Session 6: Concluding thoughts

· Sellars, Brandom, and McDowell agree that the meaning of our words and the contents of our thoughts are constituted by norms of reasoning. Sellars and Brandom think that requires an alternative to traditional “relational” and “representational” theories of linguistic meaning. Sellars takes this to require clarification of the distinctive role of “meaning” talk, as well as a theory of the inferential roles of words in the language. Brandom agrees, and adopts the further task of explaining how meaning can be understood as arising out of a certain sort of norm-governed social practice, a “game of giving and asking for reasons.” McDowell doubts whether this more “full-blooded” goal is necessary. (Maher, C. 2012, p. 120)

· McDowell has a distinctive view of the task of philosophy, his so-called quietism, a view that Sellars and Brandom do not share. (Maher, C. 2012, p. 120)

· Norms—especially norms of reasoning—are central to the Pittsburgh School’s conception of human rational engagement with the world. Moreover, they hold that norms cannot be understood in non-normative terms. For instance, what should or should not happen cannot be understood simply in terms of what has happened or will happen or is likely to happen. However, many philosophers think that norms can be understood in non-normative terms. Indeed, some philosophers think that norms must be so understood, if we want to think of ourselves as fully natural (rather than super-natural) creatures. These philosophers hold that there is a tension between the idea of norms and the idea that everything is, in some sense, part of nature, a certain form of “naturalism.” As we just noted, norms don’t seem to be settled simply by what has happened or will happen or is likely to happen. And yet nature seems to be just that: the sum of facts about what has happened (and what will happen or is likely to happen, given the laws of nature). How can norms “outstrip” nature in that way? Although I did not focus on that issue in this book, Sellars and McDowell have been responsive to it. Sellars thinks that the right response is to develop a “stereoscopic” vision of humans, one that reconciles “the manifest image” with “the scientific image,” one that recognizes the irreducibility of norms, and yet also treats humans as fully natural creatures. McDowell thinks the right response is to reject impoverished conceptions of nature that force us to think that norms are somehow not part of the natural world. Both proposals are intuitively appealing, but the big question is whether the details work. (Maher, C. 2012, p. 121-122)
A Spirit of Trust – nobody is a hero to their valet …

