion of experience. Experience, for McDowell, is
conceptual, but nevertheless distinct from judgment. The key distinction is that there
is a way in which we are passive in experience and active in judgment. McDowell’s
brilliant Aristotelian insight is that this distinction between passivity and activity is
not to be understood in terms of two kinds of content we get—a kind of content we are
passively given and a kind of content we actively construct—but simply in terms of
two ways in which our conceptual capacities can be actualized, either passively in ex-
perience or actively in judgment. The only kind of content that figures in either mode of
actualization, on McDowell’s account, is conceptual content.** Reconstructing Sellars’s
Kantianism with the use of this McDowellian conceptual machinery, intuitions are pas-
sive actualizations of conceptual capacities that have the form “This X,” for instance,
“This blue tie,” (SM, 4-7). These episodes, while not themselves propositional in form,
can be taken up in active judgments with propositional form such as “This tie is blue.”

22Though, of course, Sellars did not develop an account of the objectivity of the conceptual in the
detail that Brandom did, he clearly envisioned something along the lines of the account Brandom
develops.

23Gee SM, 17-18.

%This, at least, is the view put forth in Mind and World. Later, McDowell (2009) ends up modifying
his view (misguidedly, I think) to what he takes to be a more Kantian view. See Simonelli (M.S.) for a
defense of a version of the old view in response to the sort of criticism that motivated the new one.
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Our being afforded the opportunity for judgment through the passive actualization
of conceptual capacities just is our having of a Kantian intuition. Sellarsian “sense
impressions” are crucially distinct from intuitions—indeed, they belong to a different
order—but they nevertheless bring about these passive actualizations of conceptual
capacities, guiding them from without.

Now, Sellars’s account of the relation between intuitions and sense impressions
is crucially not the account that McDowell himself attributes to Sellars. According
to McDowell, on Sellars’s view “experiences are composites, with claim-containing
items accounting for their intentionality and sensations accounting for their sensory
character,” (2009, 122). This is crucially not Sellars’s view. On Sellars’s view, an
intuition is in no way a composite, consisting of a sensational component and a conceptual
component. On the contrary, Sellars says

“[1]t is only if the manifold is mistakenly construed as belonging to the
conceptual order that it makes sense to suppose that it, so to speak, bodily or
literally becomes a part of the resulting intuitive representation. If it is, as
I take it to be, non-conceptual, it can only guide ‘from without” the unique
conceptual activity,” (SM, 16).

Intuitive representings, which Sellars speaks of as “minimal conceptual representa-
tions,” are episodes in which concepts are passively actualized. Specified as such,
these episodes belong squarely in the conceptual order. However, they are “guided”
by corresponding elements of the real order—sensory states, which stand to one an-
other in relations that are analogous to the relations that the corresponding conceptual
contents stand to one another. The key task in explaining the relation between the two
worlds, of course, is explaining how this “guidance from without” is actually supposed
to work.

To start, we must acknowledge the way in which, though Sellars’s picture is a two
worlds picture, there are places in the picture where talk of “two-aspects” is apt and
necessary. Representings, as they appear “from the inside,” can also be conceived of
“from the outside” as things in themselves. More determinately, representings, which
appear to us “from the inside” as conceptual acts with conceptual contents, can be
identified, from the outside, with neurophysiological happenings. These neurophysi-
ological happenings are, in a certain sense, contentless, though they may nevertheless
be characterized as, for instance, thinking that ps. What it is for a representing, con-
ceived of in itself as a neurophysiological happening, to be a thinking that p is not for
there to be some content—that p—that one holds in one’s mind. Rather, it is simply
for this thinking to play a certain functional role relative to other potential thinkings,
for instance, necessitating a thinking that g, excluding a thinking that r, and so on,
where these other thinkings are also conceived of as neurophysiological happenings of
certain sorts. Indeed, the world, as Sellars (FMPP) ultimately conceives of it as being
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in itself, is a world solely of acts and activities, a world of “pure processes.”? All of
these processes are material, and some of these material processes are thinkings. So,
when we are conceiving of conceptual representings as belonging to the order of the
real, something counts as a thinking that p not in virtue of being related to a specific
content (the proposition that p), but, rather, in virtue of being a specific kind of act.
Intuitive conceptual representings, conceived of as in themselves, are likewise neuro-
physiological states, but crucially ones that are directly connected (in the order of the
real) with sensory states. Sensory states, like thinkings, stand to one another in rela-
tions of necessitation and exclusion—a sensing redly necessitates a sensing coloredly,
excludes a sensing greenly, and so on—and these relations of necessitation and exclu-
sion among these constituents in the order of the real are mirrored by the relations of
necessitation and exclusion obtain between the sensory properties (constituents of the
order of conceptual) that objects of experience visibly instantiate in intuitive conceptual
representings, conceived of as they appear.

In order to really comprehend what sensory states are, we must appreciate another
crucial aspect of Sellars’s metaphysics (which, as we’ll see shortly, is also a crucial aspect
of his epistemology): picturing.? Picturing, conceived from within the ontology of pure
processes, is a sort of “mirroring” that occurs between two domains of processes, a
mapping between the patterns of processes that unfold in the respective domains. In
most of Sellars’s writings on picturing, he focuses on linguistic picturing. However,
as Carl Sachs (2019) has recently emphasized, non-linguistic picturing has a critical
role to play in the overall Sellarsian story, and sensory states that picture aspects of an
organism’s external environment come into the story long before conceptual knowers
like us do.?” For any creature that is able to navigate its environment—finding food,
avoiding predators, and so on—there are always going to be picturing relations that
obtain between its internal states and elements of the world outside of it. That’s just
an essential element of how non-discursive representational systems work: there are
internal states of the organism which correspond to external features of the organism’s
environment, such that, by being sensitive to its own internal states, the organism is
able to navigate its environment. Spelling out in detail how this sort of non-linguistic
picturing works is a task for cognitive neuroscience. The important philosophical
question for our purposes is how these sensory states become conceptually significant
in linguistic creatures like ourselves, such that the occurrence of a sensory state can be

ZIn other work (Simonelli 2021), I spell out in some detail how thinking of the constituents of reality
in this way enables us to characterize these constituents as being different sorts of things without taking
it to be the case that they’re different sorts of things in virtue of instantiating general properties or kinds.
I argue, that is, that Sellars’s ontology of absolute processes is needed in order for his nominliastic
picture of reality to work.

ZPicturing receives its first substantive development in BBK, and further substantive developments
in TC, Chapter 5 of SM, and Chapter 5 of NAO.

%See also Stoval (2022) for a sustained development of this notion of picturing and its role in both
non-discursive and discursive cognition and Koons and Sachs (2022) for a discussion of this notion of
picturing relates to Sellars’s practical philosophy.
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understood as “guiding” our conceptual activity.

The key to understanding how sensory states become conceptually significant in
discursive creatures like ourselves is to understand the crucial role that they play in
the process of language learning, through which concepts are acquired. Sellars tells us
that

“[T]he ability to teach a child the colour-shape language game seems to im-
ply the existence of cues which systematically correspond [. . . ] to the colour
and shape attribute families, and are also causally connected with combi-
nations of variously coloured and shaped objects in various circumstances
of perception,” (SM, 19).

His idea here is that we are taught to apply color and shape words in response to ex-
ternal material objects which are conceptualized by the teacher as visibly instantiating
certain colors and shapes. What the child is actually responsive to, in learning how
to use this vocabulary, is their own internal sensory states, which are systematically
caused by certain objects and which stand to one another in alethic modal relations of
necessitation and exclusion which correspond to the normative relations of implication
and incompatibility between the color and shape words. For instance, sensing redly
(a state systematically caused by objects that reflect light at around 700nm) excludes
sensing greenly, necessitates sensing colordly, and so on, just as “That’s red” precludes
entitlement to “That’s green,” commits one to “That’s colored,” and so on. Itis through
the child’s sensitivity to their own sensory states that it is possible for the teacher to
bring the child’s linguistic habits into conformity with the linguistic norms through
linguistic training, it is through the child’s eventually coming to hold themself to the
norms of the linguistic practice they’ve been brought into that they come to acquire
the concepts of being red, green, colored, and so on, and it is through having acquired
these concepts in this way that they eventually come to see things as visibly instanti-
ating these properties, with these concepts being passively actualized in their visual
experiences, prompted by the occurrence of the corresponding sensory states caused
by the external objects. In this way, sensory states guide conceptual activity “from
without.”

We are finally in a position to explain the existence of the phenomenal world
conceptual contents. The appearance of conceptual contents is caused by a kind of
reification or, as Amie Thomasson (2020, 139) puts it, a “hypostatization,” of norms
regimenting the patterns of linguistic activity into kinds of objects. What we do, in this
process of reification, is think of the correctness conditions of a saying that p, whose
performance commits one to a saying that g, precludes one from being entitled to a
saying that r, and so on, in terms of the obtaining of a distinctive kind of “worldly”
thing, a state of affairs, one that necessitates the state of affairs that g, excludes the
state of affairs that r, and so on. The existence of the world of appearances, the world
of contents, is due to this process of conceptual reification, whereby we hypostatize
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the norms governing linguistic acts into worldly contents.?® Through the existence of
language whose norms are shaped by sensory states that picture aspects of reality and
the reification of those norms into conceptual contents, there comes to exist a world
of conceptual appearances that bears some structural resemblance to some aspects of
reality but whose constituents are completely ontologically different kinds of things:
conceptual rather than real, ideal rather than material. Of course, I've only sketched the
contours of the metaphysical story, but I hope I've said enough to lend some credence
to the claim that the story can indeed be filled in. Rather than filling the story further,
let us now turn to the epistemological question. How can this story, in which things in
themselves are crucial characters, even be told?

4.6 Resolving the Epistemological Problem

In stating the epistemological problem that must be resolved, let’s start with Sellars’s
basic criticism of Kant’s transcendental idealism. Sellars takes Kant to have a basic
epistemological problem concerning our cognitive access, or lack thereof, to things
in themselves. The problem with Kant’s picture is that we can never say anything
determinate about things in themselves. We can only think of them by analogy of a
cognition radically other than our own: God’s. Sellars’s basic move, to put it crudely,
is to replace God with science. Thus, Sellars says:

“[A]lthough the world we conceptually represent in experience exists only
in actual and obtainable representings of it, we can say, from a transcenden-
tal point of view, not only that existence-in-itself accounts for this obtainabil-
ity by virtue of having a certain analogy. For, as I see it, the use of analogy
in theoretical science, unlike that in theology, generates new determinate
concepts. [...] One might put this by saying the conceptual structures of
theoretical science give us new ways of schematizing categories,” (SM, 49).

This way of contrasting God, of whose cognition we have a merely negative concept,
with theoretical science, which generates new determinate concepts, enables Sellars to
maintain that “it is “scientific objects,” rather than metaphysical unknowables which
are the true things-in-themselves,” (SM, 123). The crucial advance over Kant is that
things in themselves can be known. There is, however, still a problem given how I've
developed the Sellarsian view here. As we’ve said, there’s a sense in which the world,
as it is in itself, is unthinkable; its constituents aren’t the sort of thing that could be the
content of a thinking. Once again, that is because conceptual contents are essentially
general, and the constituents of the world, as it is in itself, are utterly particular. Since
knowing is a kind of thinking—thinking that achieves its formal end—this seems to

ZFor a substantive independent spelling out of this Sellarsian idea (which brackets the radical
nominalism of Sellars), see Simonelli (2022), especially Chapter Five.
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imply that the world, as it is in itself, is unknowable. There thus seems to be an
epistemological contradiction at the heart of Sellars’s conception of the in itself.

To resolve this issue, we need to distinguish between two notions of knowledge
and two notions of truth or “representational adequacy” that figure in these respective
notions of knowledge. In order to make sense of the progress of science, its potential
to uncover how things in themselves are, we need a conception of representational
adequacy that can apply to our relation to things in themselves that contrasts with
the conception of representational adequacy we apply to our relation to phenomena.
Let us start with the latter. Consider knowing that the tie is blue, for instance, in
virtue of seeing that it is. In this case, the correctness of our representation of the
tie’s being blue consists in the identity of what is represented with a state of affairs
that obtains, the tie’s being blue. In representing the tie’s being blue, we think what
is so, and the correctness of our thinking consists in the identity of what we think
with something that is so. This is how McDowell (1994) conceives of representational
adequacy, a conception developed by Jennifer Hornsby (1997) under the label of the
“Identity Theory of Truth.” This way of thinking about representational adequacy only
works insofar as the constituents of the world are general, such that a given constituent
can be the very same object of thought for multiple acts of thinking and for multiple
thinking subjects. If the constituents of the world, as it is in itself, are fully particular,
as Sellars insists, what is the notion of representational adequacy that can be applied in
the context of the scientific image? It might be clear what this notion is. We’ve already
introduced it: it’s picturing.

We spoke above about picturing in the case of non-linguistic organisms, but what’s
important to note about the case of non-linguistic picturing is that the organism’s
“environment” is constituted by a curated selection of specific elements of reality that
are relevant to the needs of the organisms. So, specific elements of reality that get
“pictured” by internal states of an organism are, from the perspective of trying to
understand the world, as it is in itself, rather arbitrary. In this way, though there are
some picturing relations between internal states of the organism and elements of the
world as it is in itself (there must be to explain how the organism is able to get by
in a material world without bumping into things), it's very far from a complete and
accurate picture of the world as it is in itself, being both severely limited in scope
and distorted in virtue of being catered to the specific needs of the organism. This
has the potential to change when we consider picturing in discursive representational
systems, creatures like us who represent the world through concepts conferred by the
use of language. Genuinely adequate picturing between our language and the world,
as it is in itself, is something that can be achieved through conceptual development,
and, in particular, the conceptual development that occurs through scientific inquiry.
In the beginning of our conceptual development, we are in pretty much the same
circumstance as any other animals—the “world” in which we originally find ourselves

82



is both severely limited in scope and distorted in virtue of being catered to our specific
needs. However, through active scientific inquiry, we can arrive at a conception of the
world that is not at all anthropocentric, not restricted or distorted by our specific needs
as a biological species.” In other words, we are able, at least in principle, to achieve a
language that, when used, is capable of completely and accurately picturing reality, as
it is in itself.

Explaining in detail how it is that this sort of picturing actually comes to be through
the course of scientific inquiry is a task for naturalized epistemology, in something not
entirely unlike Quine’s (1969) sense, but we can at the very least sketch the basic out-
line.*® One of the key features of theoretical science is the postulation of unobservable
entities with the use of theoretical models, which, while not themselves observable, are
theorized as explaining observable phenomena and so have observable consequences.
Having constructed models of the domain of unobservable entities we’ve theoretically
postulated, we reason in accordance with the model, predict the occurrence of certain
observable phenomena. If what happens isn’t what we predict will happen, we modify
the models and continue testing. Eventually, though, through this process, the model
in accordance with which we reason will structurally mirror the aspects of reality that
is purportedly modeled by it, and predictive adequacy will be achieved. When we
reason with the use of the model, paradigmatically in language, our languagings will
picture the aspect of reality with which our theory is concerned, and this picturing
will explain the predictive adequacy of the model. This articulation of the mechanism
through which scientific languagings come to picture reality is itself part of science;
science’s account of its own success.

Let us return to the basic problem of how we can make sense of ourselves as
knowing the structure of objective reality if “thinking cannot touch the real.” The real,
the in itself, is indeed not graspable—at least, it is not graspable in the sense that a
conceptual content is graspable. Nevertheless, particular happenings unfold in certain
patterns, and our languagings can picture those happenings, as they unfold. Insofar
as a picturing relation obtains, the structure of reality can be mediately grasped through
grasping the structure of the space of concepts conferred by a linguistic practice that
pictures it. So, ultimately, insofar as we are capable of modifying our language and,

PIt's worth being clear that “anthropocentric,” as I'm using the term here, is distinct from “people-
centric,” as it were. Anthropocentric here refers specifically to a conception of the world that is distorted
by our specifically human contingencies. Ileave open the important question, of how, exactly, the core of
our self-conception as discursive beings—"subjects of conceptual episodes” (SM, 167)—or, equivalently,
normative beings—those “who finds [themselves] confronted by standards” (PSIM, 38)—is to be “joined”
with the conception of reality, as it is itself.

300f course, Quine thinks that naturalized epistemology is exhaustive of the subject of epistemol-
ogy, and Sellars does not. Unlike Quine, Sellars has a place for the traditional project of normative
epistemology within the manifest image, but, within the scientific image, there is also the descriptive
project of explaining how science actually works, articulating the mechanisms through which scientific
languagings come to picture reality, and this task is something like naturalized epistemology, in Quine’s
sense.
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as a result, our conceptual repertoire through scientific development, it is possible for
the world we will conceptually represent in experience to be an appearance of the
real world. And so, though I've spoken of Sellars’s picture of the phenomenal and
noumenal, the conceptual and the real, as a “two worlds” picture, this claim is best
understood as a claim about the phenomenal and the noumenal at our current stage in
conceptual development. Though we start out with a conceptual order according to which
a two-worlds picture is apt, we may aspire, in doing science, to end up with a conceptual
order according to which a two-aspects picture is apt such that we can talk about things
in themselves both as we represent them and as they are in themselves. The discussion
here, as already mentioned, has presupposed that such a two-aspect conception is
correct at least in part. The aim of theoretical inquiry, at least as a regulative ideal,
is to achieve it in total. As I've emphasized, doing this will require revising the very
“categorial structure” of our conceptual scheme, but, as Sellars emphasizes, this is just
what theoretical science has the potential to do.

4.7 Conclusion

Sellars is a transcendental idealist, in the sense of the term laid out by Kant, thinking
that the world of everyday experience exists only as represented and not in itself. Sell-
ars’s transcendental idealism, however, is only a constitutive aspect of his overarching
scientific materialism, and, given the way that this scientific materialism is spelled out,
it should now be quite clear that Sellars’s own version of transcendental idealism is
quite far from Kant’s. Many analytic philosophers generally sympathetic to Kantian-
ism have thought that the inadequacies of Kant’s transcendental idealism requires
the move from a Kantian metaphysics to a Hegelian one. From this perspective, the
move from Sellars’s Kantian metaphysical outlook to that of his Hegelian successors at
Pittsburgh might be seen as real philosophical progress. I hope to have shown, how-
ever, that Sellars’s metaphysical picture already implicitly contains the metaphysical
picture of his Pittsburgh successors. As such, far from being succeeded by Pittsburgh
Hegelianism, Sellars’s naturalized Kantianism can be thought of as a successor to Pitts-
burgh Hegelianism. Of course, this doesn’t by itself show that Sellars’s picture is to be
preferred over that of Brandom and McDowell; the fact that a position can articulated
as dialectically posterior to another does not itself show that this position is philosoph-
ically superior to the other. Still, I hope that this way of placing Sellars with respect to
his successors at Pittsburgh might function to change the outlook on Sellars’s place in
the history of analytic philosophy or at the very least serve to show just how ahead of
his time Sellars really was.
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Conclusion

Sellars and Brandom are both inferentialists about conceptual content, understanding
the thinkable contents we grasp in terms of our mastery of the inferential rules gov-
erning the use of linguistic expressions. I have here articulated how an inferentialist
account along these lines can be defended against McDowell’s influential criticisms,
how such an can be spelled out in formal detail drawing on bilateralism in proof-
theoretic semantics, and how it yields account of conceptual understanding that is, in
Sellars’s terminology, “psychologically nominalist,” maintaining that “all awareness
of sorts, resemblances, facts, etc., [...] is a linguistic affair” (Sellars, 1956, 289). On
the account I have articulated here, awareness of conceptual contents is a linguistic
affair insofar as such awareness always involves grasping the concepts of which one
is aware, and knowing what these conceptual contents are is always a matter of the
mastery of the inferential roles of linguistic expressions. This is a point on which Sellars
and Brandom fundamentally agree. Sellars and Brandom are both psychological nom-
inalists. However, they fundamentally disagree on the place that conceptual contents
ought to ultimately occupy in our metaphysical picture. Brandom, with McDowell, is
a conceptual realist, maintaining that the world, as it is in itself (in the only sense of “in
itself” of which we can make any sense at all), consists in propositionally-structured
facts which are the very conceptual contents we think when we think truly. By contrast,
Sellars, being an ontological nominalist, is a conceptual phenomenalist, maintaining
that the world, as it is in itself, consists only in particulars which may be pictured but
cannot themselves be thought. I have concluded this report with an articulation of
Sellars’s conceptual phenomenalist view primarily to get it on the table as a genuine
inferentialist alternative to Brandom’s conceptual realism. The inferentialist account
of conceptual contents and our grasp of them that I have been principally concerned to
advance here, however, is itself neutral with respect to these two metaphysical poles.
I am not myself sure how this metaphysical dispute between Brandom and Sellars
is to be settled. Over the past several years, I have often found myself vacillating
between these two poles, typically endorsing something like the Brandomian pole
when writing in propria persona, but nevertheless continually being drawn back to

something like the Sellarsian view.’!

This vacillation suggests to me that the truth
must lie somewhere between the two extremes, a middle way between Brandom’s
platonist conceptual realism, according to which general conceptual contents really

do exist, and Sellars’s nominalist conceptual phenomenalism, according to which they

31For my most recent vacillation back towards the Sellarsian pole, see Simonelli (forthcoming c).
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really do not exist. In thinking about this issue, I am drawn to the following verse from
Nagarjuna’s Milamadhyamakakarika:

“Tt exists” is an eternalist view; “It does not exist” is an annihilationist idea.
Therefore the wise one should not have recourse to either existence or non-
existence, (MMK 15, 10, Siderits and Katsura, 2013).

Precisely what this “middle way” with conceptual contents comes to remains to be
articulated.® I expect, however, that working out such a position between Brandomian
conceptual realism and Sellarsian conceptual phenomenalism will be an important task
for philosophically oriented inferentialists in the coming years. For more technically
oriented inferentialists, there remains much work to be done in developing proof-
theoretic formal frameworks capable of capturing the complexities of meaning in
natural language in inferentialism. The broader promise of inferentialism, I take it,
lies in the way these two tasks can be pursued in tandem. The metaphysical question
of what conceptual contents are and the formal question of how they are inferentially
articulated are not independent problems. Rather, they are conceived here as two
aspects of a single philosophical project, one which is, ultimately, that of understanding
ourselves as self-conscious thinkers. I hope this report serves to contribute to that self-
understanding.

32This is not to say that there are not attempts to articulate such a middle way. See, for instance,
Kraut (2010, forthcoming) for some interesting attempts at articulating a middle way, that are still, at
least by my lights, not fully satisfying.
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