Session 4: Meaning – what makes a claim linguistically meaningful

· Everyone would admit that the notion of a language which enables one to state matters of fact, but doesn’t permit argument, explanation, in short reasoning, in accordance with the principles of formal logic, is a chimera. It is essential to the understanding of scientific reasoning to realize that the notion of a language which enables one to state empirical matters of fact, but contains no material moves is equally chimerical. The classical ‘fiction’ of an inductive leap which takes its point of departure from an observation base undefiled by any notion as to how things hang together is not a fiction but an absurdity. The problem is not ‘is it reasonable to include material moves in our language?’ but rather ‘Which material moves is it reasonable to include?’ (Sellars, Some Reflections on Language Games, p. 355)

· to explain why there are singular terms is in an important sense to explain why there are objects-not why there is something (to talk about) rather than nothing (at all), but rather why what we talk about comes structured as propertied and related objects: "The limits of language (of that language which alone I understand) means the limits of my world." To ask the question "Why are there singular terms?" is one way of asking the question "Why are there objects?" How odd and marvelous that the answer to both should turn out to be: Because it is so important to have something that means what conditionals mean! (Brandom, Articulating Reasons, loc. 1666)

· particular episodes of language use must be recognizable for what they essentially are without benefit of understanding the language (McDowell, In Defence of Modesty, p. 99).

· The wish for … [grand theory/overreaching explanation, etc.] reflects a familiar philosophical attitude to content. The attitude is one in which we wonder at the capacity of language to give expression to thought; we take that capacity to be something we must find mysterious unless we can reconstruct it in conceptually independent terms, and so see how we integrate it into a picture of the world that does not already explicitly make room for it. (McDowell, Another Plea for Modesty, p. 131)

· For Sellars, many views of meaning are problematic because they assume meaning is a “word-world” relation, and that when we talk about meaning, we are simply describing such a relation. Once those ideas are rejected, we are free to see things differently. In particular, one can see the meaning of an expression as its norm-governed role in material inferences. Grasping or understanding an expression is being able to use it in accordance with those norms. Brandom takes up that basic idea, adding a story about the activity of giving and asking for reasons, aiming to explain what it is one must do to count as asserting—making a claim with conceptual content—in the first place. McDowell thinks there are deep questions about the need for such a project. (Maher, C., 2012, p. 79)
